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List of Characters





  People acquainted with the author (all deceased)

 Ah Hong, Temiar headman
 Goh Ah Hok, Junior Civil Liaison Officer
 Goh Baleh, a Temiar headman in Perak
 Ismail, Mubarak, aka ‘Moby’, Head of Special Branch in Grik
 Kantan, Temiar headman in Perak
 Kerinching, Temiar headman in Perak
 Rijed, brother of Kerinching, q.v.
 Senagit, cook, guide and scout for Ah Soo Chye, q.v.
 Slim, Lord, Field Marshal
 Sultan of Brunei, HH Sir Omar Ali Saifuddin Wasa’dul Khairi Waddin
 Sutel, son of Kerinching, q.v.
 Watts, Tommy, Captain, Staff Officer, Border Scouts
  
 
  Other real people

 Ah Hai, deputy to Chin Peng, q.v.
 Ah Soo Chye, guerrilla working with Malayan aborigines
 Aidit, Dipa Nusantara, Secretary General, Indonesian Communist Party
 Chin Peng, Secretary General, Malayan Communist Party
 Eisenhower, D D, 24th President of USA
 Lo See, guerrilla working with Malayan aborigines
 Mao Tse-tung, Chinese leader
 Mung, Major General, Indonesian Army
 Nasution, Abdul Haris, General, Indonesian Army
 Rahman, Abdul, Tenku, Prime Minister of Malaya
 Sheikh Azahari, Brunei politician and rebel
 Sukarno, President of Indonesia
 Tek Miu, guerrilla working with Malayan aborigines
 Too, Chee Chew, a.k.a. C C Too, Special Branch, Malayan Police
 Yasin Effendi, Commander, North Kalimantan Liberation Army.
  
 
  To protect some people’s integrity, they have been given fictitious names:

 Ah Fat, Chinese boy in pre-war Kuala Lumpur and later ‘guerrilla’
 Ali Wiranto, Indonesian nickname of Kesar Pun, q.v.
 Alif, nickname of Soetidjab Alaydris, q.v.
 *Chakrabahadur Rai, Sergeant, 1/12 Gurkha Rifles
 Fordyce, Jim, British intelligence representative
 George Ningkan, probationary police officer
 Gloop, Edward, Brigadier, Commander Central Brigade, Sarawak
 Hassan Soekadis, Indonesian guerrilla
 *Hemraj Rai, Rifleman, 1/12 Gurkha Rifles
 Hung Lo, ‘Bear’, nickname of Wang Ming, q.v.
 Jenko, Lao-speaking Thai Isan guerrilla
 Jiang Yun, Communist ‘sleeper’ in Kuching
 Kamhaeng Thanaboon, Thai alias of Manbahadur Limbu, q.v.
 Kesar Pun, aka Ali Wiranto, ex-2/1 GR soldier, escort to Aidit, q.v.
 King, David, Commissioner of Police, Sarawak Constabulary
 *Kulbahadur Limbu, Sergeant, 1/12 Gurkha Rifles
 Lalman Limbu, Sergeant, 1/12 Gurkha Rifles
 *Manbahadur Limbu, ex-1/7 GR soldier, a.k.a. Kamhaeng Thanaboon, q.v.
 *Minbahadur Gurung, Sergeant, 1/12 Gurkha Rifles
 Mulia, Major General, GOC Military District XII at Pontianak, West Kalimantan
 Pang Hau, ‘Hare Lip’/’Broken Face’, Communist agent
 P’ing Yee, ‘Flat Ears’, nickname of Ah Fat, q.v.
 Rance, Jason Percival Vere, Major, 1/12 Gurkha Rifles
 Rutherford, Don, Head of Special Branch, Sarawak Constabulary, Kuching
 Sim Ting Ong, Secretary General of the Sarawak United People’s Party
 Shandung P’aau, ‘Shandung Cannon’, nickname of Major Rance, q.v.
 Sodimedjo, Intelligence Colonel, Indonesian Army
 Soetidjab Alaydris, Indonesian guerrilla
 Souk Vongvachit, Lao police officer
 Sprinter, Walter, Major General, Director of Borneo Operations
 Townsend, Peter, Brigadier, Commander West Brigade, Sarawak
 Wang Ming, one-time guerrilla now ‘mole’ for Malayan Special Branch
 West, Sir Lucas, General, Commander-in-Chief, Far East Land Forces
 Zai, nickname of Hassan Soekadis, q.v.
 Zhong Han San, leader of Killer Squad in south Thailand
  
 *Gurkha names often use the ‘é’ ending instead of ‘bahadur’ or ‘raj’, especially when talking, such as Kulé for Kulbahadur and Hemé for Hemraj.
 









2

List of Abbreviations




2IC Second-in-Command
 ADC aide de camp, personal staff officer to a senior officer
 casevac casualty evacuation
 C-in-C Commander-in-Chief, a 4-star appointment
 CO Commanding Officer (Lieutenant Colonel)
 CQMS Company Quarter Master Sergeant
 CT Communist Terrorist/s
 DA Defence Adviser, Commonwealth country, otherwise Defence Attaché
 DCM Distinguished Conduct Medal
 DOBOPS Director of Borneo Operations
 GHQ General Headquarters
 GM George Medal
 GOC General Officer Commanding, a 2-Star appointment
 GR Gurkha Rifles
 HQ headquarters
 ID identification, in ID card
 IO Intelligence Officer
 Int Intelligence
 JCLO Junior Civil Liaison Officer
 MA Military Assistant
 MCP Malayan Communist Party
 MGBG Major General, Brigade of Gurkhas
 NCO non-commissioned officer
 NTR nothing to report
 OBE Order of the British Empire
 OC Officer Commanding (Major)
 ‘O’ Group Orders Group, those needed to receive tactical orders
 QGO Queen’s Gurkha Officer
 PKI Partai Komunis Indonesia, Communist Party of Indonesia
 RNAC Royal Nepal Airlines Corporation
 RPKAD Regimen Pasukan Komando Angatan Darat, Indonesian Army Para-Commando Regiment
 RV rendezvous, term used for designated positions to ‘close on’
 sitrep situation report
 SEATO Southeast Asian Treaty Organisation
 SUPP Sarawak United People’s Party
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List of Radio Jargon




key using Morse code
 Roger ‘message received’
 Sunray senior officer
 Wilco ‘will comply with message’
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Glossary





  Chinese

 ‘Ch’uan jia chan’ ‘May your entire clan be wiped out’: an ancient curse
 doh mai nok gwat pai lei lun domino (bone slab) theory (‘bone slabs’ are the actual pieces)
 Goo K’a Gurkha
 gwai lo foreigner, ‘devil person’
 ham sap kwai salty-wet devil, randy
 kongsi a communal labourers’ dwelling
 maang dim blind spot
 pang hau hair lip, literally ‘broken face’
 sei gok a military blind spot, literally ‘dead angle’
 sinsaang sir, literally ‘elder born’,
 t’o yan aborigine
 yam sing ‘drink to victory’ (not, as often wrongly thought, ‘bottoms up’)
  
 
  Indonesian

 Konfrontasi Confrontation, the name of a political and military action against the formation of Malaysia
  
 
  Malay

 Enche term of respect
 gunong mountain
 jalan road
 KL Kuala Lumpur
 kongsi logging camp
 ladang aboriginal settlement
 orang asli ‘original’ men, aborigines
 parang chopper, cleaver
 perak silver
 ringgit Malay dollar
 salamat jalan good-bye
 sungei river
 titek buta blind spot (also ‘blind drop’)
 Tuan term of respect
 ulu headwaters of a river, colloquially ‘jungle’
 upas poisonous tree, Antiaris toxicania.
  
 
  Nepali

 Cheena Chinese
 daku guerilla, (literally dacoit)
 keta lad
 hajur term of respect, inert conversational
 response (literally presence)
 hunchha is, okay
 gora ‘fair-skinned’
 Major-ba one way of addressing a Gurkha Sergeant Major
 jyu polite suffix
 rajdut ambassador
 Sarkar word of address to member of royalty of Nepal, government
 ustad non-commissioned officer, instructor
  
 
  Temiar

 senoi man
 tata old, term of respect
 tongoq headman
  
 
  Thai

 baht Thai currency
 farang European, lit French
 isan northeast
 krab suffix used when a man talks, no equivalent English rendering
 wai ceremonial greeting, two hands joined in front of body
 










Part One









Chapter 1




Dawn was just breaking when the ghastly spine-chilling shriek of near-animal anguish reached the two sentries guarding the outer fringes of the jungle camp. One of the sentries, Kamhaeng Thanaboon, turned to the other, Jenko, who was lying behind a tree a few yards off, and said, ‘That must be Zhong with the kid who was brought in yesterday. Sadists like Zhong shouldn’t be allowed.’
 ‘He’s a pervert all right. We’ll find out more when our relief comes. Can’t be long now.’
 A few minutes later they heard footsteps approaching from the direction of the camp and the two sentries, only temporary inmates of the camp, cowered behind their leafy cover.
 Three people, a comrade escorting a young Thai girl and a young Chinese boy, both walking slowly and in obvious pain, came into view. They moved beyond the sentries to a clump of bull rushes where the escort told them that his boss would soon hear if either spoke about what had happened in the camp during the night. The comrade strode back, not bothering about the two sentries.
 ‘Nasty,’ said one of the sentries when all was quiet again. ‘Since our people left us in this camp, I’ve been bored to tears. Still, I’m glad we don’t have to witness that kind of grotesqueness too often.’
 ‘I’m always bored here,’ said the other. ‘Except for those two or three times we were sent south to the border. It took us four days to get there, remember?’
 How can I forget? The name of the village was Ha La, mused Kamhaeng Thanaboon. When I was a boy I had a puppy with that name and my younger brother used to call me Hala too. He could never have imagined that his puppy’s name and his own nickname could one day instil so much fear into what remained of the MCP Politburo that it would put his life in grave jeopardy. As a young lad my brother was an excellent tracker, any game, any spoor. I wonder where he is now. He was too young to have served in the war. He came to with a jolt: ‘Yes, of course I remember it well. Ha La. We spent nights in the camp where the leader was, um, Ah Soo Chye, I think.’
 ‘You’d better call him “Comrade Ah Soo Chye” when you speak of him in front of the hierarchy, you know how fussy they are about protocol. He is the leader of the group that keeps an eye on those “junglies” south of the border. I forget the names of his two senior men but one was said to be moon-struck.’ He giggled. ‘But full moon or new moon, I forget which.’
 Jenko looked round, just in case they could be overheard. ‘If we hadn’t both been taken ill when we last came here with our people we’d have been away long ago. We’ll have to wait until our lot comes back. We’d never be allowed to try and go back alone.’ A wistful look came over his face and his brow creased. ‘Once our lot comes back and takes us away, let’s make a real job of it and try and disappear from them once and for all. Go back and be normal people for a change.’
 Jenko and Kamhaeng Thanaboon were guerillas of the Thai Communist Party.
  
 Hidden in the jungle not all that far north of the Thai-Malay border, near a village named Sadao, was the camp that held the Politburo of the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) and the defeated remnants of its military wing, the Malayan Races Liberation Army (MRLA). It was under the auspices of Chin Peng, the Secretary General of the MCP, who had developed a nodding acquaintance with morality but preferred to keep it at arm’s length. He was more of a thinker than a doer, deliberately isolating himself from any strong-arm work considered necessary by the leader of his Killer Squad, one Zhong Han San, and his ten-man group of sadists.
 By 1959 the eleven-year-long Malayan Emergency, a civil war fought between the minority Chinese Communist guerrillas and the rest of the population – Malays, Chinese, Indians, Eurasians and a few British expatriates – was, to all intents and purposes, over. Only the timorous, almost stone-age, jungle inhabitants in the farthest northern reaches of the country with a culture pattern only properly known to themselves ever met the rump of the guerrillas who tried to cultivate their affection and loyalty. Farther south were Proto-Malays but the biggest group near the border were known as Temiar.
 The ‘Emergency’ had only been a war of serious intensity – close fought and outcome uncertain – from 1948 to 1951. Since then it had been a war of ‘cat and mouse’, infinite patience and relentless endeavour, stamina and cunning, craft and stealth, a monstrous game of fatal ‘hide and seek’ and, without instantaneous reflexes, death.
 Even though Malaya was now self-governing there was still a large British and Commonwealth military presence in the country. Had it not been for massive British and Gurkha effort, supplemented by units from Australia, New Zealand, Fiji and Nigeria, the Malayan forces, military and police, would have been totally swamped with far too few troops to cope nor any intrinsic air or naval forces for support. The country would almost certainly have become a Communist state. Instead of which the MCP, with the rump of its military arm, was hiding in south Thailand, mentally licking their wounds after an ill-chosen fight, unable to keep its base on Malayan territory any longer. It was the only time in the history of Communist expansion that Communism had been beaten in a territory of its own choosing.
 If anything, the struggle had been just as much, if not more, of an ‘Int’, Intelligence, endeavour than a fighting war, despite so much ‘ulu bashing’ as jungle operations were known. These had tested the military skills, stamina and patience of both sides to extreme limits and had involved many brave actions, some of which had made headlines with Security Forces being awarded medals for bravery. At the start of Emergency operations Intelligence work, which seldom, if ever, had any publicity or public rewards, was almost non-existent because Special Branch became virtually moribund during the Japanese occupation. Slowly and painstakingly it became a working entity once more, fostered by dedicated anti-Communist Straits Chinese and equally dedicated Chinese-speaking British officers. The ‘hearts and minds’ concept was seen as a vital ingredient and, coupled with the-carrot-and-stick philosophy of gradually making the peninsula into ‘white areas’ where there were no restrictions on movement and food supplies, had overwhelmingly turned the tide in the government’s favour; unlike in Vietnam where some Americans had it that ‘pull them along by their balls and the hearts and minds will follow’ so making the situation there entirely different.
 By 1961, Chin Peng had realised that armed guerrilla activity was no longer useful as it could not achieve his aim of a Communist Malaya. With fewer than a hundred men under his direct command and a handful farther south near the border at Ha La, he still resolutely refused to give up or change his philosophy. He was trying to go to China and the camp was his base until permission was granted. Fighting had come to an end … almost. ‘Almost’, because a residual armed Communist guerrilla presence was still maintained, albeit fitfully, in the far north of Malaya in the area only populated by fewer than a thousand peace-loving Temiar, however forlorn the Communist hope that they would be the ‘springboard’ for any further activity southwards once more, such a hope existed. The military counter to eradicate the last remaining guerrillas was designated Operation Bamboo.
  
 In mid-1959, after fighting Chinese guerrillas in Malaya since 1948, 1/12 Gurkha Rifles was posted to Hong Kong for a two-year spell where, apart from obligatory duties – Force Guards, Border Protection, Community Relations activities and Aid to the Civil Power when the Police requested it – modern warfare could be practised from section up to brigade level. Classification on the range on the Bren light-machine gun and rifle was also an imperative as were, at long last, games and athletic competitions. It was certainly the first time since 1942 that any of the Gurkha soldiers had permanent accommodation to live in.
 Major Jason Rance of that battalion, having put his company through all the necessary range practices, was in his company office catching up with routine paperwork when the CO’s ‘Stick Orderly’ – the smartest man of the day’s Quarter Guard – unexpectedly came to the door and, standing rigidly to attention with his stick under his left arm, gave a cracking salute. ‘Major sahib, the Commanding sahib sends his salaams. He wants you to speak with him, now, in his office.’
 Why, I wonder? Jason had a slight tinge of apprehension, rubbing the back of his wrist across his mouth. … but at least I have a clear military conscience … unless … was it that baton-changing practice? So, with a ‘Hunchha, keta’ – Right-ho, lad – the pair of them set off for Battalion HQ.
 Jason Rance had an unusual background: an only child, his early boyhood years had been spent in Kuala Lumpur where his father had worked in the ‘need-to-know’ business. Ah Fat, the only son of his father’s closest Chinese agent, became like a brother to him who, like his father, had become bilingual in Chinese as well as having a good working knowledge of Malay. He was also an excellent Nepali speaker, having served with his Gurkhas for eighteen years, initially with 1/1 GR of the Indian Army in Burma and after the war in Cochin-China to disarm the beaten Japanese and operate against the Vietminh. It was then that he had learnt basic Vietnamese. That was some sixteen years in the past but if I hear it again I expect it’d come back.
 In December 1947 he had transferred to 1/12 GR of the British Army, gone to Malaya and, taking part in the decade-long Malayan Emergency, had become an expert in the type of jungle operations that Counter Communist Revolutionary Warfare required, namely to be able to operate against an enemy at the level of ‘active’ guerrilla warfare. That entailed knowing how to live, move and operate in tropical rain forest terrain and become skilled in attacking Communist camps, tracking, ambushing, patrolling, river crossing and the other aspects of jungle movement that such work demanded – and always to be ready for that split-second contact – you or them. The greatest feather in his cap had been about eight years previously when he had managed to prevent a renegade brother officer of dubious provenance from joining the Chinese guerrillas. It was during that period that he had once more met up with his childhood friend, Ah Fat, under dramatic circumstances.
 A bachelor, rising forty and still remarkably fit for his age, he radiated health and self-assurance. He was six feet tall and just over ten stone, with fair hair, a resolute face and clear blue eyes that had the ability to penetrate and probe into another’s. His gaze was steady and non-committal until provoked, which was not often. The breadth of his shoulders, the long muscular neck and the convex lines of chest were evidence of a body honed to physical precision and strength. He was slender but not thin, his was the tautness that comes with discipline, training and a fully active life. Crosshatching of fine wrinkles at the corner of his eye sockets bespoke both time spent in the Asian sun and approaching middle age.
 The regiment, to Jason, was his mother and father and his bit of God, even if His ways were sometimes imponderable. To his superiors, his military knowledge, although far above the average for practical, operational work, was too restricted when it came to staff matters, so essential for a ‘balanced military career’. He had already sat for, and failed, the dreaded Staff College Entrance Examination so squandering any normal chance for promotion to lieutenant colonel. So ‘that was that’ and his soldiering seemed likely to be regimental until he was too old for it.
 ‘Go straight in,’ said the Adjutant, not bothering to look up from his paperwork, so Jason knocked on the CO’s door.
 ‘Come in.’
 He stepped smartly to in front of the CO’s table and gave a punctilious salute. ‘Sir, you sent for me,’ he said, standing to attention.
 ‘Yes, I did,’ his CO answered a touch brusquely, pinching his nose like a swimmer coming out of the water as he put the file he was working on to one side. ‘I’m going to put my cards on the table, Jason, and come straight to the point, so listen to me carefully. I want to be honest with you.’ He paused, as if for emphasis.
 Jason flushed slightly, which was unusual for him. As if honesty was the last thing to expect from one’s Commanding Officer.
 ‘Although you are an “all-weather” operational soldier,’ the CO continued, unconsciously crossing his legs under the table, ‘you’re a bit of a military maverick, don’t you know. You seem to find peacetime soldiering mildly claustrophobic.’ Lame laugh. ‘One example: recently when on Force Guards you were invited into the Governor’s box for the races at Sha Tin, the equivalent of a Royal Command. You didn’t go. On the following Monday, at Guard Mounting at his residence, the Governor asked you why not; apparently your answer was because you were practising baton changing with your company for the sports. At least that’s how it came back to me. Correct?’ plucking earnestly at his brow with his long fingers as he did.
 So that was why I had that twinge! ‘Correct, sir,’ eyes narrowing at the corners making incipient crows’ feet slightly deeper.
 ‘Not the best way to become popular with authority! You excel in what interests you operationally, on training and linguistically: you are excellent with the men, all of which I fully realise. What you’re not all that interested in you seem to ignore.’ The CO, hands palms upwards on the table, as though he was reading Jason’s fortune, asked, ‘Right or wrong?’
 ‘Sir, put that way, I can’t argue with you,’ said flatly.
 ‘Although you have an exceptional sense of rapport with Asians, it seems to me that your military elastic is pretty well stretched. You are meticulous and articulate, conscientious and savvy but, at times your ribald wit is misplaced. In short, you are not all that tactful with Europeans.’ The CO looked down at a file on his desk, unhygienically putting his pencil in his mouth as he turned the pages. ‘I’m going to say something that will sound strange, Jason. Somewhere along the line you missed the chance to be ordinary …’ The CO’s pursed lips reminded Jason of the coin slot in a telephone booth.
 Jason gave a little inward sigh. Speaking languages and laughing with the men must look different to those who can do neither.
 ‘… and “both the army and the Royal Academy require docility in their children and originality has to be stereotyped”, as I’ve heard it neatly put,’ said the Colonel, his eyes leaving the file and looking up at Jason.
 The blighter’s copying what I thought I’d once said as a joke! but Jason merely looked straight into the older man’s eyes without a retort. None was needed.
 ‘So, another example of not being tactful with Europeans,’ continued the Colonel. ‘I remember hearing what you said to your Grade 1 Staff Officer when you were still a captain doing a staff attachment as a Grade 3. Apparently he complained, one lunchtime, to another Grade 1 officer that you had sent him a draft that he simply could not understand and your unasked-for retort was that however hard you tried you could not write words of less than one syllable. You’re a hard case, Rance, insufficiently manipulative for tact, as I’ve heard it put. Correct again?’ he gratuitously asked, uncrossing his legs as though his crotch was nipping him.
 Jason frowned. Fancy that having gone the rounds. ‘Correct again, sir.’ Don’t argue. Ride it out.
 ‘I have been reading up what you managed to do in what never became public but is still known as Operation Janus in limited circles. Few, if any other British officer could have done as you did. That was about nine years ago and you are still in your “military Eden” shall we call it and still munching the regimental apple but you’re living on borrowed time at your age. You have missed the chance of going through the gateway to senior rank and a nice desk.’ The CO had been brought up in the belief that a military career was unfulfilled unless an officer had been to the Staff College. ‘Because the army does have a use for mavericks like you,’ the CO continued with a twist of his lip and eyebrow raised indicating approval, ‘you could still, just, qualify for promotion to lieutenant colonel. But the Brit Mil Machine only promotes beyond major if it can see three, not one, not two, but three jobs in that rank that you can be suitably judged to do by the relevant promotion board.’ A delicate pause. ‘So, with Staff College out of the window, from now on your options are strictly limited. A few, just a few, majors qualify for promotion by becoming “Staff Qualified – s.q.” As your future is as fathomless as it ever has been or probably ever will be I’m about to give you that chance, your one and only and very last, by sending you on a six-month staff tour to Bangkok …’
 He gave Jason a swift, reproachful glance in response to an over-loud intake of breath.
 ‘… as the British Army’s Grade 2 Staff representative to SEATO, that’s the South East Asia Treaty Organisation as you well know, which is planning a large-scale paper-cum-skeleton-troop exercise. Not all its eight members will be taking part: France, Pakistan, Australia and New Zealand have said that they will send observers but UK, USA, the Philippines and Thailand will be fully involved. So far so good?’
 ‘So far, so more than good, sir,’ replied Jason with a smile that widened into a broad grin. ‘Have you any idea as to how I’ll fit in?’
 ‘I was coming to that: as far as I can tell you’ll be the leg man to help decide where Red Land or, if people are aiming nearer, Yellow Land, will be the most active and for the logistical planning needed to counter the threat. Once you are there you will get your full orders. The reason for the exercise being planned is because the Americans have become even more fixated than ever before with what they call the Domino Theory, where one country goes Communist, then its neighbour will too and so on. I’ll give you a bit of background: I was the Assistant Military Attaché in Washington and was invited to President Eisenhower’s press conference on 7 April 1951 when he publicly enunciated that Laos was the most pressing foreign policy issue in the world. And now I am surmising that, as a result of the findings of this exercise, secret US training teams may well increase, if they have not started already, making Laos a buttress against it being a domino.’
 ‘Yes, sir, I’ve read about the theory but hadn’t realised it was about five years old.’ We in the West seem to have become so wet in not answering the call in Vietnam you could shoot snipe off us, he said to himself.
 ‘That is all I have for you, except to say try and understand the way the staffs of allied armies work as it will help you get a good report and, if so, you could become s.q. Enjoy yourself and make good use of your time. The Adjutant has your movement details.’
 Jason saluted, made a smart right turn and marched out.
 The CO could have had no idea that by detailing Jason for this temporary attachment not only Jason’s future would be irrevocably changed.
  
 The camp where the Secretary General of the MCP lived with his Defence Group and Killer Squad was well hidden on a small knoll in a narrow valley in a bowl of hills and was cunningly camouflaged. It was never really in any danger as similar camps had been in Malaya. In the early nineteenth century, the southern tip of Thailand, the Betong Salient, had been part of Malaya and the many Malays still there would have preferred not to have become part of Thailand. Unhappy under the Thai government, they were confrontational enough virtually to rule their own roost and the local Chinese kept to themselves, ruling theirs. The Thai police there were weak and only had two Chinese speakers. The Thai government’s writ was shaky and ineffectual so far south. The authorities seldom interfered and, anyway, the local police were paid not to by the guerrillas. Being five hundred miles from Bangkok, out of sight was out of mind.
 A few weeks before Major Rance’s surprise posting order was announced, the Secretary General was given an important letter that had taken months to reach him. It was from the General Secretary of the Indonesian Communist Party (PKI), one Dipa Nusantara Aidit, who had written, in veiled speech, that he dared not correspond in depth with Chin Peng in any other way but by word of mouth so important, despite being risky, was the matter to be discussed. A date was given. He would bring three others with him. It was written in Malay: except for some different spellings basic Malay and Indonesian were almost similar. Chin Peng ordered one of his most trusted aides, Ah Fat, to go to Penang, fix hotel accommodation, meet Aidit and his men at the airport, arrange double-entry tourist visas then escort them to the camp.
 During the Emergency Ah Fat had acted as the Military Consultant and non-voting member of the MCP’s Central Committee. He was still highly regarded by the Secretary General although, by now, he had much less work to do in that the Emergency was over. He was a good-looking man, attractive to the ladies, well built and solid, with fluid movements. His eyes were always alert, never missing a trick, even though his peripheral gaze was not easy to follow. He looked a tad glum and not all that intelligent, a saving grace, but he was, in fact, razor-blade sharp. 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. Well educated, he spoke excellent English. However, for safety’s sake, he kept that skill a closely guarded secret lest his other, real, role be jeopardised. Whenever he did speak English in front of other Chinese, it was only of middle-school standard. With him as escort was a grizzled, short, almost square and powerfully built man, Wang Ming, trustworthy, stolid but slow-thinking. He looked like a bear and his nickname was Hung Lo, Bear. Both men were in fact working for the Malayan Special Branch under deep cover; Ah Fat since the Japanese had occupied Malaya in 1942. Wang Ming, a one-time Military Commander of a guerrilla unit from 1942, had been persuaded by none other than Captain Jason Rance himself to change sides in 1951.
 Chin Peng had no idea of Ah Fat being a long-term mole of quite exceptional ability but had used him in what he thought was a ‘one-way’ double agent and indeed, from time to time, Ah Fat had been able to feed the MCP with tidbits of information that the Malayan Special Branch felt would do no harm. Since 1955 there had been an agreement for some members of the Malayan Police to travel twenty miles into Thailand. Both P’ing Yee and Hung Lo had managed to procure a signed and stamped permit for this so there was no difficulty in their crossing the border at will. All others needed visas which were strictly scrutinised as the area was under the jurisdiction of the Thai Border Police as it was ‘sensitive’. Weapons would be fired at any suspicious person. If not, the Killer Squad would want to know why.
 A week or so before Aidit’s arrival Ah Fat said he’d better leave and arrange for his reception in Penang. Once back in Malaya the two men changed their persona and made straight for Kuala Lumpur where they met with Mr C C Too, one of the finest men to work for the government on Chinese guerrilla mentality, and fully briefed him on what was unfolding. ‘I’ll have a few people to keep watch and ward, Ah Fat,’ said Mr Too. ‘Even if you were to recognise them they won’t blink an eyelid in your direction. Likewise, Aidit will be travelling on bone fide documents so, unless he breaks our law, we cannot touch him. The PKI is not banned here.’
 ‘Indeed so,’ replied Ah Fat. ‘I’ll play my usual role but that should present no difficulty. Once it’s over, I’ll come back and give you all the details. Not often we get a scoop like this.’
 Mr Too opened the top drawer of his desk. ‘Here, take these,’ he said, giving him a mini tape recorder, several reels and spare batteries. ‘Used properly they’ll be a goldmine for us.’ He called a clerk to bring the file with Aidit’s details and Ah Fat read it. Aidit was a year older than Chin Peng, at thirty-six years of age, and his photo showed him to be taller and more handsome than most men of his country, open-faced, clean-shaven with larger than normal nostrils.
 It was indeed a gamble as to whether such a high-ranking official should leave the country but Aidit’s task was considered of such importance that it was decided he had to go. He took with him three bodyguards. One was a short, squat, swarthy man who had a scar on the right of his nose, a ‘hatchet’ man from Java, the second, with the sulky and epicene face of a pervert, was originally from Sumatra and the third who looked like an Iban from Borneo. He was, however, so unusual that nobody would believe it, a Gurkha of 2/1 GR, who, when a prisoner of war in Singapore, had been taken by the Japanese to Sumatra with a dozen more Gurkhas, as coolies. Because of poor conditions all, except this one man, had died. He had become so ill he did almost die but had been looked after by this same Aidit. As there were no chances of getting back to Nepal, he had stayed with him, pretending absolute loyalty so working his way up the ladder of ‘helpers’ until he was trusted enough to be taken to Thailand as Aidit’s personal bodyguard.
 The Indonesians already had Malayan visas and, at the airport, Aidit told Immigration that they were in the tourist trade and wanted to scour the town for tips. ‘Now that Malaya is once more peaceful and Indonesia needs to learn from people who know the trade, we see Penang as a good place to start.’ Once outside Ah Fat and Wang Ming introduced themselves and escorted them to their hotel. A couple of days later the five of them travelled north and crossed the border openly, having got a month’s tourist visa from the Thai consul in Penang. After that it had been simple to ‘go sight-seeing’ and disappearing from public view, finishing up at Chin Peng’s camp.
 Comrades Ah Fat and Wang Ming brought Comrade Aidit and his escort late one afternoon where Comrade Chin Peng greeted their guests at a welcoming arch, with a limply hanging red flag and a hastily stitched Indonesian one. While still under the arch he introduced his politburo to them, though Comrade Aidit did not register most of them. He was not a Chinese speaker.
 Customary courtesies and refreshments were the first day’s staple, serious talk only starting the next day. Ah Fat, after being extolled as the one safe link between Sadao and Malaya, was detailed to make notes of the two leaders’ conversation. In essence, what it boiled down to was that Aidit wanted Chin Peng’s help for some of his potential guerrillas to go to China for training as he had heard strong rumours that Chin Peng was planning to move there. ‘As you will know,’ Aidit explained, ‘I went to China soon after the end of the civil war and contacted several high-ranking people. However, that was long enough ago for much change to have taken place. Your intended but yet-to-be sanctioned visit there makes my visit here even more of an unexpected bonus than had seemed possible at first.’ He sat back in his chair and regarded Chin Peng intently.
 They discussed how to set about such a project, the Secretary General of the MCP saying it would take at least two years before anything concrete could eventuate. ‘No matter,’ said Aidit, ‘I can’t see us needing to use such training and expertise until, say, 1963 at the earliest. What I really want is to leave two of my three men back here with you for training, even up to two years. In fact they can go back to Indonesia without any trouble as they have passports valid for a few years yet. The two I’d like you to train are nicknamed Alif and Zai, A and Z – come here you two,’ he called out to them – ‘and, if possible, I’d like them to be part of your Defence Group and Killer Squad under Comrade Zhong Han San, I think you said his name was.’
 ‘Comrade,’ countered Chin Peng, with an airy wave of his hand, ‘that will be a pleasure. May I tell you sincerely that your visit here is of more use to me than you could have realised. Once I have gone to China I don’t want to waste the experience of my guerrilla soldiers sitting here doing nothing. As you seem keen on provoking trouble in your part of the world, it would be good to get some of my guerrillas over to your country, Sumatra, Java, Borneo and even, possibly, to Brunei, currently British territory, to help you and it has been worrying me how best to manage it. I’d like to hurt the British where and when they won’t be expecting it. And you,’ with a triumphant ring to his voice, ‘are my answer.’ A relaxed smile of triumph spread over his face.
 ‘Yes, I’d like that,’ answered Aidit gravely and outline details were made during which Zhong was called over. ‘Have you any relations anywhere in Borneo?’ he was asked. ‘If so, we’d like to use them in our Cause.’
 ‘Strange that you should ask that, Comrade, a cadet branch of the family went to Borneo instead of coming here. I am their third uncle. When I last heard of them they were ardent members of the Sarawak United People’s Party and that my fifth niece is a dedicated worker. Once you are back in Indonesia you could contact them and try to arrange for various members to become “sleepers” in the police or administration. That would be a maang dim as far as the colonialists were concerned.’
 ‘Maang dim?’ queried the Indonesian Communist Party Secretary General. ‘Sorry, I don’t speak Chinese.’
 ‘My mistake, I should have said bintik buta, blind spot,’ Zhong apologised.
 Aidit thought that over. ‘Yes, I like that idea, most satisfactory indeed,’ he said and told Alif to make a note of it. The other two men of the escort also listened in. The talk went on to other matters.
 Ah Fat, who had surreptitiously made sure he had captured all talk on tape, rubbed his hands together and asked if he could pose a question. ‘But of course.’ ‘What about the military presence we have below the border. You have your three stalwarts, Ah Soo Chye, Tek Miu and Lo See, who are responsible for conducting holding operations in the north Malayan jungle and keeping the Temiar communities there “sweet” on our side, not on the Malayan government’s. Your three probably won’t want to go to China or Indonesia and the Orang Asli’ (he used the Malay term for ‘primitive men’, not the Chinese phrase, t’o yan, ‘people of the soil’) ‘have learnt to trust them implicitly while hating and fearing the Malays. You know that the Malays look down on them. Keep these three leaders at their job of routine checking on the ladangs’ – the Malay name for the collection of bamboo-made shacks where such people lived – ‘and you have them as a potential spearhead for movement farther south if circumstances for such a move were suitably engendered.’
 That struck both Chin Peng and Aidit as sound. Ah Fat’s poker face in no way showed that he had his own ideas for dealing with a continuing guerrilla presence in the otherwise uninhabited jungle areas.
 On the third day of their meeting, nearly at the end of their agenda, the camp sentry alerted them. An unexpected patrol of Thai Communist guerrillas from far-off Bangkok was asking for permission to enter and see Comrade Chin Peng as they had an important message to deliver.
 ‘Recognise them properly and bring them in, at the same time alerting internal camp sentries’ was the order. ‘Comrade Aidit. You and your three men stay in the background out of sight, at least to start with.’
 ‘Sensible precaution,’ and the four of them moved to behind the nearest hut.
 Friendly relations were soon established and Aidit with his three men were called into the open and introduced. Small eats and tea were produced and, after chit-chat, with a Chinese-speaking Thai guerrilla acting as interpreter, the leader said, ‘Before we tell you our news I have a letter to deliver to you.’ He lifted up the rifle his bodyguard was carrying, turned it over and, after prising open the small recess in the butt where the pull-through was normally kept, pulled out a tightly rolled piece of waterproof cloth and gave it to Chin Peng.
 Before he had time to read it, Chin Peng was called into his makeshift radio room: he had managed to establish a direct link with a senior comrade who had lived for the past few years in Beijing. The message was that Comrade Mao himself had approved his plan to go to China although dates for and method of movement were about two years away.
 He came back to the others, face wreathed in smiles, and gave them the good news. ‘Now I must read my letter,’ he said, rather grandly.
 He unwrapped the piece of waterproof cloth carefully and, asking to be excused, retired to his office to read it.
 Chin Peng returned. ‘The message is that the Imperialist-inspired organisation known as SEATO is holding an exercise in Bangkok against expected external aggression. I had heard outline news of that on our radio,’ he said, careful not to hurt his guests’ feelings, ‘but thank you all the same for your news.’
 ‘There is one important point you may not have heard. The Imperialist running dogs have some idea called the Domino Theory and …’
 ‘“Domino Theory?”’ someone interrupted.
 ‘… yes, that’s what I said. The idea is that once a country has seen sense and adopted our method of government, countries to its south will also fall, like a line of upright dominoes: knock the first one over and then all the others fall down.’
 Everybody contemplated that, to them, novel idea. Is there anything in it? they asked themselves.
 ‘I’d heard something about it but until just now I’d not thought of dominoes as anything but a game of chance so how could there be a theory,’ expostulated the Secretary General. ‘Domino’ in Chinese translates as ‘domino bone slab’ which made the allusion seem more concrete than theoretical.
 ‘Merely that as long as the struggle in Vietnam is as drastic as it is and is sure to become even more so, you have to be more than careful as to how you choose your time and method of travel to China,’ answered the Thai guerrilla leader, ‘as the Imperialists will be more watchful. We have news that the American President has sent Special Forces to South Vietnam because he is worried that the North Vietnamese will become too strong. There are rumours that anti-Communist guerrillas are being trained in Laos.’
 That caused immense interest as, were there to be fighting, Chin Peng and his retinue could not so easily move overland to China.
 ‘We have also heard,’ continued the leader of the Thai guerrillas, ‘that those on the SEATO exercise are planning to react both if the domino fall were to start with our Chinese comrades themselves attacking south or our North Vietnamese comrades either in their own uniform or wearing that of the Lao Patriotic Front, the Pathet Lao, attacking west and southwest. Our Secretary General is planning how best he could control any local Chinese feelings. He also needs to know what, if any, counter-measures Malaya will take so make our life on this, our southern flank, less tranquil than it has been to date.’ He looked around and saw his audience had pensive faces. Our three stalwarts working with the Malayan t’o yan couldn’t be better placed to transmit news farther north, thought Chin Peng.
 ‘Yes, we must come to some decision as to what best to do. We can’t plan for it overnight but we’ll work out an agreed solution and let you know what it is.’
 As discussions and deliberations continued, Aidit’s three men went over to the Thai guerrillas, only to discover that there was a language barrier. However, in the curious way of coincidences making the world a smaller place than many imagine it is, Aidit’s ex-2/1 GR aide spotted one of the Thai guerrilla sentries who seemed … who seemed just that … just that similar to … They exchanged glances, Aidit’s man tilted his head and wandered off. The Thai followed him. They met. In a low voice, Aidit’s man said, in Nepali, ‘I’m not wrong, am I? You’re a Gurkha hillman, yes?’
 Eyes popping out of his head, ‘Yes, I am, but I keep quiet about it: and you?’
 ‘Yes, I am also.’
 They introduced themselves: the 2/1 GR man was Kesar Pun, known in Indonesia as Ali Wiranto, and the ‘Thai’ was an ex-1/7 GR man, Manbahadur Limbu, with a Thai name, Kamhaeng Thanaboon. They asked each other how it was that they found themselves so similar yet so far apart and what chance was there of escape? Manbahadur told his new friend that ‘we Limbus have some folk lore that our Limbuan, country of Limbus in east Nepal, will be severely threatened and only be saved by a gora,
 a white man.’
 Both men looked round to see if they were in any way being scrutinised. No one was taking any notice of them. They only noticed the scar-faced Indonesian guerrilla picking up fallen leaves and folding them in two. Strange habit!
 ‘And in real life can that happen to us?’ demanded Kesar, returning to the subject in hand.
 ‘Probably not,’ answered Manbahadur, sadly, ‘our gods’ ploys may not be strong enough but merely to talk with you is just so good it is hardly true.’
 ‘I agree. Time to move apart now and maybe we’ll have another chance to talk but that’s not likely.’ They shook hands and drifted back to their own group. Seeds of return to the Land of their Birth, already firmly planted, were watered by the contact.
 ‘Thank you for your cooperation,’ the Thai leader said. ‘It was also a great bonus to meet Comrade Aidit. I will report it to our Politburo as a most sensitive issue, to go no further,’ and, with that, the guerrillas left, taking the now fit Kamhaeng Thanaboon and Jenko back with them.
 Chin Peng and Aidit wrapped up their business. They had a final toast, Aidit only nominally being a Muslim. Ah Fat and Wang Ming escorted the visitors back to the border and into Malaya. They had one night in the same hotel and the Indonesians were to continue north to Bangkok by air next morning.
 Ah Fat had worked with Gurkhas when operating on secret missions during the Malayan Emergency with Captain Jason Rance and something told him that Aidit’s escort was not an Indonesian but, somehow and bewilderingly, a Gurkha. He also knew a few words of Nepali so he made it his business to talk to the escort. He took him to one side, on the excuse of looking after some luggage and said, ‘Namasté. I think you are a Gurkha.’
 The ‘Indonesian’ man did a double-take, looked round, scowling, and softly said, ‘What is that to you?’
 ‘I have worked with Gurkhas on operations’ – partly true – ‘and with a British sahib who was in 1/1 GR during the war …’
 ‘I was in 2/1 GR and got taken away during the war as a prisoner. I can’t escape,’ said with a sudden intake of breath that was so loud that he automatically covered his mouth as though he had yawned. He made up his mind. This Chinese, knowing some Nepali and a British sahib, must be trusted. ‘Did you know that one of the Thai guerrillas is also a Gurkha?’ he asked quietly.
 This time it was Ah Fat’s turn to look amazed. ‘No, no, how could I?’ Too difficult to express in his limited Nepali, he continued in Malay. ‘It can’t concern us here but, what does concern you is that I gather that there will be big trouble over in your part of the world in a year or two. If so, is there any way of my being able to make contact with you, or, if I can’t, get my friend, a British officer, to try if, and it’s still only an “if”, matters come to a head. If you don’t try and escape now, although you are halfway home already, that is the only way I can think of.’
 They looked at each other for a long, long moment. I saw my Nepalese house in my dream last night and I did not go inside. That’s always a sign of good luck. ‘I can’t make my escape, only to think of it.’ Yes, I do trust this man. I’ll try my luck. ‘My real name is Kesar Pun and my Indonesian name is Ali Wiranto. Yes, my people are planning trouble in British territory, Borneo and Brunei, in a few years’ time. Could it happen then?’ He closed his eyes and thought, standing stock still. He mumbled a Nepali word before coming out, haltingly in English, with ‘Perseverance’. As he emphasised the last syllable Ah Fat thought of his old childhood friend: Rance, my Jason Rance … just possible?A one in a million, ten million, chance.
 Kesar Pun was called away. ‘Goodbye. I was only clutching at cobwebs,’ he said ruefully as he drifted off.
 After the Indonesian group had gone, ‘Hung Lo,’ said Ah Fat, ‘next stop Kuala Lumpur. We must pass on this news as soon as we can. Our friend Mr C C Too will be more than interested. It is all fully on my tape recorder, though quite what he can do with it is not up to you or me.’
 ‘P’ing Yee,’ smiled the Bear, ‘you were always one for doing the right thing.’
  
 Once in Bangkok Jason went to the British Embassy off Phloen Cit road which had a Gurkha guard composed of ex-servicemen and, as he went through the main gates, he was delighted to be hailed by the Guard Commander who had been in his company during the Burma war. They had a brief chat before Jason said he’d have to go and report to the Defence Attaché, who he found was a moustachioed Colonel from a British regiment. ‘Welcome to Bangkok,’ the Attaché said, during the usual small talk with a cup of coffee. ‘These exercises are all very well. They sound exciting enough but, nitty-gritty, they are an awful bore. It’s not a ‘live exercise’ as such with troops but only a paper one with a certain amount of ground movement for major unit commanders. Only four nations are represented, we and the Americans being ‘enemy’ and the other two, the Thais and the Filipinos, defending Thailand against ‘our’ attack. As you may know, these two Asian armies are highly influenced by American military methods: they are not nearly as flexible tactically as we are and their training suffers from there being one instructor to minimum one hundred recruits and maximum two hundred. Only the Green Berets have one instructor for ten men whereas in our army that is normal. However, I don’t want to get bogged down in what is one of my rather stupid hobby-horses. Your main task will be helping to keep the British representatives’ staff work involved, chiefly with the Thais, up-to-date and accurate.’
 ‘Colonel, understood. That means I won’t be expected to do any travelling.’
 ‘Sadly I can’t see it happening, unless there are unusual, very unusual, circumstances. Exercise HQ is in the Royal Thai Army Supreme Headquarters complex and my Chief Clerk will give you your passes and other paperwork after we’ve finished talking. Give him your passport and he’ll arrange for a double-entry visa: you may have to go back to Hong Kong during the exercise and, as the Boy Scouts have it, “Be Prepared”. It’s on the house, anyway.’
 ‘Thank you, sir, most thoughtful,’ Jason said. ‘As for the work itself, it’ll take a while to get to know those I’m working with but I can’t see any real difficulty. At least, from what you’ve said so far, I can’t.’
 ‘Have you ever worked with either the Thais or the Americans, by the way?’
 ‘No, sir, but I can’t imagine there’ll be any sticking point.’
 ‘The Thais are strange people: they regard rudeness as the worst social offence. They are nearly always polite themselves but the odd one can run amok. They think the Americans are brash and tactless and they can’t stand blacks though one would never guess that from their normal quiet demeanour. The Americans say that “the Thais are the nicest people money can buy who play at their work and work at their play” and that attitude does induce an underlying friction.’
 ‘Thank you for telling me, sir. That is new to me.’
 ‘I gather you’re a bit of a linguist,’ said the Colonel, changing tack, ‘one way and another. For me, I can’t begin to get round Thai: the oral is hard enough but, as for the written, it’s utterly beyond me.’
 ‘I don’t have Thai as one of my languages, sir,’ admitted Jason, ‘but I’ll try and pick some up while I’m here. Could come in useful.’ He was told to go to the clerk’s office where details of his hotel accommodation, at the New Imperial where all staff officers such as he, would be given.
  
 Jason was amused and intrigued at Thai protocol: the Deputy Supreme Commander, the General who actually ‘ran’ the army, the Supreme Commander in effect being a politician, had called in the Exercise Staff Officers to welcome them before any work started. He was a short man with good English, probably helped, certainly as far as pronunciation was concerned, by his English wife. Before his actual arrival in the briefing hall, a female Captain had brought in a large portrait of the Thai King and put it at the door where the Deputy Supreme Commander entered. Just before the General arrived she knelt down by the side of the portrait, hands joined in the wai position in front of her body and stayed there until the General himself had entered, saluted the picture and only then did she get up and take the picture away, carefully, almost as though it were a religious icon.
 Jason was further reminded about the Thai mentality to work when he went into a bookshop to get a Thai-English dictionary. He asked if there was a military vocabulary for sale. There was: it was all in the Thai script except on one page near the back in English: ‘When a diplomat says yes he means perhaps, when he says perhaps he means no and when he says no he is no diplomat; when a lady says no she means perhaps, when she says perhaps she means yes and when she says yes she is no lady.’ A literal ‘turn up for the books’, he grinned to himself.
  
 The first weekend Jason decided to stretch his legs, a poor second to the squash courts in the club he’d use when made a temporary member. As it was drizzling he took his issue green poncho cape. His footsteps took him south towards the Lumphini district down Soi Thong Lo, a side street, and he sat down at an eating place for a snack and a beer to listen in to the music of the language as the locals talked with each other. He was determined to learn Thai. Sitting under the chop-house awning, he hung his wet poncho cape over two chairs and sat in a third, contemplating the scene: pedestrians as they jostled with each other on the cracked pavements under flimsy coverings, the three-wheeled motor rickshaws competing for passengers and the flotsam and jetsam of any poor peasantry in from the countryside, squatting on the pavement with something to sell, rice, vegetables, and, in one case, a baby bear.
 He was on the point of going back when, all of a sudden, a man, no longer young, dashed passed then, spotting the poncho cape hanging down, wheeled back and, lying on the ground behind it, lay stock still, breathing heavily. A split second later, two men, bearing staves, dashed past, in turn followed by a bevy of running policemen. Jason, not moving from his seat and sitting stock still, watched this melodrama. Another police group, coming from the opposite direction, tried to stop the two men some fifty yards down the road. They turned back only to be captured by the group chasing them. A police vehicle drove up and the two were loaded into it and driven away, the small crowd that had gathered dispersing as soon as it did. The clamour and the shouting died down.
 Jason looked at the recumbent man who had recovered his breath by now and saw him scratch his neck and, in one flowing gesture, blow on his fingers. I know that gesture: it was involuntarily made by all Gurkhas to stop them from getting goitre. I didn’t know Thais also had that belief! He looked more carefully at the man, reminds me of my ace tracker, Sergeant Kulbahadur Limbu … and he thought back to the war in Burma and Gurkhas becoming lost and, according to rumour, migrating into Thailand. Surely not? But …? There was not all that difference in looks between a hill Gurkha and a Thai, the latter maybe a shade darker but the one-fold epicanthic eyelid was the same. Instinctively, in a low tone of voice, he said, in Nepali, ‘Brother, the men chasing you have been taken away in a police vehicle. You’re safe. Get up and come and sit with me. I’ll buy you a plate of rice with stewed pork shanks and a glass of beer or tom yung kung, hot-and-sour soup, if you’d prefer it.’
 The man was almost bowled over so surprised was he at being spoken to in Nepali. He got up, wide-eyed and mouth opening and shutting without any noise issuing, sat down next to Jason. Eventually he blurted out ‘Y … you speak our hill language? How … how can you know it? I have not heard a sahib talk it since the battle of Meiktila in 1945,’ and, staying quiet, looked fixedly ahead with the ‘thousand-yard stare’ for some time. He drew his lips together like a turkey’s bottom and shook his head in sheer disbelief and started mumbling. Jason strained his ears and heard him mention 1/7 GR – phas seben –and 1/5 GR – phasphiph. Jason knew that both those battalions had fought at Meiktila. Eventually the Gurkha came out of his reverie and, as though he were taking a mental deep breath before coming back to the present, looked at Jason in awe. A gora sahib was mentioned down in Sadao and here is one. The idea of there being only one had not struck him.
 ‘Yes, know how to talk Nepali I do as I am a British officer in the Brigade.’ Mutually happy, they sat and talked, much to the satisfaction of both, the Gurkha delighted with his soup and pork. And the man’s story transfixed Jason’s attention … He was, he said, one of a small group of Gurkhas who lived not far from the Burmese border. Not only were there ex-servicemen, presumably still listed as ‘Missing believed killed in action’, Jason thought, but also some civilians who had migrated south into Burma from the Darjeeling district, living undisturbed till the war. They had fled the fighting and settled in Thailand. They were landless, document-less and ‘owned’ by a rapacious mine owner for whom they worked. What money they were supposed to earn was kept as payment for their food. They never had any cash themselves. ‘They are really nothing but slaves and live a miserable life.’ This man had managed to escape and lived from hand-to-mouth, without any proper papers, always in fear of being picked up by the police, not known for their kindness, and being put in jail – Thai jails are infamously nasty. Jason tried to show he was not shocked at that news and merely shook his head in sympathy. Not much if anything I can do about that.
 ‘What is your name?’ asked Jason, leaning back in his chair.
 ‘My Nepali name is Manbahadur Limbu. I tell the police I have a Thai name, Kamhaeng Thanaboon. I’m a fluent Thai speaker. I am trying to get a job of night watchman of a factory down the road and am not due to be vetted till six o’clock.’ He automatically looked at the watch Jason wore, not having one himself.
 ‘You so much remind me of one of my company, a wonderful tracker, Kulbahadur Limbu. He’d be about thirty years old now.’
 Manbahadur’s face lit up. ‘Kulbahadur? I have a younger brother with that name. Kulbahadur? Surely it can’t be he?’
 ‘Why not? You look alike, the bridge of your nose is the same and your hand reflexes also tally. He lives in Hangpang, less than a day’s walk from Taplejung.’
 ‘That is my village. Must be the same one,’ said the Gurkha with a wonderful smile. ‘In that case, give me more news of him,’ and so the conversation continued, each of them nursing
 a cold beer.
 ‘Sahib, it was so lucky that I saw a hiding place so could escape my pursuers.’
 Jason knew enough about Gurkhas not to have asked him why he had nose-dived behind the spread-out poncho. He knew he’d get a fully and a better answer in the Gurkha’s own time.
 Manbahadur Limbu looked around suspiciously. There was no one near enough to eavesdrop and Jason had given the shopkeeper enough money, with a wink, for him to keep his mouth shut. ‘Sahib, I’ll tell you …’ and out came an amazing story of how he had been a guerrilla in the Thai Communist Party’s armed forces – ‘I was a soldier and the daughter I’d sired was threatened if I didn’t join them’ – and had been on a mission down to Sadao to the hide-out of one Chin Peng of the Malayan guerrillas when he and one other became sick, stayed there until quite recently when the Thai Secretary General sent another patrol down with a message, ‘and there I met another ex-soldier from Indonesia who had been captured by the Japanese, a man in 2/1 GR.’ He paused in his story as he looked at the astonished expression on Jason’s face. ‘Sahib, it’s true, it is. Before I went back with the Thai patrol I had decided to run away and, so pleased was I to see I was not the only one stuck with a Communist gang that, on the way back, I deserted. Those two men were sent after me either to recapture me or kill me. The police must have heard about it but quite how I just don’t know. Thanks to you I’m alive. You are my god: can I work for you?’
 ‘No, I’m afraid not. I’ve only come here temporarily. But how can I help you?’
 ‘Sahib, it’s a question of money. I have no documents and, unless I bribe a policeman, I’ll be locked up and Thai jails are terrible. I know, I’ve been in one when I did not have enough money for bribes.’
 When it was time for both men to be on their way, Jason took some money out of his wallet and gave it to his new-found friend. ‘Here, take this. It will tide you over for a few days and maybe bribe any policeman who gets too inquisitive about no paperwork.’
 ‘Oh thank you, Hajur. How can I repay you?’ asked with obvious sincerity, bordering on devotion.
 ‘I want to meet you again and go with you to your village to see it for myself.’ Then a sudden thought struck him, making him breathe rapidly. During the Emergency how many operations did we undertake to try and find the Politburo’s camp? Never able to find it. But now … Can I …?Could I during the Christmas break? ‘Manbahadur, if I could make myself into an inquisitive tourist, do you think it would be possible to take me down to Sadao, just for a weekend, for me to do a recce of the camp and see what I could find? You know the approach routes and where we could get near unobserved, don’t you?’
 Manbahadur jolted back in his chair at this totally unexpected request. ‘Sahib,’ he blurted out, ‘yes, but whatever for? The guerrillas there are Chinese. They’ll kill you if they find you. You can’t speak Chinese, can you?’
 ‘Yes, I can. I speak it as well as I do English and I can read and write it, but I don’t let on that I can unless I have to. I don’t want to meet anyone, only to give them a message,’ he added elliptically.
 ‘Sahib, if I can help you there can you help me to get back to Nepal?’
 Jason pondered on that. ‘On my return I promise that I’ll report it to my government but what I can’t promise is what they’ll do about it. As for our jaunt south, let’s plan to go there over the Christmas break. There will be no work between 24 December 1959 and 2 January 1960.
  
 On Christmas Eve Jason and Manbahadur went shopping and bought some second-hand military clothes, consisting of a hat, shirt and trousers, some black canvas shoes and a touristy-type backpack for both of them and a waterproof cape for Manbahadur. Jason also bought a large net for catching butterflies, the largest tourist map of south Thailand he could find, as well as a camera. Before they boarded a bus going south, he wrote a message in Chinese on a piece of SEATO-headed notepaper. Once at Sadao, an unfriendly place, they booked into a two-bedded room in an hotel, run by a Chinese man and wife. Jason did not let them know that he was a Chinese speaker. He overheard them talking softly, wondering if such an unlikely pair need be warned about meeting any guerrillas in plain clothes. No, best not to say anything.
 Jason immediately became alarmed and asked Manbahadur about it. ‘No, sahib, when I was here parties of guerrillas in plain clothes came from the camp to buy supplies and extort money. We never expected trouble. If we do meet any in plain clothes they just might recognise me. If we meet them in the jungle, we’ll have to be butterfly hunters.’
 Next morning, after a light meal, Jason told Manbahadur to ask the shop owner if he could put his passport in his safe while they were away. This, rather grudgingly, the Chinese agreed to, for one hundred baht. They took a taxi south for a few miles, got out, telling the driver they were going to photograph jungle birds and try to catch some butterflies. Once in the jungle they changed into ‘uniform’ and hid their packs and the net.
 The two men’s jungle craft was superb. They both seemed to glide over the land, almost naturally neither leaving any obvious tracks nor breaking any small branches, vines or creepers. Manbahadur knew that the various journeys camp personnel made to Sadao and other villages meant a track could be followed but here Jason’s experience from the war in Burma was useful: they ‘herring-boned’ their approach, that is to say they moved parallel to the track only jinking towards it to make sure their axis of approach was correct before veering away for fifty or so yards and then turning parallel once more. ‘These men have no imagination as to track discipline as they think they’re safe,’ Manbahadur said in a low tone.
 They crossed a stream and saw a definite track. ‘The way up to the outer sentry is along this small ridge so let’s move about fifty paces below it. I’ll be able to tell you when we get near it,’ said Manbahadur. ‘I’ll climb that tree and have a look around.’ Jason knew that all Gurkhas had a wonderful ability to climb trees.
 ‘Got it,’ he said as he dropped to the ground. ‘Fifty yards or so in that direction,’ pointing with his chin, ‘just beyond that thick clump of bull rushes.’
 They heard footsteps and melted into the undergrowth. From the direction of the camp two Chinese girls appeared, smiling and looking satisfied. Surely not … but, then, why not? It happens.
 Jason had an idea. I know the way to give my letter to the sentry. ‘Follow me to this side of that clump,’ he muttered. They made their way to it and, parting his way through it so carefully that nobody would notice that a man had come that way, he went to the other side where he put the letter in a position no one could miss. He then carefully threaded his way back, a ganglion of tension running through him the while.
 Lying low and completely hidden, in a shrill falsetto exactly emulating a girl’s voice, he sang the first few bars of the slightly raunchy Cantonese song, Green Plumb and a Bamboo Horse, ‘Oh guerrilla sentry. Are you on a bamboo horse? You can’t see me but I can see you. I am calling from the clump of bull rushes: come near. You know what happened to those girls in the camp: something you can’t have because you’re only a no-rank soldier. I haven’t been to the camp but I want the same. What a good chance to open our hearts together. Please hurry. I also have a letter for you to pick up and give to your Secretary General but you can have me first.’
 Manbahadur froze, never expecting anything like this. No reaction so Jason tried again. ‘Don’t be scared, soldier man. I’m only a beautiful girl feeling ham sap, salty wet randy. I can’t hurt you, only make you happy. It’s easier here than taking me to a film in Sadao, isn’t it?’ It had been Jason’s brainwave to use stanzas from a popular song from the early ’50s to tantalise the sentry.
 This time he was successful. The sentry answered in a lilting tone, ‘So there’s no need to take you to a movie first,’ – although, as a good Communist, he should never have listened to such lascivious imperialist songs, let alone learnt how to sing them – and the two men heard him approach them. Manbahadur had no idea that one of Major Rance’s attributes was ventriloquy. When the sentry called out, ‘I’ve got the letter but I can’t see you. Where are you hiding?’ he was scared rigid when a soft male voice came from behind him: ‘I’m not real. I’m a ghost. Take the letter away before I get hungry and eat you.’ Then, in a harsh, low voice, Jason growled, ‘Paan chue sek lo foo’ – Feigning to be a pig I vanquish tigers. The sentry, who, by this time Jason saw had picked up the letter, squeaked with fear and ran off, not minding what noise he made.
 ‘Back we go, as fast as we quietly can,’ said Jason and the two men slipped away. They crossed the river as before and, moving northwest, met up with the packs and net, changed back into touristy dress and made their way back to the hotel in a local bus.
 Sitting outside, once more away from any eavesdroppers, they spoke in Nepali. ‘Sahib, that was pure magic. I’d never have guessed anyone could talk like that. Going without a weapon was dangerous but,’ and here he made a Nepali pun, ‘the tongue is stronger than a bullet. What was on the piece of paper?’
 ‘Oh, just a message to the Secretary General that he’s lost the war and any regard anyone ever had for him.’
 Before they left for Bangkok, Manbahadur recovered Jason’s passport. He would only learn much later that it had been taken out and a copy of the page with the photograph on it had been made. I’m bound to be asked so I’d better, the hotel manager had reasoned.
  
 The sentry who had picked up the letter was literate. Once he had got over his panic he paused to get his breath back and read the letter. Two parts made him especially shudder. One was: Your rotten system could never win and has now seriously lost, putrefying in its own recycled bitterness. The other was: Your ineptitude has resulted in the only time Communists have failed in a military campaign at a time and in a place of their own choosing. He wiped his forehead and read on but could not understand an allusion to a Lustful Wolf, Sik Long, not having been able to help Chin Peng and none of those he surreptitiously showed it to could either. It had a heading on it he did not understand. Pretending he had not opened it he gave it to the Guard Commander who passed it on up the chain of command. He said nothing about the girl or the ghost: so much safer not to, so when asked how he had found it merely said that, being white, it had caught his attention when it flickered in a gust of wind No, he had no idea how it had got there. Nor, when asked, had any other sentry on duty before the man who picked it up.
 The Secretary General was nonplussed when he was given the missive and told how it was found. He unfolded it and, on seeing the SEATO heading, knew at once that only an enemy could have written it. As he digested its contents his rage and mortification increased. He did not immediately get the reference to the Lustful Wolf. But get it he did: it was the name given to a British officer who had tried to join the guerrillas in 1951 and whose planned though unsuccessful escape he himself had approved of. The letter was signed Shandung P’aau – the ‘Shandung Cannon’. On the Chinese mainland Shandung people were widely known for their strength and toughness as ‘cannon’. In fact it was the name given to Jason, a particularly strong child, by his boyhood friend Ah Fat.
 Can it possibly be that the man who wrote that letter and signed it is that British officer I’ve heard of, Jason Rance, one of the few British officers who speaks Chinese and who has that most unusual gift of being a ventriloquist? Chin Peng wondered in a haze of rage. I’ll have to find out. Really there’s not one chance in a million. And yet … and yet… If so, how could he have found out where my camp is? Doubtful in the extreme but, even so … I hope one of my agents has somehow managed to get a photograph of any recent visitors in Sadao. At the first available opportunity he called for Zhong Han San. ‘Spread the word around. If ever a Running Dog named Jason Rance, known as Shandung P’aau, comes your way, kill him – and it need not be all at once. And send a patrol down to the camp where Comrade Ah Soo Chye is with the same message.’ It was only later that a tiny, tiny nag at the back of his mind surfaced: wasn’t there some rumoured connection between a Shandung P’aau and a P’ing Yee and wasn’t his trusted Ah Fat sometimes known by that name …? But, if so, what proof was there? Chin Peng knew only too well that proof for such a matter as this was never obtained voluntarily.
  
 After the exercise staff returned from their holiday break in early January, Phase 2, the ‘tactical battle’, started and the Thai General, the Exercise Controller, arbitrarily ruled that the Americans would be the invaders from the Chinese province of Yunnan south and that the British would be those from the east, through the neck of the Laos Panhandle, along either, or both, of Routes Coloniales 8 and 12, where the British were the ‘baddies’. Geographically the northern route was the harder, more mountainous and fewer roads for a large army but its greatest advantage was that any force could cross the Mekong while still in Laos so advance south from the most western province Sayaburi. It was strongly challenged by the senior American, a Brigadier General.
 ‘General, I would like to challenge your choice of “invader”,’ he growled, glowering at the senior British representative as he did. ‘We have our forces in Indo-China and the Limeys,’ he rapidly tried to swallow his last word but it was too late, ‘the British have done nothing to help us. They know nothing about Brother Gook and have only been playing Blind Man’s Bluff against a bunch of rag-tag guerrillas in Malaya so know nothing about Gook tactics. Let us take on that eastern route and let the Brits play soldiers down from the north.’
 The audience looked appalled at such an outburst. The Thai General’s features showed no change but his thoughts raced. So impolite. He glanced at the senior British officer and was amazed to see him smiling.
 ‘Fine by us,’ the British Brigadier drawled. ‘You know, General, that the roads are not a danger.’
 ‘I beg to differ,’ answered the irate American. ‘How can you say that?’
 ‘Easily, it is what moves along the road that is the danger. And our giving in to you about which route we’ll take will cost you a visit to your Special Forces camp at Lopburi and we’ll then compare our jungle methods with yours.’
 The Brigadier General, whose temper erupted like boiling milk, had calmed down. ‘No sweat. I’ll arrange that for … it’s Wednesday today … let’s say next Saturday.’
 The discussion resumed its normal tenor. Those in favour of the eastern route felt that the drive through the top of the Panhandle would be merely a matter of hours, the countryside flatter and the advance doubly quick because of the two lateral roads. However, crossing the River Mekong, then the world’s longest unbridged river, was where SEATO forces could the most easily come to grips with the invaders. After considerable debate, it was decided that the eastern route’s counter would be Plan A and the northern route’s Plan B. Then the American team had to spell out their plans and tactics.
 Before the visit to Lopburi the British Brigadier called Jason over to him. ‘I’ve heard that you’re a dab hand under the canopy. Come along with us.’
 ‘Certainly, sir,’ answered Jason. ‘I’d just love to.’ Right up my street or should I say under my tree?
 The visit was more cordial than expected until the end when Jason was asked what he thought of a demonstration hut that had been built by an American secret adviser, a six-foot-tall Captain, who had been working in Laos. ‘Look at this,’ the adviser had said, ‘this is made from local materials and is a model of where I lived with the Meo guerrillas for quite some months.’ Then, brashly, he had gone on to say, ‘That probably beats anything you did in the Malayan jungle.’
 He saw Jason shaking his head. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ he asked abruptly.
 ‘You were living on borrowed time,’ was the unexpected answer.
 The American Captain bridled. ‘How come? It’s perfect.’
 ‘Hardly anyone in this part of the world is as tall as you. You have built yourself a bamboo bed: too long for a local but, in any case, locals don’t use beds, do they? You’ve woven a bamboo chair for yourself. Locals, as far as I know, don’t use chairs. They sleep and sit on rush mats. Had Gooks, as you call them, come across it, they’d instantly have known it was false, not that of a local. That’s why I said you were living on borrowed time.’
 The Captain’s self-esteem patently drooped. He turned away without saying anything, his face as grim as an undertaker’s.
 Back in Bangkok the Brigadier took Jason to one side. ‘Well done. From what I know of matters, you’re the only one who could let us regain our military prestige. The Yanks have got something going in Indo-China that they’re holding close to their collective chests. I don’t think that Captain should have shown us what he did. He’ll face a grilling I expect – and he’ll deserve it. The urge to show off one’s skills is always a danger to security – a lesson to all of us.’
  
 Jason, feeling he was in the Brigadier’s good books, asked for and was granted permission to go on a recce near the Burma border. ‘Just in case a “noises-off” scenario has to be painted into the main narrative,’ he said, ‘and I believe my Thai language ability is now good enough for me to ask around, as a tourist, without causing any excitement.’ This was granted and, having collected Manbahadur, off they went. The area, to the southwest of Bangkok, was under the jurisdiction of the Thai Border Police as it, too, was ‘sensitive’. Jason was told that the mine area was named Epu but, on his return to Bangkok, could not find the name on any map. He stayed a couple of days with the desolate and thoroughly demoralized Nepali community, happy to make them laugh. He found out that there were a couple more ex-soldiers there. They had married locally and seemed nonchalant about any possibility of return to Nepal. He had taken as much money for them as he could spare, which thrilled them. ‘I’ll try and see if I can manage to get you rescued officially,’ he told them, ‘but it’s now fourteen years since the war ended and it is a most difficult situation to put right. I am in the British Army now, you were in the Indian Army, so we have no official jurisdiction over you.’
 Before Jason and Manbahadur separated in Bangkok they sat down in a small roadside café in sight of the British Embassy, itself not far from the New Imperial Hotel. A man came in and sat down by himself at a table within hearing distance. Jason and Manbahadur continued talking in Nepali and were surprised when the solitary man perked up, gave them a swift, probing look and listened in to what they were saying. He came over and, to Jason’s unreserved surprise, said to Manbahadur, ‘We meet again. I heard you talking to a sahib so I must join you.’
 Manbahadur introduced him to Jason as Kesar Pun and invited him to sit down. This he did, nervously, on the edge of his chair, perched like a wary bird ready to fly. ‘Can’t stay long as I have to go back and escort my master, a man named Aidit, but I must say that our Hindu gods send us messages.’ Turning to Jason he said ‘I recently met a man named Ah Fat who said he knew a gora major sahib who might, just might, be the key to our two’s future. Can you be he?’
 Jason had seldom had such extraordinarily unexpected news given to him in such an unexpected way. He said, ‘Ah Fat and I have been friends since we were small boys. I must be the one he was referring to. But, at the moment, I am empty of any meaningful answer. I haven’t seen Ah Fat for some years. Tell me how you met him,’ offering him a beer which he declined. Make my breath smell. I must act like a Muslim. ‘No, I’ll have a soft drink instead. You must be he,’ and he told them about what had happened in Sadao and Penang.
 ‘Kesar-jyu, as I’ve said to Manbahadur, I’ll report our meeting to my government but I can’t promise what will happen after that.’
 ‘Is there no other hope?’
 Inspiration! ‘You have an Indonesian passport, haven’t you? Why not slip away, here and now, with Manbahadur, let your Aidit fellow leave and, after a day or so, go and buy a ticket for Nepal from the Royal Nepal Airlines Corporation, RNAC, office. Once you’re there no one can touch you.’
 A wistful look came over Kesar’s features. ‘O-ho, sahib, if only, if only. But I don’t have the money to buy a ticket. Otherwise …’ and his voice trailed off.
 ‘Apart from you and I having been in the same regiment, I always want to help Gurkhas. Listen. I’ll find out how much the fare costs and bring you the money, here, tomorrow. But, whatever else you do, stay hidden till then and come back here.’
 Impulsively the Gurkha leant forward, knelt down and put his head on Jason’s feet. ‘Sahib,’ he breathed, ‘how can I ever repay you,’ and getting to his feet said to Manbahadur, ‘Take me away now. We’ll come back tomorrow.’
 Jason sat back contemplating the unbelievable coincidence and uniqueness of the occasion: two ‘lost’ Gurkha soldiers, only one being able to go back to Nepal. I’m delighted to be able to help Kesar Pun.
 He got up, found out where the RNAC office was, asked the price of the ticket to Kathmandu and went and drew the money from the embassy pay clerk and, as promised, he gave Kesar the money, wished him well and put him out of his mind. Now only one to worry about.
 By now Jason had managed to learn a significant amount of oral Thai and could also slowly read and write the script. The Chinese he had learnt when a small boy and still spoke as a second language, helped him master the Thai ‘tone barrier’, so his pronunciation was understandable from the very start. He had used his Chinese to good effect when conversing with Chinese traders and shopkeepers in Bangkok and he felt that he might be able to put it to better use if … If what? An idea struck him. Why not use Manbahadur’s guerrilla provenance, despite his new-found aversion to it, to good use once more …
 Thoughtfully he made his way to the senior British representative attending the SEATO exercise, a Brigadier. ‘Sir, may I take up some of your time, please? I want to put an idea to you, to you only, to begin with …’
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