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1

Praise for Pai Naa




‘No more moving picture of jungle hardships has ever been painted than that in this book and no more authentic picture of Malaya’s Chinese guerrilla bandits. If it were fiction such an intensely vivid record of human endurance would be dismissed as quite incredible. But it is true.’
 Sir Richard Winstedt, K.B.E., C.M.G., F.B.A., D.LITT.
  
 ‘After living and fighting with the Chinese guerrillas for three years in the jungle near Kuantan, Pahang, Miss Nona Baker, the only English girl guerrilla in Malaya, has returned to civilization.’
 The Straits Times, 7 October 1945










ONE




MY FATHER, WHO was rector of Dunstable, had nine children and I was the youngest; having run out of names by then, my parents called me Nona, which was changed to Nin by my brothers and sisters. Coming at the end of a long line, I had to learn to fend for myself and I seemed to spend a large part of my early days wrestling on the nursery floor with the two brothers nearest to me in age; I have vivid memories of wriggling out from under a mass of flaying arms and legs. There was no rigid discipline in the rectory and, within reason, we were allowed to be as noisy and barbaric as we wanted: the exception to this was the stern rule that there must be complete peace in the neighbourhood of my father’s study.
 I did not see much of my parents in the nursery days as they were both busy with parish work. I can remember standing on a chair by the nursery window, with the firelight dancing on the pale yellow wall, watching for a glimpse of my mother’s scarlet cloak as she rounded the street corner on her way back from visiting the sick. My favourite occupation when I was allowed to see her in the evening was nestling up against her and breathing in the scent of violets, which always seemed to cling to her. My father spent long hours in his study, ostensibly writing sermons; he was a large, silent figure with a deep voice, and I found him rather frightening when I was young. Every morning he would summon the family to prayers in the dining room and, as we knelt down on these solemn occasions, I used to stare with fascination at the camels woven into the seats of the dining room chairs and count the steps on their humps.
 Sometimes, when the tussles on the nursery floor became too hard to bear, the door would open and my eldest brother, Vin, would come in and rescue me from the fray.
 I was a great favourite of his and he would spend hours playing with me when he was at home. He was seventeen years older than I and, a naturally big man being just over six foot with very broad shoulders, he seemed a giant to me in those days when he would sweep me up and carry me on his shoulder at an enormous height from the ground. I adored him and all my imaginary heroes and knights in shining armour were Vins in disguise. At this time he was studying at the Camborne School of Mines in Cornwall and was very seldom at home because even in the holidays he would be away in Wales or Cornwall studying mining, which had become his absorbing interest. When he left the School of Mines, he went to Australia and, to my sorrow, I did not see him for over ten years, but I never forgot my childhood picture of him as my hero and protector.
 The rectory was a long low house with a corridor on the first floor, which ran the full length of the building. This long expanse of brown linoleum became a familiar route for me to the schoolroom, which was over the stables beyond the house and was reached by a bridge, which my father had built, connecting the two buildings. Each member of the family in turn had been taught by Miss Whitworth, our governess, who was such a good teacher that she had no difficulty in filling the schoolroom to capacity with other children from Dunstable as we grew up and went to boarding schools. A complicated system of hot-water pipes, which gurgled and rumbled alarmingly from time to time, kept the schoolroom warm in winter; the water was heated by an ancient stove in a small, dark, cave-like room, known as ‘Reading’s cubby-hole’, near the stables below, where the old gardener cleaned the knives and shoes. Reading hoarded there an amazing collection of odds and ends, which he was convinced would ‘come in handy’ sometime, and he drowsed there over a succulent pipe when the bitter weather drove him to take refuge.
 In the holidays the house was full to bursting as the headmaster of the local grammar school and my uncle, a housemaster at Fettes, used to send boys to us, often of various nationalities including Austrian and Chinese, whose parents lived abroad. Among our favourite activities was hiding in a sycamore tree whose branches spread out over the pavement, and waiting for the policeman to pass underneath on his way to point duty, so that we could drop stones on the silver top of his helmet. In the stables the remains of my grandfather’s old carriage were kept, and another game of ours was climbing in and out of it and jumping up and down until it was a wonder it did not disintegrate into a thousand pieces. When I was five, my two younger brothers went away to King’s College Choir School and I was left alone: it was never quite the same again after that, as even during the holidays they preferred to ignore their baby sister, who could not possibly understand their games: either I spent a great deal of time hammering on the schoolroom door for admittance or, as a great favour, I might be allowed to count out nuts and bolts for their Meccano constructions. Sometimes when they were feeling bored with playing together, they would turn to me to help amuse them. In this way they taught me to ride a bicycle on the lawn at the back of the rectory, and to make sure that my training was complete they would spring surprises on me: on one occasion a garden roller was suddenly dragged across my path and, swerving to miss it, I rode straight through the plate-glass window of my father’s study. Fortunately he was too surprised to be angry.
 One of my sisters had died at boarding school and my parents decided that I should be educated entirely at home; as most of my brothers and sisters were away, I began to see much more of my parents and grew closer to them, and when two of my brothers were killed in the first war, I felt something of their anxiety and sorrow. My father would take me for long walks through the parish and beyond, and I soon ceased to be frightened by the silences, which prevailed in his company; if I asked him a question, he would often take so long to reply that I had forgotten what I had said in the first place. One of his great interests outside the Church was in the bloodstock world, and it was impossible to mention a racehorse of any note whose pedigree he did not know off by heart.
 During the first war, Vin had been tin mining in Malaya: he had gone to work for the Pahang Consolidated Company in 1911, and for years had been unable to return home. From time to time I heard from my parents how well he was doing and what a high reputation he had as a miner and administrator, which only served to put him more securely on a pedestal in my mind. We had heard that he had married an Australian girl, and after the war he brought her home with his three children. We must have been an impossible family to be married into as we had a hoard of silly family jokes and expressions, which meant nothing to outsiders. And try as we could to make her welcome, Vin’s wife felt out of it and their leave was not a great success. Added to this, it turned out that she was not really happy at Sungei Lembing because the climate had begun to affect her health; by the time Vin’s next leave came round, they had decided to live apart and she went back to Australia instead of coming to England with him. It was naturally lonely for Vin when he returned to Malaya, but as he was entirely wrapped up in the mine he managed quite well until he was appointed general manager of the Sungei Lembing Mine, which was the largest single tin mine in the world. He was then desperately in need of help with his entertaining, sometimes at Royal level, and with his large household. My mother was by then a widow and Vin was reluctant to suggest what to him seemed to be the ideal solution: that I should go out and look after him. I was thrilled with the idea of travelling and of looking after my beloved brother, and after Vin had been back in Malaya a year I broached the subject to my mother, who was then seventy-four.
 ‘Of course you must go. If you’d been married I should have had to manage without you long ago,’ she told me, and so it was decided.










TWO




I SUSPECT THAT being a parson’s youngest daughter is as good a training for life as you can have: you are used to managing with very little money and new clothes are a luxury, although my two sisters were so much older that I did not receive the usual legacy of their cast-offs. And yet, at a moment’s notice, you must be ready to accompany your father to one of the large houses in the neighbourhood and behave like a society girl. Certainly when I went to Malaya to look after Vin, I had little idea what I was in for; I knew that he was an important person in Malaya, but I did not stop to think what that implied for me. All I was concerned with was the plan to look after my hero brother. On the boat going out I was treated royally enough, being put at the captain’s table, but it was not until I met Vin at Penang and went on to Singapore with him that I began to realize what being the Tuan Besar or Big Master’s sister would mean. We were treated with enormous respect in Singapore, where we stayed in a sumptuous hotel—before the war, in the East, a man’s position was of immense importance in a rigidly graded society.
 The east side of Malaya was still almost bereft of roads and railways and we travelled most of the way to Sungei Lembing by boat, passing through Kuantan, which was the nearest town to the mine. A few miles short of the mining village the river became too shallow for a steamer and we transferred to the Pahang Consolidated’s miniature railway, which carried all the stores, tin and passengers to and from Sungei Lembing. Vin had his own diesel railcar and he drove me at a furious pace through the jungle round hairpin bends, over flimsy bridges, across deep ravines and along a ledge above the muddy river. Knowing from previous experience what a poor driver Vin was, I paid no attention to the surroundings, concentrating entirely on the chances of my safe arrival. As we approached the village, Vin slowed down and I was able to appreciate the beauty of the valley with its tree-covered hillsides tumbling down to the river and its view of distant mountain peaks beyond. The bottom of the valley opened out, and as the river moved away from the railway in a giant loop I saw the village below; my brother pointed out first the neat Malay settlement, from which a strong smell of wood ash and spice penetrated even the diesel car, then the larger Chinese part of the village, which was grouped round a large market, and the clerks’ houses dotted round a smooth green. There was no sign of the mine at this point, it being hidden round a bend in the railway.
 My brother’s house stood on the top of a small hill overlooking the village and Vin stopped the car at the bottom of a large garden covering the slope. As we walked up a steep path, followed by a retinue of Chinese servants who plied Vin with questions about my journey, I was aware of great splashes of scarlet and yellow cannas bushes covered in trumpet-shaped flowers and palm trees towering above me. The house itself was two-storied and raised on stout stone pillars; a veranda ran round the first floor, on, which were a large sittingroom and all the bedrooms. Any doubts I might have had about bodily comforts in the tropics were soon dispelled: Vin showed me my bedroom, which was the size of four of the rectory rooms put together, and opening off it was a bathroom lined with glistening tiles and complete with a sunken bath, which would have cheered the heart of a film star.
 ‘Vin, darling, this is absolutely palatial!’
 ‘Good, I’m glad you like it. Now I must show you the mine.’
 There was to be no time for unpacking or settling in then; Vin whisked me off on a tour of inspection with the enthusiasm of a parent showing off his child, and I was soon to discover that the mine and the eight thousand people under his control meant everything to him.
 ‘That’s the mine,’ Vin said, pointing at a hill behind the house; ‘it’s all inside that.’
 ‘I can’t see anything.’
 ‘Yes you can. You see that roof through the trees, that’s the mill for crushing the ore.’
 ‘Where’s the winding gear?’
 ‘That’s all inside the hill. The shafts are some way in, so all the winding gear is hidden. You know, except for the Raub Gold Mine we’re the only lode mine in Malaya. Most of the others are dredges, although there are some opencast mines. I call the dredges muck-rakers!’
 We walked along a path by the railway close to the rows of perpetually shaking tables where the crushed ore was washed, allowing the tin to settle; higher up was the mill where the steel stamps crushed the ore with a deafening din. Then we climbed up to the great dump above the mill, where from inside the hill came a succession of trucks pushed by Chinese workers, or drawn in trains by battery-driven electric locos, bringing the ore, which had been raised from the bottom of the mine and discharging their contents into bins above the mill. Vin told me that inside the hill, more than a thousand feet down, pumps worked night and day keeping the mine free of water. The pumps were driven by electricity generated in the power station, which he promised to show me later.
 Vin stopped and talked to everyone we saw, Scots engineers, Cornish miners, Chinese and Malays, and I was impressed by the respect they showed him. I remember the thrill of pride I felt that my brother should be the one responsible for keeping the whole complicated system going, and I am quite sure that at the time I thought without him the whole mine would go to pieces. It was not long before I discovered that it was not only the mine that Vin took so seriously: he worried incessantly about each member of the community. He was a king and father to the people, and they certainly adored him. The fact that he was a reserved, rather frightening figure only increased the respect they felt for him; he was a scrupulously fair man, and justice is a quality which the Chinese respect above all others. His relations with the other European members of the staff were friendly but restrained; presumably the lives of all leaders are lonely and certainly Vin’s loneliness was reinforced by his temperament.
 From the very beginning Vin was determined that I should not rely on him too much. His remark to me the first evening was typical of him.
 ‘Nin, there’s the box of cigarettes on the table. Help yourself when you want them, but for God’s sake don’t expect me to offer them to you.’
 As far as the house was concerned, I could have as many servants as I wanted, and food and drink could be ordered quite regardless of expense; but the running of the house was to be entirely my province and Vin had no wish to be bothered with a lot of domestic problems. The one exception to this rule was in cases of trouble with any electrical appliance; I was on no account to try to put it right, even though it might be only mending a fuse, which I was quite capable of doing. I must ring for Fonseca, who proved to be a very shy Sinhalese who seldom said more than, ‘Good morning, Miss Baker.’
 In the evenings I was expected to amuse myself: I could go down to the club and the village tin cinema, or sit sewing or playing the piano. Knowing how I loved music, Vin had bought me a grand piano in Singapore. In this way my brother was free to work late at the office or to sit reading at home without bothering about amusing me.
 I was soon involved in a hectic life of entertainment; Vin would ring up from the office with cheerful unconcern for the preparations needed and say:
 ‘Nin, there’ll be twenty-six for lunch tomorrow—the Navy’s coming.’
 ‘Good Lord, what’ll we feed them on?’
 ‘Oh, you’ll manage, my girl,’ and I had to see that I did.
 Sometimes we would have the Sultan of Pahang—the State in which the mine was—to stay. He used to come with a hefty retinue of about forty, which included his cook and food-taster. The Sultan had several wives, but he was always accompanied on these ‘jungle’ trips by his favourite wife, Che Siti, who was plump and pretty. Although conversation with Malay women was not exactly easy, I never felt shy with Che Siti, because she laughed at everything you said. The Sultan’s main object in coming to Sungei Lembing was to see his people, and when he appeared, a vast figure swathed in gorgeous silks, he was greeted with great reverence. He was quite as large as my brother and, like him, sported a considerable stomach, which did not, however, prevent him from donning a pair of white shorts and playing a strenuous game of tennis on our private court. The Governor of the Straits Settlements, the Commander-in-Chief and all other people of importance were entertained by us with what we hoped was suitable magnificence, and apart from these official guests we entertained hordes of visitors who came on business or to see the mine.
 Vin was one of the two European unofficial members of the Pahang State Council, which meant frequent visits for meetings to Pekan, where the Sultan lived, and where we were entertained to the most lavish curries, washed down with quantities of fizzy soft drinks. His Highness was a strict Mohammedan and alcohol was never served in his istana. We also went several times to Ipoh for meetings of the Chamber of Mines. I was glad that I was a good traveller, as this entailed a day and a half’s journey by car, along the twisting road to Jerantut and over the mountain road to the Gap, where we crossed the Main Range, through some of the loveliest scenery in Malaya.
 Those two years before we came home on leave were the happiest of my life. I soon fell into an easy routine: immediately after breakfast I would take the dogs for a walk—I had acquired an Alsatian, later succeeded by two bull mastiffs— and walking up the hill in which the mine was I would reach the top and look across an endless expanse of dark green jungle to the sea. Often the valleys would be covered with fluffy clouds like cotton wool, out of which the occasional hill and mountaintops would be peeping like blunted thumbs. Sometimes I would accompany Vin down the mine or help him survey the new roads, which were being built to shorten the journey to Kuantan, or to open up hitherto unexplored parts of the concession. I asked for nothing better than being with him, watching the quiet efficiency with which he went about everything. I am an inveterate tomboy at heart and never happier than when I am accompanying a man doing a job of work. Those long, silent walks with my father had taught me not to chatter too much, so Vin’s reserve, when I was out with him, never bothered me at all, and I had only to do something silly, which I frequently did when I was helping him, to start him off teasing me. While surveying for the roads if I ever tried to read his theodolite for him he would slap me on the behind and say: ‘Nin, you’re an enormous help, but just let me look at the reading.’ Of course, he would never admit that I was right.
 The afternoons were intensely hot, and I lay on my bed, with the shutters firmly closed, and dozed off in a bath of perspiration. When it was cooler, I used to go down to the club to play tennis; and although I was on friendly terms with all of the European wives, I did not join in very much with their tea-drinking sessions. I have never been very good at gossiping with other women, but apart from that I felt that being the general manager’s sister I had to be careful what I gossiped about. As time went on, Vin did confide in me about some things, using me as a safety valve, so that I had to be careful not to let slip anything he had told me and thereby raise his ire. He never tired of saying: ‘You blasted women will chatter all day. Why can’t you be more like men and talk about things instead of people.’ He usually allowed condescendingly that I was a bit different from the average run of women. Sometimes, when a new bungalow had been built for one of the European members of the staff, I would hear at the club who was going to be given it before Vin had made up his mind on that point himself; those were bits of gossip he did enjoy hearing from me.
 Gardening had been a favourite pastime of mine in England, but although I did make an effort to take an interest in ours at Sungei Lembing, everything I tried to do met with disaster: either Vin or I would bring up a choice plant from Singapore and I would plant it with great ceremony, only to find it had shrivelled up to nothing in a few days or been washed out of the heavy red soil by a cloudburst. I soon left the whole business to our Chinese women gardeners.
 Although Vin wanted to be quite independent of me in the evenings, I did in fact see a lot of him. As he was also fond of music, I would play to him for hours while he sat reading or pulling a wireless to pieces, which he was invariably unsuccessful at putting together again; he used to get furious with the set and was liable to throw all the bits he could not fit together again out of the window, and then laugh about it afterwards. It was generally quite easy to make Vin laugh: he had a good straightforward sense of humour and was quite able to laugh at himself as long as he was not in a really bad mood. If he was particularly worried or tense about anything, I had to watch my step; if I pulled his leg about something on those occasions he would flare up: ‘Nin, I wish you’d grow up and stop giggling at stupid things.’
 Vin was always a little strung up; it was the penalty for being so completely wrapped up in the affairs of the mine, and I often wished that he did not take his responsibilities quite so seriously. I always knew when he was worrying unduly about something because one of the clear signs was his habit of lighting endless cigarettes, taking a few puffs at them and then throwing them out of the window—this was a habit, which recommended itself very much to our Chinese gardeners, who collected all the half-smoked cigarettes round the house and office and kept themselves in tobacco.
 ‘What are you worrying about, darling?’ I would ask him.
 ‘What do you mean?’ he would ask testily; he never liked the idea of his baby sister being able to read his mind so easily.
 ‘Well, to start with you’ve smoked six cigarettes in the last few minutes,’ and I was never wrong about that sign. I think in this way he came to talk a lot more about his worries than he had ever done before; I encouraged him because I could not bear the feeling of tension, and there was always the chance that I might be to blame for his bad mood.
 Vin’s fatherly treatment of the people in Sungei Lembing was partly the reflection of a plan, which he was trying to fulfil. Most of the tin mines in Malaya were at the mercy of a floating labour force of Chinese and Malays and of unscrupulous contractors who brought gangs of men to work on a particular job; Vin’s idea was to build up a permanent mining community at Sungei Lembing where, like in the Welsh villages where he had worked as a young man, the profession went on from father to son. He built good houses for the workers and saw that their children had proper schools to go to; there was a large hospital with a well-equipped maternity ward, and the standard of health among the workers improved immensely. And no worker brought his personal problem to Vin without being helped. It was no wonder that they all regarded him as a benefactor, and it was not surprising, either, that looking after eight thousand people proved a strain on him. When under the International Tin Agreement the output of tin was greatly restricted in the late 1930s it meant that our mine could no longer work at anywhere near full capacity, and this greatly increased Vin’s worries. He knew that he would either have to dismiss a large number of those workers whom he had successfully settled at Lembing or find other work for them. It was to give jobs to these redundant men that he started building the roads around Sungei Lembing, but inevitably some employees had to be paid off and this upset Vin more than anything else. I remember one day receiving an urgent telephone call from the office, asking me to bring to him all the money I could lay hands on. I found him with four cigarettes alight in his ashtray, interviewing two weeping Chinese women, who were the wives of men he had had to pay off. Although he could not alter his decision, he gave them all the money I had brought with me.
 ‘What could I do? They said their children were crying with hunger and they had no money to buy rice,’ he told me later, trying to excuse his soft-heartedness.
 There was very seldom any labour trouble at the mine; occasionally the Communists tried to disturb the peace, but their attempts were looked upon more as a joke than anything else. In 1928 the police received word that the Communists were planning to seize control of the mine, and when they raided their headquarters they found a list of all the people involved and promptly put them in prison. Once Vin was told that there was a Communist agitator in the village who was trying to organize a strike. He heard later that a mass meeting was to be held on the village green and he was urged to take action, but Vin did nothing until the crowd had gathered round the Communist; he then drove from the office to the green in a tiny car in which he always went everywhere at its maximum speed and which could only just contain his large form. As soon as they saw the Tuan Besar’s car, the crowd melted away until only Vin and the agitator were left. ‘If you have anything to say, you’d better say it to me,’ Vin told him.
 The Communist assured him that he had nothing to say, and left the village without more ado.
 I very seldom saw Vin angry with a Chinese or a Malay, but being very intolerant of fools he found Tamils very irritating. He had employed a Tamil gardener at one point, and it took Vin months of repeating the same instructions over and over again to impress on the Indian that cannas should be watered every day or they would die. At last he grasped the fact, and one day when Vin was hurrying up the path to the house in a tremendous tropical downpour he passed the Tamil watering the cannas, standing under an umbrella. That was too much for Vin; he had to stop in the pouring rain and tell the man what a blithering idiot he was and give him the sack.
 Vin’s life was so tied up with the East that I do not think he would ever have gone back to England for his leaves, if he had not promised Mother that he would; he had none of the compelling desire to return home, which most Englishmen feel when they are living abroad. We left for England in April 1937.










THREE




WHEN VIN AND I returned to Malaya in November, nothing seemed to be quite the same any more. Outwardly, there was no change in the valley; the mine had been run efficiently in the Tuan Besar’s absence by Gordon Fairmaid, Vin’s second in command; we still played strenuous games of tennis at the club, and when occasions arose we still entertained on a lavish scale. And yet there was a subtle difference; a little of the enthusiasm had gone out of life and the light-heartedness of what was a very happy community was less in evidence. Conversations in the club were not so much about mine gossip as Germany and Japan; the shadow of war had fallen across Malaya. Many people were saying that war with Germany was inevitable, while to us in the East the danger of conflict with Japan was already a very real one; the Japanese had swept into China and were arrogantly proclaiming their Co-Prosperity Plan for South-East Asia, which we knew was intended, in time, to include Malaya, Siam, the East Indies and Australia.
 To Vin these anxious days of approaching crisis proved an additional strain, but there was one compensatory factor, the mine could now work at fuller capacity owing to Britain’s rearmament programme. Vin had been in Malaya during the First World War and he remembered only too well the hardships suffered by the people, due to the blockade by submarines, and he decided to clear a large area of jungle near the village and plant rice, vegetables and fruit, so that at least the Sungei Lembing community would not go short of food. The energy with which he threw himself into this new enterprise was typical of the compelling urge he felt to safeguard his own people; he worked ceaselessly marking out the area to be cleared and supervising the felling of the enormous trees, which form the thick green umbrella over the jungle, and I spent as much time as I could with him. He also imported a large white boar and later two sows from England in an effort to improve the local strain of pig, which is miserably small and suffers from a pronounced curvature of the spine.
 He imported into the community as many Hakka Chinese as he could find; these men, who come from all over China, are natural horticulturists and, in direct contrast to me, anything they plant grows. Vin chose one of the timber contractors called Cheng Kam, to be foreman: this little man was entirely trustworthy and Vin had known him since the days when he had first come to Malaya. He was born in the Dutch East Indies and was superior to the general run of Chinese at the mine, his father coming from the equivalent of our middle class. Cheng Kam was not a man you ever felt like being familiar with; there was a rather prim severe quality about him and I often felt that he disapproved of my habit of giggling at silly situations. He wore his iron-grey hair on the long side and kept it neatly brushed back over his head, and his grey moustache was always severely trimmed; unlike most Chinese, his face was brown rather than yellow. Whatever work he was doing, he remained immaculately dressed; his grey shirts always seemed to have been freshly laundered and he wore the sleeves tightly buttoned at the wrist; he was never known to expose his arms to view. His drill trousers were kept perfectly creased, and he never went out without wearing a large topee. He was very fond of my brother, and when on one occasion he witnessed a row between Vin and myself he had been most perturbed. As I was a better driver than Vin, I usually drove the car, and on this particular day we stuck in a boggy piece of the new road, and Vin and Cheng Kam had to get out and push. Having successfully negotiated the bad piece, I drove on to higher ground in case the car stuck again, and Vin, who was expecting me to stop sooner, had to follow after me on foot; when he caught up with me, he exploded.
 ‘Why the hell didn’t you stop instead of going on for a mile up the road?’
 I tried to explain, but Vin’s pride had been hurt and he would not listen, so I got out of the car and said: ‘Very well, then, I shall walk home,’ and I went off back to the house, followed closely by Cheng Kam, whose normally impassive face showed great concern.
 ‘Missie had better go back in the car.’
 ‘I have no intention of going back with the Tuan Besar.’
 ‘Tuan Besar will be very angry.’
 ‘Let the Tuan Besar be angry,’ and I walked back without another word, leaving poor Cheng Kam feeling very unhappy about it—Vin and I spent an icy evening together afterwards.
 My brother put large gangs of men on clearing the plantation, and in no time the ground was cleared and planted. Vegetables and fruit grow quickly in the tropical sun and we were soon harvesting sweet potatoes, beans, lettuces, bananas and so on (while rice was nearly ready to reap in the sawars). It was then that the jungle creatures began paying marked attention to our plantation, and Vin ran an electric fence round the whole area, which gave a sharp shock to anything that touched it. Deer of all kinds and wild pig soon discovered that the risk of a burning sensation on the nose was not worth a few potatoes, and the ground around the fence became puddled with small footmarks. Vin himself had cause to treat the fence with respect: one day when the current in the fence was switched off for repairs, he was bending down looking through the theodolite with his sweaty behind resting on the wire. The current was suddenly switched on again at the other end of the plantation and Vin received a powerful shock. Everything went flying, including the theodolite, while Vin jumped up and down in a fury. The Malay survey gang retired precipitately behind the nearest tree stump and, as usual, I giggled. The only animal, which failed to respect the fence was a rogue elephant, which burst into the plantation time after time, laying waste to large areas. Cheng Kam was most upset: ‘All that good seed wasted—so much work for nothing! The Tuan Besar must get someone to shoot that elephant.’ After several unsuccessful attempts, the elephant was finally shot; his carcass was dismembered and the flesh dug into the ground to manure the newly planted fruit trees.
 Another frantic pest was the minute rice-bird, which attacked the rice in flocks; it was so light that it could sit on the ears of grain and eat the kernels out of the husk. The women and children spent hours screaming themselves hoarse in an effort to frighten them off. Cheng Kam said bitterly, ‘They never stop. They eat. They evacuate and then they come back to eat again.’
 When we made one of our periodic visits to Singapore in 1939 the place was buzzing with rumours and the presence of some Austrian refugees was a reminder that things were boiling up in Europe. During that year, a regular Army officer came to stay with us and Vin gathered from him, after a good dinner, that in the event of an attack on Malaya the peninsula would not be defended, all troops being withdrawn to the fortress area of Singapore. It was a piece of information which evidently set Vin thinking, and one day when I was standing with him in the plantation he suddenly said: ‘Even if the Japs did come, I’m not leaving Sungei Lembing. I’ve been here for over thirty years and nobody is going to drive me away from here. Supposing they did overrun the mainland, it would only be a matter of weeks before our troops in Singapore drove them out. Do you think you and I could live in the jungle for a bit? When the Japs were blown to pieces we could come out of hiding and I could get the mine going again. What do you think?’
 I laughed and said that no doubt I would do anything he told me to do, and thought no more about it.
 One day when Vin was, ironically enough, measuring up some of the rooms for air conditioning—we were never slow to add to our comforts—the telephone rang, and it was Fairmaid to say that Hitler had invaded Poland. From that moment all the British in Malaya worked ceaselessly; the rubber plantations and the tin mines steadily increased their output, while the women produced a formidable amount of woollen clothes for servicemen and bomb victims in England. Money poured into the Malayan Agency in London, given not only by the Europeans but by Chinese, Malays, Indians and Eurasians. The collapse of France changed the Far Eastern picture completely because Japan, as a member of the Axis, was handed Indo-China, and this meant that there was only defenceless Siam between us and the Japanese. Troops poured into the country from England, India and Australia and every town in Malaya was garrisoned, including Kuantan, where an airstrip was laid down. Seeing so many troops about gave us renewed confidence in the strength of our position, and none of us had a high opinion of the Japanese soldier, the general idea being that one British soldier was worth at least four Japs; we had no idea how ill-equipped our men were and what efficient soldiers the Japs had become.
 Vin worked night and day to keep the mine going at full capacity; and added to his usual anxieties he now had the strain of keeping the eight thousand people in Sungei Lembing fed and of seeing that an adequate supply of spare parts for the machinery reached us from England. I did my best to stop him overworking, as otherwise he was liable to collapse with a high temperature and a mysterious ulcerous swelling of the leg. He used me more and more as his safety-valve, but although he often asked me my advice he seldom took any notice of what I said! He could be very pig-headed about things, especially if he was tired, when he would go his own sweet way whatever anyone said.
 ‘Trouble with you, Nin, is you never think anything out.’
 ‘I go by instinct,’ I would say sagely, ‘it’s far better than thinking something over and over in your mind and then not being sure.’
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The true story of Englishwoman Nona Baker’s

survival in the Malayan jungle during WWII

g exrillas for three years

in the jungle near Kuantan, Pahang, Miss Nona Baker, the only

English gir] guerrilla in Malaya, has returned to civilization.’
The Straits Times, 7 October 1945





