



[image: image]





A SERVANT OF SARAWAK

REMINISCENCES OF A CROWN COUNSEL IN 1950S BORNEO

PETER MOONEY

[image: image]


Contents

FOREWORD

FOREWORD

PREFACE

Childhood and a Question of Identity

War and My First Taste of the East

The Law Beckons

The Case of the Ill-fated Youth

The Case of the Kindly Juror and the Discourteous Judge

The Case of the Rape Which Wasn’t

The Case of the Ill-informed Philanderer

Lure of the East

Sarawak Bound

First Impressions of Kuching

The Case of the Verbose Counsel

Formidable Opponents in Court

True Judicial Temperament

The Case of the Uncompensated Slave Owner

The Case of the Waterlogged Canoe and the Unlucky Crook

Loss of the Heartsease

The Case of the Missing Resident

Distinguished Guests

Kuching Regatta

An Unusual Encounter

Adventure into the Interior

A Nocturnal Visitor

The Case of the Trading-boat Murders

The Case of the Impressionable District Officer

Opium Smoking in Kuching

The Case of the Vain Judge

The Case of the Iban Killer who did not Commit Murder

Attorney Generalship and New Responsibilities

The Case of Murder and Gold

Leave and a Perilous Syrian Encounter

The Case of the Timber Tycoon and the Rising Star from Singapore

Fishing with the Melanau of Sarawak

Weddings, Affairs and Exorcisms

The Tooth of Buddha

Prosecution and Deportation

The Case of the Soekarno Lookalike

Departure from Sarawak

ILLUSTRATIONS
 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Foreword

Dato’ Dr Sir Peter Mooney and I are both legal practitioners. However, it was not through the practice of our profession but because of our involvement in the medical profession that we got to know each other well. This was when Dato’ Mooney was the Chairman of the Assunta Hospital, a charitable hospital founded by the Franciscan Missionaries of Mary, and I was invited to be his Deputy.

Dato’ Mooney has spent much of his time offering his assistance to various Malaysian charitable causes and has also carved out an impeccable career and earned a tremendous reputation at the Malaysian Bar.

It thus gives me great pleasure to pen this foreword for his memoir.

I find his memoir, a draft of which was extended for my reading, extremely interesting, readable and difficult to put down. It certainly serves to entertain and educate.

However, and more importantly, this memoir serves as a historical record of the culture and customary practices of the indigenous people of Sarawak. As the region has progressed and developed, the colourful and unique practices of its people have inevitably been compromised and sadly may, in time, even disappear. This memoir preserves their history and will be a source of research to historians and anthropologists.

From a legal perspective, this memoir records the judicial and legal practices existing in Sarawak during the relevant period, while giving us an insight into the way Dato’ Mooney carried out his practice of the law. Again, without such a record as this memoir, matters of interest and import will be forgotten as time goes by.

I recommend this memoir unreservedly and hope that Dato’ Mooney will now find the time to write about his years in West Malaysia.

Tun Zaki Tun Azmi
Chief Justice, Malaysia


Foreword

In 1961, I began my pupillage in the now defunct firm of Bannon & Bailey, then the largest and one of the most established law firms in Kuala Lumpur. The late, and much respected, John Skrine, was supposed to be my pupil master, but he went on long leave to Ireland, and that was when Peter Mooney became my de facto pupil master. He was a most exemplary pupil master in all respects, a privilege that very few, if any, new lawyers would be able to get today.

I was told that he was a former Attorney General, but at that time (and until I read this memoir), I had not realised what a distinguished career he had had, short as it was, as the chief law officer of the colony of Sarawak.

My admiration for Peter as a man, and not only as a lawyer with a heart, has gone up many more notches after reading his accounts of his early life— how he was brought up and educated in school and college, as a rising advocate in Glasgow, Scotland, as Crown Counsel and Attorney General of Sarawak, but especially as a young soldier who fought with the British Fourteenth Army (under the command of General Sir William Slim in the Burma Campaign against the Japanese Fifth Army under General Mutaguchi). He fought so that we might have our today.

His terse and subdued account of his involvement in one of the most famous and bitterly fought Second World War campaigns in Asia, and his observations on the Japanese soldiers, show a very human and humane side of Peter that many might not have known.

Peter’s humanity shines forth from his accounts of his easy interactions with the people of Sarawak, especially the indigenous peoples. His linguistic flair enabled him to learn and speak Malay and Iban very quickly. His affinity for the way of life of the various races living in Sarawak, their customs and culture, and his compassion and understanding of their condition are evident from the colourful vignettes of his experiences whenever he had to travel to the interior of a vast territory with no roads in order to lay charges and prosecute offenders.

Lawyers and judges who are friends or acquaintances of Peter will find it absorbing to read about his experiences as an expatriate who did not lord it over the natives in a world and time now past. My only regret after reading it is that the book is too short and that there must be much that is left unsaid.

The legal community of Malaysia has gained something intangible from Peter’s decision to move from Sarawak to Kuala Lumpur to spend the rest of his professional and natural life. I look forward to reading the next part of his memoir of his life in peninsular Malaysia.

Chan Sek Keong
Chief Justice, Singapore


Preface

When I arrived in Sarawak in 1953 the country was as it had been for centuries. There had been little development. There were no major roads. The small towns were situated on the great rivers that divided the country and travel between towns was by Chinese commercial launches, which sailed downriver and out onto the South China Sea then along the coast and up the appropriate river to the desired destination. There was no radio or television. There were few telephones and these communicated within their towns. Such newspapers as there were, were in their infancy and had very limited circulation. The majority of the population lived simple lives in the interior as subsistence farmers and had virtually no communication outside their immediate neighbourhood. Contact with the world outside Sarawak was by a weekly ship from Singapore to the capital, Kuching.

The age of cheap intercontinental flights and mass tourism had not dawned. Only the occasional wandering journalist came. He saw no beggars, no malnutrition, no smoking factories, no drug addiction and no crime, and wrote lyrical articles on the last paradise or wrote of headhunting, which had formerly been common. The evils of capitalism had not yet descended on Sarawak, nor had many of its benefits.

This was the country in which I arrived. It was happy and peaceful. I thought that I had come to civilize the people. It was they who civilized me. They were friendly, warm and most hospitable, ever willing to share what little they had. Moral standards were high. It was hardly necessary to close windows or doors at night. Theft was almost unknown. This memoir relates of major criminal trials but it must be kept in mind that these occurred over a period of seven years. Crime was not, as it is today in many countries, a social problem. There was no army and none was required. The police force was small and had no need to be larger.

This was a period that could not last and I consider myself fortunate to have experienced a small part of it.

Peter Mooney


Childhood and a Question of Identity

I was born in 1923 in Donegal, a remote and very beautiful county in the extreme north-west of Ireland, bordered by the Atlantic Ocean to the north and west and by the British province of Northern Ireland to the east.

At the Catholic primary school to which I was sent I was given a sound basic education. I was studiously inclined and came out top of every class. At the age of 12 I finished my primary schooling with the school prize for General Excellence and was fortunate to be accepted by a college belonging to the Society of Jesus. The teachers were Jesuit priests equipped with university degrees and the Jesuit character of long religious training. They entered me for a competitive scholarship, which I was awarded and it paid my fees. My studies, apart from general studies, religious knowledge and some science, were English, French, Latin, Greek and Mathematics.

The Jesuits were learned and warm, with a sense of humour and they knew how to handle boys of all kinds. They gave me an excellent all-round education for which I am ever grateful. It gave me a secure foundation for life. They entered me for the ancient University of Glasgow, founded in AD 1451 by a papal bull of the scholarly Pope Nicholas V, founder of the Vatican Library in 1448. I passed the entrance examinations and was awarded a scholarship, which paid my fees. I entered the Faculty of Arts, which was situated in the old buildings of the university comprising two quadrangles separated by wide, dim cloisters and containing two major halls: the Bute Hall, built with funds gifted by a former Marquess of Bute, and the Randolph Hall. Very grand staircases led up to these halls, which were used for various functions, including that of examinations. I chose Humanity (the term for Roman studies comprising Latin language and literature and Roman history and civilization), English Language and Literature, and History as my first year subjects.

When I entered the University of Glasgow, I was just 17 years of age. Conscription had been introduced in Britain and every able-bodied man of 18 and above, with certain necessary exceptions, was required to enter the British Armed Forces. Refugees from countries invaded by Germany, many of them members of the armed forces of those countries but also many civilian refugees, arrived in Britain. Britain became an armed camp full of soldiers, sailors and airmen.

I was Irish and not liable for conscription as Ireland was neutral during WWII. However, all my university friends went off to the armed forces and I felt that I should be one of them. I went to the army recruiting office and was interviewed by the recruiting officer. He told me that since I was a volunteer I could choose my regiment. I chose the Royal Scots, which was the oldest infantry regiment and had a distinguished history. It was the only regiment entitled to wear the royal tartan known as Royal Stewart. Its headquarters were in Edinburgh, a short distance from Glasgow. Before I left his office, the officer told me that he would like to give me a piece of advice. ‘You will become an officer,’ he said, ‘so just remember this. Before you order a soldier to do anything, you do it first. Then he will respect you and follow you. If you want him to jump over this table, you jump first.’ This seemed to me to be excellent advice and I tried to follow it throughout my military career.

During this period at the university, there was heavy bombing by the German Luftwaffe on Glasgow. The city is situated on the River Clyde, which opens out into a magnificent estuary with a considerable volume of shipping from all parts of the world. The city itself had large dock areas, major shipbuilding yards and numerous factories. Inevitably it attracted the attention of German bombers.

As part of my duties as a cadet in the university officer training corps, which I had volunteered for, I had to spend many nights perched precariously on top of the University Tower and on the apex of the high-pitched Gothic roofs of the old buildings of the university armed with a bucket of water and a stirrup pump to deal with any phosphorus fire bombs that might land on the roofs. Fortunately none did since I gravely doubt that my ability to negotiate in the dark the precipitous hazards of the steep roofs to get at any flaming bomb, particularly with the modest equipment given to me, would have enabled me to extinguish any fires. I had, however, a spectacular view of the city since the university is situated on a hill overlooking much of it. After darkness fell there would be heard a wail of sirens giving warning of the approach of enemy squadrons of aircraft and soon we could hear the droning of their engines in the sky above us. The air became filled with hideous sounds: the crack of the anti-aircraft guns surrounding the city, the crashing sounds of the high-explosive bombs detonating and the destruction of buildings. Flames from burning buildings caused by fire bombs added to the horror of the scene. Most of the city’s population sought refuge in air-raid shelters, which had been hastily constructed. Searchlights probed the sky and anti-aircraft guns continually fired at the bombers, albeit with little success. Peace arrived when morning broke and the bombers had departed. I would descend from the lurid scene and the horrific din, still in uniform, to a calm and learned lecture on Virgil in the Humanity class underneath me in the very building on which I had spent the night. In the Humanity lecture room I was in civilized surroundings and immersed in the literature of a great civilization. It was a marked contrast to the barbarity of the scenes of the night. Many innocent people had just died, or were dying, many were seriously injured and mutilated, and many had lost their homes and all they had. To put this out of mind was not easy.

It was during this period that there came to my notice, without warning, something of which I never had any inkling and which had a major effect on my life from then on. I had been brought up in a family of four sisters and two brothers. The father had died when I was a young child and I scarcely remembered him. The mother was the head of the family. I had always been treated as her child and a member of the family and had no reason to think otherwise. I was too young to realize that the age of the lady whom I regarded as my mother was such that I was unlikely to be her son and to reflect on the discrepancy between my age and the age of those I regarded and was brought up to regard as my siblings. One evening I received an invitation to meet a certain gentleman in unfamiliar surroundings. I had no idea why I had been invited but I went and met him. We were alone. I learned then that the purpose of the invitation was for him to tell me that I was his son. I was stunned by this news. The shock was such that I was unable to think. I said nothing at all and the meeting ended. I spent the night in thought. How had all this happened? Many questions came to mind and I had no answer to any of them. Why had nothing been said about my being brought up by a foster family? My identity was not what I had been led to think it was. Even the name by which I knew myself and had always been known by others was not my name. Why had I not been told of this before? Why was I being told about it now and with much left untold? My mind was in a whirl.

I said nothing of this to anyone. For as long as I had been aware, I was with the foster family, all of whom knew that I was not a member of the family. They had, for reasons unknown to me, said nothing to me and called me by a name that included their family name and which could not be mine. After this meeting, when I was with them I said nothing about the meeting. I and they behaved as before. I was grateful to them for receiving me as a member of their family and never in any manner treating me as an outsider. However, a gulf had arisen between my life spent with them and my university and social life. I kept them in separate compartments. Whether the family knew that I was now aware that I was not one of them I did not know but I could no longer introduce them to anyone as family. Nor could I introduce anyone whom I knew to the father who had suddenly appeared in my life. I had no filial feeling for him. Filial feeling cannot be created overnight and there were too many unanswered questions which I did not feel that I could raise since the information had been withheld from me. I did not think of him as a father. I was invited to dine with him and his wife from time to time. His wife was not my mother. They had no children. Whether she knew my history I do not know but she showed no interest in me, and my relationship with her and my father was merely polite and with the respect due from the young to elders. I never spent a night under their roof. This man informed me that I would be his heir. I had no interest in the inheritance and experienced no disappointment when it never came to me.


War and My First Taste of the East

My studies helped to distract me from my identity crisis but it was not long before I attained the age of 18 and my life was changed again by a summons to leave the university and enter the army. I entered as an officer cadet and was sent to an officer cadet training unit in Kent in England. The rigorous and arduous training in the unit was designed to make us into soldiers and fit us for being commissioned as officers. It left little time for thinking of personal affairs. Army life and discipline was very different from anything that I had been accustomed to. Living was rough, the training was physically and mentally challenging and the discipline strict. We had intensive physical training, assault courses, weapons to learn to handle, drill and parades, lectures and battle training. Our time was more than fully occupied from reveille, the sound of the bugle calling us from sleep, until late in the evening when we were thankful to get to bed.

However, the commandant of the officer training unit decided that I and other university cadets needed more basic training. We were sent to the recruit training wing of Maidstone Barracks in Kent and had six weeks of being knocked into more soldierly shape by regular non-commissioned officers of the Royal West Kent Regiment. It was a salutary experience and went far in transforming us into the soldiers we were supposed to be and building a new dimension to our personality.

It was also a new experience in that I was amongst recruits from all parts of Britain and very different in background, upbringing and culture to my own. Their accents were unfamiliar and some of them almost unintelligible. Accent and mode of speech were a mark of social class in those days when there was no TV and radio was relatively new. Regional and class accents had not been modified by these new impacts on social life. There had to be mutual adjustment. People like me were of a different social and educational background from the majority, a difference that was obvious in many ways to the young soldiers we were with twenty-four hours a day, sharing the same challenges and tests of character. As officer cadets we were not in a position to mix with the new recruits on equal terms. We had to learn to adjust to them and they had to learn to accept us and free themselves of any misconceptions. We were learning much about life and maturing rapidly in the process. Subsequent service in the army was spent initially on exercises and in training in various parts of England and Northern Ireland. During my training in Northern Ireland I had no opportunity to cross the border into the neutral Republic, although Donegal, on its north-western tip, is adjacent to the British province of Northern Ireland. Our military exercises were held throughout Northern Ireland but my brigade was based in Antrim and subsequently in County Down, in the beautiful Mountains of Mourne. Indeed all of Northern Ireland was beautiful. In all of this we were being prepared for active service in one of the theatres of war.

In the army we lived in barracks or in camps. We were apart from the civilian community and had little or no relationship with them. However we were aware of the caste division between the Protestant and Catholic communities, which was very obvious. The Protestants were the ruling majority in the British province. They had mostly been brought from Scotland by Oliver Cromwell in the seventeenth century whereas the Catholics were native Irish, dispossessed of their lands and still regarded as an inferior class. There was thus a difference of race and temperament and culture as well as of religion. Newspapers of the day contained advertisements of employment that invariably contained a statement that no Catholic need apply. It also became apparent to us that the police were entirely Protestant. Doctors and other professionals always seemed to be Protestant and those in authority of any kind that we encountered were Protestant. The oppression by the Protestant majority, which had ruled the Province since the partition of Ireland by the British Government in the 1920s, led to the violence that began in the 1960s. However, within the army we were unaffected by this and there was no religious prejudice amongst officers or men; the only difference amongst us was the necessary one of rank.

After some months of training in Ireland the time came when I was sent back to England and equipped for going overseas into a war zone. We sailed from the great port of Liverpool, after marching early in the morning from the railway station through the streets to the quay. Young women hurrying to their work, seeing our youth and knowing that we were bound for overseas and the war, rushed into our ranks and embraced and kissed us, pressing into our hands cigarettes and gifts of any little thing they had. We were much touched by their spontaneous kindness, generosity and concern for us.

We embarked on a great ship, formerly a passenger liner but now crammed with troops, and sailed down the Mersey, looking back at the great Liver Building, Liverpool’s prominent landmark. Once in the Irish Sea we then sailed north and arrived in the wide Clyde estuary, where we joined a convoy of ships. We sailed in convoy, escorted by destroyers protecting us from submarine attack, and our course took us south through the Irish Sea and then west into the Atlantic. We were never told where we were bound for but we knew from the sun and the stars that we were sailing south. We had sight of a coastline on our port side, which could only be Spain, and easily recognizable was the narrow Strait of Gibraltar as we entered the Mediterranean Sea. We passed safely through the Mediterranean and then entered the Suez Canal, which we transited without stopping.

At night we sailed in total darkness, with daily emergency stations and constant watch for enemy submarines. It was a long voyage. Pacing the deserted, darkened decks when on duty at night, one could see a myriad of stars overhead and our wake was spangled with phosphorescence sparkling like diamonds. All was silent except for the quiet throb of our engines and the soft swish of the sea, parted by our bows and passing glittering along our sides. By this time it was evident we were going to India, probably destined for action in the Fourteenth Army, which was in combat against the Japanese Army in Burma.

Our first stop was Bombay. There we disembarked and encountered a novel host of sights, sounds and smells. This was my first sight of the East. Little did I think that I was to spend most of my life in this environment. Before we disembarked we were issued with Wolseley helmets, so-called after a Field Marshal who lived a hundred years before our time. They were large, white, with a metal spike on top, a wide visor, and a low, sweeping backpiece to protect the neck. Along with this imposing headpiece, and quite incongruous with it, was a mosquito net consisting of a small cap with the net hanging all around to cover the face. It was dark green, like the jungle uniforms we were subsequently issued with, and difficult to see through. We were also issued with dark green mosquito gloves. All these items were completely useless and unsuited to jungle warfare or indeed any kind of warfare. They were very soon discarded.

We spent some time in tents in a transit camp at Kalyan outside Bombay with little to do. I occupied my spare time learning Urdu. My principal memory of Kalyan is of the raptors. The troops’ mess tent, where meals were consumed, was located about fifty feet from the cookhouse tent where the soldiers collected their meals in mess tins, one held in each hand. The kites circled high above the gap between the tents. As soldiers crossed from the cookhouse tent to the mess tent, kites would dive with astonishing speed, pick up food from a mess tin, gauging the distance to a millimeter and never disturbing the tin, then soar aloft. Troops fresh from Britain were unused to this bold aerial piracy and were easy marks until they learned to bend closely over their tins while they crossed the gap. Even then the keen-eyed, watchful and clever kites found victims.

Travelling east by train across the subcontinent, we found ourselves in Nagpur train station on a Stifling hot Christmas Day. Standing on the platform behind tables laden with food were a number of British ladies, presumably the wives of government officials stationed there. They had given up this special day and the coolness and comfort of their houses to spend the afternoon on a railway platform serving Christmas dinner to the troops. One meets goodness, consideration and unselfishness everywhere and it is always a special joy, whether these qualities are shown to others or to oneself.

We continued our journey by train until one evening we reached the wide Brahmaputra River, which had its origin far to the north in the Himalayas. We transferred to a ferry and sailed by night, reaching the other side of the river the next morning. We then advanced by vehicle and on foot. When one or two soldiers succumbed to heat exhaustion while marching, we left them with an escort to be picked up by vehicle later. We were aware that one can die very quickly from heat exhaustion unless the body temperature is speedily brought down.

After several hours of marching we reached our temporary destination near the town of Comilla in eastern Bengal, now known as Bangladesh. We were in a rough jungle camp housed in palm-leaf huts, known as bashas. It was the time of year of the chota monsoon or little monsoon. The monsoon was little in the sense of short, but the rain was far from little, it poured heavily and incessantly and we waited for a clear sky. As soon as it became a little clearer we took off in Dakota DC3s, twin-engine propeller-driven planes. The weather was still appalling but the planes belonged to an American squadron of daredevil pilots and they were undaunted. We were unable to climb over the weather and we had a very turbulent flight through thick, dark clouds, sitting on the floor of the aircraft, which was completely bare inside, and being thrown about all over it. We flew over the mountains separating us from Burma and landed at an airstrip at Indainggyi in the forest on the upper Chindwin River, a major tributary of the great Irrawaddy River, which flowed all the way south to the sea at Rangoon. We were now in the Fourteenth Army under the command of General Sir William Slim, whose book on the Burma Campaign has been compared by critics to Julius Caesar’s classic memoir on the Gallic War, which I had read at school.

From then on we were in active combat against Japanese forces, which had driven British forces in Burma back to the very border with India but there had been held. It was the turning point of the Burma Campaign. The Japanese Fifteenth Army commanded by General Mutaguchi launched an attack intended to be the spearhead of the invasion of India. The Japanese forces contained soldiers of the Indian National Army led by Subhas Chandra Bose. They believed that if they could get to the railhead at Dimapur they could sweep down into India and that India would rise against British rule. Dimapur was in Nagaland, about twenty miles from the small township of Kohima. Kohima was at the summit of a mountain pass and was considered the best route into India. The Japanese had to take Kohima in order to advance on Dimapur. General Slim decided that the Japanese forces had to be held there and an epic battle was fought at Kohima, which resulted in five thousand British and seven thousand Japanese deaths. There is now a monument at Kohima, which reads:

When you go home

Tell them of us and say

They gave their tomorrow

That you might have your today

This was a quotation from the Greek poet Simonides, writing of the battle of Thermopylae in 480 BC, where a small Greek force under Leonidas held up the vast Persian army.

The Japanese soldiers were very brave, fierce and tenacious. We admired these qualities in them but their cruelty to prisoners was not admirable. We had no hate for them, as one sees in some films of the war. They were doing their duty, as we were. They were fanatically loyal to the Emperor but they were the enemy and our duty was to oppose them.

Our task was now to drive the Japanese back and regain control of Burma. Innumerable memories crowd in of jungles, mountains, the great forest, wide rivers, torrential rain and everything sodden, our small tents afloat in mud, blazing heat, sparse villages of Chins, Kachins or Burmans, and also of moments of great excitement, raids, the bombardment of Mandalay, the battle of Meiktila, ever-present danger, rough and uncertain living, sudden moves, shortages of water and of food, which sometimes had to be airdropped. Because we slept on the ground in very small tents we had to be wary of snakes and scorpions but our main enemies, apart from the Japanese, were mosquitoes. Malaria was rampant and we had to take Mepacrine, an anti-malarial tablet, every day. It was a harsh vivid yellow in colour, unpleasant to take and it turned our skin yellow. However, it warded off malaria or at least suppressed the symptoms. As young men, there was, as far as my experience goes, no thought of death and little fear. We took each day and incident as it came and were alert to take whatever action was necessary. There was no time for introspection.

I heard about the death of President Roosevelt of the United States and the dropping of the atom bomb on Hiroshima while I was in a tiny tent under heavy rain at Meiktila, after the crucial battle which led to the capture of Mandalay and the regaining of central Burma. The full implications of the bomb were not then clear but the moral question was unavoidable. I wondered about this without coming to any conclusion. It is sometimes very difficult to distinguish what is right from what is merely expedient. The battle opened the way to Rangoon and the end of the campaign, which was hastened by the surrender of Japan after the second atom bomb was dropped on Nagasaki. Winston Churchill wrote: ‘Never, never, never believe any war will be smooth and easy, or that anyone who embarks on the strange voyage can measure the tides and hurricanes he will encounter. The statesman who yields to war fever must realize that once the signal is given, he is no longer the master of policy but the slave of unforeseeable and uncontrollable events.’ The military regime in Tokyo who launched the invasion of South East Asia were not aware of this and thousands of the youth of Japan and of the Allied forces paid with their suffering and their lives for the ignorance or indifference of these leaders.

We entered Rangoon in late 1945 and I remained there until 1947 with little to do except routine duties. At various times I had under my charge, as well as British soldiers of my own unit, Gurkha soldiers, West Africans and Japanese prisoners. The Gurkhas were our camp guards and were strict in their duties. When I returned to the camp after being out at night they would not let me in, although they recognized me, unless I gave them the correct password. I didn’t understand the Japanese prisoners who were in working parties. They had a bad reputation for ruthless cruelty but they had endured the same hardships and danger as we had during the campaign and we treated the prisoners with respect for their dignity as human beings. I observed on many occasions our soldiers compassionately giving them cigarettes and other little luxuries. The Japanese soldiers were invariably most polite, respectful, obedient and hardworking. Whatever they were asked to do, they did and did very thoroughly, better than my own soldiers would have done.

After the cessation of hostilities, on a visit to Japan, I met by chance a man of my own age. We discovered that he had been a soldier in the Japanese Fifteenth Army commanded by General Mutaguchi and that we had both been in combat against each other in Burma. He embraced me as a comrade and took me to meet his family and warmly entertained me to dinner. Ordinary people do not cause wars, they are generally caused by those in power over whom the ordinary people have little control. On that visit I saw, standing outside a temple, a man in immaculate army uniform. He had lost an arm and was blind. He stood erect, unmoving, in silent and sad dignity, mutely dependent on offerings from passers-by. Years later in Kuala Lumpur, I would have a colleague who had also been in the same conflict, in the Indian National Army which was part of the Japanese Fifteenth Army. He was an idealist hoping to liberate India. India attained liberation soon enough but this might have been more unlikely had General Mutaguchi’s assault on Kohima been successful. Japan’s concept of a Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere was not welcomed by the inhabitants of countries it had already conquered and these territories were not administered in the interest of the inhabitants.

In 1947 the time came for my release from the army. I returned to Britain. We sailed in January from Rangoon. The last we saw of it was Shwe Dagon, the great Buddhist temple surmounted by a gilded dagoba and spire, highly visible on its hill over the city. Someone said to me: ‘There is a saying that if you look back at the temple as you leave, you will return.’ I paid little attention to this since I had no thought of returning but it proved to be true for me.


The Law Beckons

I was sorry to leave the East and apprehensive at the thought of being on my own, in charge of my life, out of the army and its familiar routines and orders. One gets very used to people in authority taking the big decisions and deciding our daily routines. In Britain, out of the uniform which I had worn for five years, I felt uncomfortable, uneasy and a very different person from the boy who had entered the army five years before at the age of seventeen. In the army I was surrounded by comrades with common interests and objectives. Out of it I was alone.

I was uncertain what to do now and had little sense of a direction in life. My father met me and had a proposal to make regarding my future. The proposal was of no interest to me and displayed how little he knew me. Further, I had no wish to be beholden to him since I never regarded him as a father or addressed him as such. I decided to continue my university studies and seek in them a maturity of thought which, despite five years of army service and war experience, I felt that I didn’t possess. Before I left the university for the army I had studied Latin under a very distinguished Latin scholar; English literature under an equally distinguished scholar, an authority on Shakespeare; Anglo-Saxon and the origins of the English language; and I had begun history studies. After a good deal of thought as to which discipline would give me the most suitable mental training, I decided to read for Honours in History and regretfully relinquished the other subjects. However I continued to read, with interest and pleasure, the great Latin authors, English literature and some Greek. I graduated Master of Arts. In the course of my history studies I had taken a particular interest in Constitutional History which necessarily involves some acquaintance with the law, and I went on to study for a law degree. I did well in this field, collected various prizes and a scholarship. I was invited to deliver courses of lectures and the income was a welcome help.

At the beginning of my return to university I had some thought of taking the examinations for the Administrative and Foreign Service and I spoke to the Civil Service Adviser at the university. The idea of public service appealed to me. On the recommendation of the adviser, I submitted to three days of written examinations, psychological tests and assessment by a team of professionals from various disciplines to gauge my suitability. At the end of this and after considering the reports given to it by the team, the Civil Service Board expressed interest in offering me an appointment. However, by the time all this was over I had decided that I ought to complete my university studies. My performance in my law studies came to the attention of the Civil Service Adviser in the university and the result was the offer of a very handsome scholarship on the basis that I would seek admission to the Bar. The scholarship would pay the considerable fees involved and provide an allowance which would be enough to live on for my first two years at the Bar. In return for this I was to undertake to accept an appointment in the Colonial Legal Service. It was emphasized that I would not necessarily be offered any appointment and that usually they would want me to have five years experience at the Bar before making any offer. If they made an offer and I declined it, I would have to repay all that they had expended on me. This seemed very fair. I knew no one at the Bar or in the solicitor branch of the profession and could have a difficult time getting started. I had little capital to live on. I accepted.
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