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 	CMP Corps of Military Police
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 Signals jargon
 
	
roger understood
 	
sunray commander of unit or sub-unit concerned
 	
sunray minor deputy commander of unit or sub-unit concerned
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		Glossary

								

	
				Chinese
 I sincerely thank Mr Bernard C C Chan, MBE, AMN, for his unstinting help in matters Chinese.
 
	char sui crispy roast pork belly
 	fei toh bandit 

 	Goo K’a bing Gurkha soldiers
 	gwai lo foreigner, literally ‘devil chap’, ‘old devil’
 	HakWa Hakka language
 	ham saap kwai ‘salty wet’, randy devil
 	juin jit dim turning point  

 	kung toh Communist bandits
 	Kwok Ka On Chuin Bo Security Service
 	Loi Pai Yi Nepali
 	mi vermicelli
 	Min Yuen Masses Movement
 	Sinsaang Mr, ‘sir’  (in Hak Wa the pronunciation is Sin Saang)
 	tung chi ‘equal thinkers’
 
 Hindi
 
	hazur term of respect, inert conversational response (literally ‘presence’)
 	machan elevated platform for hunting or watching game
 
 Iban
 
	Pengara senior headman of a district
 
 Indonesian
 
	bakwan vegetable fritters 

 	dalang proverbial puppet master
 	krupuk udang prawn crackers
 	Permuda Fatherland Defence Force fighters
 	tempeh deep-fried, fermented soya beans
 
 Japanese
 
	genchi shobun on-the-spot punishment
 	genju shobun punishment by law
 	romusha forced labour
 
 Malay
 
	atap palm thatch, Nipa fruticus

 	jalan road, street  

 	kampong village
 	-lah tag for emphasis
 	makan food
 	Mat Salleh name Malays give to Europeans
 	orang man
 	parang chopper, knife
 	seladang wild bison, Bos gauruss
 	Selamat petang Good evening
 	songkok hat
 	Terima kasih thank you 

 	tuan official, ‘sir’
 
 Nepali (Gurkhali)
 
	chamché one like a spoon, can turn either way
 	daku ‘dacoit’, guerrilla
 	keta lad
 	gaur wild bison, Bos gaurus

 	gora fair-skinned, word for British troops
 	hajur term of respect, inert conversational response (literally ‘presence’)
 	hunchha is, okay
 	-ji/-jyu polite suffixes, used after a person’s name
 	Major-ba one way of addressing a Gurkha 

 	Company Sergeant Major
 	mijhar formal name for a monk
 	namasté Nepali greeting, made with joined hands in front of the lower face
 	S/sarkar government, officialdom word used to address or to refer to royalty
 	shikar game
 	shikari hunter
 	tagra rahau may you remain strong
 	ustad ‘teacher’, non-commissioned officer
 
 Note: the ‘-bahadur’ at the end of names is often shorted to ‘-é’ when talking, so, instead of Kulbahadur, it is Kulé etc
 Russian  

 I thank Prof. em Dr. George van Driem for his unstinted help in the vocabulary used in the narrative.
 
	aktivnyye meropriyatiya active measures
 	gazvedka intelligence-gathering 

 	maskirovka deception
 	Rodina motherland, Mother Russia
 	vlasti the elite
 	vnezapnost surprise
 
 General
 
	cane bamboo Aurindibaria falcata
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		Preface

								

	
				It has happened times without number, most likely unknown at the time by those involved the most. Some put it that ‘history turns on a very small point’; others, less careful in expressing themselves, ask whether it was God’s law or sod’s law? However described, ‘it happens’. In the story I have written for you, disguised as it is to save reputations and to keep law suits off me, I tell how one night in August 1951 during the 10-year-long Malayan Emergency, a senior, highly experienced British major commanding a rifle company of Gurkhas, went to bed with ‘too much on board’. This was not the first or last time that such was the case. However, on the night in question he was woken up in the small hours by an excited Special Branch officer’s phone call – the line was not a clear one – to be told that a large party of guerrillas was at such-and-such a place. ‘I recommend you move now,’ the excited man said after passing the six-figure grid reference.
 In his haze the Major wrote the last two figures in the wrong order so went where he had not been directed. Dame Fortune, that ever fickle lady, also decreed that the Special Branch officer’s information was out-of-date when he phoned and that by then the guerrillas had moved quite some way away. Against millions of odds, the two parties met up and the guerrillas suffered their greatest loss ever during the Emergency.
 As the Major was a friend of the author’s he shall remain nameless.[1]
 If, Gentle Reader, that intrigues you, please read on to learn what actually happened and how that one isolated incident became the ‘tipping point’ of the Malayan Emergency in favour of the Security Forces. Fully to appreciate the significance and the irony of that one incident, background events in Moscow, Darjeeling, Delhi and Calcutta must first be brought to your notice.
 Your humble author.
 

	The official version of the incident is on pages 31 to 41 in the History of the 2nd King Edward VII’s Own Gookhas (The Sirmoor Rifles) Volume IV, 1948-1994. ↵
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				Tuesday 4 October 1946, The Old Arsenal Building, The Kremlin, Moscow: ‘You have done well, Comrade Colonel General. I want our revolutionary struggle in Asia to prevail before that Mao Tse-tung wins the civil war in China, which I believe he surely will. Your suggestion has many merits. Once we have Politburo approval you will put your plan into action.’
 The man known to the world as Stalin, ‘Steel’, the Secretary General and Chairman of the Council of Ministers of the United Soviet Socialist Republics, the homicidal and illegitimate son of a Georgian shoemaker, was probably unaware that Mao’s spokesman, Lu Dingyi, had, nine months earlier, already produced his own theory and plan for similar action. Had Stalin – arch-realist, brutal and unpredictable despot, psychologically warped and capable of much evil – known that, his praise might not have been so warm as he looked up, eyes hooded, at the man standing in front of him whose son, Juri, would marry his daughter Svetlana Allilueva as her second husband. He was clearly pleased with his protégé, who should never be, nor was, allowed to become too strong.
 ‘Thank you, Comrade Secretary General. Your words mean a great deal to me and, indeed, I feel that my offering can only do the Party much good,’ answered Colonel General Andrei A Zhdanov,  the younger by twenty years, trying, not very successfully, to hide his obvious pleasure.[1] It was never wise to show anything that might be taken as exuberance in front of the Secretary General, especially when his dark, cruel eyes – eyes that hooded as he spoke and seemed to know too much and to see farther than the line of vision permitted. ‘My life’s work is for Cause and Country,’ he said, adding, for good measure, ‘under the creative genius of your leadership.’
 That merely drew a shrug: it was to be expected. His peers recognised that the Secretary General was a man out of proportion, his cunning, his conceit, his strength and his dreams – all were larger than life, exacerbated by megalomania. He was a man who thought and acted in absolute terms; patience and guile hiding his vainglory so successfully that many took him for normal.
 Zhdanov, now the Party’s ideologue and theorist, had become a candidate member of the Central Committee in 1930 at the unusually young age of thirty-four and a full member of the Politburo in 1939. To be a political Colonel General was a rarity and reflected his great potential. Of medium height, his hairline had receded. His round face, with its small nose and wide-set eyes, belied his inner toughness. His tight lips under his clipped moustache and a protruding chin showed a firmness of character and his still lithe body reflected a strapping youth. In fact, he was as tough as any, more dedicated than most and as hard an exponent of the Stalinist line in all matters as there could be.
 The members of the Politburo, sitting either side of a long, heavy, oak table, looked on with tolerance at the praise, so seldom given, now being bestowed on this potentially all-powerful individual who wore his authority with a bland good will that masked a subtle intelligence and dominating resolve. Older Politburo members, whose ideology had been the tiniest bit suspect or who had opinions of their own, had long vanished, shot in the head in the Lefortovo jail, bodies disposed of, leaving bereft families suffering hardships by being ‘tainted’, so under lifetime suspicion.
 That left clever, fawning toadies to rise to senior level. Zhdanov’s potential was, however, a cause for Stalin’s jealousy – no one at that meeting would have guessed that he would die under mysterious and unexplained circumstances the following year.
 ‘Comrade Zhdanov, before the other Comrades open the folder in front of them and a full discussion starts on what you have prepared, I want you to tell us, in outline, what your new policy recommendation is and why you have made it.’
 With a dismissive nod of his head, Stalin indicated the empty chair at the end of the table. Zhdanov took his seat and addressed the meeting, first taking some notes out of his briefcase.
 With his face lit by a fleeting smile, the Colonel General said, ‘Comrades, the world is divided into two camps: the anti-democratic, imperialist camp on the one hand and the anti-imperialist, democratic camp on the other. My proposed doctrine is purely anti-imperialistic in concept. It adds a dimension to our struggle as world liberators of the oppressed. The Great Patriotic War, which we won virtually single-handed at such a cost in blood and treasure, left the imperialist nations in ruins after their initial defeat in the case of France and Holland (Belgium doesn’t count), or seriously weakened and floundering in debt, in the case of Great Britain. Look how our clever propaganda managed to persuade British voters to discard that drunken and arrogant Churchill in his fumbling twilight, even though he had been Prime Minister for most of the war, and elect a socialist government with many members sympathetic to our Cause and our beloved motherland, our Rodina.’
 His listeners, seated in thick leather-covered chairs, nodded their approval. Indeed, the tempestuous traumas and sulks of their Chairman that made life so difficult and dangerous for them were unknown about in Britain where a popular ‘Uncle Joe’ was how the public saw him. It had made his long-term planning immeasurably easier.
 Overseeing them at the far end of the room was a full-length portrait of Vladimir Ilych Ulyanov, ‘Lenin’, the revolutionary saint of Soviet Communism, his domed forehead thrown back as though in a fresh breeze, his piercing eyes looking towards the glorious future which his stern face confidently proclaimed and which Marxism-Leninism called an historic inevitability.
 ‘Our fundamental aim,’ the Colonel General continued, ‘is to ensure that all colonies, starting in Asia rather than in Africa, have anti-imperialist comrades running them after ejecting the current imperialist, colonial governments, by stealth or force. Our chief targets are Indo-China, the Dutch East Indies, Malaya and Singapore, and finally Hong Kong. The “tipping point” for the first two will be sooner than for the others. After that the remainder should fall into our hands like ripe plums.’
 ‘How long do you reckon before all this happens?’ someone asked.
 ‘Comrade, that is difficult to say. My guess is four to five years without our assistance. Shorter with it.’ That vague answer seemed to satisfy.
 The Minister in charge of munitions, cracking the joints of his fingers, tritely observed ‘Surely you don’t envisage any overt aid, do you? I have some stock not used during the war but I feel it will be safer to have it nearer to hand.’
 He glanced at Stalin who did not even bother to look at him or to take his pipe out of the sunken crack of a mouth that his walrus moustache half-concealed.
 ‘No certainly not. I believe that no overt help and no surplus wartime stocks are necessary, certainly not to start with anyway. There are more than enough weapons already in the hands of those natives who fought against the feudalist Japanese.’
 The knuckle-cracker looked relieved. Zhdanov continued, ‘before I show you on the map where the places I am talking about are, I want to emphasise why I have also said “no physical presence”. Over the years our Party has managed to get a firm footing among the imperialists’ colonies. As an example from India I mention one Mr Vikas Bugga who is a linchpin for our work there. This quaintly named Indian, a Captain in the Disinformation Department of the First Chief Directorate of the International Department of the Central Committee, is fully trained in aktivnyye meropriyatiya, active measures, run, of course, by the Ministry of State Security, the MGB.’
 Stalin butted in. ‘Comrade Zhdanov will not mind if I say that speed is of the essence. I want this done before those yellow monsters, the slit-eyed Chinese, try to get comrades with their way of thinking into power.’
 Zhdanov, sensing impatience, blenched visibly and quickly covered some more details before saying, slightly more robustly than before, ‘You will notice that I have not mentioned the two white countries, Australia and New Zealand.’ He went and pointed out on the map the counties so far mentioned before returning to his seat. He looked firmly at each member in turn and continued: ‘Let me explain. Recently I have had the General Secretary of the Australian Communist Party, Comrade Lawrence Sharkey, “Lance” to his friends, with me. He has gone back to Australia, where he needs no help from us at the moment, with our Chairman’s orders to brief all potential leaders in the colonial countries concerned that I have mentioned through their trusted intermediaries. The last I heard from him was that he had indeed managed to contact all relevant comrades who need to be involved. Now, with the help of his Indian comrades, Sharkey has arranged to attend an innocent-sounding gathering, a Southeast Asia Youth Conference, to take place in early 1948, probably in February, followed by a full Indian Communist Party Plenum, both in Calcutta. The delegates will be fully briefed on how they should put their anti-imperialist plans into action, each according to circumstances in their own particular country and reinforced by our concept. Comrade Lance Sharkey will be our link and his intimate knowledge of the Orient will be the main means of that concept being successfully promulgated in full and final detail. We can do no better than that. The Calcutta conference will be our “tipping point” to eventual victory.’
 He looked around the table, expecting acknowledgement, nor was he disappointed. There was nothing in his project to upset any hardliners. He had everyone’s attention.
  ‘It is my opinion,’ Zhdanov continued, ‘as soon as the Indians have punched the British out of the ring, the time will be ripe for a knock-out blow in the rest of their Asian colonies to push them through the ropes. The virulent anti-British propaganda employed by the Indian Congress Party has been immeasurably helped, in fact, from this very room, as indeed has the basis of all anti-colonial rhetoric.’ And he allowed himself the ghost of a smile of satisfaction. ‘So you can see that Comrade Lance Sharkey’s efforts will merely be pushing at an open door. Not only that, I have persuaded him,’ he added proudly, ‘on his way back to Australia to have a full meeting with Singapore’s and Malaya’s comrades about starting the armed struggle soon so that matters can come to an early and successful conclusion before any more British troops can get there after leaving India, probably in early 1948.’
 ‘Excuse me, Comrade,’ broke in the Foreign Minister, an elderly man whose face was all angles and planes. ‘Surely British troops will have gone back to the United Kingdom when India has self-rule and not to Malaya where, my understanding is, there are only two British Army infantry battalions and one gunner regiment at most.’ He paused, shrugged and made a grimace of superiority. ‘Nothing local guerrillas can’t cope with, and the colonial Malay Regiment is no threat either.’ He brushed a lank forelock from his forehead with a smile as warm as a skull.
 The Director of the Joint Planning Staff, who worked at 19 Frunze Street, broke in. ‘We have nothing on our books or in our files as a counter to any threat posed in that context.’
 ‘Comrade,’ continued Zdhanov, with a nod at the Director, ‘I agree with you but I have had it from my chief source in India, Mr Bugga, that great efforts are being made to get some of those excellent fighters, the Gurkhas, from the Indian Army transferred into the British Army. Most are due to go to Malaya, some to Hong Kong. Comrade Sharkey’s visit will not be before the British Army Gurkhas are deployed there but my sources have other plans to delay Gurkha deployment.’
 ‘So, it will be so much easier if Gurkhas don’t go to Malaya’ another member commented.
 ‘So much the easier, I agree, but go they will. I am planning that one of my Indian agents will try and postpone their leaving India by one year so that our Malayan comrades can get a firm, unshakeable foothold that a late Gurkha arrival won’t be able to dislodge. In any event I have already made another plan to scupper any permanent lodgement there. I plan to use an asset, cultivated by our man Vikas Bugga in Darjeeling,’ he rose again and pointed it out on the map. ‘He is our link both with comrades there and the delicious tea that the British started setting up commercially in 1852.’ He felt he had to show the others the extent of his research. ‘Our man there has his own network of young anti-British, Darjeeling-based Gurkhas he can use.’
 ‘I thought the Gurkhas came from Nepal, not India,’ someone objected.
 ‘Correct, Comrade, they do but there are some Indian-domiciled men from Nepal who have been working in the Indian tea gardens for fifty or sixty years. I understand that they have lost their innate Himalayan robustness by living in British India but they are the better educated for living there. I really do have the right person to ensure that our project goes as we wish it to. Also, I have recently found out that, when was it now?’ a pause while he thought, ‘yes, in 1904, some Gurkhas from those tea gardens went to Malaya to work on the rubber plantations there. I have heard there are three such British-run places with Gurkha labour. Comrade Sharkey has enough knowledge to ensure they must be used as an essential link in our task of influencing the British Army Gurkhas favourably to our cause after their arrival.’
 ‘Just one more point,’ said someone else. ‘Surely, with our potential in India, we could arrange for a cessation of any British Gurkhas by “leaning on” the Indian prime minister who will, in turn, “lean on” the government in Nepal. It will not have escaped anyone’s attention that India has its fingers on Nepal’s jugular, Nepal being land-locked.’
 He laughed and the assembled company clapped in appreciation, both of the concept and the amount of planning detail that had so obviously been achieved to put it into action. The participants had to pretend that their approval was needed although everyone knew such was only a formality. Indeed, Zhdanov would never have started on the project in the first place had it not initially received the Secretary General’s ‘blessing’.
 The Head of the MGB, which had its main office at 2 Bolshaya Lubuanka Street, said, ‘What is needed is a secret office for intelligence-gathering, gazvedka, which was, as we all know, a critical part of operational doctrine during the Great Patriotic War.’ Well into his stride he continued ‘Vnezapnost’ – surprise – ‘and maskirovka’ – deception, concealment – ‘must be our permanent watchwords. It was those two aspects that immeasurably helped our victory against the Germans.’
 He looked around: there was no dissent. ‘I can’t say where but somewhere in Asia where it can act as a point both for the collection of and dissemination of information essential to helping our cause and so hindering the colonialists. Is Darjeeling suitable for this?’
 At that Zhdanov felt he had lost some ground in his presentation so, to make up, said, ‘I have ordered some Darjeeling tea to be made ready if you would like to use that as a token toast to our potential victory.’
 Stalin raised his hand in pleasure. ‘I agree. Tell the Duty Officer to have it brought in. We will drink it as it has been drunk in our Rodina for as long as we can remember.’
 Two white-coated orderlies brought it in on silver trays. ‘With no Germans in the queue there’ll be plenty more of it later even if we run out of it soon.’ Seldom had the Secretary General been seen in such a good mood.
 Tea was poured out into cups with a small amount of white-cherry preserves. They drank it in the traditional way, first putting some of the sweetened cherries into their mouth, then letting the tea wash around them. It made conversation awkward, but it was Russian in style and taste. As they sipped, Zhdanov started to give more details but was interrupted by Stalin, ‘Let me sum up for Comrade Zhdanov. Before now the sun never set on the British Empire with their colonies coloured red on maps. The colour will still be the same but the red will be the red of our flag and of the sun that will never set on any of our devoted comrades, only on our bourgeois and beatable enemies.’ Zhdanov was the hero of the hour.
 It was after dark when the meeting broke up. The inside perimeter of the Kremlin walls was lit with harsh, blue-white light floods. MGB troops and soldiers of the Taman Guards Division, ceremonial troops with minimal weapon training stationed at Alabino outside Moscow, appeared and disappeared in splashes of floodlights as they patrolled the area. As the black Chaika limousines, with their distinctive Central Committee number plates beginning with the letters MOC, carrying their senior Comrades, rolled out of the front entrance, they were smartly saluted. They sped down the centre lane reserved for the vlasti, the elite, the fat cats in what had become of Marx’s dreamed of classless society; a society rigidly structured with layer upon layer of ossified, hypocritical inefficiency and class-ridden as only a vast bureaucratic hierarchy can be. But as long as the way these people ran affairs, Rodina would be safe for ever, surely? – but, like so many other plans made by the Soviet Union, there was less in this one than met the eye, with appearances having more weight than reality and perceptions seen as more important than facts.
  
 ***
  
 Friday August 1947, Darjeeling, Bengal, India: The British and Indian communities celebrated Indian Independence Day in their own fashion and inclinations, the British ineffably sadly and the Indians gloatingly gladly. The only Englishman to be glad was a Captain Alan Hinlea, a Gunner officer on leave there. He and his father in England were both devout card-carrying Communists and son Hinlea was so thunderstruck by Britain’s leaving so many in India dirt-poor that he just knew that India would redress affairs now it was independent. He had happened to hear someone, a young Nepali, addressing a crowd saying that it was wrong to have Gurkha soldiers in the British Army in Hong Kong and Malaya. It should be stopped if it had started and prevented if it had yet to start. It so cleared Hinlea’s mind that he followed the Nepali when he left, to try and find out more of his ideas.
 He saw him stopped by a hirsute Indian outside a teashop and addressed as Padamsing Rai and the Gurkha answering, calling the other man Mr Bugga. They went into a tea shop and Hinlea followed. Upstairs he sat at a table in hearing distance of the other two men who ordered a pot of tea and some honey sandwiches. When he overheard the conversation turn to Padamsing Rai being ordered by the Party to join the British Gurkhas in Malaya in his role of influencing them against the British Army to such an extent that they’d be disbanded, Hinlea could hold his patience no longer and joined them, showing them his Communist membership card that he always carried.
 He learnt that before joining up Padamsing was due to attend a South East Asian Youth Conference in Calcutta. ‘I have an idea, please listen,’ He broke in excitedly, ‘Let’s work together. I hear 12 Gurkha Rifles is to be made into Gunners. I am a Gunner. I’ll volunteer so you also try to join that regiment. Together we’ll manage to disrupt matters so efficiently, we’ll both be Politburo heroes.’
 And in the fullness of time that is what did happen.[2]
  
 ***
  
 Friday 28 November 1947. Red Fort, Delhi: The senior British Army officer left in India was a Brigadier, known as Commander, British Gurkhas India. A tall, handsome man, honoured with several bravery awards, a natural leader, tense, responsive and one hundred per cent dedicated, he had served with the Gurkhas his whole career. Now his task was to liaise with the Indian authorities, pricklier by far than any hedgehog ever knew how to be, to arrange for the five remaining Gurkha battalions and four regimental centres, with some still in West Pakistan, to leave India for pastures new. Three battalions detailed for Crown service were already in Rangoon. The difficulties were almost insurmountable, with problems unending. Scheme QUIM, Quit India Immediately, had 31 December 1947 as a deadline for all British military personnel to have left, a seemingly impossible date to meet. Relevant queries, all of the highest priority, were ridiculously slow in being answered, if answered at all. Payment, correct and timely, for everything was now the norm: for clothes worn, stores to be taken, food eaten, fuel for vehicles, fodder for mules, handing over barracks lived in, in one case for more than a hundred years, and paying for any damages – cracked windows seemed unnecessarily expensive! – transport to railway stations, then for trains, then finally for shipping all had to be paid in full before any movement was authorised. The Brigadier had a minuscule staff of Indians, not Gurkhas, and was completely overburdened.
 His small office was on the third floor of one of the buildings near the entrance of the Red Fort complex.
 Came a knock on the door.
 ‘Come in,’ he called out, wearily and warily.
 His Indian clerk entered. ‘Sahib, a visitor has come to see you. Here he is.’
 In walked a middle-aged, suave Indian whom the Brigadier had met before but knew only slightly. ‘I am sorry to disturb you, Brigadier sahib. I know how frantically busy you are.’ The man’s English was perfect. ‘My name is Dutt, Anil Dutt.’
 ‘Not at all, not at all.’ The Brigadier had stood up, glad to stretch his legs. ‘Please sit down, Mr Dutt,’ the Brigadier said, pointing to a chair to one side of his desk. ‘I can certainly spare you some of my time.’
 The Indian visitor had a beak-like nose and strange, jutting mouth with a thin upper and a thick lower lip which protruded beyond a sullen, bony jaw, a rugged, ugly face. The Brigadier felt that there was something about him that did not ring true, hard to pin down quite what. For his part, the Indian, now seated, saw one whose eyes demanded attention, cool wells of reserve, flanked not by laughter lines but creases of careworn deliberation, belonging to one who was having a running battle without knowing who or what awaited him.
 He’s on the defensive and a hard one. Will I be successful? Mr Dutt thought, refusing an offered cigarette, came straight to the point. ‘Brigadier. I am an advisor to a cabinet sub-committee. I have come to see you in your role of Commander, British Gurkhas India. We, too, are overburdened with new problems, to say nothing of a completely unwanted struggle over Kashmir. We can fully appreciate how hard you are finding moving your Gurkhas overseas.’
 The Brigadier, a man of few words, nodded.
 ‘We have heard, true or false but probably true,’ the Indian continued coyly, ‘that standard accommodation both in Malaya and Hong Kong will not be ready for most units for at least another year.’
 ‘Yes, Mr Dutt. Indeed that is a problem but I don’t think it is as severe as you are making out.’ What business is it of his? What’s behind this? Why now when everything has been settled?
 ‘The purpose of my visit is, so far unofficially, to get your reaction to my government offering your government accommodation and all facilities, on payment of course, for a year while your accommodation is being built.’
 The Brigadier, ever courteous as only an English gentleman can properly be, stood up. ‘I thank you, Mr Dutt, for your kind offer which I can tell you here and now I totally reject. It will not be worth my reporting it to the War Office in London,’ and, making for the door, opened it.[3]
 The Indian left without a word and neither man offered his hand. I knew it would be hard to sell. I’ll have to alert Sharkey and let Pavel Dmitrievich Yerzin know. This last was Dutt’s MGB handler who had recently arrived in a ‘trade’ guise.
  
 ***
  
 Friday 19-Tuesday 30 March 1948, Calcutta, India: The Conference of Youth and Students of Southeast Asia Fighting for Freedom and Independence, familiarly known as the Southeast Asia Youth Conference – a youth being anyone up to thirty-five years old – lasting from the 19th to the 23rd of March, took place in Wellesley Street under the ægis of the Indian Communist Party but orchestrated by the Soviet MGB. Its organisers had thought that the shortened and unassuming title was a way of avoiding suspicion and undue scrutiny. Its genesis lay as far back as 1946 when Soviet anti-imperialist policy was formulated with the aim of indoctrinating those whose job would be to spread Communism all over colonial southeast Asia by teaching the participants how best to prepare for and then launch the Communist-inspired risings against the imperialist colonialists.
 Apart from such representatives, the rough-tongued Secretary General of the Australian Communist Party, ‘Lance’ Sharkey, had accepted an invitation to attend and, as he was rated as a ‘star’, to address the meeting. He was a tactless, forceful bully, hostile to his own government and had never allowed anyone or thing to stand in his way. His face chimed in with his character, frowning, bellicose and alert for insults.
 He had flown from Australia to Singapore and now, aboard the SS Rajula alongside Keppel Dock, hot and sweaty, he was parched. He quickly went to the nearest bar and ordered himself a pint of ice-cold beer. That went down in two long, gorgeous gulps. He wiped his lips with the back of his hand, ordered a refill and sat down on a long-legged stool. Ignoring the other drinkers, he thought back to the recent past. Having got his visa, he had flown to Singapore the week before, staying in a small hotel in Beras Basah Road, not far from the Chinese comrade, Lee Soong, a fluent English speaker, who had been a member of the post-war British Military Administration’s Singapore Advisory Council as well as on the Town Committee of the Communist Party of Malaya, MCP. He had been to Prague the year before as a member of the World Federation of Democratic Youth and was a skilled operator. 
 Sharkey had paid a protocol visit to the new Secretary General of the MCP, Chin Peng. Nothing substantial was discussed and an invitation was given to the Australian to attend the MCP’s 4th Plenary Session on his return from Calcutta.
 Thinking about what had happened to date and well into his third pint, Sharkey had not realised that the gangways had been withdrawn with the thick hawsers unwound from the bollards. Neither did the withering blast of her deep-throated horn make any impression on him as the SS Rajula slowly made her way out to sea, bound for Rangoon and Calcutta, nor did it register when the boat slowed down prior to letting the pilot off.
 ‘You Lawrence Sharkey?’ A drawling, upper-class, English voice intruded into his thoughts.
 Sharkey looked around and saw a middle-aged Englishman in white uniform. ‘Yeah, what of it?’ was his surly answer.
 ‘Just come to warn you to keep your bloody Commy nonsense to yourself. You’re not the sort of person we like in this part of the world or on board. Understand?’
 ‘And who the eff are you, for God’s sake? An effing Pom dressed in fancy white.’
 ‘Never you mind who I am. Just remember what I have told you. And Commy bastards like you don’t have a God, which proves that you’re just a wind bag like the rest of them.’
 With that the Englishman turned abruptly and left. Sharkey only realised that he was the pilot when, sinking his beer in a furious rage, he went and looked over the railings and saw his unwanted Pom stepping into a small speedboat and going back to the harbour.
 Cursing under his breath, he wondered how many of the drinkers at the bar had heard the exchange. It made him even more determined for the Conference to be a success and he spent much of the rest of the voyage rehearsing his script, my ‘battle plan’ as he called it.
 At Rangoon he took a rickshaw around the town, although it was against his gut instinct to sit in a two-wheel vehicle pulled by a bare-footed human. He was appalled by the poverty and squalor: it was his first visit there and, talking to his table mates at meals, he was told that Calcutta was even worse.
 Once the boat had docked at Calcutta and the medical and immigration officials had interviewed each passenger, it was, thankfully, time to disembark. He was about to head off the boat when a voice said, ‘Excuse me, Sahib. Are you Mr Sharkey?’
 He spun round on hearing his name and saw a man with a slight ‘outward’ squint, heavily hirsute with a pockmarked puffy face. His speech was a bit difficult to understand and the Australian soon saw why – the man’s moustache covered a hair lip.
 ‘Yes, I am Lance Sharkey but I’m not a sahib. I’m a prole.’
 His questioner grinned. ‘That is our goal, all to be prole,’ and extended his hand. ‘I have come to meet you and escort you to your accommodation for the Youth Congress. My name is Vikas Bugga, a proud Bengali, trooper not snooper.’
 Calcutta! It soured Sharkey’s soul as he gazed around: how sordid it looked and how horrible it smelt from close quarters. He stared in fascinated horror at the crowds of teeming humanity, ever milling, scantily dressed and depressingly poor, either volubly gesticulating in strident tones or dejectedly silent, avoiding eye contact wherever possible. The turbans, the beards, the dhotis, the shirts outside the trousers, the pyjamas by day were as he had expected and didn’t much offend him. What did, though, were the blind, the beggars, the wheedling children, the laden women, the old and rheumy-eyed, the young but prematurely shrivelled, everywhere eddying and churning in kaleidoscopic patterns in the hot, sticky, fetid air, the scavenging dogs and the bare-ribbed horses pulling over-loaded tongas. He felt many eyes were on him – a white man with an Indian travelling by tonga – huge precocious eyes of children, tormented yet at the same time covetous, and, from a distance, tender, forlorn and velvety eyes of girls glancing at him. The raucous black crows and skeletal cows wandering in the streets with an air of indifference were the only living creatures seemingly unaffected by the heat, the clamour and the squalor. Even so, life throbbed and swirled despite everything wearing an aura of dilapidation.
 Sitting together, Vikas and Lance talked. ‘Our Plenum will be held in the same place as the Youth Conference.’
 ‘I have to leave the day after the Plenum finishes. That is the Indian government’s stipulation on my visa being granted,’[4]  Sharkey lamented, wishing he could have a cold beer.
 ‘In that case, what I’ll do is to see if there is a boat steaming out Singapore-way on that particular day, isn’t it? We have a couple of days before the Conference starts on the 19th. It lasts till the 25th.’
 ‘Good on yer,’ was all Sharkey managed to say as he wiped his sweaty forehead. ‘For crying out loud, what have the Brits done for Calcutta in all the years they have been here? Look at it: never seen such a mess.’
 ‘I agree, I agree, Mr Sharkey. But there were so many refugees when partition created East Pakistan. But the population increased more when many thousands arrived as penniless refugees from the famines during the war. And the place deteriorated even more because of the terrible killings last year.’
 Sharkey nodded his understanding. He knew that the underlying problems of poverty had been there for centuries.
 ‘I have booked you into the Garuda Hotel in a modest room. It is just off Koletola Street, to the north of Bow Bazaar. The Asian delegates are also there.’
 Sharkey stifled a yawn. The names meant nothing to him, so he said nothing. Bugga took his silence as interest and went prattling on, ‘and the Conference and the Plenum will be held in the same large hall, already booked in Wellesley – he was a great British General from Great Britain, ha, ha – Street, off Park Street, near Chowringhee, not far from the Christian cemetery.’
 ‘Chum, that’s where I’ll be soon although I am a practising atheist. I don’t have a map and the names mean nothing to me – yet,’ he added, realising he had to soften what might be taken as a snub.
 ‘Here we are,’ the Bengali called out a few minutes later as the tonga came to a halt. ‘The Garuda Hotel. This is where we’re booked. Bring your kit with you and come inside.’
 A bare-headed man in a suit and tie came out to meet them. Sharkey noticed his beak-like nose and strange, jutting mouth with a thin upper and a thick lower lip which protruded beyond a sullen, bony jaw, a rugged, ugly face but it had a pleasant smile. He called out, ‘Welcome, welcome to you,’ and told the tonga walla he’d pay him directly and walked over to Sharkey. ‘You must be Mr Sharkey. I am Mr Dutt.’ His voice was well modulated. They shook hands. ‘Excuse me being booted and suited but not hatted or spatted but I have to play a part. You are sensible to be casual.’
 He could tell from the dull look in the Australian’s eyes that the allusion to ‘spats’ was lost on him.
 Sharkey wiped his brow. Could I do with an ice-cold beer or even two while I’m about it? It’s that hot! By mid-March Calcutta had started to heat up during the day.
 ‘Tell you what, Mr Dutt,’ said Sharkey, armpits of his shirt dark and damp. ‘I don’t know about you but I could do with, in fact, desperately need, a glass of ice-cold beer I’m that thirsty.’
 ‘Then your luck’s out, my friend, I fear. Everywhere in Bengal, in the whole of India come to that, except in registered places, is dry. Nothing hard and no beer. Sorry,’ waggling his head.
 Sharkey just couldn’t believe his ears. ‘You’re not joking, are you?’ he asked hopefully.
 ‘No, indeed I am not.’ Mr Dutt saw a look of anguish on the Australian’s face. ‘You’ll have to be content with a cup of tea or a squash while you’re here but if you book in at the Great Eastern Hotel as a foreigner, you can drink all you want with a doctor’s certificate as a certified alcoholic,’ and may your Christian God, if you as a dedicated Communist even have one, have mercy on your liver as well as on your soul.
 While Sharkey was booking in, Mr Bugga espied Padamsing Rai coming down the stairs. With him was an odd, elemental, narrow-shouldered, long-necked Chinese man, slightly stooped with a worried look on his deeply pockmarked face that had a mouth as thin and cruel as a well-healed knife wound. Padamsing brought him over and introduced him, nameless, merely as a guest of Lee Soong. Although his English was good, he had few words to say. When he spoke, his voice sounded like fingernails being drawn down a blackboard. No one had any idea he was a member of the Chinese Security Service, the Kwok Ka On Chuin Bo.
  
 ***
  
 The representative of the MGB had contacted the senior member of each group individually, given him to understand that there would be a channel for future work between the pair of them. No details were yet ready but, after the conference was over, each one was assured that, even without his knowing of it, contact, two-way if necessary, would be established over the coming months. Code names would be issued and used. The impression given was that each person was the only one to be contacted. However, in case of that one becoming a casualty, a stand-by would have to be detailed. Although it would probably be impossible to keep all this an absolute secret, if and when its existence became known, it would add to the mystique of an unplaced mystery. Not said was that the location of the Soviet controller would only ever be made known to a strictly limited group of the already indoctrinated and then its real task would always be disguised as, for instance, a normal Soviet consulate.
 Soviet planning, though strict, was often shoddy. In this case the representative from Malaya was not told about such an arrangement but, in the manner of such secrets, vague details leaked out over the coming years. The Soviet planners, all in fact Russian, emphasised that the one common thread running through all the colonial powers, including the Japanese in the late war, but not quite so much in the case of the British, was thinking that they were superior in almost every aspect than the people over whom they ruled. It was ironic that the Russians themselves were probably the most ‘racist’ of all.
  
 ***
  
 The conference programme included sessions for those already fighting their colonial masters, the Indonesians and Indo-Chinese, who would be asked to address the meeting. Language had become a bigger, much bigger, problem that had been considered initially when planning the conference. Stupidly, or perhaps arrogantly, the Russian advisors had presumed that the language would be either English or Hindi, quite forgetting that delegates from Indo-China would not know English but French and, likewise, those from the Dutch colony wouldn’t know either but, presumably, Dutch. Getting an interpreter for both languages had been a problem but had been overcome by finding, after great difficulty, one of each language in Calcutta – but the expense!
 The two delegates from the Dutch colony were splutteringly annoyed when their country of origin was put on the list of delegates as ‘Dutch East Indies’. As soon as the war had finished in August 1945 the commander of the Nippon forces in the area, the 16th Army, Major General Nagano, on orders from Tokyo, had ordered that the occupying troops hand the country back to the inhabitants as the Republic of Indonesia. None of the conference planners had realised this, so hackles had unwittingly been ruffled. The journey to Calcutta had been fraught as well as being difficult to arrange and both delegates, Akbar Salleh and Atmaji Anugerah, felt that their presence had been taken too lightly.
 ‘Which one of the Indonesian delegates would like to address the meeting?’
 Atmaji Anugerah put his hand up and walked to the rostrum. He was a tall man with a mean face and a wispy black beard, hard eyes and, in all, a commanding presence. The interpreter joined him.
 ‘Comrades, I come from Java. From what I have heard so far, I am inclined to think that the organisers of this conference have never been in as difficult a struggle as we have, since during the war and until now’ he began. There was a stir of interest and of uneasiness in the hall. Hadn’t they all suffered, indeed from childhood, by dominating colonial masters? What was this man getting at? ‘The Dutch regarded us natives as their permanent servants. They came and most of them spent their whole lives in our country. I gather that, here in India, the British came to work then mostly returned to their home country and in Indo-China most French likewise. Bad though they were, they were never the arrogant, inflexible and often cruel masters as the Dutch were, or tried to be, over us, making money for themselves with never a thought for us.’
 Heads in the audience nodded. Whether or not the Dutch were worse or just as bad as the English or the French was not to be argued, they had all suffered in one way or another: that those who had not suffered in any way but who had prospered were, obviously, not in the lecture hall, nor would have been invited to the conference in the first place.
 Atmaji Anugerah went on with his talk: ‘The Dutch army in Java surrendered to the Nippons,’ a name strange to the others, ‘after only nine days fighting so useless were they. We Indonesians suffered under the Nippons but they made our youth, I among them, into a Fatherland Defence Force and we were known as Pemuda – Youths – by the Nippons and Indonesians alike. We went into action by ourselves. We were formed into battalions and companies, and armed, drilled, exercised by the Nippons and then went into action on our own. Yes, we worked as an army. We were the army. All the Dutch people that the Nippons had interned when they invaded in 1942 were kept in their camps on a short diet with purposely limited medical supplies. This pleased us considerably as it was their turn to suffer.’ He stopped talking and his eyes took on a look that told his listeners that his mind was back in his home country, gloating. After a significant pause he pulled himself back from infinity and continued. ‘One day, in the August of 1945, we discovered that a 4-man recce group, with one of them being from the nearest village and who had escaped in 1942, had been brought to our shores in a submarine. They were landed not far from my village, a place called Subah, about halfway between Semarang and Batavia, now known as Jakarta. We were told that in Batavia there were signs saying “The Nippons must go. We are hungry”. We had no idea the recce group had come until one small detail gave their presence away. The man who had left Java in 1942 went to a farmer who was working in his fields and offered him some money for information.
 ‘He also brought some food, including palm oil, with him. We were short of food and the farmer took the stranger to his nearby shack and, with the palm oil, cooked a meal with the food he had been given none had eaten for a few years: tempeh, deep-fried, fermented soya beans and bakwan, vegetable fritters. Even krupuk udang, prawn crackers. Where the man from the submarine had brought the uncooked stuff from the farmer never found out and knew better than to ask.
 ‘The money he gave to the farmer was not rupiahs that had come into circulation under the Nippons but a brand new, crisp guilder, one with palm trees and mountains with the head of the Dutch queen, Wilhelmina, on one side and on the other the crest of the Nederlandsch-Indische Handelsbank, something we had not seen since pre-war. That just shows you can’t be too careful in every aspect, however small, that comes your way.
 ‘Without thinking anything of it, the farmer took the pre-war money to the market to buy some paraffin but the shop keeper, who was a sympathiser of ours, asked him how he got it, so unusual was it, so suspicious was he. The farmer told him. Why should he hide it as the man who gave it to him said he had been born in the village but had moved out when still a boy? The shop keeper handed the note to the Nippons. Why? As it was so unusual, he would have been closely asked about how he got it if it had been found in his possession. He dared not keep it. It was dangerous as it had to mean something not allowed. The Nippons ordered us Pemudas to search and yes, our whole battalion, hunted for them and after two days we found two of them, killed one and captured the other.’ A thrill went through his audience as his voice slid along each nerve in his listeners’ bodies. This was an exciting story, showing resolved, tenacity and courage.
 ‘The prisoner told us about the submarine and we learnt they were Australians. Why so few? To look for friends, which could only mean more invaders were coming. The Nippons were worried. But before the invaders came the two atomic bombs were dropped on Japan and the war ended. That meant the Nippons had to go back to their country but nobody knew quite when.’
 He looked around, seeing how his audience was taking his talk, sensing they were with him. He scratched an itch in his nose and continued.
 ‘The Nippons had let us fly our red and white national flag since September 1944. They were stern. They had two types of punishments, for “combat insurgency”, or as they called it genchi shobun, on-the-spot-punishment, and genju shobun, punishment by law. They handed the defence of the country over to us and at the same time we became the Republic of Indonesia. The Dutch internees were still kept in their camps. They didn’t concern us. However, the leader of the 4-man groups came to visit the Nippons and us also, claiming that he had come to let the Dutch prisoners free.’ He shook his head. ‘In no way did we allow it. We did not apprehend the one remaining Australian because it was now peace time and he was not Dutch. We were in charge and some of the Nippons took our side and some took the Australian’s. That meant battles between them and us and, curse them, rival groups and us, that left so many dead we couldn’t count them, not that it mattered, the more the better because anyone not wanting to fight properly for his own country was better dead. The battle for men’s souls, often invisible, is always relentless.’ These sombre words affected everyone listening.
 ‘The Nippons who taught us most were the Kempeitai, the military police you could call them.’ Yes, everybody in the room knew all about the dreaded Kempeitai, the Nippons’ special service for political surveillance. ‘They were not under the command of any officer in Java as they were directly under their own boss in Tokyo. The man in charge of our lot was like the Indonesian dalang puppet master. They knew what they wanted and how to get it. Because the imperialists were still in internment camps and could not get out, some of the wasters of our society began to live in a way that was disgraceful. The lieutenant in charge of the Kempeitai cleared out all the rubbish, the opium users, the whores, the swindlers and such like. Killed them all. There was no trouble after that. That taught us what to do to the Dutch people in the prison camps. Kill them, either by letting them starve, letting them have no medicines or shooting them.
 ‘The Australian came to see us and begged us to help the prisoners, especially the women and children. No, never. That way they would never come back to take over our country.’
 ‘What about weapons and transport?’ someone asked him.
 Atmaji Anugerah laughed derisively. ‘We used Japanese armoured vehicles, small arms weapons, artillery and tanks.’
 ‘Your Pemudas could manage all that by yourselves?’ asked almost disbelievingly.
 That brought Atmaji Anugerah down to earth. He shook his head. ‘No, not to start with. But we had some older people who had been in the Dutch army and some of the Nippons helped us. The civilians were afraid of us and obeyed us instantly, but only when we were united. We did have another way of dealing with those who came silently to ravish our women.’ Again this drew everyone’s attention and the speaker’s self-confidence returned. ‘I’ll tell you about one incident, in brief: a man, just a poor farmer, who wanted to kill two Nippons, Kempeitai they were, who had barged into his house and had started to rape his daughter. Near his house was some jungle. Even though it was dark, he had to take his revenge, there and then. He groped his way to where lengths of young bamboo and bundles of strip-like ties were stacked ready for thatching work. Feeling for a bamboo the right length and thickness, pushing quietly with his blade rather than chopping, he trimmed the slender end to a sharp point. It was only a short distance from his house where he knew an alert sentry would be sitting while the Nippons were doing their worst to his daughter. The wind was gusting from the south, carrying away any slight noise. Taking half a dozen of the ties, carrying his impromptu spear butt-forward, the angry father set off on the most difficult stage of his task so far: getting through to the top end of the timber path unheard and unseen.’
 By now his listeners were agog. Would the man he successful?
 ‘Traversing the undergrowth silently took nearly half an hour, and on reaching his chosen spot just short of the clearing, grey light was showing. There wasn’t much time, but at least he could see to work.
 ‘Among secondary thickets stood saplings up to a dozen feet tall, strong and whippy, perfect for his purpose. Choosing one growing an arm’s length in from the path he tied his rope round it as high as he could reach, hauled it back with all his strength and secured it to a stump, using a slip-knot with a long trailing end. Next he lashed the butt of his spear to the sapling at chest height, resting the point in a loop of bamboo strip hung from a small tree by the path, to guide it forward and slightly down. Placing a fern frond on the path as a natural-looking mark, he led the trailing rope back and squatted to wait – till in the strengthening light a problem became frighteningly apparent. Even at walking speed a fraction of a second early or late and his spear would miss, split-second timing was crucial. Desperately he looked about: how on earth could he induce the lead man to slow down, even pause, opposite the spear? Faint vibrations trembled from two sets of feet padding confidently on the path, a voice grunted something, another replied. The rapists were leaving the house. His daughter had stopped screaming. He could just hear her moaning. He darted out, dropped his old, faded hat some yards beyond the fern frond and dashed back again, heart pounding so heavily he feared they must surely hear the drumbeats in his chest. Crêpe-soled boots padded closer, clothing brushed against lantana stems with tiny tearing sounds, the first figure loomed – and stopped. It was the elder of the two, shot gun tucked under his right arm, his companion a yard behind. Cropped head thrust forward as he studied the hat, the front man took a single cautious pace forward, paused, took another, and his trousered leg obscured the mark. The girl’s father pulled gently on the rope.’
 The narrator could now feel the intensity of the audience’s interest.
 ‘Swish-thump! The sapling sprang quivering upright.
 ‘The second Nippon jerked back – then leapt to help the man transfixed in front of him. He was struggling to prise him free when the father emerged from behind and his parang blow split his head open.’
 The audience cheered and clapped.
 ‘Stuck fast, the wounded Nippon crouched leaning to the right, both hands gripping the haft pierced deep into his side. As the ravished girl’s father moved round him, he raised his eyes and again he felt a clutch of dread: so might a neck-pinioned cobra, tail lashing but head held rigid, fix him with just such a deadly stare – then cold rage took over. The girl’s father showed the wounded Nippon the parang blade, blood-stained. The eyes looked down at it then back up at him, crinkling a moment as if puzzled and taking deliberate aim chopped off the Nippon’s right hand. Grip gone he sagged, and the father began to hack at him, gasping great sobs as he swung the heavy blade at arms and shoulder and neck and face till all that remained was a gory trunk still with the spear in it.
 ‘So, that is how an ordinary farmer got his revenge by taking action when he could.’ 
 The speaker, hoarse from talking, took a drink of water.
 ‘But you say you were still fighting.’
 ‘We were short of people. In late 1943 more than ten thousand men from Java were taken to Borneo. They were expendable. Village headmen were responsible for providing men for romusha, forced labour. I was told that 36 million people were employed on defence work. But who can count that many? Certainly, young strong men were at a premium for the Pemuda.’
 ‘After all that what happened?’ the questioner persisted. ‘You went off on a tangent.’
 ‘The Indian Army arrived from Malaya and attacked us with aircraft, naval gunfire, artillery and infantry attacks. A truce was called but we broke it. Dutch troops arrived and the worst were their Shock Troops, Depot Speciale Troepen, under a fiend named Raymond Westerling.’[5]
 A question, spoken in French, came from the back of the room. ‘What lessons have you for us?’
 The French interpreter answered ‘Who are you? What country do you come from?’
 ‘Vo Nguyen Minh from French Indo-China.’
 Atmaji Anugerah stared at the questioner, contemplatively. The rest of the audience waited for an answer, an answer that could help them. ‘Kill every Frenchman you can, as well as any native who supports them, without regret, without remorse and without regard to anyone else.’
 After that had been translated a huge collective breath of air whooshed out of everybody’s mouth and hands were clapped. Vu Heng Lau held everybody’s attention as he commented on that stark advice. ‘That for us is not so easy, try hard though we do. Like you the Japanese gave us our independence at the end of the war but the French did not accept it. So we have been fighting them, causing many casualties but also taking them ourselves. We have one advantage you do not. We can have our planning HQ just over the border in China, while you are on an island so have nowhere to hide, unless you have some jungles, which I don’t know about.’
 Atmaji Anugerah looked at him, saying nothing, wrongly taking it as a veiled criticism.
 ‘Like you Indonesians, we, too, were hungry. Perhaps up to three million people up north in Tonkin died of hunger in the last year of the war. I say “perhaps” because who can count as high as that?’ The speaker broke off to let that sink in, then in a despairingly toneless voice continued, ‘You say kill all Europeans, especially Dutch civilians and the Dutch army. In our case the French colonial army has a minority of Frenchmen: there are Indo-Chinese as well as a whole lot of Africans from Algeria, Tunis, Chad and I don’t know where else. They only joined the French colonial army to feed themselves and their families. They are not our real enemies. Killing such people cannot help us after we have driven the Frenchmen out. Likewise, we didn’t have any Japanese equipment to use so we employ guerrilla tactics: we keep off the roads which the French army use, disappear when they attack us and attack them when they are least expecting us. We have three types of soldier: main forces, regional forces and village guerrillas. These last are farmers by day and militants by night, uncountable hundreds all over the country. As Chairman Mao has it, the civilian population is the water we military fish swim in. From what you have said, this is the opposite from what you have tried to do and are still doing. He has written in a book of his Thoughts. In it he warns governments which have such fighters, communist fighters, in their country, “don’t curse the people, they have thick skins; don’t fight them because when you move in they move out: don’t kill them, they become heroes: improve the lot of the people.”’
 It was a long speech, heartily applauded, making real sense compared to the abstract and dry lectures the Communist lecturers had given. It took longer than normal having to use two interpreters. 
 ‘And what, for example, do the regional forces do?’ The question came from the other Indonesian, Akbar Salleh, who was short, lean, strong and tough. The sinews of his neck were like a coiled spring.
 ‘I’ll give you an example of what sort of work they do that the French know nothing about. They dig tunnels where they and, sometimes, main force soldiers hide. The tunnels are most cleverly hidden. If the village is near a river the entrance is under water by the river bank. Those who enter hold their breath, go under the water and wriggle through a hole going upwards, above the water level. From there they climb into a trench complex. When making such hidey-holes the spoil is thrown into the water. Where there is no water, a similar entrance is made in the wall of a well, again under the water. Although the spoil is harder to get rid of, of course, but we have never been found out.’
 The listeners pondered what original thinking and hard work had gone into such successful hiding places.
 At the rostrum the Indonesian flushed and looked as though he could have battered the man from Indo-China for making him look as acting in a less formidable way and against much that the conference instructors had taught so far. He gesticulated angrily and was just about to give a response when the Indian in charge of the whole business took over.
 ‘Thank you both for your fascinating contributions to our knowledge. We all have our own answers for our own country. What works in one need not work in another. Thank you both very much indeed.’
 The interpreters passed on the message and the Indian clapped his hands, indicating to the rest of the audience to do likewise. Thus, in its way, some sort of peace was restored.
 The representative from Malaya saw that their problem was different because the Japanese had not announced Malaya’s independence, or, if they had, he had not heard about it nor had the MCP, try hard though it did, harp on it as, so it seemed, those other two countries had.
  
 ***
  
 In the event, at the end, Sharkey’s speech, billed as the ‘star turn’, was an anti-climax, almost a flop. Flushed, sweating and gesticulating wildly, it went on for too long as the interpreters found his Australian accent awkward, so difficult to comprehend. He started off by offending the organisers by saying that the programme had been poorly thought out. Quoting Soviet doctrine was not enough. It was too high-flown. He gave an example by quoting: Surprise is the greatest factor in war. There are two kinds, tactical and strategic. Tactical surprise is an operational art. A skilled unit commander can generally achieve it. Strategic surprise is attained at the political level. That was the focus for a higher-level course: here was for basic work such as had been heard from Indonesia and Indo-China. He supposed most of the listeners had, till then, probably only ever held a catapult in their hands, a humiliating remark that left no one untouched. They saw the brash and uncouth Australian as a politician and not a guerrilla operator so was not worth listening to. When he asked if anyone had any questions for him, only one man put his hand up.
 A young man stood up. ‘I am a Nepali from Darjeeling and my name is Padamsing Rai. My question is: can Mr Sharkey see any contradiction in the Chinese proposals and teaching compared with their Soviet counterparts?’
 The Australian thought for a moment. ‘No, Marx and Lenin are the bedrock of them both. Why should there be any difference?’
 ‘Because I have read that the Soviets try to impose their will on the countries of Europe, and even India, from the top downwards whereas the Chinese think that, once the masses know what is wanted and are converted, Communism will spread upwards. I want to know because I intend to work on the Gurkha soldiers in the British Army in Malaya to make them Communists so that the British will get rid of them, in other words, start from the bottom. Is the bottom really the correct tipping point for my work to succeed or is the top? But I can’t start at the top.’
 The question flummoxed the Australian who gave a general answer that showed he could not think at a basic tactical level. He lamely suggested to ‘play it by ear’, not looking all that pleased, especially when some in the audience stated tittering.
 Padamsing thanked him dutifully and sat down, looking as pleased as a thirsty cat is with a saucer of milk.
  
 ***
  
 Early June 1948, North Malaya: Chen Fan Tek, the tall, gangling Hakka grocer with a long, thin face, had opened a grocery shop in Taiping after being a guerrilla in the Malayan Races Liberation Army (MRLA) during the Japanese occupation. It was late one night when he heard a rhythmic tapping on the side door. He was a light sleeper, unlike his wife who only woke up during a heavy thunder storm. The tapping was insistent and a nearby dog started barking. He recognised it as a code but even so he took a short stick and went to see if it was whom he feared it might be. He had become accustomed to such visits even though the war had been over these last three years. He opened the door and, yes, it was the man he had feared it might be.
 His visitor, a short, squat man, with a jagged scar down one cheek, went inside uninvited and demanded brandy. ‘You have made a successful job of your shop. I suppose you want to stay here.’ He spoke disdainfully as though not wishing to be contradicted.
 ‘Yes, I do. I had enough discomfort during the war, roughing it in the jungle. I want to stay here and earn sufficient money for my family to have an easier life than I had when young.’
 His visitor shook his head. ‘No, you can’t stay here. The Party wants you back. I have come to fetch you.’ He gave his ultimatum in a flat tone of voice, with no subtlety shown and no refusal denied.
 ‘No thanks. I’ve told you, I’ve had enough.’
 The visitor grinned maliciously. ‘Do you want your two teen-age daughters used by our hungry comrades?’
 Chen Fan Tek shuddered. ‘It’s your choice,’ he was told.
 The visitor finished off his drink. ‘I’ll come back tomorrow to have your answer,’ he said abruptly, got up and left.
 Chen Fan Tek had no more sleep that night. The next day he talked with his wife and when the visitor came back later, he had another drink before the two of them left together.
  
 ***
  
 The many rubber estates all over Malaya, remote and separated from other estates, meant that the manager with his wife and probably a small family were exposed so were prime targets for the MCP’s guerrillas in their campaign of damaging the economy by intimidating the plantation staffs. Not only the Europeans but the Tamil labour force also was frightened by rumours of Communist aggression to be taken against them who, hoping that by not being Chinese, they would not be a target.
 Everton Estate was located about one third of the way along the road between Kuala Kubu Bharu and Tanjong Malim. The red laterite estate road ran through many acres of tall, slender rubber trees before reaching a sign, Manager’s Bungalow, Everton Estate. It was a white-painted, two-storeyed building, standing alone, with high, sloping roofs of dark red tiles, built on a small knoll, which got what breeze there was, and surrounded by spacious lawns and colourful shrubs.
 Below the bungalow were the servants’ quarters and a little farther off was the ‘heart’ of the concern, the latex-collecting sheds where sheet rubber was made and dried before being taken away for processing. Tapping the rubber trees started in the dawn twilight as sap rises most easily in the early morning.
 During the day the manager, a tall, energetic, dark-haired Welshman named Peter Jones, would inspect some fields, visit the factory and go to his office to deal with the inevitable paperwork. By three o’clock the tappers would have returned to the factory with the latex they had spent the morning tapping and later collected in buckets. The routine only varied if a ‘field’ had to be hewn down and replanted.
 One day Peter Jones had to go out for a meeting. He told his wife he’d be back for a late lunch so not to wait for him. Kissing her good bye he got into his vehicle and drove himself off.
  
 ***
  
 Because Chen Fan Tek had not immediately wanted to rejoin the MRLA guerrillas, he was under suspicion. In that he and two others who also feared retribution unless they succeeded with something that the Party would approve of, they decided, if possible, to do more than recce Everton Estate to see how much damage they could do. He knew from his grocery days that there was a European manager, his wife and small child. The three guerrillas felt that even if they only killed the manager they would no longer fear retribution from the Party.
 On their recce the three men had seen the car drive away with Peter Jones being unaccompanied. ‘It will be easier to ambush and kill him when the car comes back rather than force our way into the house and kill the Europeans and any staff who come to try and save them,’ the Hakka told his two companions.
 They mulled that over, nodded and one of them added a rider. ‘We will gain more merit if we kill them all at the house but some of the workers could see us and follow-up will be quick. If we are caught we’ll be strung up, that’s for sure. Better think of somewhere else.’
 ‘I know the very place,’ said the third man. ‘A corner on the estate road where we can ambush him and easily make our escape into the jungle. That way we won’t be tracked, if at all, for several hours by when we’ll be safe.’
 And that is what they decided to do. They went to where the road went round a bend that was easily ambushed, hid to one side and waited till they heard the car approaching then slowing down. The three of them left their hiding place, glad to get away from the voracious mosquitoes, and stood in the middle of the narrow road, held up their hands to slow the vehicle down.
 The vehicle slowed to a stop. The manager, furious with what he saw, stepped out of the vehicle and was immediately shot and killed. The guerrillas left the car as it was, engine still running and made their escape. When, by half past 3, her husband had not returned, his distraught wife rang the office to see if there was any news. As she was listening to an answer two breathless Chinese tradesmen delivering some grocery goods to the bungalow, came hurrying up on foot with the fatal news. They would have come quicker if the estate road had not been blocked.
  
 ***
  
 So many similar and worse incidents of unease, unrest and military action had been happening in Malaya since World War Two, that the High Commissioner declared an Emergency on Thursday 17th of June in the north and Friday 18th in the south, to try and contain further serious trouble by the MRLA against the civil population. The killing of European planters and other unfortunates, the slashing of rubber trees, the burning of taxis and the ambushing of railway trains plus many other outrages had to be stopped. The ‘Active Phase’, as it was then known, of Communist Revolutionary Warfare that had erupted, had taken many by surprise although unease, unrest and military action were not confined to Malaya … 
  
 … clouds come out now as we cross the first mountain range at four thousand feet after leaving Tonkin. The plane, a box car, begins to rock, both pilots check the controls and the navigator goes from one side of the cockpit to the other, trying to get a visual bearing. In the cargo hold the four French riggers have been busy getting loads ready to drop. A strong buzzer sounds: five minutes off target.
 Two riggers go to the edge of the cargo hold and start unfastening chains which hold the load in place. They have no parachutes as it was felt that if they fell out with six tons of ammunition there would be no time for the chutes to open. Why waste good parachutes? The load has to be unlashed as the plane goes down into its final approach run, but should it hit air turbulence at this precise moment much of the load might fall out prematurely. Yet, a steady approach gives the enemy a good chance to zero in whatever anti-aircraft guns he may have.
 The plane goes into a shallow dive and, exactly over the Dropping Zone, sharply noses upward. Warned by buzzer, two of the riggers jump up and push the load out of the plane with a roar of clanging metal and whooshing static lines. Watching, the riggers see the parachutes have opened. Then all four riggers, lying flat, pull the chutes’ static lines back into the plane, against the strength of the slipstream.
 Then it happens: a slight tremor on the left wing, and some holes appear in it. Communist anti-aircraft-fire. Simultaneously two fighters swoop in and suddenly a big black billow opens behind them – napalm, jellied gasoline. The village burns furiously. The two fighters swooped down in turn and rake the area with machine guns … neither the pilots of the fighters or the box car know whether that village was a Communist one or not … 
  
 … whatever tactical victories the French won, and there were some, the tide of history was against them and eventually their empire crumbled during the ‘Octave of Easter’, 1954. The political base of the colonial government was not strong enough to prevail and the people of France were in no mood for any more wars so far away when nearer to home Algeria was seen as a greater and more important problem. From 1954 onwards the political base of the Americans was even less strong than it had been under the French and most unbiased people saw the eventual end long before the Americans did.
 In Malaya the political base of the British was strong. Even when planters phoned in with reports of guerrillas,[6] initially tired police officers who had spent the war as captives, were ‘sniffy’ of those who had escaped and come back after the war. Police morale was low, and many casualties were caused by the guerrillas, some because there were no armoured-plated lorries to convey the police jungle squads as well as insufficient training for a quickly expanding police force. British battalions were full of national servicemen whose interest in Malaya was minimal. It looked to the MCP that victory could not be all that far away. And yet … and yet … 
 Even though in the early days, members of the MCP Politburo saw the sluggish reaction of Gurkha troops as a factor in favour of a quick victory, it was misguided, albeit not to start with. It was known that units had arrived from India ludicrously under strength, thanks to the subversive campaign organised and carried out by agents in India. For the first two years many of the older Gurkha soldiers referred to the guerrillas as ‘Congress’. Other agents in Malaya had reported that the Emergency was declared before the recruits who had been hurriedly enlisted to bring units up to strength were even halfway through their basic training. One example was that when the first lot of recruits were deployed in action their weapon training standards were so low – some had yet to fire their rifles on the range – and so dangerous to their own side rather than to the guerrillas, that when on sentry duty they fixed bayonets rather than loaded their rifles. Those officers who had fought in Burma felt that the maximum period of jungle operations should be three days at the very longest. In other words, Gurkhas were not seen as any serious threat. There was no proper kit: rice often had to be cooked in split bamboo, heavy leather boots were worn, wireless sets were so heavy they had to be carried on stretchers, helicopters and air-drops were unknown.
 Certainly the British were ill-prepared for the outbreak of hostilities and the guerrillas held the initiative. The problem in the 12th Gurkhas was exacerbated by both battalions being made into Gunners with an influx of officers who knew nothing of jungle work or of Gurkhas. After some painful setbacks (and for 12 GR the withdrawal of Gunner officers with and then becoming infantry once more) all Gurkha battalions quickly regained their old standards as experience, combined with better training, made them a more feared adversaries than the CT – Communist Terrorists, the name the Government had invented to get away from the word ‘bandit’ which the Communists used for Nationalist Chinese soldiers – had thought likely or possible.
 By 1952, even with nobody realising that the tide had started to turn against the MRLA, even though no tipping point in the government’s favour had yet been reached – or would it ever be? asked the pessimists – however hard and bravely so few guerrillas fought against so many, better armed than were they, with air and sea assets that only the Security Forces had. Not only that, but the colonial government was stronger than its French or Dutch equivalent and, among its armed forces, there were initially six then later eight battalions of Gurkhas (the extra two being brought over from Hong Kong). The tenacity and skills of these remarkable men who spent the whole of the time in the jungle, as opposed to British battalions who only spent one tour in Malaya, were instrumental in eventually defeating the Communists, the only time ever on territory of their own choosing.[7] 
 It must not be presumed that either side in the bitter and bloody struggle was to be seen in isolation. Despite difficulties in communications, events were followed critically by a shielded and hidden shadowy organisation of such secrecy yet so potent that its tentacles reached everywhere the controllers felt they were needed. Only the tiniest handful of the hierarchy of the Communist world knew of it or even in which country it was based. Rumours placed it in India, in north Burma, in south China and even as far away as Russia. Certainly none of the non-Communist world had any idea of its existence. Any of its manifestations were put down to local factors of labour unrest in one form or another, no one ever guessing that controlling tentacles were the cause of the disturbances.
 Its existence, revelation and demise came about in a completely unexpected manner, not as the result of any Special Branch intelligence effort or one of its members reneging on his oath of secrecy, but because of an officer of the 1st Battalion of the 12th Gurkha Rifles, (1/12 GR), happened to stumble across it … 
 This officer was a Captain Jason Percival Vere Rance: for some the cloister and the bell, for others the camp and the bugle. This latter was for Rance, a soldier to his fingertips. He was about six feet tall, with a taut, lean body and the indefinable air of a natural commander. With fair hair, penetrating blue eyes, his features were almost hawk-like and stern. He showed his pleasure with a wonderful open smile. He was a brilliant linguist and had proved to be an outstanding company commander, an exceptionally talented jungle operator, good with the men, dedicated and hard-working who, if he could get his administrative and staff training as good as his tactics, could go far, but his background was unusual – ‘broken the mould’ some of his seniors grumbled. He had been born in Kuala Lumpur, his father had been ‘something’, never asked what, tax official it was hinted, so probably not really a gentleman, and, from what he had guessed, had married ‘beneath him’. Mrs Rance’s background was most certainly unusual, although Jason never spoke about either parent: as a young woman she had been a ventriloquist who helped her father run a Punch-and-Judy show. She made sure that her son could master that unusual art and make different voices. Quite why, other than for party tricks, she never told him: possibly it was vanity and possibly so that her own gifts need not be lost after her death. As a young boy he had adopted his father’s Chinese co-worker’s son as a brother and became bilingual in Chinese, as well as having a good working knowledge of written Chinese characters, and was fluent in Malay. He kept quiet about his Chinese language ability, almost as though he was, well, not exactly ashamed of it – why should he be? – but more to keep it as a ‘secret weapon’. He made company and battalion parties a roaring success by being a ventriloquist: he had a dummy which he sat on his knee and the absurd conversations in Nepali and English brought the house down every time he did it. One of his acts involved a highly coloured model krait which added to his performance.
 In guerrilla jungle warfare at company level such empathy with his soldiers was essential in getting positive results, maintaining high morale and keeping casualties to an absolute minimum. His Commanding Officers could not make up their minds about him: some accepted him by judging from results his company produced, accepted his unusual characteristics, his being unconventional, his being unorthodox: others found it difficult to accept one who ‘would not have been commissioned pre-war’. In the Brigade of Gurkhas, unlike in a large corps, seniors who belittled juniors were hard to hide from … but with his men behind him, Captain Rance was hard to find fault with.
 

	The announcement of Zhdanov’s new policy was only made public in September 1947, in Poland, at Szklarska Poreba, formerly a German resort town, previously known as Schreiberhau. It signalled the end to wartime cooperation between the Soviet Union and the ‘Western’ allies. Susanne S Lotarski, The Communist Takeover in Poland, in Thomas T Hammond (ed.), The Anatomy of Communist Takeovers (Yale University Press, New Haven, 1973), quoted in The Rise and Fall of Communism, Archie Brown, London, 2009, pages 157 and 158, and note 24 on page 642. ↵
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