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		The Oral History Centre was established in 1979. We are mandated to record, preserve and disseminate the history of Singapore through oral history methodology. This is done through the interviewing of individuals who have served prominently as leaders and innovators in their field of work, as well as individuals who were eyewitnesses or participants in historical events affecting Singapore. Our interviews are made available for public consultation, subject to the agreement of interviewees. 
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		Accession Number 0003351. Reel one.

								

	
				Interview with Philip Goundry. Born in Singapore 1910, son of plantation manager Gilbert Goundry. Resident of Cullodena Plantation, Kedah, 1912-1924. Home-schooled with brother Jimmy by mother, Mary Elizabeth Goundry née Mckenna. Recalls daily routines on rubber plantation. Boom and bust period. Relationship of his father with workers. Sightings of pontianak (vampire) and tiger. Ghost stories told by amah and other planters. Abandoned house on plantation, trail of leaves. Murders of plantation managers. Mother’s disappearance. Red Pied Piper. Return Singapore work for R.S. Tyrone shipping, marriage, wife died. Brother Jimmy …
 
	

			
			


		

	
		
			
	
		

		Monday Morning

								

	
				Chalfont St Giles, England, 2006 

 A door bangs. 
 A playful breeze. 
 Then stillness. 
 ‘Someone is coming,’ I whisper, not expecting Michelle to hear it, but she does and looks over at me.
 ‘Who is coming?’ She is trying to find my jumper, the pale blue one I bought decades ago in Italy. I suddenly think I will never go back to Italy. I will never again sit in Sienna, sip wine, eat olives and watch the world go by. That thought makes me want to cry but I swallow it. Time must have a stop. Huxley wrote that, didn’t he?
 She finds my jumper and walks over to me. ‘Who is coming, Philip?’
 ‘I don’t remember his name. He is coming today; that’s what Tom said last night. They came to see me before, a bunch of them. I am to be interviewed.’
 ‘Oh yes, that’s right, you are. I see there is a table set up for your interview. Well, here you go, arms up,’ she says. 
 I try and lift my arms, but they feel heavy and sore; she slips the jumper over my head and her arms circle my neck as she tries to fold down the collar of my shirt.
 ‘We want you looking your best, don’t we?’
 I want to say it’s a bit late for that, but I don’t. She moves me forward and pulls down the jumper. I sit back and immediately feel that it hasn’t gone down all the way. I don’t say anything. 
 ‘Lin, isn’t it? His name? Doctor Lin, that’s what it says on the daily register. He’s coming all the way from Singapore, isn’t he?’
 She is looking around for my water. I notice her nurse’s blue tunic is looking snug around her belly, has she put on weight? I want to tell her that her mascara has smudged on her left eye, that it looks as if she hasn’t brushed her hair since last week. She should take more pride in herself; she is relatively attractive. 
 She asks, ‘Are you excited?’ 
 I shrug, it hurts to shrug. ‘I suppose so. I have been interviewed before; you know about my work. I was interviewed many times.’
 ‘Oh, I know, still it’s been a while.’ She is right, it has been a while, probably over fifteen years. ‘Still, they must be excited, interviewing you. You always spoke so lovely, like Richard Burton and the other one. Oh, what’s his name? The Welsh poet that sounded a bit like Burton.’
 ‘Dylan Thomas.’ 
 ‘Ah that’s it.’ She grins at me. ‘So why is he interviewing you again?’
 ‘Oral history interviews, part of a government initiative to record old Singaporean history. They are trying to get around to all of us before we die and take our past with us.’ I give out a little laugh that turns into a cough that I can’t control.
 She pats my back. ‘You okay?’
 I nod, gasping for air. I take a breath in. I count one, two, three and breathe out. The cough has subsided for now. ‘You know I grew up in Malaya.’ 
 ‘You did? Well, I had no idea. You never wrote about it, did you?’
 ‘No, I didn’t.’ I look away from her. Both my nurses, Tom and Michelle, made a conscious effort to read most of what I wrote, which was kind but unnecessary. I don’t like to talk now about the books I wrote, it seems so long ago, another lifetime.
 ‘Still, you’re as sharp as they come.’
 I look at her surprised.
 ‘Your memory, I don’t know many people that can remember things like you, young or old.’ 
 I smile. ‘I am lucky in that way.’
 ‘You sure are. Mind you, there are things that I would rather forget, like those nuns in the convent, I would like to forget the rings on their fingers beating down on my head.’ She smiles. 
 ‘You know you can choose to forget it.’ 
 She stands back and looks at me. ‘Can you? Well, you must teach me how to do it, I’d love to forget all that, I tell you.’
 ‘It’s part of a meditation practice. I learned it in India at an ashram. You know, I now can’t recall the real reason why I went there. I think I wasn’t sleeping well at the time … nightmares, sleepwalking … someone mentioned it could help.’
 There is a gentle knock on the door, a slight man looks in, he is wearing navy trousers, a white shirt and a thin black rain jacket, his hair is glistening; it looks wet. Is it raining?
 ‘Mr Goundry?’
 Michelle answers for me. ‘Yes, this is Mr Goundry. I’m sure he will allow you to call him Philip.’
 He smiles. ‘May I come in?’
 I say, ‘Of course, please.’ 
 He comes towards me and offers his hand. ‘I am Doctor Lin.’ 
 ‘How do you do, Doctor Lin?’
 ‘I am well and how are you?’
 ‘Well thank you. Won’t you sit?’
 Michelle points to the chair by the window. ‘We set out a small table for you. Are you using a tape recorder? We thought you would be using a tape recorder.’ She speaks fast as if she is nervous.
 ‘Yes,’ he nods, ‘yes I am.’ He sits down without taking off his coat.
 ‘Right. Well, we thought here would be best, didn’t we, Philip? The windows are double glazed so there isn’t much noise, and the gardener isn’t expected to arrive until Thursday, but you never know with him. But there shouldn’t be anyone to disturb you.’ 
 He nods again and smiles. ‘Thank you, this is perfect. What a nice view you have.’ His accent is not strong, he is well educated, I assume he probably went to university or school over here. We both look out towards the fields; the sun has come out and is beaming down on the long grass outside. I see droplets of water, glistening on the leaves of the small roses that stand right against my window. I didn’t realise it was raining. 
 ‘Typical English weather,’ he says and lets out a chuckle, placing his hand over his mouth as if to conceal his smile. 
 ‘Yes, I suppose it is. Have you been in the UK long?’
 ‘A month, mostly in the British archives in London. 
 ‘Oh yes?’
 ‘Yes, just looking through some photographs and other things.’ He doesn’t look at me.
 ‘I see.’
 He turns and faces me. ‘Thank you so much for agreeing to do this. It is a great honour for us to interview you.’
 I smile. ‘Of course, I am glad to contribute my account of growing up in Malaya.’
 I say that and regret it, it sounds so formal, so pretentious; I can almost detect Michelle’s eyes rolling. 
 He places a large heavy black bag on the floor; he opens it and lifts out a tape recorder placing it on the table. It looks old like it is from another time. He then takes out two small microphones with long wires. 
 ‘So, I’ll be off to do my rounds. I’ll bring some tea in an hour. If there is anything, please just use the rope.’ Michelle points to the blue rope that is hanging in the centre of the room. ‘I’ll close the door behind me.’
 He nods at her and looks at me. ‘Have you been here long?’
 ‘Five months. I fell at home, and they thought it would be for the best.’ 
 ‘It is a nice place.’ 
 ‘Yes, yes, it is. Everyone is very nice.’ 
 I cough and lean forward; I suddenly feel a sense of dread that all of this is going to end badly. That I shouldn’t do this. To be honest when they first showed up I hadn’t seen anyone for months. I don’t get many visitors anymore. No one writes, no one calls, that is the downside of living to an old age, you outlive everyone. Anyway, I agreed probably too quickly. I didn’t think it through. I said, yes would be happy to. They said they would send someone to talk to me, someone to record my memories. Ego got the better of me. I thought I had done my best to kill it off, but it rises again like an unwanted thought. I told them that my mind is as fresh as a daisy, my memories as clear as yesterday. 
 I lied; my mind is waterlogged, sometimes I can recall snippets, they come and go like violent rainstorms in the jungle. 
 I’m so old now, I don’t even sound like myself. My granddaughter told me last Christmas; you are ancient like the pharaohs. The pharaohs. Slave owners. I look down at my hands, protruding blue lines, dark spots. 
 Time must have a stop. Time must have a stop, was that the title of the book? Or was it a line? I can’t remember. I’m sure it was Huxley. He taught Orwell, or was it the other way around? 
 I breathe out and he looks up. 
 ‘Sorry, just need to make sure everything is working.’ He is plugging in the microphones; he speaks into one. ‘Testing, one, two.’ He stops and rewinds, his voice sounds, ‘Testing, one, two.’
 I start to shift in my seat. I’m getting anxious, I feel as if I made a promise to someone a long time ago not to talk of the jungle. I am about to say I’m sorry, I can’t, I don’t feel well, when he sits up. 
 ‘Interview with Mr Philip Goundry. Accession Number 3351. Reel One. So, Mr Goundry, we are here to discuss your childhood and what it was like to grow up on a Cullodena Plantation in the early part of the twentieth century. Could you first describe the house you lived in?’
 ‘Umm, sure,’ I move again and start to speak softly, ‘it was a five-bedroom bungalow.’ 
 He moves the microphone closer to me. I clear my throat and speak louder. 
 ‘It was a nice big house. Beautiful flower garden filled with orchids, mango and banana trees. My brother, Jimmy, and I had our own rooms. I remember the first floor was mostly wooden, timber. There was a wide staircase. We had a large veranda that wrapped around the entire house, typical Malayan style.’
 I laugh. ‘I remember the glass on the windows had a strange green tint that made everything glow in the evenings. The servants would take down the chik blinds when the storms came, or the sun beamed in. We didn’t have much, but my mother loved to paint. You know she painted all the phases of the moon on our bedroom walls.’ I smile. ‘She would tell us about her home, people living in cities, so many people. She would tell us about the cold icy North Sea and the wind that tried to get into your bones.’ 
 ‘Where did you mother come from?’
 ‘Scotland, well Edinburgh, like my father. They often spoke about home.’ I look down, I try to see their faces, but I can’t. 
 ‘I remember feeling a bit jealous that I didn’t really know what home was; I didn’t know the people they talked about, the streets they mentioned. It was like my parents shared a secret place that I would never know. It is funny now; it was as if the whole world was existing outside of where we were.’
 I stop and look towards the door, expecting one of them to walk in but they don’t, everything is quiet. I continue. ‘My parents had two cooks, a gardener and of course our amah.’ I clear my throat again. 
 ‘The house wasn’t as fancy as some of the other plantation bungalows. My father had bought the plantation cheap, and the house I believe was built just a few years before. It was wooden with a palm-thatched roof that was changed every year as I recall. My father did not approve of the other plantation houses that were too fine, this wasn’t our country he would often say. The others don’t remember that. I remember when I was very small, Jimmy and I shared a room but, as he was that bit older than me, he moved into his own room later. I remember one night we found a scorpion on his pillow.’
 ‘Did it sting him?’
 ‘No but Amah was very frightened. She said the devil was in the house and we would need to be careful.’
 He laughs, ‘I see.’ 
 ‘We decided the next day to make scorpion catchers with the latex from the trees. Amah would change his sheets every night and then bless the room, whisper her prayers and mantras and light candles.’ 
 ‘That must have been quite scary for your brother.’
 ‘No, he loved it, standing there watching her, like a precious prince. I would roll my eyes and stick out my tongue at him.’ I laugh. ‘Once I captured a scorpion and was going to drop it in his bed as a joke but one of my dad’s workers saw me. He told me to be careful, that scorpions could kill children.’
 I’m rambling now, I’m nervous. ‘One of my earliest memories was of fires, small fires outside.’ 
 ‘Fires?’
 ‘Yes, left over from the burning of the jungle. Slash and burn, it was a method they used to make way for the rubber trees to be planted. There were many animals too, bats, beetles the size of your hand. Monkeys, herds of elephants that could easily destroy acres of rubber trees if they wanted. Huge frogs, toads and fireflies. Crickets that chirped the whole night through. My father had designed a bridge close by, that is why I think we moved there. My father trained as an engineer but grew bored and decided to go into the rubber trade. There was a lot of money to be made then and so I assume he wanted in on it.’ I laugh. ‘I don’t know that for sure, but I think that is what he wanted. So, they bought a rubber plantation and settled into life. They were good at it.’ 
 I picture them in the front room, a book filled with numbers. My mother laughing. ‘They were a good team. My father was well respected and well liked not just by the other planters but by the locals and the workers. You see he respected everyone, including the jungle, he always said that we were at the mercy of the jungle and all its allies.’
 ‘Who were the jungle’s allies?’
 ‘The animals, insects, the wind, and sun, all things that man could not control. He said we were always at the mercy of the jungle, that it could come back and reclaim its land anytime.’ I laugh. ‘As a child I always thought the jungle was a god, and all the small statues and prayers that the locals said were to appease him.’ 
 ‘An angry god?’
 ‘Yes, well not always but my father always told us never to ask too much of it. There was a great fire when I was about four or five. It wasn’t planned and it raged throughout the jungle for days, destroying everything. The tappers tried to protect the trees but a lot of them were damaged. But that’s the funny thing about the jungle, it recovers quickly. There was an old house in the middle of our plantation that used to be the main house but had been abandoned. Half of it had burnt down; the rest was left intact. Our Chinese amah used to say in her market Malay, Ini rumah tak begitu baik.’
 ‘This house is not good. Why did she say that?’
 ‘She said there was a demon that lived in the house, that the demon had stopped the fire from destroying it.’ I swallow, I don’t know why I said that. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.
 ‘Do you know the history of that house?’
 I look towards the floor. ‘No, I don’t I’m afraid. No, hold on … something about a death. A young woman hung herself or something. Well, maybe Amah told us that to make sure we kept away from the house; after the fire it was left in a terrible state. She said if we went close to it a young woman would come and get us; that she was a demon and she would take over our bodies and our souls would die.’ I laugh. ‘It’s ridiculous what adults tell young children to scare them into staying away from places.’ 
 Suddenly I see a girl, orchids on the ground, the girl pointing. Something was wrong. I was scared, where was Jimmy? I shake my head and try to ignore it. 
 ‘Did you ever see anything strange by the house?’ He asks that softly; I look at him surprised. 
 ‘What do you mean?’ I swallow, trying to suppress that vision.
 He smiles at me. ‘There are many Malayan ghost stories and legends. I just wondered whether you thought it was haunted?’ 
 ‘Well, to be honest, the whole jungle feels haunted with strange sounds, hidden spaces in the daylight perfect for concealing bad deeds. Cries of unknown animals; voices that can be heard but there is no one there, no one you can see. The jungle is probably the scariest place in the world.’
 ‘Especially for a child?’
 ‘Yes, well, not when you grow up in it. I knew it was more powerful than me, that there was a reason that my amah prayed to the gods of the jungle to protect us.’
 He nods. ‘So, you learned Malay?’
 ‘Yes, I did. I’m afraid I don’t remember much of it. Back them my accent was as thick as my mother and father’s; Scottish with traces of Malay.’
 ‘Could you take me through a normal day on the plantation? For your father, I mean.’
 ‘Well, he was up early around five thirty. There was a roll call with the workers at six and then morning tea. He came back around ten just after our first lesson and we had a big breakfast together. He then left again and went to the field from eleven to two o’clock. He went to all the different fields to check up on everything. Then he would return, have tiffin and go out again till six. After that he would come home, wash and then sit on the veranda at the back in his sarong, drink sundowners and smoke. We were never allowed to sit with him then; it was his time to relax. We would then have dinner and after that my parents would play cards and read. Jimmy and I would be sent to bed. On the weekends they would go to the club and see friends.’
 I laugh, ‘I remember they would often bring people back to our house afterwards. They would drink more, someone would always sing and they would dance, you know, have a hoolie.’ 
 ‘A hoolie?’
 ‘Yes, a hoolie. It’s like a spur-of-the-moment party where people dance, sing, play instruments. I remember one of my father’s friends played the flute and they would all dance around.’ I laugh. ‘Jimmy and I would wake up and join in. One night we danced until the sun came up. I remember my father went straight out on his inspection.’ 
 ‘Did you ever go out with your father on his inspections?’
 ‘Yes, on most days after school we were able to join my father on his afternoon inspections. We used to ride our bicycles up and down the dirt roads. Often, we would follow and watch him talk to his assistant while he checked the tapping, the trees. The thick latex streamed down the trees like thick blood, it’s flow slow, almost hypnotic. I liked to touch the markings made by the chisels, feel the man-made groove alongside the natural bark, every one of them was different, some smooth, some rough, it depended on how sharp their chisels were.’ 
 Doctor Lin grins at me. ‘You were very lucky.’
 ‘I suppose I was.’ I smile politely. I swallow some water and look at Doctor Lin. I suddenly remember my father furious, his face red. He threatened my mother with his fist. Her face was still, her expression undisturbed as if he wasn’t there. It was something about those sacks in the workers quarters. She told him to get rid of them. Memories don’t spring up too often with me, they have submerged like the deep cuts into the trees. Overgrown, their marks still lie underneath, scars that I avoided. I had forgotten I carried them. Someone at the ashram told me memories can only lie dormant for so long. Be careful Philip. I shake out my head. He hasn’t noticed.
 ‘What about school?’
 ‘My parents didn’t like the look of the local school and so my mother decided to home school. We were meant to go back to Scotland, well that was always the plan. Materials were sent over from the UK. My mother had worked for a few years as a schoolteacher in Scotland, she loved teaching us. I think Jimmy and I were very lucky to be able to stay home with them; most of the other children were sent away. We got along very well, Jimmy and I, well I suppose we had to.’ I laugh.
 He nods. ‘Did you miss seeing other children?’
 ‘Umm, no, not really, you don’t miss what you don’t know. There were some local children we played with sometimes but for the most we spent time by ourselves. The other western children considered us outcasts. Even though we were invited to birthday parties they looked upon us as if we were locals. Jimmy’s skin was dark, he looked more like a local; I took after my mother, I freckled easily, my skin pale. Jimmy was a bit older than me.’
 ‘Yes, you said. What was the age difference?’
 ‘Four years. We got along well though. He was protective but not overly. Sometimes if we entered part of the jungle that we didn’t know well, he made sure he always stood in front. If we played games, he would never let me win but he would always try and encourage me to do better.’ I suddenly see him sitting at his desk writing frantically, Go away Philip! Get out. I must finish this before they come back. Stop looking! GO! I shake out my head again hoping Doctor Lin hasn’t noticed. He hasn’t. I give him a timid smile.
 ‘Did you go to church?’
 ‘No, never. My father didn’t believe in God.’
 ‘And your mother?’
 ‘I don’t know about her. I can’t remember, but it never came up.’ I try and recall whether she did say anything about god, she never did. ‘I didn’t learn about Jesus until I went to school.’
 ‘What about the locals? Did you father have a problem when they worshipped their gods?’
 ‘No, he didn’t, he didn’t mind them setting up their shrines. To be honest he was pretty accommodating to them and if a local bomoh said that we shouldn’t plant or disturb land in a particular spot my father would always listen to him. That’s funny isn’t it, that he believed in the bomoh more than the western Christian god.’
 He doesn’t respond. ‘Do you know when your father and mother came over to the Federated Malay Straits?’
 ‘No, no I don’t. I know they met and were married very quickly, and my mother came out with him on the steamer. It wasn’t easy for a lot of women to be out there. You know with the heat and isolation, electricity only arrived for a few hours in the evenings if we were lucky. She didn’t have many friends, well to be honest there was no one for her to be friends with. She played cards mostly with my father’s friends or the other western men that came to the house. She liked playing cards, she was very good at them. She also sewed, she loved making clothes. Actually, she often complained that someone was stealing her clothes.’
 ‘Stealing them?’ He looks up.
 ‘Yes, she would make things and the next day she couldn’t find them.’
 ‘Was it the servants?’
 ‘I presume.’ I swallow again and hold my breath. Orange, burnt-red orange, blood-orange fabric. Women’s underwear on brown hairy legs. I suddenly cough. 
 ‘Are you okay?’
 ‘Yes. Water, water.’ He passes it to me, and I take it; my hands shaking. I don’t know what is happening, why my mind is allowing images like this to start coming through. Be careful, Philip. I don’t want to indulge them. I am not the sort of person that likes to reminisce. I gulp, that feeling of dread has started to rise again. This was a mistake, this whole thing, I should never have agreed to it, to him. People say we should let things go, set them free but you can’t set free those things that made you, you can only allow them not to overtake you. But no, I can’t end it like this, I am after all Philip Goundry, I still have a reputation and legacy to protect. I clear my throat and decide to speak again.
 ‘During that time, tigers were a nuisance; they killed the livestock and the odd tapper if they fell asleep outside. I remember there was one tiger that started becoming a bit more familiar with us, she started to come closer to our bungalow. One evening my father saw her from our veranda and instead of shooting her he whispered for us to come out. We all came out and watched the tiger walk across our garden, she stopped and lay down under our old mango tree.’ 
 ‘Did she know you were there?’
 ‘Yes, she looked over at us and we looked at her, she lay there for a while and closed her eyes. My mother and brother went into the house and my father and I just sat mesmerised. He never said anything to me as we sat there. We just breathed in and out as quiet as we could, waiting for the tiger to make a move, but she never did. God, when I think about it now my father didn’t even have a gun handy. We sat there until we were called in to dinner. We ate fast but by the time we came back out, she was gone. I remember a few months later there was an incident with the tiger. I don’t know if it was the same tiger, but we had a cat, a rather pathetic small ginger thing, given to us for Christmas. Anyway, one morning we awoke to Amah’s screaming. Our cat had been mauled, its small, lifeless body left on the front steps. She believed that the tiger had done it. Amah said it was a very bad sign.’ 
 ‘Do you know why?’
 ‘Tigers were sacred and normally stayed away from humans. For one of them to commit an act like that was a sign that something was very wrong, that someone in our house was committing a very bad sin. Amah said the tiger was warning us to stop and if we didn’t she would punish us further.’ Hairy legs with white bloomers, a green dress, she stands behind him buttoning up the back. I shut my eyes fast.
 ‘I need a rest,’ I suddenly say.
 This catches him off guard and he mumbles, ‘Sorry, of course.’ He stands up and turns off the recording. ‘I will give you some space.’ He leaves the room, I stare at his jacket on the chair, one of the arms is dangling, it is almost hitting the floor. I sit back and sigh. Hairy legs and women’s underwear. I want to laugh but I don’t, what a strange image, but I shouldn’t go there. Be careful, Phillip. I shouldn’t go further, I’m afraid what is on the other side.
 Michelle enters. ‘Are you alright there, Philip?’
 ‘Yes.’ I reply weakly. 
 ‘Are you not well?’
 ‘I’m fine,’ I say, ‘just tired. So many questions he asked. It was almost too much.’
 ‘It always is, like opening an old can of worms,’ she says. ‘You have to be careful sometimes, you don’t know what you will get.’ 
 ‘I had a good life.’ I grab her arm as she reaches for the empty glass next to me. 
 ‘No doubt,’ she answers me, ‘but there is always something, isn’t there? We all have those skeletons in our closets, don’t we? Even if we don’t want to acknowledge them.’ 
 I don’t reply and let go of her arm, my eyes follow her as she moves around my room setting up the table for lunch. ‘I don’t know whether I am doing the right thing talking to him.’ 
 She looks at me confused. ‘Well, that’s for you to decide isn’t it. Sometimes it does no good looking back, it only opens up old scars.’
 I nod, the way she says it reminds me of my mother and I want to cry but I don’t.
 ‘He is joining you for lunch, isn’t he?’ 
 I nod. ‘Yes, I think so.’ 
 ‘It is fish, white cod with new potatoes and carrots followed by the chocolate cake you like, let me see if I can get you an extra piece, okay?’ She hands me the word search book I am working through, the doctor told me it was a good way to train the brain. I hated them to start with but now I am addicted to them. 
 She walks towards the door, and I say, ‘Maybe a glass of wine?’
 She laughs. ‘Ahh you’re not that bad, I see. Maybe this evening.’ 
 She leaves and I open the book. It falls on a page titled ‘Types of Monkeys’. I pick up my pen and let my eyes try and decipher a clear word. I see ‘gibbons’ top right corner downwards. I mark it. I remember their distant call in the jungle, they stayed away from us, they knew something wasn’t right, animals have that instinct, they don’t question it like we do, they stay away when they feel it is dangerous.
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