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            PREFACE

         
 
         The idea of this book started with questions asked by family and friends who, having heard anecdotes from my early career, kept asking me to write them down. They wanted to know more. So I began to dig deep into my memory, trying to recall in detail all kinds of events and experiences. Some of the recollections were happy. Others were very painful, and still haunt me to this day.
 
         I will always be grateful to those who stood by me in the difficult times. It is due to them, as well as to providence, that I ended up where I did, rather than as a hawker’s assistant – which, in my youth, seemed the likely outcome.

         Tears still come to my eyes when I remember how the lives of my mother, sisters, brother and myself were smashed to pieces by the suicide of my beloved father, and how my mother, with seven children, was then deserted and despised by relatives. Even harder to bear is the pain I caused her when I ran away, deserting her when I should have stood by her as the eldest son, to give her the comfort and support she needed. I find it difficult to forgive myself for this failure, even to this day.
 
         Time brings perspective. Looking back, it is easier to identify the landmarks in one’s life. For many people World War II was an appalling time. For me, in my teens and with little knowledge of the world or the impact of the war on others, it brought opportunity, after I learnt to speak some simple Japanese. It was the first time anyone had told me that I had a good mind. Having run away from home and all my loved ones, I needed all the help I could get in grappling with life, and with just a little encouragement from an unexpected quarter my confidence began to rebuild itself.

         My life changed when I first saw my future wife. I decided to make a good impression in her eyes, and earn the appreciation of her parents and society generally, especially the older people with whom I had interacted during Occupation times. I could easily have been led astray then, had I done what some wanted me to do, and exploited my influence with my Japanese superiors. As a result, at the end of the war, I had no reason to worry about retribution. I had done nothing to earn it. Nevertheless, when the war ended I soon learnt that people have short memories. After what I had done to keep them out of serious trouble on one count or another, often at great risk to myself, some chose to distance themselves from me as if they had never known me or I had never helped them at all.
         
  
         I have spent most of my career (except for a stint with the Straits Times) as a public servant. But my career was no less eventful for that. I had a ringside seat during the defeat of left-wing insurgency in the trade union movement; I was privileged to play a part in the establishment and growth of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs during a crucial period; and at an age when most people are enjoying a tranquil retirement, I found myself in two of Singapore’s most important and sensitive diplomatic postings: Kuala Lumpur and Washington, DC.
         
 
         Finally, and quite unexpectedly, I was asked to run for election as the President of Singapore.
 
         Credit for Singapore’s achievement in the years since independence must go to others, many of them unsung heroes working at all levels in both the public service and the private sector. Every Singaporean has played his or her part. I was privileged to work with our pioneer leaders, and to witness, often at close quarters, their single-minded commitment to the long-term well-being of Singaporeans. I will always be grateful for that opportunity.
 
         This book is not a comprehensive, balanced, or ‘official’ history of modern Singapore. For that you must look elsewhere. It is a personal memoir, based on lengthy conversations with Timothy Auger supplemented by my own notes and the efforts of my untiring staff. What I recount here is what I witnessed and what I remember. The opinions expressed are strictly my own.
         
 
         I hope the reader will accept in advance my apologies for any errors. As to omissions, and emphasis on some things and not others, these are subjective matters and I have simply tried to tell the story of events as I saw them. No doubt others would have described them differently.
 
         Singapore is changing fast. While this book makes no claim to being a scholarly work, I hope the story of my life will interest not only those who experienced the times I describe, but also younger people and non-Singaporeans for whom these events will probably seem very distant.
 
         Some of the challenges faced by a small, developing country such as Singapore have remained remarkably consistent. Many things do not change much. No one can understand what makes today’s Singapore tick and the challenges ahead, without knowing something about its past.
 
         With this in mind I hope that my personal story will be informative, useful, and, most important of all, enjoyable to read.
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            CHAPTER 1
 
            CHILDHOOD AND THE WAR YEARS
            

         
 
         1. My childhood years
 
         I was born in Singapore on 3 July 1924. When I was very young we lived in Muar, a small port town on the west coast of the state of Johore. Our home overlooked the Muar River. The river fascinated me and my sisters when I was around five or six years old. The ships that plied between Muar and Singapore would come over the horizon and sail past us towards the docks. Every time one appeared, we used to rush to the window, and watch it get bigger and bigger as it approached. For me in my childhood, that view conjured up images of mysterious distant lands and adventure.
 
         From our upstairs window, besides watching the sparrows on the verandah, we could see the comings and goings of the Muar ferry, the only way people and their vehicles travelling on the road between Johore Bahru and Malacca could get across the river. There was no bridge in those days. Cars drove onto the ferry up planks lifted manually into position. When the ferry was fully loaded, a wooden pole was placed across the end. The ferry, which had no motive power of its own, was then pushed away from the bank, and a motor launch would haul it across to the other shore.
 
         Along the river were the government offices and the police station, as well as a row of lawyers’ offices with a five-foot way. We lived upstairs in one of these, and the building is still there today. At the end of the row was the Muar branch of the Hongkong and Shanghai Bank (today’s branch is on the same site). Further up the road was the most palatial building on the waterfront, a house occupied by a son of the Sultan of Johore. Within its compound, near the road, were stables with horses.
         
 
         My father, Sellapan, was a lawyer’s clerk. Besides my mother, Abhirami, the family consisted of me, Ramanathan, and two elder sisters, Paruvatham and Amurtham. I did in fact have another sister, Sivayogam, the eldest, but when she was a baby my mother had given her away to her sister, my aunt. This was not unusual. There is a tradition among the Tamils that if the omens are not favourable when a child is born, if the horoscope and the time of birth are not satisfactory, he or she is given away. The baby is taken to the temple, and the priest conducts a ceremony whereby the child is ‘handed over to God’. And so my eldest sister was given into the care of my aunt, whose name was Pakiam.
 
         I have very happy memories of this time. My father was doing well. We lived comfortably with the occasional little luxury. Sometimes we enjoyed British biscuits and other goodies. Some of my toys were ordered from Robinson’s, the famous department store then in Raffles Place, Singapore. I was particularly fond of a wooden rocking horse. Once I cut off its tail, convinced it would grow again. We played football on the field by the house – my sisters used to wear normal shoes tied round with string to make them look like proper football boots.
 
         As I grew up I went to school, a fee-paying English primary school run by a Tamil schoolmaster known as K.K. I must have been about six. The school building was a small bungalow near the courthouse. All I can remember about my lessons was the excitement of learning my ABCs. My sister was in a school nearby, so the whole experience was fun, an opportunity to meet other children and enjoy myself. The class was quite small – maybe ten or so.
 
         However, the happy days were not to last. Everything changed with the slump that hit the rubber industry in the 1930s. The law firm for which my father worked numbered many rubber planters and smallholders among its clients, and the drop in litigation work meant that his income dropped catastrophically. The stresses were too great. Going out and drinking with clients had always been part of his job, and he had occasionally come home the worse for wear, but now it was clear that he had a real alcohol problem.
 
         My family had been in Singapore for two generations. We do not know exactly where my forebears originated, but it was somewhere in southern India. I never knew much about my father’s background. Physically he was tall. He used to play for a Malay football team in Singapore, and in Muar many people knew him primarily as a sportsman. We were localised – my mother was very Malay in her style of dress. India did not figure at all in our lives. We did identify with the Indian temple at Muar (it is still there). Sometimes there were festivals and we would watch the silver chariot pass in front of the house. As children we were fascinated by the fireworks. All these events were organised by the Chettiars. My maternal grandmother had married a Chettiar, who had presumably migrated from India, and so my mother had a background in this Indian merchant community, with its origins in Tamil Nadu. Traditionally they specialised in money-lending and banking. My mother was conventionally devout, lighting the altar lamp on Tuesdays and Fridays, and she would worship regularly. We were part of the local Hindu community, but not fervently religious.
         
 
         At home we spoke Tamil. I started to pick up some English when I went to school, and then my sisters and I would use Tamil with a smattering of English words. In my father’s office they spoke only English.
 
         My father had once been quite successful in business, and had owned some landed property in Singapore. Then, I was told, he had got into a scrape with the law and had lost his job. He may even have served a term. For whatever reason, he had to move away, and that is how the family came to be in Muar.
 
         One of the earliest events I can remember is being sent off to school in Singapore. We drove down by taxi. My eldest cousin on my father’s side, Supramaniam, was getting married so my father also brought my sisters down for the occasion. My only recollection of the journey is my first sight of Newton Circus, in those days just a roundabout. Flyovers were a thing of the future. I must have been six or seven at the time. I was to live with the family of my father’s eldest brother, Rengasamy – they had a house at 10 Hooper Road. Most of the houses there were occupied by people working for the municipality, with a big Eurasian element.
 
         From there I went to school. I was admitted to Standard One at the Anglo-Chinese Primary School. The principal was a Miss Smith, who also taught my class. The school was on the site of today’s National Archives building. Our playground was behind it, at the foot of Fort Canning Hill. Boys would climb the slope up to the boundary fence of the British military establishment there. Once, one of them fell, and died. That was the end of our climbing adventures.
         
 
         I enjoyed my time at that school, and moved up in due course to Standard Two – although the main memory I have of Standard Two is an attack of chicken pox. My teacher in Standard Two was a Mr Hannam – a lovable man, one of three Indian teachers at the school. He was a Christian, very elegantly dressed, with curly hair. In later years his daughter became the government’s top dentist, and his son, John Hannam, head of the Narcotics Bureau.
 
         The curriculum consisted of the basics – arithmetic, history, geography, English composition. There was no science. Although I was Hindu, we would all go to chapel (it was a Methodist school, and my mother said, ‘God is the same whoever you are, so just go…’). Our music teacher was a Miss Russell, and we had singing classes. The best singers were in Group One. Needless to say, I was in Group Two. I remember singing lustily with my friends, ‘God Shave the King’. Well, it was reasonable – King George V had a fine beard. One day Miss Russell caught us. ‘What did you sing?’ she asked sharply. ‘God Shave the King,’ I said in all innocence. ‘No! No!’ she cried. ‘It’s “save”. S-A-V-E!’ We had great fun.
 
         One of my cousins, Naraini, rather took to me, showering me with care. Each day she would dress me up for school. Kanaisan, my second-eldest cousin, would take me to school. He worked in the post office, and during his lunch break he would pick me up. After school was finished for the day I would wait for him at the Victoria Street bus stop, next to the Armenian Church. Kanaisan would arrive on the trolley bus, right on time, look for me when the bus stopped and and pull me up on board. We then travelled on together to our final destination, Hooper Road. After a few months I was able to take the bus to and from school on my own. I remember those trolley buses well – rather like trams without rails, they were driven by electricity picked up from overhead wires. They served the major routes, and operated in Singapore well into the post-war period. Before the war they had solid rubber tyres; the post-war trolley buses had pneumatic tyres, and were less silent. More minor routes were served by single-decker, conventional omnibuses.
         
 
         Some of the other cousins were not as considerate as Kanaisan. Often they used to send me out after dark to buy things at the shop. The streets were lit only by a few gas lamps. Hooper Road was next to the English cemetery and my imagination ran wild with ghosts, making these night-time errands very creepy. This was not a happy time at home – I missed my mother and sisters. There was no telephone, no way of keeping in touch as one would today, and I was wondering all the time what was happening to them.
         
 
         A few months after I had gone to school in Singapore, I was joined by my parents and three sisters – by now I had a younger sister, Sundari. I was happy to see them, but the circumstances were not good. My father’s drinking had affected his work, and I think he was told to leave. The whole family had left Muar in a hurry, with just the clothes they had on, because he had got into debt with the Chettiars, and was unable to repay them. It was, as one of my sisters told me later, a traumatic experience for all of them. The Chettiars were very unpleasant. They had got a court order and had sealed off the property. That left me with rather negative feelings about the Chettiars – they would be nice to you if they needed your help, but could be brutally unsympathetic as soon as you were no longer useful.
 
         My parents were accepted into my uncle’s house perhaps because my uncle was under some obligation – in better times my father had paid for the education of his two eldest sons, the only two in that family who had ever been to school. But I was not really old enough to understand all the circumstances, and just happy to be reunited with my parents and sisters.
 
         The welcome at Hooper Road did not last long. I was hit by a bout of pneumonia. At first no one noticed, but my father soon saw that I was ill. He took me and my mother to the house of his youngest sister, Jagathambal. Her husband Kanagasabai, a court interpreter by profession, called in a doctor. In those days to treat pneumonia they would bind you up with a sort of plaster on your chest. It was uncomfortable and probably had no effect, but I recovered in the end.
         
 
         My parents had intended to return to Hooper Road, but soon realised that they were outstaying their welcome. We were only there for a month or so in all. That experience taught me that relatives cannot be taken for granted. Fortunately my mother’s elder sister, my aunt Pakiam, who lived at Ceylon Road in a kampong house, heard of our plight and asked my mother to bring us all to stay with her. So we moved from Hooper Road to 147 Ceylon Road. From that time on I went from Ceylon Road to Coleman Street on the bus, and walked over to school from there.
 
         The house at Ceylon Road had a compound, and there was plenty of space where we could play and run around. By then my eldest sister Sivayogam had been sent to live with another uncle at Penang Road, and she was no longer part of aunt Pakiam’s household. She lived a comfortable life at her new home, and died recently at the age of 94. My aunt’s grandson, Caysegan, lived with us. Although he was much younger than us, he was very good company, and ever since he has been like a brother to me and my sisters.
 
         Sadly, the problem of my father’s alcoholism had not gone away. This must have made things difficult for my mother, living in her sister’s house, although I do not remember my aunt complaining. She was an unusually kind person, very fond of my mother. At the time I was too small to appreciate her kindness fully, but as I look back now I wonder what would have come of us if it were not for her. Years later she passed away on my lap. My aunt’s step-sister and daughter were less supportive – in fact they made my mother’s life miserable. She put up with them for a time, but in the end we had to move again, this time to one of a row of little attap houses in what is now Rambutan Road, off Joo Chiat Place.
 
         My father tried very hard to get a job. He was a close friend of Dr Charles Paglar (to whom I will return later) and one or two Chinese contractors. But all these connections were to no avail – what with the rubber slump, the economic situation was so bad that there were no jobs in any lawyer’s office in Singapore.
 
         After a long, desperate search he finally found work – not with a law office but in a quarry at Changi. He was a supervisor, and had to stay on the premises, where he was provided with accommodation. This meant he was away from home during the work week. He used to come home on Saturday afternoons sometimes without any money, probably having drunk it all away. I am not sure how my mother managed then.
         
 
         Late one evening, by chance, my teacher Mr Hannam was passing by the house. Seeing me he stopped and asked if I lived here. Seeing my father sitting on the verandah, he went to speak to him. They had a long conversation. Mr Hannam was concerned about our situation. From then on he was always very kind to me.
 
         Despite everything, there was happiness in the family, and my younger brother Suppiah was born in that house. The little boy was much loved by all of us.
 
         Then, tragedy struck. One Sunday, unexpectedly, my father went out and bought crabs for our lunch. All of us, including my father, liked crabs and we all had a good meal. After lunch he left us to go back to Changi. That night we got a message from the police. My father had committed suicide by drinking Lysol, a household disinfectant. I am not sure if he was already dead when he was discovered by his Malay attendant.
 
         After we got the news an old man called Vaithi Mahma took me to Ceylon Road to fetch my aunt. I was only eight, nearly nine, and I wasn’t able to take in what had happened. I hoped that my father was suffering from some illness that could be cured. I can remember walking along with the old man and asking if my father would be coming back. I was told later that he had left me a note, but I never saw it. My eldest cousin Supramaniam, from Hooper Road, attended the inquest at court – I asked him many years later if he had the letter, but he apparently did not, and all these years later I still wonder what was in it.
 
         I can remember playing in the sand while my mother was coping with her grief. I went to the funeral and as the eldest son duly performed the customary rituals without understanding what it was all about – my father was buried in the Bidadari Cemetery, which has now been cleared. Who arranged and paid for the hearse and the funeral I am not sure.
 
         With my father’s death my world fell apart. It marked the beginning of a difficult, very unhappy time in our lives. However, one act of kindness is etched in my mind. The next day I was going to school on the bus and I was about to pay the five-cent fare. A Eurasian lady from the neighbourhood, sitting just opposite me, made me put away my money and paid for my ticket. She must have heard what had happened. I was very touched, but being so young I did not know how to thank her.
         
 
         My father was a member of the Singapore Family Benefits Society. After his death we had a visit from Dr Charles Paglar, who had been a friend of my father from the time before my parents moved to Muar. He told my mother she was entitled to some money and had brought it in an envelope.
 
         Paglar was very good to us. Although a qualified doctor he was under some kind of suspension, and was operating from a kitchen behind the consulting room in the Joo Chiat Road dispensary of Dr Tessensohn, a well-known medical practitioner at the time. Although Tessensohn wrote out the prescriptions, it was Paglar whom many people came to see. He had a wonderful manner with patients. Right up to the post-war years, he never took any payment from us. He was an extrovert. Among his quirks was that he always seemed to be changing his wife – his first one was a Thai lady, and after that he married her sister. When Paglar came to visit us when we were older, my mother would ask him, ‘Who’s your wife now?’ He would laugh – he did not mind.
 
         Sadly, on this occasion Paglar’s efforts did not help us. My mother’s older brother Doraisamy was there when Paglar brought the money, and took it in order to ‘take care’ of it. He must have squandered it – my mother never saw a cent.
 
         After my father’s death, we literally faced the prospect of having to live on the street. Fortunately my aunt Pakiam intervened and got us to move back in with her at Ceylon Road. This time our stay was to be much longer. The house was on the poorer part of Ceylon Road, where it runs towards Geylang. The area looked very different from the way it is today. The surface of this stretch was just white sand. The streets were lit by the occasional gas lamp. Crossing Ceylon Road is Dunman Road, which at that time we called the ‘new road’ – it was a broad, metalled thoroughfare, with hardly any traffic. Beyond it was the better-off part of Ceylon Road, leading towards East Coast Road. Here the more affluent Ceylon Tamil families lived. They were conscious of their higher social status, as they were mostly working in government service. There were not many other Indians in the area.
         
 
         A railway track ran across Ceylon Road, near our home. The road was often closed to allow an earth-moving train to travel towards Grove Road (later renamed Mountbatten Road). This was associated with the construction works and reclamation for Kallang Airport and the surrounding land – the area where the National Stadium was built many years later. A canal also divided our part of Ceylon Road from the area running up to Tanjong Katong Road.
 
         That area is now Haig Road. I remember it was sandy and there were coconut trees all around.
 
         Many of the Chinese who lived in the area were Babas, or Straits Chinese, people who had lived in Malaya for many generations. They were very hospitable and very house-proud. At Chinese New Year you would see the whole of Joo Chiat decorated with red banners. They hardly spoke any Chinese apart from a bit of patois, but mostly used Malay. In that whole area people were much less conscious of racial identities than they are today.
 
         Aunt Pakiam owned the sandy compound on which her house stood – she must have inherited it from her husband. There were in fact two houses, a bigger wooden house with a verandah and partly raised on stilts, and behind it, a smaller wooden house, also with attap roofing but built on the ground. The bigger house was rented out and that was her source of income. The house where we lived with her, though small, was spacious enough and had a wooden floor. At the back before you went into the kitchen, there was a large wooden platform that served as storage. Here we squatted and ate our food. Cooking was done over a wood fire. The furnishing was quite sparse – just a table and a few chairs. We had no electricity. Lighting at night was provided by a few handheld kerosene lamps – enough to let me to do my homework and study for my exams. We would sleep on the floor, on mats. There was piped water and an area for bathing. Right at the back was a bucket-type WC, which was emptied every day by a Chinese man.
         
 
         The attap roofing of the house often leaked as a result of wear and tear. If the leaks were fairly minor, we would collect the drips in whatever utensils we could find. If it got worse, the older members of the household, including my mother, would shove strips of attap or even cardboard into the roofing. A more permanent, but more expensive, repair involved buying attap leaves bundled together with string. They were about three feet (roughly a metre) long. You could buy them in the Chinese yards at Geylang Serai that sold hardware and house-building materials.
 
         I remember vividly a jealous but reasonably well-to-do neighbour – a Mr Kurnian – who for some reason would make reports to the authorities about the repairs we were making. This often resulted in visits by the building inspector, who would just say ‘never mind’ and go away again. Kurnian’s father – Sundram Pillay, who once worked for Cold Storage – was an old friend of my aunt and always treated her kindly, calling her tangachi (younger sister). Kurnian’s attitude problem was shared by his children, and persisted even after we had all grown up. His wife and children often suffered at his hands, but as they were close to us, and as he was an older person deserving respect, my mother and aunt were always forgiving of him. In later years, after World War II, he worked as a clerk in the Public Works Department office in High Street, side-by-side with my brother Suppiah and my cousin Caysegan as his equals, if not his superiors.
         
 
         We were too small to venture outside our compound beyond the area immediately next to us, which consisted of some attap houses and two bungalows.
 
         By the time we moved to Ceylon Road for the second time, my siblings had grown in number. In addition to my two elder sisters Paruvatham and Amurtham, and my younger sister Sundari, who was born in Muar, there was also my brother Suppiah, born when we were in Rambutan Road. At the time my father died, my mother was again pregnant, and gave birth to my youngest sister, Valli, in my aunt’s house at Ceylon Road.
 
         Then, in addition, there was my cousin Caysegan (grandson of Pakiam), who was a little older than my brother, and was our constant companion in all we did. My mother treated him like her son until she died. Even though we lived separately later in life, no major family event was complete without him. He remains very close to me and the rest of my family. He has always been quiet, unassuming, and much loved by all who know him.
         
 
         My aunt and my mother were very close. My aunt’s only source of income was the little rent she got for letting out the other house in the compound, but she saw to all our comforts, and we were never without food. We ate mostly Indian food – vegetables, a bit of fish, on rare occasions a chicken. She often went to Geylang Serai, but chose the cheaper roadside stalls, looking for fish and prawns so that we could have an occasional treat. The range and quality of produce that virtually all Singaporeans enjoy in supermarkets today were completely undreamt of in those days. Meat was hardly eaten unless there was an important guest. My mother was a very good cook and prepared most of the meals.
 
         We did not know about festivals – Deepavali and the like. We did not celebrate birthdays or buy new clothes for important occasions. Because of our isolated existence without much contact with other relatives, we never missed these things.
 
         My mother learnt how to stitch clothes, using a hand-cranked sewing machine. I am not sure who taught her – largely through trial and error she learnt how to make dresses initially for my two older sisters. Later the rest of us had occasional sewn clothes made from materials she was able to buy cheap. Looking back, I am not sure how I could have got my school clothes, but they were provided somehow.
 
         Caysegan’s mother and paternal grandmother were also part of my aunt’s household, and they never stopped taunting my mother – always when my aunt was not around. My mother went through many difficulties with these two relations taunting her at every turn. Many times I saw her in tears. My sisters and I used to sit with her and tell her not to cry. I would sometimes go to school upset by the way she was being treated – but somehow life went on.
 
         When I was in Standard Four, my sister Paruvatham was married to D. Suppiah. He was my cousin, second son of my mother’s brother Doraisamy. They lived in government quarters in Penang Road. It was a three-day wedding and I was very much a part of the occasion, as I had to act as the bridegroom’s companion throughout the ceremony. Her marriage took a load off my mother’s mind. Afterwards my mother occasionally went to stay in Penang Road to keep my aunt (my sister’s mother-in-law and wife of Doraisamy) company after my aunt gave birth to my cousin Valli (later to become Mrs T.P. Naidu).
         
 
         As I grew older, I was allowed to venture further afield outside the compound. That allowed me to go to the house of another boy, P.V. Sharma. His father, Mr Iyer, ran the first Anglo-Vernacular School. It was at Carpmael Road, where Ceylon Lane now crosses it. Every evening I used to go there to watch the boys play badminton. I used to pick up shuttlecocks. After their game they would let me play. I made friends with Sharma’s brother Ramadas, and spent a lot of time with him for some years until in due course I went to live with my cousins at 410 Race Course Road. Sharma later became a leader of the Malayan Communist Party (MCP), or its underground equivalent, although in those days he seemed rather bourgeois and always wore a suit. In later years his sister, Dr S. Devi, became assistant director of medical services in the Ministry of Health.
 
         I have some happy memories of the last year or so of my time at Ceylon Road. My aunt had rented the bigger house to a Mr Packirisamy, a crane operator working on excavations at Kampong Batak at the upper end of the Jalan Eunos area. This was the source of the earth being moved by train throughout the daylight hours to today’s Mountbatten area for the airport development. His household consisted of his wife Sarada, his mother-in-law and her old mother. Sarada became very fond of us children – and we came to regard her almost as an elder sister. Packirisamy was very kind to me in particular. On his time off, he would sit out on the verandah and while having a smoke, talk to me about what was happening out there in a wider world that was still completely unknown to me. From time to time, he would get me to buy an English-language paper and I would have to read the front-page news to him, explaining in Tamil what it was all about. I did my best. Just occasionally I would exaggerate what I was reading, and he would accept this over-colourful version at face value and repeat it to his friends when they came to visit. I would dread those occasions, fearing that my fibs might be discovered.
         
 
         Every Sunday Packirisamy used to have visitors. They included a Mr Santhanam. Another was Dhinadayala Naidu, who was later to have a famous grandson by the name of Vivian Balakrishnan. His two sons, Rama and Bala, were the same age as me and we became playmates when they visited. There were other visitors too. When they all came it made for a festive occasion, and the smell of the food would make me long for an invitation. However my mother did not want to be put under an obligation, and would keep me and my brother away so that Sarada did not feel she had to call us in to eat.
 
         I learnt a lot about Hindu mythology from ‘Sarada-aka’ (‘aka’ means ‘elder sister’ in Tamil). She had complete sets of gramophone records devoted to traditional stories like the Ramayana. They were the big, 78-rpm discs that came in paper sleeves contained in bound albums, common as late as the 1960s. The stories were dramatised with actors playing the various parts – rather like a radio play, interspersed with music. As we all listened to the records on her wind-up His Master’s Voice player, with its hefty metal pickup and steel needles, Sarada would add her own comments and a little drama. Then, later, my sister Amurtham and I would act out these dramas with my brother, cousin and other sisters – each of us pretending to be one of the characters in the play. We ‘hunted’ with bows and arrows and swords made out of whatever branches and stems we could find lying around.
 
         Life was simple. There was not much entertainment in the area, although I remember the Roxy and Garrick cinemas being centres of attraction. My weekend routine, if I had nothing much to do, was to get up, have breakfast, walk all the way to Joo Chiat Road or Geylang Serai, wander along to the cinema to see what they were showing, look at the posters and walk home again. Occasionally, Sarada would take me to see a Tamil film at the Queen’s Cinema in Geylang. I used to cry during the show, missing my sisters and younger brother left behind at home. In my sleep I would have nightmares about losing them.
 
         Sarada was a part of our family until she died, by which time she had become a widow. No important family event took place without her in our midst. We never forgot the kindness she showed us after my father passed away, when many of our own relatives looked down on us pityingly without lifting a finger to help.
         
 
         In Anglo-Chinese Middle School I was a ‘free pupil’. I did well in Standards One, Two, Three and Four, and by the time I left the school I was in Standard Five.
 
         I had a friend by the name of S. Nadarajah, a Raffles Institution student then and several years older than me. He used to keep me and his brother Markandoo entertained with stories of world heavyweight boxing champions such as Joe Louis, and his triumphs over white challengers. To us he was a role model, physically big, and yet very patient and considerate towards us, who were much younger than him. During the war he married my cousin Rajamani, daughter of my father’s younger sister Govindu and Dr A.J. Thamboo. After the war he went to work in the Income Tax Department. My interest in boxing was shared by my schoolmates. In those days it was a popular spectator sport in Singapore, and we all followed it avidly. However, my enthusiasm was to lead me into serious difficulties.
 
         In school we all collected pictures of boxers and pasted them in old exercise books. I used to buy them from classmates using my two cents tuckshop, or tiffin, money. Since we did not buy newspapers at home I could only acquire these photos by buying them from my fellow pupils. Collecting became a passion. So, I used to borrow money from my classmates. Then they used to confiscate my tiffin money as repayment.
 
         The whole situation was getting out of hand. Finally it reached a point when the boys threatened me because of what I owed, which now amounted to several dollars. I had to sell my school books to pay them and still they demanded the balance. They threatened to report me to my form master – a Mr Gopal. Then I decided to get my own back on them. I took two of their books and I sold them at the second-hand bookshop in Bras Basah Road. When I did not return the books they reported me to Mr Gopal, who took me straight to the principal of the Anglo-Chinese School, Lee Choon Eng, father of Dr Lee Yong Kiat, later my good friend and today a senior practitioner in the government medical service. The principal did not even ask me what had happened or why I did it – he just sacked me on the spot and told me to go home.
         
 
         I was devastated. I thought I could explain why I did what I did with the books, but there was no opportunity and I had lost my free status and my place in school. I could not turn to anyone. I returned home wondering how to break the news to my mother. That evening one John Handy – a classmate with whom I had fought in school – came to take his revenge and told my mother that I had been sacked from school. She was shocked.
 
         So I told my mother the whole story. She did not show much emotion, dragged me by the hand to see my eldest cousin, Supramaniam, and told him what had happened. He consoled her and said he would see the principal and try to get me back into the school. He failed, despite pleading on my behalf.
 
         Since then I have often looked back on that experience. In the Anglo-Chinese Primary and Middle School, I used to study religious knowledge, attend chapel and listen to biblical stories. After I was dismissed, I wondered what had happened to all these Christian teachings. There was little Christian compassion shown to me, even though in chapel the need to be compassionate and helpful to others was always being drilled into us. Looking back, I still feel this act was an indictment of a Christian school failing to practise what it preached.
         
 
         After the dust had settled it was decided that I should go to live with Supramaniam, who was now the male head of his family, his father Rengasamy (my father’s elder brother) having by this time passed away. However they no longer lived at Hooper Road, but at 410 Race Course Road. The house now belonged to my widowed aunt. Supramaniam was working in the Department of Education and got me into the Rangoon Road Afternoon School. This was a kind of remedial school for those who were falling behind, similar in concept to the Anglo-Chinese Continuation School, attended by many lagging Chinese students.
 
         And so in 1936 I moved. At Ceylon Road the household had been largely dominated by women; at Race Course Road the household was predominantly male. Supramaniam was quite successful in his career at the Department of Education. He was married and he and his wife occupied one room of the bungalow. His brother Kanaisan worked in the General Post Office and was often referred to simply as ‘Post’. There was a third cousin, by the name of Shanmugam. He did not seem to be working but was enjoying the good life shuttling back and forth between Race Course Road and his sister Neelambal’s house in Mackenzie Road. He was handsome, always immaculately dressed and groomed. Of all my elder cousins he had the warmest personality.
         
 
         Shanmugam often asked me to take his laundry to the Chinese dhoby nearby. Unfortunately his laundry was mostly done on credit. I was often caught up in the middle of their disputes as the dhoby refused to take in any more of his dirty washing until the account was settled. But despite everything they managed to maintain a relationship on the basis of intermittent and partial settlement. Shanmugam was very kind to me and we remained close in adult life.
 
         Then there was a cousin by the name of Nadarajah, who had stopped his schooling early and was not working. He was always at home and behaved like an adult guardian of the household. He had an odd daily routine. At sunset he would have his bath, dress up in a long-sleeved shirt and trousers and go out towards the junction of Rumah Miskin–Lavender Street and Serangoon Road. All I knew was that he would walk up the five-foot-way from one corner to the other – doing what, I could never figure out.
 
         The youngest male cousin was Krishnaswamy, or ‘Krishna’ for short. He was also attending the Rangoon Road Afternoon School and was probably the closest to me amongst all my cousins. We went to school together, played together and even occasionally did cross-country runs together. He persuaded me to join the Boy Scouts, to which he also belonged. He played football and relished being goalkeeper. He was not a good student but I think he just about scraped through. He had many Chinese friends in the neighbourhood.
 
         Krishna was rarely called upon to help with the domestic chores that my aunt wanted done, such as going to the shop or accompanying her on visits to relatives. After I joined the household, that role fell to me. At the time I resented being picked on each time for these tasks, sometimes to the detriment of my studies. Later I realised that it was my aunt’s way of including me fully in the life of the household, of showing concern. She saw to it that I was fed in time for school and that my clothes were washed. At Deepavali she saw to it that I was as well-clothed as her own children – something I never had before. My regret is that later in life I never expressed my gratitude before she passed away, although my mother always showed concern for her and comforted her as she lay ill.
         
 
         Besides the males, my aunt had three daughters – Sivami, who must have been nearing adulthood; Valli; and Vallambal, who became the wife of G. Suppiah the football referee. Then there were the two daughters-in-law – the wives of cousins Supramaniam and Kanaisan.
         
 
         For the first time, I had male company. I learnt of the things men do – how they behave, how they get into arguments, and how they enjoy themselves. I learnt about their drinking parties, going to the races, gambling (mainly in the form of chikhi Jepan, a card game) and lotto. It was all part of growing up. I was fortunate to have had this exposure – if things had been otherwise and I had come directly from a female-dominated, rather sheltered environment, I might have found my encounters with adult life in later years rather traumatic.
         
 
         When I was in Rangoon Road Afternoon School, I had a schoolmate called Govindasamy. He was the son of a man widely known as ‘Tongkang’ Suppiah, owner of Singapore’s largest Indian lighterage fleet. Tongkangs were generally manned by Indians, and were flatter-bottomed than the Chinese twakows, which did similar jobs. Suppiah’s fleet plied between Kuala Trengganu, where there was an iron-ore mine, and Singapore, feeding the larger cargo vessels. His line of business was one I was to become very familiar with during my adult career.
 
         Govindasamy and I used to play together and on one occasion I had a fall doing the high jump. I hid the pain as long as I could, but it was unbearable. I feared being scolded for such unruly play, but something had to be done. With so many adults around at Race Course Road, no one took it on themselves to do anything about my injury. Somehow the younger cousins managed to get word to my mother. She hurried across that night and took me to the General Hospital – we had to go on the bus and then walk up the hill to the hospital. I remember being in severe pain. A Dr A.C. Sinda examined me and after an X-ray announced that I had fractured my collar-bone. He put my arm in a sling and gave me painkillers. With that I returned to Ceylon Road to be looked after by my mother and siblings – something I had always longed for. I was off school for almost a month.
         
 
         I was 12 years old when I went to Rangoon Road Afternoon School in 1936. I did not repeat Standard Five but started at Standard Six. I did very well, and came up top of the class. After that I went to Victoria Afternoon School. In Victoria Afternoon School there were two teachers who were particularly kind to me. One taught geography – he was a high jumper from Kuala Lumpur called Lee Kuan Yew. I enjoyed his lessons. He never asked us to look at the textbooks but conducted lessons verbally, giving us oral tests after each one. The other teacher I particularly liked was Ng Choon Yee. I was later to meet him again in Johore, where he was then teaching.
 
         I did well in Victoria Afternoon too, and got transferred to Victoria Morning School Standard VII-A. I was enjoying my studies, but life at Race Course Road was not very conducive to serious concentration. There was a garage where I could read, but I was always being sent on errands – going to Tekka for some food, picking up this or that, taking the trolley bus for one reason or another.
 
         When I was in the morning school, I used to go out in the late afternoon, around 5.00 pm, to the Balestier area where there was always a football match going on. I saw Choo Seng Quee. He went on to be famous but in those days he was playing for the less well-known clubs such as the Banka Billiton Boys.
 
         Besides football, I used to watch badminton as well. My cousin Nadarajah was a good badminton player with the Useful Badminton Party. Another member was a young man named Wee Kim Wee (when they used to meet occasionally, Kim Wee would call my cousin ‘Raja’). Little did I know then that Kim Wee would one day be president of Singapore. Raja was a friendly, outgoing boy, as were most of the badminton players, always laughing and joking. Each group of badminton enthusiasts would make up a ‘party’ – others included the Mayflower Badminton Party and the Diehard Badminton Party. They would club together to buy shuttlecocks, and play at each other’s houses.
         
 
         I used to sneak into the Clerical Union Hall in Rangoon Road, where I saw many prominent players, not only Wee Kim Wee but also Wong Peng Soon, Wong Peng Nam, Tan Chong Tee, A.J. Vaz and others. The hall was built of wood, with ventilation coming through slats at the top of the wall. There was only one court. I used to squat on the floor waiting for a shuttlecock to drop nearby for me to pick up and throw to the player. Once I did that for Wee Kim Wee – I felt I was on cloud nine doing that for our Junior Champion. These future champions never minded us small boys squatting around. Occasionally I would get a chance for a few strokes. I had a racquet and was a competent, if not exactly gifted, player.
 
         Occasionally, I would go to the Junior Civil Service Club tennis courts at Tessensohn Road and pick up balls – I was paid five cents for two hours. I once acted as ball boy to Lim Bong Soo, who represented Singapore. Sadly one of my cousin’s friends saw me and threatened to tell him that I was doing a demeaning job. So ended my career as a tennis ballboy.
 
         At the Victoria Morning School I faced a new problem. I couldn’t get several of the textbooks, even second-hand. In class the teachers were intolerant and kept complaining that I had not done my work. I felt I was always being picked on.
 
         That year I failed my Standard Seven but I was allowed to repeat. I went to another class where there was a Mr Chunchi, a very elderly, kind teacher, who arranged for me to share books with others where necessary. I don’t know what his background was – he might have been a Ceylon Malay. So when I repeated Standard Seven I did well again, getting promoted to Standard VIII-A.
 
         One of our subjects was Latin, taught by the principal, E.F. Wilson. Like many English-educated schoolboys of my generation, I can still recite ‘mensa, mensa, mensam’ etc. One of my classmates was heavily into literary drama – Shakespeare and the like. In fact behind his thick glasses he seemed to be in a world of his own. For some reason I remember that he had particularly large shoes. His name was Devan Nair.
 
         However, once more I faced the problem of not having the necessary books. I would regularly be told to ‘stand outside’ and so on. Being singled out all the time became so embarrassing that I started to skip classes. I used to play truant on the days when I did not have the books for a particular subject, pretending to go to school but just loitering around. This must have happened two or three times a week. My usual excuses were that I was sick or that it was raining heavily – at that time not every household had umbrellas.
         
 
         Then misfortune struck once more. One evening, I had gone to watch a cricket match at the school, next to the Jalan Besar Stadium. I made the mistake of standing upstairs on the verandah with a few other boys to get a better view of the game. That day, one of my classmates had lost his school books – they had been left behind in his classroom desk and had disappeared. The next day, I was blamed because I had been standing near the classroom. I denied taking the books but our form master, Mr Wee, wouldn’t listen. A day or two later, a rather flamboyant teacher by the name of Timothy Chew (whose son later worked under me, as things turned out) put further pressure on me: ‘All the evidence points in your direction. If you don’t own up, I’ll send you to the police.’ I was in a dilemma. I did not know what to do. So I just said, ‘Sir, whatever you say. I have told you I did not take the books. I promise you, sir, I did not.’ He disbelieved me and kept accusing me. I could not do anything to convince him. I felt then that there was no justice for the poor.
 
         I was taken to the principal, Mr Wilson, who gave me a caning on the hand. Without even asking me for my side of the story, he told me I was sacked from school and handed me my leaving certificate. I offered to explain, but was told to ‘shut up’. I faced disaster for the second time in my school career.
 
         At that point I decided to run away.
 
         2. Living as a runaway
 
         After being thrown out of school for a second time, now at the age of 16, I could not face hurting my mother any more. I went home from school, saw her, told her that I had a class or something, took a bottle of coffee and left home with a couple of books in my school bag.
         
 
         First I went to the Theatre Royal, where they showed Tamil films. I hung around until nightfall, and then paid my ten cents to get in. After the film was over and the place had emptied, I hid in a dark corner and slept through the night using my books as a pillow. Next morning the place was deserted and I slipped away through a hole in the fence.
 
         For the next four or five days, maybe even a week, I slept on the five-foot-way in various parts of town. I remember going to Arab Street, North Bridge Road and other places in search of somewhere to doss down each night after the shops had closed their doors. In today’s Singapore there are not many people sleeping rough. Those days were different. Many, mostly elderly, employees of the coffee-shops and other businesses slept at night in the five-foot-way. The streets were very quiet after 10.00 pm. There was electric lighting in the main streets, gas-lighting elsewhere, but the five-foot-ways were quite dark. I used to beg for food. Sometimes I got lucky, other times I had to make do with tap water. Loitering around until it got dark and then looking for a place to sleep without being questioned is a memory that haunts me to this day as I travel through the town in a comfortable car at night.
         
 
         I moved further and further away from Katong, until finally I reached the Tanjong Pagar area, close to the port, where the St Andrew’s Mission Hospital used to be. By then, my clothes were filthy and I had discarded my books. At the hospital I was told that the Harbour Board gave out food for the workers each day around noon, and I might be able to get a meal.
 
         So I went to beg at the Harbour Board’s food shelter for their Indian workers. In those days, there was no such thing as a ‘protected area’. There were no guards at the gates and anyone could go in and out. I lined up in a queue with the workers. My turn came, but my hopes were dashed. ‘Workers only, you can’t eat here’ – they refused to give me even a single helping.
 
         A man was watching what happened. Later he saw me in tears, came up and asked, ‘Why are you begging for food?’ I did not tell him that I had run away from home or why, but I said, ‘I am hungry. I need something to eat.’ Then he got his own share and he gave it to me to eat, with some water. The food tasted so delicious I finished it all. He then took me to his home, a makeshift room at the back of a house at 34 Cheng Cheok Street in Tanjong Pagar. He was a subtenant. He lent me a sarong to wear, and some soap, and told me to wash both myself and my clothes. I must have slept solidly for a day and a night. After I woke up refreshed, I had to tell him the whole story and I asked if I could stay with him. I told him I didn’t want to go home, and threatened to run away if he made me do so. Then finally he said, ‘Okay, I’ll help you.’ His name was Pavadai, then a boatman working for the Harbour Board.
         
 
         A week or two later, he got me a job as an office boy with a Swiss firm, Arbenz and Company, in the Union Building. This was a prominent commercial property on Collyer Quay, next to the Hongkong and Shanghai Bank. There was an impressive entrance and Bousteads was on the ground floor. Arbenz was a firm of architects and there was some kind of national flag in one corner of the fairly small, upstairs office. It was only many years later that I learnt that it was the national flag of Switzerland, and Mr Arbenz was the Swiss consul. Arbenz himself was a nice old man but his wife, who managed the office, was a terror with a loud voice, always threatening me with ‘the sack’ for the slightest slip.
 
         First thing in the morning, I used to go in, dust the room, sweep the floor, and throw out the rubbish. And then Mrs Arbenz would give me building plans, which I had to take to the City Council offices in the Municipal Building (today’s City Hall) and get a signature in a receipt book. Pavadai financed me each day with 20 cents for my lunch, as I did not have any money. In the evenings I would go back to Cheng Cheok Street, where he would have brought back a packet of food, which we would share. I worked at Arbenz for a month or so, and got my first pay, which was, I think, ten dollars. This I faithfully gave to Pavadai, who used it to get me two pairs of long trousers and two shirts for work.
 
         But I was worried. I was concerned that I might be caught by my brothers-in-law who were also working in the city. I feared that as I was running errands, they might find me and I would be taken back. Although I desperately wanted to see my mother and my siblings, I didn’t want to hurt them any more. I felt I could only return after I had made a success of life.
         
 
         So I decided to move even further away from home, and head north, back to Johore. After two months of working and with my second month’s pay, I took the boat to Muar, of which I still had fond childhood memories. In those days, there was a Straits Steamship service plying between Singapore and Muar. You would leave Singapore at night, and arrive early next morning. I remembered the boat service because when I was very young we had travelled that way with my parents. On going to Clifford Pier, I discovered that for ten cents you could get a sampan to take you out to a ship. On board you would have a word with the most senior Malay or Chinese deck-hand, and for a dollar you could use his bunk. There were proper passenger facilities, but this was a strictly unofficial arrangement. If no bunk was available you could just sleep on the deck behind a coil of rope.
 
         I arrived at Muar with nine dollars in my pocket. One of the people I remembered from earlier days was our barber, Mr Alagoo, who had been very friendly to us, so I went in search of him. I found him at his shop in Jalan Sisi. I told him who I was and that I was looking for work. He remembered me. As I was staying in a Chinese hotel and I had gone through nearly all my money, he said, ‘Why don’t you stay here?’ So I stayed with him for a couple of months. Many of his customers were Chettiars and they used to supply him with enough food for his family and the people who worked for him. So food was not a problem; and my clothes were washed for me by his wife. To make ends meet I offered tuition for a dollar or so a month, but never made much. My first student was the son of a Chinese pawnbroker – he was about nine years old and attended the Muar Chinese School.
 
         Then I managed to find an employer, a Chinese petition writer by the name of Teo. Petition writers wrote letters in English on behalf of non-English-speaking clients. Chinese-educated people would tell him what they wanted to convey, and he would express it properly in a letter, get them to sign, and have the document delivered. It was often a matter of buying or selling property, or just dealing with the local authorities. Teo said, ‘Why don’t you deliver what I do?’ He used to give me a few cents for each document delivered, and quite soon I left the barber’s shop as I did not want to be a burden.
         
 
         I had met an old man earlier called Kader, an Indian Muslim, who used to hawk food in the Malay school next to the Padang in Muar. He suggested that I help him: ‘I also feed you and I give you some money.’ So I went to live with him in a kampong house at Kampong Kedah, near the Subramanian temple. I called him ‘Nana’, Tamil for ‘uncle’. Next door there was a Malay family, with two sons. One of them, Noordin, was in Standard Seven at the government English school; the other, Omar, was in the Malay school – he left the family a couple of months after I arrived.
 
         For almost two years I lived in that kampong. The life suited me. Apart from the daily routine serving food in the school canteen, I had plenty of time to myself. Noordin was good company. I had someone with whom to keep up my spoken English, and he found this useful for his studies.
 
         I mentioned earlier that one of my childhood pastimes was to watch the operations of the Muar ferry from the windows of my parents’ home. The kampong in which I was now living was inhabited mainly by families related to each other and working on the ferry. The service was run by the Penambang Company, which had a monopoly of the ferry operations over the rivers at Muar and at Batu Pahat, another town in Johore. The Malays who ran and manned the ferries traced their origins to the northern Malay state of Kedah, and so their village was known as ‘Kampong Kedah’. The ferry service was efficient, running throughout the day and night, carrying people, cars, motorcycles and lorries. They also had a fleet of launches. Some of them just carried foot passengers; others hauled the ferries with their loads of cars and trucks. This company’s efficiency proved to me in later years that, given the opportunity, Malays were perfectly capable of operating such a service and managing the bottom line, while paying their workers promptly each month. They did their own repairs and maintenance, and employed neither Chinese nor Indian workers.
 
         The Muar ferry operated throughout the Japanese occupation and for many years afterwards, until a bridge was built across the river in the early 1960s. When I was working in Singapore after the war I often used to drive up-country and use it. I often wonder what happened to the people who worked there. I know that some of those who managed the company became members and officials of the Johore United Malays National Organisation (UMNO), the dominant party in the Alliance government that ruled the Federation of Malaya (later Malaysia) after independence.
         
 
         The ferry point was known as Tangga Batu. It was the centre of Muar town life. This was where you would get the few taxis that plied to Batu Pahat and Johore Bahru. People strolled around here in the evenings, enjoying the sunset over the mouth of the river. In the distance you could see an island, Pulau Besar, lying off Malacca in the straits.
 
         When I returned to Muar, this was the spot to which I came on my first day.
 
         While I was staying with Alagoo the barber, I ventured to the lawyers’ office above which I had stayed as a child. There I met up with my late father’s colleagues. The firm belonged to Mr M.V. Pillay and his son John. M.V. Pillay was quite a prominent figure, based in Singapore, who made occasional visits to his branches in Muar and Batu Pahat. I met Mr Gulam, the chief clerk; Ahmad Thumis, a clerk; and Ismail, the peon (a term used at that time for an office boy) – all of whom had known me as a child. They made me very welcome, but were not much help. They said they had no authority to employ anyone and I should wait for their boss Mr Pillay to visit from Singapore, and they didn’t know when that would be.
 
         A few months later, one of my father’s former colleagues sent word that I should come to the office, as M.V. Pillay’s son John would be visiting. I was taken in to see him. I told him who I was and hoped he would give me some work and that I did not expect much pay. He hardly looked at me, scarcely taking his eyes off the piece of paper he was reading. All he said was, ‘There’s no work here.’ And that was that, so far as any hopes of a regular job were concerned. Much later in life, when I was doing a responsible job, I met John Pillay in Raffles Hotel. It was tempting to level the score – but I said to myself, ‘Rise above it!’
 
         My sisters and I clearly remember one of M.V. Pillay’s wives. She was very dark-skinned, had crinkly hair, and was very fashionable in her dress. She always wore different-coloured hats. When we were very young I remember her taking us by car to Malacca and feeding us ice-cream in a posh ice-cream parlour. Later, when my knowledge of world geography had improved, I guessed that she must have been from the West Indies and had met Pillay when he was doing his law studies in the United Kingdom. We lost touch with her after her visit to Muar. Pillay himself was a colourful, big-built man. He was said to have many wives, in Singapore and also in Johore. Later, when we returned to Singapore and were living with my Auntie Pakiam, we met a wife of his, a Malay, who lived up to the 1960s in a bungalow at the junction of Dunman Road and Carpmael Road, next to the Bethesda Church that still stands. His Malay wife in Muar was very close to my mother. If I recollect correctly, she was called Ma Teh, and lived a few doors away from our last house in Muar. Likewise, Mr Pillay was thought to have a Malay wife in Batu Pahat. In those days, it was quite common for rich Indians and Chinese to have Malay wives, often not formally married. Malay society did not take exception to such practices in the way it does today – there was no expectation that they might be punished under shariah law. Later, during the Occupation, M.V. Pillay was made a High Court judge by the Japanese.
         
 
         It was on one of those visits to my late father’s workplace that I first encountered Mr K.P. Nandey – my father-in-law to be. He lived next door to our house. As a child, my sisters and I had not met him personally, but we knew him to be a man with a stormy temper, liable to throw plates and smash them. He was someone to be dreaded. When one of my father’s friends, Muthu Krani (krani means ‘clerk’ in Tamil), told him who I was, he asked me what I was doing. I said I was looking for work. He did not react. I did not continue the conversation. I did not know then that he – or rather his daughter – would one day play an important part in my life.
         
 
         So, having failed to find work in the lawyers’ office, I carried on as a hawker’s assistant. I did find an opportunity to teach English to a group of Tamil road-sweepers who lived close to my home in Kampong Kedah. They occupied the gardeners’ quarters behind the house of a Mr Stanley, an elderly Eurasian (he looked completely European) who was chief sanitary inspector of Muar – later, his son became an eye surgeon at Gleneagles Hospital. I used to go there in the evening and teach a few of them for a dollar each per month. A fringe benefit was that I could have a bath there and use their modern toilet. Occasionally, they would share their meal with me. The head of their group was Mr Rajangam, the eldest and much respected by all. He lived a dignified life and tried hard to learn to read English, though it was slow going. I had to teach them in the light of a little hand-held kerosene lamp.
         
 
         In moments of loneliness I wondered what life had in store for me. Teaching English was just one way of killing time. I also took to rearing chickens with my friend Noordin – occasionally we would match our cockerels against each other in a fight. Sometimes one of the chickens I had bred had to be slaughtered to be eaten on some important occasion, such as Hari Raya or Deepavali. I hated that.
 
         Sometimes I would go with Noordin to collect water from the public pipe by the roadside and push the water cart back to where we lived. Piped water was precious and used only for drinking and cooking. Ours was a carefree life, at least in outward appearances. Strangely, I never fell ill, except for an occasional fever. Then Tiger Balm powder would be my cure.
 
         Inside, the pain was still eating into me. I had no shoes, only wooden clogs which I treasured for many months. Occasionally, I would climb the cherry tree in the compound and cry – thinking of my mother, my brother and sisters – but comforted that their plight was probably not as bad as mine. The Hindu temple near the kampong and the temple near my old home (now the Mariamman temple) were not welcoming. I felt discarded and disowned. Although my mother had always said, ‘Nothing happens without God’s will,’ I had by then repudiated God.
 
         But throughout this period, two people encouraged me to be more optimistic. One was Kader, or Nana, the old man with whom I lived. He was a believer in a Sufi saint from Nagore, India. When I was depressed, he used to tell me the legends of this saint and his miracles. He always invoked the saint when he needed spiritual comfort. The other was my kampong friend Noordin. He used to speak about Islam, Allah and the Prophet. He used to quote Islamic prayers. He taught me to say ‘Ash Hadul Allah – La-Ilahi Ilala, Mohamadaru-Suralah’. I think he was slowly trying to get me to embrace Islam, as these are the first phrases to be recited on conversion. On Malay festive occasions, he would let me put on some of his Malay clothes, wear a songkok and walk with him around town. Yet my despair persisted, and I was never sufficiently attracted to Islam.
         
 
         For a long time I had had no contact with my family in Singapore. One day I asked Nana to visit my mother in Singapore and get some of my clothes. The ones I had were wearing thin. My mother refused to give him the clothes, urging him to persuade me to come home and forget what had happened. As a result my family had my address. One day I received a registered letter from my brother-in-law D. Suppiah, husband of my second-eldest sister Paruvatham. He sent me a few dollars and urged me to return. He reminded me of the biblical story of the prodigal son. I wrote to thank him and promised I would try to make a success of my life and return home after that.
 
         I bought a pair of canvas shoes and got on the bus to Malacca, hoping to find a job there. I hardly knew anyone, and stayed in a barber shop where one of my friends from the barber’s in Muar was working. Jobs even as a shop assistant were scarce. I returned disappointed.
 
         That was how things stood for this 17-year-old at the end of 1941. I took very little interest in world events, being mostly preoccupied with my own problems and unable to afford newspapers. However, over the horizon events were taking shape which would affect the future direction of my life. Malaya and Singapore were about to be engulfed by war.
 
         3. The coming of war
 
         Muar was abuzz with rumours about the coming war. The authorities were setting up a system of air-raid sirens, and assembling a detachment of air-raid wardens. I heard that recruits would get two sets of uniforms, a pair of leather shoes and a small allowance. I immediately tried to join up, but I was rejected as too small.
 
         Then, I saw an advertisement inviting applications for ‘railway apprentices’. I wrote and received a prompt reply with a railway warrant for me to go to Kuala Lumpur (KL) for an interview. However, to catch the train I had to get to Tampin. I did not have a cent to my name. I asked Nana for a loan. He refused. He was genuinely worried as to how I was going to survive in KL, which seemed to him distant and dangerous, particularly with a war in prospect. He pointed out that I had a roof and food now, whereas I would have nothing in KL. I gave up the idea, and so ended my search for work away from Muar.
         
 
         Days passed. Muar town was still bustling, life going on as though everything was fine. Shops were busy. Cinemas were operating as normal – there were two theatres: the Asiatic Cinema showed English films, and Central Talkies showed Chinese and occasional Tamil films. It seemed to be business as usual at the lawyers’ offices near the ferry point. Beside the main road running close to the banks of the Muar River was the row of houses where the Chettiars were still carrying on their business. That part of town stretching up to the market seemed as active as usual.
 
         Then came news of a Japanese landing up-country. It came to me by word of mouth, as I could not afford a newspaper. We heard that Singapore had been bombed, but people were still fairly relaxed – the general attitude seemed to be that Muar would be spared as there were no troops here other than a detachment of Johore military forces made up of Malays. The talk was that the Japanese would spare Johore, as the Sultan had earlier been decorated by the Japanese emperor. Furthermore, there were a number of Japanese-owned iron mines and rubber estates in Johore.
 
         We were in for a shock. On 11 January 1942 Japanese aircraft attacked Muar with machine-gun fire and a few bombs. I was near the post office when the attack came, and jumped into a roadside drain for safety. I was unscathed and there were no casualties in the immediate area.
 
         From that day onwards, an exodus of people from the town became more and more evident. The rich Chinese had already got out. Slowly, even the poorer families of all races began to desert the place, moving further and further inland to the kampongs off the main roads leading towards Batu Pahat and Bakri (10th mile), where there was a granite quarry. Muar was turning into a ghost town, and there were outbreaks of looting by Chinese, Malays and Indians alike.
 
         A few days after the first Japanese attack, some Indian troops arrived, under the command of British officers. I saw a whole lot of young soldiers who seemed utterly disoriented. Hardly any of them spoke English or even Tamil. I think they were mostly from North India. They spoke a language I could not make out. Some of them plucked up the courage to speak to passers-by, when their officers were out of sight. To my puzzlement, some thought they were in some part of South India, while others thought they were in Assam. A few were Tamils who said they had been told they were going to other parts of India to defend the country against the Japanese. Most of them were young boys who had just joined the army straight from their farms, and had hardly completed their training.
         
 
         Nana and I decided to stay put – we couldn’t think of any other options. My friend Noordin and his family had moved to the interior. They had not asked us to follow as they were not sure if there would be any families that would take them in.
 
         It was clear that an attack on Muar was coming. A detachment of Gurkhas with machine guns saw us in the kampong which, like the rest of the town, was by now virtually deserted. They gestured that we should leave. I tried to tell them in English that we had nowhere to go. Then one of them let off a few rounds of fire at the ground and trees. They chased us away, until they saw us leave the main road towards the Muar football field.
 
         A few days after the bombing, larger numbers of troops began to arrive – Australians and Indians. Many of the Australians had got drunk on looted liquor. I remember them shooting indiscriminately from their vehicles – they hit the house next door, and there was an incident where a child was injured. I do not know whether she survived.
 
         A ship painted with camouflage markings came up the Muar River. It had brought rice for storage in the newly built godowns about two miles out of town. The next morning those people still around were surprised to find it sunk in midstream. This was deliberate, a defensive move against the oncoming Japanese army, expected to appear at any moment on the opposite riverbank from the direction of Malacca. The vessel remained in that state throughout the war years, the rice rotting in its hold. The stench was terrible.
 
         Nana and I had to leave and find a place of shelter. The houses along the coastal road to Batu Pahat, largely Malay homes, were all deserted, the occupants having gone inland to escape the Japanese. People had left in a hurry, leaving behind chickens and furnishings. In one case, washing was still hanging out to dry. I was still quite innocent – I did not fully appreciate the implications of this rushed departure and the fears that lay behind it.
         
 
         A couple of miles out of town at Parit Bakar, on the road to Batu Pahat, we came across a few Indians in a Malay house. They hailed us and asked if we wanted to join them. They did not know us, but seeing us trudging on with our meagre possessions – just a small bundle over our shoulders – they must have realised what we were looking for. We took up their offer.
 
         So for the time being we stayed there, sharing the kampong house. Our housemates were all male, obviously labourers and shop workers. One of them was a little older. He was clearly looked up to by the others, and he assigned tasks. He reminded us all that we were guardians of the place and should therefore see to it that no damage came to the furniture or other household possessions. He suggested that we await the return of the original occupants and then vacate the place after assuring them that we had taken care of their property. We shared whatever vegetables there were and some salted fish, together with some rice, eating one meal each day. My friend Nana was a useful asset to the group as he was a good cook and able to provide us all with hot meals.
 
         The days passed. Muar was by then almost completely deserted. The looting had continued, and I joined my new friends going into town a few times to see what was left in the aftermath – we thought we might be able to find some rice and spices.
 
         One such foray in search of rice had tragic consequences. After we got what we were looking for, we started cycling back along the main road from the town. Suddenly, as we reached the junction close to Muar football field, we heard the air-raid siren. My friend Peer dashed into a wooded area, while I ducked into a drain. At that moment a bomb went off – to begin with I was not sure where it had fallen. When the all-clear sounded, I went across to the area where Peer had gone. There was nothing there but a large crater. He must have suffered a direct hit. For me there was nothing to do but walk on with the rice. I was too young to dwell on what would have happened to me if I had joined Peer on that side of the road.
         
 
         My knowledge of the progress of the war was based purely on rumours. I couldn’t afford to buy newspapers, nor could the people I was with. The radio station was not transmitting, and in any case we had no access to a radio set. Radios were all mains-powered in those days – battery-powered transistor sets were decades away in the future. Apparently the conflict was moving down the Malay peninsula. The word was that the Japanese had landed at Kota Bharu in the northern state of Kelantan, and were making rapid progress. As it turned out, the rumours were correct.
 
         Looking back now on these events many years ago, my attitude then strikes me as extraordinarily fatalistic. I had left home with no great expectation of ever returning or being reunited with my mother and siblings. My response to the coming of the Japanese was, ‘Come what may – let fate take care of it. If death is to come, so be it.’ Perhaps I was too young to recognise the full gravity of the situation. Being Straits-born, I believed like many others that the British would soon take care of the situation and expel the Japanese. I also consoled myself with the thought that, having so little, I had little to lose, compared to many other people. I was just living from day to day.
 
         I did not witness the final capture of Muar by the Japanese on 16 January 1942. The battle was one of the last major confrontations between the Allied troops and the Japanese invading forces. The 45th Indian Infantry Brigade defending Muar was virtually wiped out, and two Australian infantry battalions sent to reinforce it suffered irreplaceable losses.
 
         Rumours began to spread that the Japanese had been seen in the town. We decided to move back a bit closer to the centre, and as a group we occupied another vacant house. The next day, I ventured out and walked towards the corner where my friend Peer had been killed, hoping to see if his body was anywhere around. Near the road junction where the bomb had fallen I came across the body of a European soldier. He must have died days earlier as the stench was unbearable and there were flies all over the corpse. At that moment for the first time I was gripped by fear and the full realisation that I was in a battle zone.
 
         A few days later, close to where we were squatting, a few Malay boys and I met three or four Japanese soldiers on bicycles. They looked pretty fierce to us in their caps with cloth flaps hanging down behind, and rifles slung over their shoulders. They were quite short – in fact no taller than us. They shouted at us: ‘Kora kora!’ We had no clue what this meant and did not know whether to stay put or leave. I assumed they were seeking directions. My friends and I pointed out the way into town.
         
 
         Finally I plucked up courage to go into the town centre myself. Some of the buildings had been burnt out, including a row of Chinese haberdashery shops at the heart of the shopping area, in Second Road (this was how the Chinese referred in Hokkien to the main streets, which were laid out in a grid pattern: First Road, Second Road, etc.). Many areas had been extensively damaged – by whom I had no idea. Most gruesome of all, at some junctions, I saw severed human heads stuck on poles; beneath them were cards bearing what looked to me like Chinese characters. These were intended as grim warnings to would-be looters. There were dead bodies lying around on the ground, some of them civilians, some obviously European soldiers. They all gave off the terrible smell of putrefaction.
 
         In those early days of the Occupation there was little to do, so my routine was to go to the barber shops at the ferry point and while away my time with my barber friends, in particular one by the name of Shanmugam (who later returned to his home town of Taiping, in Perak). I still thought that the British would fight their way back, but my friends were convinced otherwise. One night, while Muar was still blacked out, two or three British planes returned to attack the Japanese-occupied town. I took this to indicate a British effort to recapture it. Unfortunately, all the planes were shot down. After that embarrassing episode my friends would tease me, saying, ‘The British can’t even drop their bombs and go home, so how will they come back and recapture Muar?’
 
         By now it was early February 1942 and there was still no news of Singapore. However, as the month progressed we heard that it had fallen. My friend Veeriah saw possibilities in this new situation. We could cycle all the way to Singapore, taking some things from Muar to sell there. Maybe we could bring some items back from Singapore to sell in Muar. So that is what we decided to do.
         
 
         Three of us made the trip. We had earned a little money from selling cloth we had taken from shops deserted before the Japanese came, and with that we intended to do some business. Veeriah, John and I set off, each carrying packages of dried chilly and some rice. We pedalled our way via Batu Pahat, Ayer Hitam and Simpang Rengam. We reached Kulai at around 8.00 or 9.00 pm and slept the night there in the five-foot-way. The next morning we cycled on towards Johore Bahru.
 
         To get to the Causeway we had to pass a number of Japanese sentry posts. Each time we had to get off our bikes, bow and let ourselves and our belongings be searched. At the Causeway itself we were stopped and told that we could not go on without some sort of permit.
 
         We decided to spend the night in Johore Bahru and try our luck the next day. We spent that night at the Mariamman temple in the heart of town. As we had very little money we begged some food from the priest and went to sleep on the temple floor. The electricity supply was still down and so the town was in pitch darkness. All sorts of explanations for the blackout were offered by those sleeping in the temple, including an imminent British comeback.
 
         In the middle of the night, we were woken up by a loud shriek. The person next to me was screaming – he was delirious and shivering. My friends and I thought he must be having a fever. We tried to find out what was wrong. After lengthy questioning he reluctantly agreed to explain what was troubling him, but only if he had our assurance of secrecy, sworn before the temple deity. We complied, with the temple priest in attendance. He then revealed that he had escaped from a massacre by the Japanese in a rubber estate at Ulu Tiram, on the road to Kota Tinggi. He had been working as a cook for a Eurasian family, who had sought refuge together with other Eurasians in the manager’s bungalow. A truckload of Japanese soldiers arrived, and one of the men in the bungalow shot at them. The Japanese returned fire, and then entered the building firing indiscriminately. He ran to the back of the bungalow and hid in the bushes until the Japanese had gone. Finally, when he went back inside the house he was confronted by a shocking scene of carnage. He was terrified that he might be caught by the Japanese, should they return. He ran out of the estate onto the main road, and after walking some distance hitched a lift to Johore Bahru on a passing lorry.
         
 
         As the only eyewitness, he was afraid of what the Japanese might do to him if he were captured. He kept his story to himself but suffered nightmares, haunted by what he had seen. We reassured him that his secret was safe with us and that we would not tell anyone else about it. He seemed calmer after the temple priest applied some prayer ash on him.
 
         His story was true. Months later I learnt that several prominent Johore Eurasian families, including women and children, had been massacred in that estate. Among them was the family of René van Schoonbeck, a Eurasian from Muar who had stayed behind in Johore Bahru to escape the oncoming Japanese. They all died.
 
         The next day, we went back through Johore Bahru town. At the bridge we saw a Chinese head, stuck by the Japanese on a pole with a placard bearing Chinese characters. We went to the Causeway to try our luck. I managed to plead with a Japanese sentry using a mixture of sign language and Malay, saying that we wanted to return to our families. Terms like ‘Papa’ and ‘Mama’ came in useful. He let us pass.
 
         The Causeway had not yet been fully re-opened. In those days one section consisted of a bridge that could be raised and lowered to let boats through. The British had destroyed it as they retreated into Singapore, but the Japanese had replaced it with a temporary wooden bridge made of planks. Embedded in the road across the Causeway were still some metal, box-like objects intended by the British to slow the Japanese motorised advance. Surprisingly, at the Singapore end, nobody tried to stop us. We cycled down through Bukit Timah and along Braddell Road. At the height of the assault on Singapore on 13/14 February oil storage tanks had been destroyed, and the sky was full of flames and black smoke. According to eyewitnesses, it had looked as if the whole of Singapore was burning. By the time of our arrival, the smoke had largely cleared. There were few signs of battle on Bukit Timah Road. Most of the fighting had taken place at the other side of the Ford factory. There were no burnt-out houses or overturned vehicles – just some cars and trucks abandoned by the roadside.
         
 
         We headed for a kampong at the end of Serangoon Road, just before the junction of MacPherson Road, overlooked by the Spanish-style buildings of St Andrew’s School, in what used to be called Woodsville. Nearby was the road leading to the Alkaff Gardens. In happier times the gardens used to have a Japanese-style bridge and well-laid out walkways with flowerbeds. Now the gardens were little more than a junkyard, full of British military trucks and cars left behind in great disorder.
 
         There was a row of uncompleted buildings on Serangoon Road itself, near the MacPherson Road junction. I gathered that they had been abandoned during the 1930 slump (they were not completed until after the war). From these buildings a gravel pathway led to the kampong, made up of attap houses with some cowsheds and bullock carts. We stayed there in a cowshed next to the house of a relative of my friend Veeriah. We managed to sell everything we had brought.
 
         A few days later, without warning, we heard an enormous explosion. More explosions followed, and they continued for more than a day before subsiding. We decided to cut short our stay and leave for Muar, taking with us some condensed milk and sardines for resale. Only later did we discover that the blasts were coming from a British ammunition dump at the Geylang English School on Geylang Road.
 
         The return trip, like the outward journey, took us more than two days. Our first encounter with a sentry post in Johore Bahru, on the coastal road in front of the Istana, caused us almost a day’s delay. The sentry insisted on confiscating my bicycle, even though it was just an old boneshaker. He gave no reason – he just made it clear with his gestures that he wanted it. I pleaded that I had a long way to go. I even offered him a few of my precious tins of condensed milk that I was intending to resell. He was adamant and made a lot of threatening signs and noises. Just then his superior came up and after further exchanges showed me a bicycle lying a little distance away in the compound of the sentry post. It had a puncture, and seemed useless. However, my friend persuaded me to take it. We pushed it all the way back into town, looking for a bicycle repair shop. By the time we found one and had the puncture patched up for 50 cents, it was almost evening. We stayed the night in Johore Bahru and left again early the next morning. So it was that on a Royal Enfield bicycle (ladies’ model), I made my return to Muar in style.
         
 
         During my short stay in Singapore, I had been tormented by the desire to visit my family, but I resisted. I feared that if I went home, they would never let me leave. I was still determined only to return after I had achieved something in life.
 
         4. Life with the Japanese
 
         Soon after my return from the Singapore trip, while I was passing time with my friends in the barber shop in Muar, a group of Japanese on bicycles came along.
 
         The officer wanted directions to the market. He spoke English and asked one of us to go with him. My friends pointed to me. I got on my bicycle and showed them the market, but the officer insisted that I stay on and help him deal with the fishmonger and the vegetable stallholders, which I did. He seemed friendly. He was correct in his dealings, paying the full asking prices in Japanese military currency. As the days passed he would come by regularly to be taken on his marketing rounds. At the time I could not make out his rank, but I came to know him as ‘Amaya-san’. I found out later that he was a second lieutenant. As duty officer he wore a red sash. His clothes were patched and dirty. Many of the Japanese uniforms were in a bad state, with stitching coming apart.
 
         As we got to know each other better, he invited me to his camp, in bungalows previously occupied by senior government servants. It was in the area known as Tanjong at the mouth of the Muar River. He gave me errands to do, such as buying pineapples and papayas, which the Japanese seemed very fond of. Other soldiers also asked me to buy things. Occasionally they asked for young coconuts. They used to repay me not only in Japanese occupation currency, but also with packets of Japanese cigarettes. These became the basis of my daily earnings, as cigarettes fetched good money in the black market. After some time, my business grew. I had a regular arrangement with a Chinese fruit seller, who would get me what I wanted, and after I had concluded my transactions with the soldiers in the camp he would collect his money. British and Japanese currencies were still interchangeable. We had not yet spotted one fatal flaw on the Japanese notes: they were not numbered, which contributed to the hyperinflation that afflicted us towards the end of the Occupation.
         
 
         The area around the bungalows was barricaded with barbed-wire fencing. Access was limited to Japanese personnel. Amaya-san introduced me to some of his soldiers. He spoke to them in Japanese, and I had no idea what was being said. He gave me an armband and a document in Japanese, with an embossed seal at the bottom, and told me to show it to the sentry whenever I sought entry into the camp each morning. So each day I would come and ask him if there were any chores to be done.
 
         In the process I became well-known to his company, running errands not only for him but also for his soldiers, who were only allowed to go into town once a week from 10.00 am to 5.00 pm to sit around in a coffee-shop, or take a few photographs. I made a reasonable income, more than enough for my daily keep and with something to spare. Communication with the soldiers was largely through sign language, other than the names of the fruits they wanted – banana, papaya and so forth.
         
 
         One day, very casually, Amaya-san asked why I was not learning Japanese. I did not have an answer. Firstly, studying would have meant giving up the opportunity to earn some good money, which I could not afford to do. Another reason was that I expected the British to return sooner rather than later. When I hesitated, he thought for a while and asked for my nationality. That was the first time in my life that I had been faced with the question of ‘nationality’. Up to now I had taken pride in my British nationality, being a Straits-born Indian. I kept quiet, as I was not sure how he would take to my British status. I was afraid I might be put in prison.
 
         He then asked about my late father and my mother. He asked if they were Malay or Chinese or Indian. I said ‘Indian’. He then asked why I learnt English. This was another question I had never thought about before. ‘To earn a living,’ I replied. He then asked why I could not learn Japanese for the same reason, as the Japanese were going to be around ‘for some time’. He smiled and left.
         
 
         The next time I saw Amaya-san, he brought along an English-Japanese dictionary published by Sanseido (the Japanese equivalent to a pocket Oxford dictionary), and said that I would find it useful. The Japanese words were printed in romanised script. Thereafter I used it to pick words necessary for communication with my customers, the soldiers. I tried to understand how they spoke. Gradually I had a smattering of words that I could use and slowly learnt to imitate their way of speaking. Just by listening to them I began to understand the syntax, which seemed similar to Tamil and I tried to find the Japanese words for the things they wanted me to buy, and the price. With the use of the dictionary I managed to string some sentences together. I began to get the hang of the language.
 
         I began to have real conversations with the soldiers, often noting words they used and asking Amaya-san what they meant. Recognising my difficulty he then presented me with another Sanseido dictionary, Japanese-English. I seriously began developing my skill in Japanese though my language was initially crude and colloquial. It became much easier to take on more chores and earn more money, buying and selling fruit and cigarettes.
 
         After a few weeks, Amaya-san took me to see his boss and other officers of his company, who were sharing the same bungalow. I met the head, a lieutenant in rank. Under him were Amaya-san and two other officers. There was one other second lieutenant, and another man, possibly equivalent to an ‘officer under training’. The senior officer’s name was Kokubu (later in Japan he was known as Kunibu). He was older than the others, and conducted himself with a certain sternness and dignity. He maintained a distance. He never raised his voice, yet he seemed to command the respect of his men and was able to get things done.
 
         The company consisted of members of the Imperial Guard from Tokyo. They were very different from the garrison troops who came later. Many of them were university graduates, and spoke a little English.
 
         Kokubu had an orderly, a young soldier by the name of Maruyama, who dealt with all his chores. When he wanted to see someone, this orderly would call the person. Initially I was in awe of the lieutenant, but he treated me well. He would just smile and ask me if I had taken food. Sometimes he would ask Maruyama to give me something to eat. It was then that I began acquiring a taste for miso soup and Japanese pickles.
         
 
         In due course Kokoubu asked if I could find someone to clean up the compound of the camp. He said he could not pay any money but would provide some rice instead. I found two Indians, who I knew were British Army deserters, usually to be found sleeping in the five-foot-way in Muar town. Most Indians in Muar knew them and their situation, but did not reveal their true identity to others. They were willing to work for just a meal. I had to explain that the work would be inside the Japanese garrison compound, but in fact that was the safest place for them as they would be out of the public eye during the day. I told them that they would have to be satisfied with payment in the form of food but that, if I could, I would try to find them a place to sleep in the compound once the Japanese were comfortable with them. They spoke only Tamil, and so I was their only means of communication with the Japanese soldiers in charge of the maintenance of the compound. They were very hardworking and slogged from morning to nightfall. They had more than two meals a day and were given cigarettes and food to take home. My regret is that I cannot recall their names. (Later in the Occupation, I learnt that they had joined the Indian National Army).
 
         Thus I became indispensable to Lieutenant Kokubu’s company. As I watched the camp’s activities, I could see that Kokubu was a very private person. He hardly left his quarters. Once a week, when his men had their day off, he would invite me to cycle with him through town. Occasionally he would visit a Chinese eating shop and order a plate of noodles for himself and one for me. He would write his order down on a piece of paper, as the Chinese could understand the characters. Each time he would carefully count the money, leaving the change. Whenever I reminded him to pick up the change, he would just say, ‘For them.’ My spoken Japanese had begun to improve, so he spoke only Japanese and that helped me increase my vocabulary.
 
         One day, Lieutenant Kokubu asked me to follow him and his men on a long bicycle trip. He did not reveal where or how long the trip would be. He just said they were on a work assignment to build something. Early in the morning, before sunrise, I set out with him and some 50–60 of his men. We cycled some 10 miles, until we almost reached the small village of Bakri. About a mile before the town, we stopped outside a small government bungalow, which I later learnt had been built for the Public Works Department (PWD) overseer there. It had a sizeable compound, part of it slightly raised. The men went about clearing the undergrowth and shrubs. There was a pervasive stench in the air. I had no idea where it came from.
         
 
         For most of the time I sat with the lieutenant in the shade and interpreted for him and his men whenever they had questions or instructions for a contingent of Indian workers who were also working on the site. They told me they were part of a PWD workforce doing road maintenance, and had been mobilised by the Japanese for this project. They said the smell came from the bodies of soldiers killed in the pitched battle between the Japanese and Australian forces three to four months earlier, the last major stand of the British and Allied troops before Singapore actually fell.
 
         We made two or three such visits, and the place began to take shape. Grass was planted and so were a few flowering shrubs, which the soldiers and the Indian labourers were able to gather in the vicinity. Finally a huge log carved with a Japanese inscription was brought to the site and planted on a cement base. I did not ask then what the purpose of the exercise was, but learnt later that it was a war memorial to those who had fought and died at Bakri. I assumed it was only to commemorate the Japanese.
 
         It was during one of those visits that the lieutenant gave me some advice which was to stand me in good stead for the rest of the Japanese occupation and also in later life. While under the shade of a tree, eating rice from a Japanese food package or bento, he said (in Japanese) that he wanted to ‘teach’ me something. He said that I was a young boy and that I was not Japanese. I had many years ahead of me and I had to be careful. I did not quite see what he meant. He went on to say that in Japan, children of my age would not be allowed to smoke. I said I did not smoke, and he said that made him happy. He said that I should not also drink sake (which in Japanese refers to alcohol in general). Then he became very serious and said this war was not my war and that it had nothing to do with me. So I should grow up as a good young man. He wanted me to remember that because of my ability to speak Japanese and my interaction with him and his officers, there would always be people who would ask me to help them and do ‘bad things’ (warui koto). He said I should be careful not to do that, even if those people were going to be angry with me. He said I must always ask my conscience (kimochi) if anything I am asked to do is right or wrong. That was it. The war gave me many occasions to remember this advice, when people tried to persuade me to do things that would make me rich or get someone in trouble.
         
 
         There was not much to do in the evenings in occupied Johore state. The only entertainment, apart from the cinemas that featured pre-war Chinese, English and occasionally Tamil films, was to be found in the amusement parks that operated in almost every town. They were modelled on the New World amusement park which had opened in Singapore in the 1920s, albeit on a smaller scale. There was Malay ronggeng, dancing and theatre. There you could buy snacks at food stalls and take part in games of chance. The so-called casino was the most lucrative business. It was essentially a daily lottery called ‘36 Numbers’. A number was opened each day at sunset, and everyone looked forward eagerly to it, hoping for a win. All these centres were owned and operated by Chinese businessmen with good Japanese connections – they would keep their Japanese patrons happy with monthly cash payments, pre-war branded watches, and even ‘mistresses’.
         
 
         Sometime in 1943, when I was posted to the police district in Muar, one request came from Chua Song Lim, of Sungei Mati, a town across the river near Tangkak. He pestered me repeatedly to apply pressure on the ‘casino’ operator in Muar with a view to finding out in advance the winning number in each day’s draw. I refused and after a while he stopped getting in touch. After the war he went on to be a prominent figure in Malaysian politics, ending up in the cabinet.
 
         By 1943 Chinese influence over Japanese officials and businessman was commonplace. As Japanese trading companies established branches in Johore Bahru, they needed the Chinese to do the buying and selling and also to gather the sheets of raw rubber from smallholders in the outlying areas. Robert Kuok was on the staff of the Mitsubishi company branch in Johore Bahru town, earning a living as everyone was.
         
 
         There was plenty of temptation – I was not earning very much and the people who wanted to lead me astray reacted badly when I refused. However, Kokubu’s advice gave me the determination to stand up and face people, and this proved crucial later, after the Japanese surrender and during the period of British Military Administration (BMA). I was not subjected to accusations of misconduct at a time when there was much settling of scores and arbitrary punishments were meted out to those who had committed serious misdeeds or collaborated with the Japanese in their misdeeds. It would have been so easy to have been led astray by a false sense of power and a desire for popularity.
 
         Towards the end of our association, Lieutenant Kokubu said to me, ‘Be careful with power. It can sway one’s head. Use power sparingly. If something can be done without using it so much the better. Only use power when absolutely necessary.’ I found this piece of advice invaluable when working with people in my later career.
 
         One day Lieutenant Kokubu asked me to take him to a tailor, and there he ordered a khaki shirt. After he was measured he asked the tailor to measure me for a shirt. This took me by surprise, and I was very touched. This had not happened to me in a long while. For a total stranger to offer me a gift in such a casual manner was totally unexpected. The memory of that kind gesture remains etched in my mind.
 
         One day, through his orderly Maruyama, Lieutenant Kokubu asked me to go and see him. I went to his room. He sat me down, poured me a soft drink, and said that he wanted to ask me a favour, but was not sure if I would be willing to help. It seemed that the company had to go up-country for two or three months to somewhere not too far away and not unsafe. He needed someone to interpret for him in Malay. He would have a Japanese interpreter who would only interpret into English, and anyway would be in another town and not always be available – he would have to come from many miles away. Where the company was going Malay would be more useful. He asked if I would accompany him. He could not pay me a salary, but would feed me and give a little money from his own salary, which he said was only about 50 dollars.
         
 
         I was excited about travelling to this mysterious land. As I was not beholden to anybody, I felt free to make up my own mind. I said I would go, if he could be sure of having me returned to Muar when I was no longer needed. He asked if I had to ask anyone’s permission. I explained that my mother was away in Singapore and I was in Muar on my own to earn a living.
 
         So, a few weeks later, I joined a convoy of trucks which crossed the Muar River and drove up to Kuala Lumpur. There we spent the night in a railway godown. I still did not know where we were going. We continued the journey and arrived at Kuala Lipis, and I realised we were in the state of Pahang. The next day the convoy drove on and reached the Pahang River at Jerantut, which could not be crossed as the water was moving too fast to be forded, and the ferry, normally pulled across the river by a cable, was not operating. Kokubu then told us we were heading for Kuantan, where we were to be stationed.
 
         In Kuantan he occupied a bungalow in the hospital compound, sharing it with Second Lieutenant Amaya. I had a little place at the back, which I shared with his orderly, and another man by the name of Tonguri with whom I became close friends. My tasks did not amount to much. Each day I had to accompany his purchasing team and help them bargain for their supplies. I also went along to the power station, to the district office and to other offices when things had to be sorted out. After a few days I met a few Chettiars who invited me to take my meals with them whenever I felt like eating Indian food. This was very welcome, and I often took up that offer during the stay in Kuantan, which lasted about two months.
 
         About a week after we arrived, Lieutenant Kokubu told me that he was going to the royal town of Pekan to pay his respects to the Sultan. He asked me to go along, as he did not think his official interpreter would understand Malay. I said I was sure the Sultan could speak English, and even if he could not there would be officials there who could. Kokubu could sense my reluctance. He asked point-blank if I was afraid to see the Sultan. I said that I had never seen or spoken to anyone of such eminence, let alone a member of Malay royalty. He assured me that the visit would not be difficult as he was only going to pay his respects and ask for the loan of one of the Sultan’s cars. He needed a car – he could not be using an army lorry every time he wanted to call on officials in Kuantan or outlying areas such as Kuala Lipis, then the capital of Pahang. He gave me another valuable piece of advice. He said the Sultan was just another man, and unless I was going to harm him, he was not going to do harm to me. He said, ‘Whatever mistakes you may make by accompanying me or interpreting for me, the Sultan is not going to kill you. The worst thing that could ever happen is someone taking away your life – this the Sultan is not likely to do. So there is no reason to be afraid.’
         
 
         He went on: ‘In life, whenever you are faced with such a situation and what you seek to do is not intended to be harmful or unkind to others, always ask this question: am I Iikely to be killed for doing what is right? If that is not going to happen, then you should do your duty and speak up or do what you have to do. But always do so politely.’
 
         My visit to the Sultan next day went well. The Sultan’s private secretary, a veterinary surgeon, met us in Pekan, where there was a river to be crossed. He spoke good English. I was relieved, as I did not know how to address the Sultan in proper Court Malay. The day passed without mishap, and Sultan Abu Bakar Riayatuddin, father of the current Sultan Ahmad Shah of Pahang, spoke kindly to me, even asking me to come by if I could. He expressed the hope that I might be able to interpret for him, if he had to deal with other Japanese. Whether he was being serious or just polite I was not sure. The opulence of the surroundings and the range of dishes put before me at lunch overwhelmed me. The Sultan gave Lieutenant Kokubu one of his automobiles, with sufficient petrol to take us to Kuantan. It was a large American car, a Hupmobile (the make was quite prestigious some years before the war, although it ceased production in 1940). Lieutenant Kokubu thanked him profusely, bowing as if to a superior, and offered to send him two 44-gallon barrels of petrol (which he did first thing the next morning), and more if required. At breakfast the next day Kokubu asked me how I felt about the visit, saying, ‘He didn’t kill you, did he?’ I acknowledged that he did not.
 
         After a few more weeks in Kuantan, I was told that we were going back to Muar. Before our return, Lieutenant Kokubu ordered that the car that he had borrowed be returned to the Sultan, together with a few additional drums of petrol. Before the party went to Pekan with the car, he asked me to communicate with the Sultan on the telephone and thank him for his generosity. He also asked me to say that he had kept the car in tip-top condition and that those barrels of petrol were the only form of repayment he could offer in return for the Sultan’s kindness. I conveyed the message to the Sultan’s private secretary, who called the next day acknowledging the return of the car, which had been well-serviced, and saying how much the Sultan also appreciated the supply of petrol, which he said was then ‘more valuable than gold’.
         
 
         We returned to Muar. For a further few weeks, I followed my previous routine, but now I was being paid a salary. Lieutenant Kokubu had persuaded the garrison commander, a Major Meshiba, to give me a regular stipend of 30 dollars per month. In return I was to help the garrison’s official interpreter whenever he needed to deal with the local district officer, a Dato’ Othman, in connection with services needed by the garrison, such as sanitation, electric power and water connections.
 
         Two or three months passed. One morning Lieutenant Kokubu told me that he had sad news. His regiment was pulling out from Muar and moving to another country, which he could not name. He said there was not going to be a replacement garrison and he wondered what I would do. I said that I would try to make myself useful, perhaps in one of the government offices, as many of the Malay officers did not know any Japanese and had appreciated my services. He did not say anything, but a few days before his departure he asked me to come to him the next day properly dressed, rather early in the morning. He wanted me to accompany him somewhere. I turned up on time and we cycled into town. He did not say where we were headed, but he obviously had a specific building in mind.
 
         We arrived at a three-storey building by the riverfront, which housed a Japanese company. As the signboard was in kanji characters, I couldn’t read it – my ability to read Japanese was elementary, confined to katakana and a little hiragana.
         
 
         He asked me to wait at the office counter, while he went in to see a Japanese civilian, one Araai-san, a bespectacled gentleman in a long-sleeved shirt. He was taken aback by the visit from Kokubu – this was obvious from way he greeted his guest – and he stood standing respectfully until Kokubu motioned him to be seated. They kept looking back in my direction as they talked. Finally Lieutenant Kokubu indicated that I should join them. In Japanese, he introduced me to Mr Araai, the company manager, and asked me to show my respect by bowing. I did so and Araai invited me to sit down. He asked me in Japanese if I could read and write English and also if I spoke Malay. Then he said that I should come to his office the next day and start work. He said my job would be to help him interact with his staff – an elderly Chinese, whom he called ‘Ah Seng’, and another clerk who read and wrote Chinese. The office was new, having been established a month or so earlier.
         
 
         Lieutenant Kokubu and I went back to the camp. There he told me that I should take care of myself and do my work dutifully. He said that I should be honourable and that he had every confidence that I would live up to his expectations and grow up to be a ‘good person’. He said he would be leaving the next day and was happy that he had been able to do something for me in return for the many kindnesses I had shown him and his men.
 
         His parting words were ‘Sekinin wo hattase’ (Do your duty), and without further ado he turned round and went back to his room. This struck me as rather abrupt at the time. As I grew older I realised that he had probably felt a little emotional, wondering what would befall someone so young, caught in the uncertainty of war. I learnt many years later that he was always worried about what might happen to me if and when the war ended with the defeat of Japan.
 
         Early the next morning before I went to my new place of work, I cycled to the camp to pay my final respects and see the army leaving. To my surprise I found the site completely deserted, with the barbed-wire fencing all removed. Kokubu and his men must have left the previous night. Maruyama, the orderly, and my friend Tonguri had given no hint that this was planned. Many years later I met Tonguri in Japan, who said that Kokubu had told them not to mention anything as I would be upset.
         
 
         More than a year later while in Muar, I had a telephone call from Kokubu in Singapore (then known as Syonan). I could not believe my ears. He was in transit on his way back to Japan. He had been involved in a truck accident in the ‘south’ (he did not say exactly where), had injured his leg badly and was being sent back for treatment in Tokyo. I wondered how he managed to trace me. He said that the company where he had found me a job had told him that I was no longer with them and referred him to the police department in Johore Bahru, who had in turn given him my contact number. He asked how I was and said that he was glad I had found myself a good job. He reminded me of his earlier advice and expressed the hope that we could meet again some day when the war was over. He said he was sending me a note with his address and rang off. I received the note in the post a few days later from Singapore. I kept it in my wallet from the day I received it and it stayed there right through the post-war years. In the 1950s it enabled me to trace him in Japan, and I was able to return it to him when we finally met again in the 1960s (see Appendix).
 
         5. A new job
 
         I arrived for work in my new job in Muar. I reported to Araai, who told me to take the table next to him as I would be working more or less as his personal aide. I answered his telephone calls, especially when they were in a language other than Japanese. He told me that I would be paid 100 dollars per month, a handsome sum at a time when prices were still about the same as at the beginning of the Japanese occupation, when Japanese currency was trading on par with British Malayan currency. I was also able to take Japanese-language calls in his absence. For a month or so there was not much to do. I turned up in the morning and went home in the evening after Araai returned to his apartment upstairs in the same building.
 
         After that work began to pick up. The main focus of the Tokyo Kyuko Transport Company was to build up a fleet of haulage trucks. Initially it had only one three-tonner. Ah Seng, the elderly but tough-looking chief broker, was then travelling frequently out of Muar town, looking for trucks that were lying idle, in kampongs and on rubber estates in the Muar, Batu Pahat and Segamat districts where they had been hidden away. He would find the owners and persuade them to sell. As the vehicles were non-runners, without petrol and in a state of disrepair, he would first bargain in Hokkien and then return to Muar. Then he would arrange for Araai to visit the location and do the final deal. In most cases there was very little bargaining and Araai would settle with money peeled off a bundle of Japanese currency he carried with him. The owners were happy to get rid of their vehicles, which, in the absence of petrol, were just rotting anyway. After the purchase, Ah Seng would follow up a few days later using the company’s truck, either bringing fuel so as to get the new acquisition running, or to tow it if it really was not in running order.
         
 
         I was pretty sure Ah Seng was making money from both sides – from seller and buyer. I travelled to various parts of Muar, Batu Pahat, Segamat and Kluang districts with Araai, who would insist that when the price was being negotiated Ah Seng should not be within earshot – he suspected that Ah Seng was doing underhand deals with the owners, jacking up prices, knowing that the company would pay whatever was asked.
 
         As Araai developed confidence in me he would even take me on his private trips to Malacca and Singapore, staying in the same relatively luxurious hotels as he used himself. These were my first experiences of well-furnished hotels – among them the Adelphi Hotel in North Bridge Road, which during the war was reserved for Japanese on official duties. Standing near the cathedral on the site of today’s Adelphi shopping centre, it was one of the leading hotels of its day.
 
         During one of those trips, when we were staying at the Adelphi, I saw a Malay gentleman, in a white, bush jacket-style sharkskin suit and a songkok of the kind Malays then called ‘Songkok Rajah’. Sharkskin was very much the vogue at that time. He was an impressive figure, with a baton under one arm. I asked the hotel receptionist who he was. The answer was ‘Sukarno, from Indonesia’. Sukarno, I learnt later, was the leader of the Partai Nasionalis Indonesia (PNI). Although he was not at this stage the dominant figure he became later, and was not widely known in Malaya, he was escorted by a retinue of Japanese and Javanese personalities. He had been indirectly influential in the formation of the radical Malay party, the Kesatuan Melayu Muda (KMM, or ‘Young Malays Union’ in English). This group had collaborated with the Japanese at the beginning of the war, and promoted the notion of a political union embracing the whole Malay archipelago, including Malaya. In 1942, the name ‘Indonesia’ was not yet generally used (we still referred to the ‘Dutch East Indies’); however, in Malaya and Singapore we were introduced to it through the commentaries to the political propaganda films shown by the Japanese. Sukarno’s notion of Indonesia Raya (Greater Indonesia) lay at the root of the Confrontation with independent Malaysia some two decades later.
         
 
         A couple of months later, in early 1943, Araai told me that he would be moving to Batu Pahat, to establish a new branch. Here the main task would be to get business for the lorry fleet that the company had now assembled in Muar and Batu Pahat. He asked me to come with him. We located a building at the junction of Jalan Rahmat, on the main road leading to the ferry. It took about a month to have it refurbished, with counters on the ground floor and accommodation upstairs. We stayed in a Chinese hotel in the meantime.
 
         After two or three months at the most, Araai told me that his superior, a Japanese by the name of Uchida, who was responsible for the whole state of Johore, wanted me posted to the headquarters as he badly needed someone to help in the office, someone who understood Japanese. So I moved to Johore Bahru. There my position was special assistant to the manager. The head office was then in Jalan Segget, opposite the town market then. In Johore Bahru, the company ran not only lorries but a fleet of taxis too.
 
         Once in Johore Bahru, I was given accommodation in the house of my Japanese boss in the Spanish-style buildings facing the Straits of Johore. These belonged to the Sultan of Johore, and they stand out even today as one drives along Jalan Straits View towards Istana Bukit Serene. However, I found this a bit too remote from town, and so I decided to rent a room at 51 Jalan Meldrum, near the railway station. I had also arranged for Nana, who had looked after me during those years, to move to Johore Bahru, and share a room in town, which I occupied whenever I could.
 
         Some months later, in July 1943, I got word that my sister had married. The husband of one of my cousins got in touch with a friend of mine called Rama – a school teacher in pre-war Muar – and asked how they could reach me. I borrowed a car and met them in Batu Pahat and drove them to Muar. Don’t worry about the scolding, they said, come visit your mother. I said it was not the scolding – I don’t want to hurt her. They said don’t worry. So one day I went to my cousin’s house in Race Course Lane and we all went to meet my mother, and that was my reunion with her and my sister. My brother was still small then. All my mother said was, ‘You have come, my dear.’ Later she said, ‘Keep coming.’ She didn’t discourage me from returning to Johore, she just said, ‘Come back more often.’
         
 
         After I was with the transport company for a month or more in Johore Bahru, I was asked to go to the police station to sort out some registration problems concerning the company’s trucks and taxis. The police building also housed the Vehicles Registration Office, which, as I discovered, was a branch within the police administration. In Japanese it was called the Hoan-ka or Kotsu-ka, and was on the ground floor of the police building facing the Causeway, where the police station remains to this day.
         
 
         Arriving at the registration office, I found that the difficulty was being caused by the chief clerk, Mr Ratnam, a tall, thin, rather haughty individual, greatly feared by anyone seeking to register a vehicle. He was always puffing on a cigarette, issuing threats and shouting at everybody. The people at the counter told me that he tended to favour those with large vehicle fleets, who would bribe him with money and women. They pointed to the gold rings on his fingers, which were indeed numerous and eye-catching. He was apparently the only person who could approach the Japanese boss, a civilian who wore the uniform of the Gunseikanbu (civilian officers of the Japanese military administration). Ratnam was a terror, as I found out.
         
 
         I remember my first direct contact with him. I called out from the counter asking if I could come in to speak with him. His shouted response was sprinkled with four-letter words. I decided I had had enough of that and decided to try to see his Japanese superior. I located the officer’s room in the police headquarters next door in the same building and knocked at his swing door. I heard a response, ‘Hai’ (Yes), and went in. The man behind the table was of medium build, in uniform, and smoked a cigarette through a holder. He looked up at me rather fiercely. However, before he could raise his voice, I spoke to him in Japanese and apologised for interrupting him. This took him aback and with a smile he asked what I wanted. I told him about the company’s problem. He seemed more amused by my Japanese than anxious to get rid of me. After asking where I had learnt to speak the language, he called in Ratnam and, in not very good Malay, told him to deal with my requests. If there were any problems they should be referred immediately to himself.
         
 
         Ratnam looked daggers. When we got to his table, he mumbled angrily, something about teaching me a lesson for going over his head. I interrupted and told him that if he continued to be difficult I would go back to his Japanese boss (ka-cho, or departmental head). Very soon, his superior came out to see how I was getting on. He asked me to come to his room and asked Ratnam to follow once he had sorted out my problems. Then he received me in a kindly way again, asked when I had joined the company, how much I was paid and what exactly I did. As I was to find out later, he had his reasons for asking.
         
 
         After this encounter, I was often sent to have business transacted in that office, and I got to know the Japanese officer better. His name was Ura. He was a member of the Japanese civilian police wing of the administration, seconded from Japan for service in Malaya. He took me to see his superiors, among them the inspector-general of police (IGP) for the state of Johore – a military colonel by the name of Tokizawa, a rather elderly but friendly man. I became something of a showpiece for Ura. From time to time, he would call me from the company into the police station to help translate any special instructions he wanted to give to the local Malay police officers. What I did not know was that this was creating tensions between him and Uchida.
 
         One day I could sense a great deal of activity among the Japanese in the company although nothing was being said to me – I was being kept out of the discussions. In fact I was told to go and sit outside Uchida’s room in the general office. There was also much to-ing and fro-ing between the company’s senior Japanese people and police headquarters. The next day, I was told that the company had been asked to suspend operations, while ‘certain problems’ were being sorted out at a higher level. For this reason all the Johore Bahru-based Japanese officers of the company had to leave the state. I had to go along with them. I assumed I was needed for interpretation work.
         
 
         That evening we moved across the Causeway to a flat at the corner of Newton Circus in Singapore. It was all still a mystery and the following day I plucked up the courage to ask Uchida what was happening. Everyone seemed to be upset.
 
         I learnt that I was the centre of a storm, a dispute raging between the Johore police department and the company. Ura had asked for me to be released by the company so I could work for him and the IGP, and the company had been reluctant to agree. Apparently, harsh words had been exchanged, as a result of which Ura had used his powers to require the company to shut down its operations and get out of his jurisdiction. The company must have come under his administrative oversight as the licensing officer for vehicles. Moreover, his action had the IGP’s blessing.
 
         I must have stayed in Singapore in the Newton apartment for three or four days, when I was told that everything had been sorted out by the company’s higher-ups in Singapore, who were in overall charge of operations for the whole of Malaya. They had decided that we could all go back to Johore Bahru.
 
         On my return I was told that I was to be given to the police department to serve Ura and the inspector-general and that a date would be fixed for my move to police headquarters. At no time while all this was going on were my wishes consulted neither was I told on what terms I would be going to my new job. In the event the police paid me the same salary as the company.
 
         And so I entered the employment of the Japanese civilian police (Keimubu), in which I stayed for the rest of the war, until the Japanese surrender.
         
 
         6. Inside the Japanese administration of Johore
 
         I reported for work with the police department. Ura welcomed me warmly – but said nothing of the dispute with the company. My first task was to help him with some routine translations for the Malay head of the Johore Bahru police district. The latter was a short, stubby Malay officer, who had held a very senior rank in the police before the war. Although I was very young and he had no need to pay me any particular attention, in fact he was very considerate. He said he welcomed my arrival, which would save him a lot of trouble in dealing with the Japanese officers, who could speak neither Malay nor English.
         
 
         Ura took me straightaway to see the most senior Malay police officer for the entire state of Johore. He was a kind old man, by the name of Dato’ Musa, who gave me a similar welcome. The Dato’ confirmed that the local police officers were having great difficulty communicating with their Japanese colleagues.
 
         A few days after my introduction at the working level to local officers, Ura asked me to accompany him to see the IGP, Colonel Tokizawa. It was then that I met for the first time a young constable and orderly to the IGP, Sulaiman Ninam Shah (he was destined for greater things – later he became Tun Sulaiman, and general chairman of the UMNO General Assembly in Malaysia). Ura explained to his superior that he had brought the young man over whom they had so much difficulty with the Tokyo Kyuko company. The IGP, a jovial type, welcomed me and asked me to sit in an office next to his, as he might also need my help sometimes when he had to speak to local officers. I nodded and withdrew.
 
         Soon, Ura came out and I asked him what I should do. He said the IGP was the boss and I should do whatever he asked. However, from time to time, he (Ura) and others might call me up and I should respond, keeping the IGP informed of my absence through his orderly. The IGP asked me to stay at his residence at Bukit Jepun, a pre-war name for the area where government quarters for high Johore officials were located (and still are). I was given a comfortable room and told that I could have all my meals there. If necessary, he would call me. (In fact I continued to take most meals with Nana, back at the room in Jalan Meldrum.) I worked under three Japanese IGPs over time – they struck me as rather polished people, well-presented, and accustomed to exercising authority. They never raised their voices.
 
         As the days passed, I became useful to a host of local and Japanese officers at state and district levels. As the only interpreter I was kept busy. Apart from Ura, the senior Malay officers were the most frequent users of my services. For a couple of months after I joined I often worked for the chief police officer of the Johore Bahru police district, whose title in Japanese was ‘Johore Bahru Keisatsushocho’. Sadly I cannot recall his name, try as I may. When he went to attend an important meeting of Japanese police officers at Kuala Kangsar, Perak, convened by the headquarters of the Japanese occupation administration, he was killed in an anti-Japanese ambush.
         
 
         For as long as I worked with the police, I bore in mind the advice Lieutenant Kokubu had given me earlier – it would have been very easy to have developed a swollen head, puffed up by the influence I undoubtedly wielded with the Japanese and the fact that local officials depended on me. However, I was in an unusual position, able to observe from the inside the operations of both the Johore state civil administration and the police during the Japanese occupation, and a general description of the set-up may be of interest here.
 
         The Sultan of Johore was based in Johore Bahru throughout the war. Although he had no role in the administration, the Japanese did show deference and left him alone at the palace in Pasir Pelangi. Bukit Serene, a royal residence in Johore Bahru completed before the war, was used by Japanese generals visiting or in transit through the town. From time to time the Sultan made trips to Singapore. He was given all the courtesies at the Causeway, without needing to stop or seek clearance. Arrangements for his passage were routinely set up through the Japanese governor’s office. The special treatment afforded to the Sultans in general was the work of Marquis Tokugawa, who held the position of advisor to the Japanese administration on matters relating to them.
 
         The administration of Malaya – the Gunseikanbu or Central Malayan Military Administration – reported to the Japanese Army, but was run chiefly by civilians, and it made use of most of the apparatus of the pre-war administrations of the Malay States. In Johore state, initially there were only a handful of senior Japanese officers in the administration, and they were concentrated in Johore Bahru.
         
 
         At the head of the state administration was the Japanese governor or Chokang. Gunseikanbu administrators held ranks that matched military equivalents. The governor’s rank was equivalent to general. He was referred to as ‘Johore-Shu Chokang’. Johore had the same governor throughout the Occupation, a short man of slender build who hardly made any public appearances or speeches. Below him was a Japanese ‘administration department’ or Somuka, responsible for the general running of the state from the governor’s office. Also in the governor’s office (the Chokanbu) was the office of the ‘custodian of enemy properties’.
         
 
         The civil administration reported to the governor as did most of the departments normally associated with local government. The police were notionally under the governor, but they were more independent, and reported in effect to the central Gunseikanbu at Kuala Kangsar, which was in charge of Malaya and Sumatra, through the Japanese IGP.
         
 
         Throughout the war the Gunseikanbu in Johore at both state and district levels operated mostly in English, occasionally in Malay, as did the police at officer level. The Japanese communicated with one another directly in Japanese, and local departmental employees were not privy to what was being reported by their Japanese superiors. In some cases the Japanese used Chinese clerks to copy documents for them – those with good kanji writing skills were much in demand. I know that local staff in the police department were not privy to what the Japanese were saying in their reports to their superiors, and I suspect the same was true of the Malay state officials heading the local administration. The education department ran a teachers’ training school, with a couple of Japanese-language teachers from Japan. This was located in another part of town, in the former Trade School. Yaacob, brother of Malaysian politician Musa Hitam, was a member of the staff there, as were my wife-to-be and her sister.
         
 
         Immediately after the arrival of the Japanese there was an initiative by the KMM. They ordered that everybody must speak Malay and everything by way of communication must be in Malay. To everybody’s surprise the Japanese intervened, stopped it, and official communications in Johore carried on in English. So far as day-to-day running of the state was concerned, and all the associated administration such as utility bills, or inter-departmental correspondence – that was all in English. The situation was similar in Singapore. As a consequence we did not lose our facility in the English language.
         
 
         Much of my time was spent at the police headquarters in the government offices building on the hill. In my capacity as interpreter, I got to know many of the Malay departmental heads well. They often needed me to interpret in their dealings with Japanese officers and other visitors. Some of them were quite protective towards me, and this proved invaluable later when they were back in power after the end of British military administration in 1946.
 
         While all the departments, under their Malay heads, came under the jurisdiction of the governor’s office, they were in practice operating autonomously, and the state continued to be run largely by a civil administration in mostly Malay hands. Malay locals in high positions had been senior officers in the Sultan’s state administration pre-war. The Mentri Besar and the state secretary, who had both been prominent members of the Sultan’s pre-war court, held their offices. The mentri besar was Ungku Abdul Aziz (uncle of Professor Ungku Aziz, former vice-chancellor of the University of Malaya), who remained in the post until well after the end of the war and into the British Military Administration. At the local level, Malay district officers administered each district and reported to the state administration – even before the war, Malays had occupied these positions in Johore.
 
         The bureaucracy, including the offices of the mentri besar and the state secretary, was housed in the Government Office Building (the Johore Shu Seicho) in Johore Bahru, where it remained, until moved recently to Nusajaya. The tower of the government office building bore the marks of artillery fire directed by the British from Singapore, although it had been repaired – in fact you can still see traces of the repairs.
         
 
         On the same site were the usual administrative arms such as the land office, the Johore Bahru district office, the treasury and the food control office, the harbour office, the headquarters of the public works department, and others.
 
         Certain departments operated independently of the rest of the state administration, for instance the transport department (which was hived off from the police a few months after I joined). It was involved in vehicle licensing and related functions. Though it was headed by a Japanese, its officers were predominantly Chinese and Indian. J.B. Jeyaretnam, who later headed the Workers’ Party, was like me an interpreter working there. A propaganda department, also headed by a Japanese, was located in the same building. It organised road shows and disseminated propaganda. P. Ramasamy, later with NTUC (National Trades Union Congress), was a Japanese-language interpreter in that department.
         
 
         Similarly independent was the labour department. It was headed by a Japanese with an Indian deputy, one K.G. Naidu. There was a labour department in most states, consisting of one Japanese and one or two Indian officers. They used to visit the rubber estates on a forced recruitment drive of labour for the Thailand-Burma railway, which the Japanese were building for the supply of their troops in Burma. They would pick up 10 to 15 labourers at a time. It was all very discreet – they were rarely seen in the major towns. I became aware of these activities because some police officers were put on guard duty on the train up to Kuala Lumpur and beyond, to be relieved by other officers for the next leg of the journey. They told me what was happening. Although the Japanese did buy some rubber from the smallholdings, the big estates were very run down by this time, there was very little tapping going on, and the labourers were impoverished and hungry. They thus made easy targets for the recruitment teams. Still, quite a bit of intimidation was required once stories of the conditions on the railway filtered back. Work on the railway was in effect slavery. We learnt after the war that of about 178,000 civilian labourers and 62,000 Allied POWs transported in to work on the line, the numbers who died were around 85,000 and 13,000 respectively. Some 75,000 of the civilian labourers were from Malaya. Aside from the forced drafts for labour overseas, the local administration also drafted workers for farming and infrastructure work closer to home, taking 20 men between the ages of 15 and 45 for every 250 of the population.
 
         During the course of the Occupation the state (as opposed to district) police headquarters moved from the Johore Bahru police station near the Causeway to the Government Office Building. By 1944 this building housed the whole of the top Japanese civilian administration. Each office was headed by civilians drawn from corresponding parent services in Japan. They had no military rank but seniority was indicated by the colour of their badges. Towards the end of 1943 a few low-ranking Taiwanese arrived as Hokkien interpreters.
         
 
         All local employees received a monthly salary in Japanese currency, although its value was eroded by inflation as the war progressed – dramatically so towards the end of the war in 1945. Some of us working in the police and other key departments received extra rations in the form of cigarettes. The monthly Japanese cigarette rations fetched a good price in the black market – worth more than one’s salary in the later months.
 
         In each district outside Johore Bahru, there was a Malay district officer (‘Gun Cho’ in Japanese). In most cases he occupied the existing district officer’s residence which was left undisturbed. In Muar, the district officer used a house beside the river, occupied before the war in turn by each of the Sultan of Johore’s sons. I remember as a small boy watching Tengku Ahmad (the second son of Sultan Ibrahim) racing his motor boat there on the Muar River. The district officer was given a high place at public functions by the Japanese, who paid deference to the position.
 
         There were no Japanese heads of administration in most of the districts. The only districts that did receive attention from the governor’s administration were the main district offices of Kluang, Batu Pahat, Muar and Segamat, although even there supervision of the district officer was cursory. Other districts, such as Kota Tinggi, Mersing and Tangkah, were largely left on their own, although their district officers were managed in theory by the state administration in Johore Bahru. Small districts such as Mersing, Endau, Kota Tinggi and Pontian saw hardly any Japanese presence throughout the war years. There was an intermittent Japanese military garrison presence in Muar and Batu Pahat, while Segamat and Kluang districts had permanent garrisons.
 
         Few departments had Japanese officers posted to the districts. For example, hospitals and schools were all run by locals. The professional departments, including the hospitals, answered to their respective headquarters in Johore Bahru.
         
 
         There was an administration of sorts in all the major towns of Johore, responsible for water supply, electricity and – presumably – general cleanliness, although that was non-existent. The power station was always a separate entity located on the outskirts of major towns, and it was managed and operated entirely by locals. All these activities came within the district officers’ jurisdiction. Whoever was there with hands-on working experience in the power station, however unqualified formally, ran it. When water pipes were broken, local technicians were the ones to repair them. Roads were maintained with whatever was available. Thus, despite many obstacles, the administration functioned. None of these bodies had Japanese officers at any time – they were run entirely by Malay members of the Johore Civil Service and the Johore establishment or by professionals and technical specialists of other races.
 
         The fact that locals were running the local administration was of great practical and symbolic importance. We realised that we could do for ourselves many things for which we had hitherto depended on the British, and this contributed to our self-confidence when the issue of independence came up after the war.
 
         In Johore Bahru the main hospital was turned over to military use by the Japanese. Locals had to rely on just a few out-houses nearby and in town, adjacent to the medical department. However, out in the districts the hospitals were left unaffected and catered for locals. Medicines were hardly available anywhere in the state, and a black market was rampant. Quinine was the standard treatment for malaria victims – it used to leave one’s ears ringing. Toddy, an alcoholic drink made from the coconut palm, was given to beri-beri patients in hospital, and palm oil was the substitute for cod-liver oil. Any remaining pre-war medicine stocks were in the hands of local doctors and hospital assistants who made them available to those able to pay for them – at an exorbitant price. I did a little trade myself in medicines including sulphonamides (precursors to antibiotics) which I could get through a friend of mine by the name of Salleh – he was a former hospital assistant doing well in the medicine black market in Singapore.
 
         In the state police, the highest-ranking officer was the keimubucho, equivalent to the IGP, in British terms. The first one was a military man, Colonel Tokizawa. His successors were all civilians seconded for service in Malaya from the domestic Japanese police service. They carried their home police ranks plus one rank above – these ranks were known among the Japanese administrators as rikugun keibu (literally ‘army ranks’).
         
 
         There were only a few ranks for local police: junsa was equivalent to constable; junsa bucho meant sergeant; keibuho was inspector; and above that was the highest rank, keibu. Only towards the end of the war was another, still higher, rank introduced for locals – keishi.
         
 
         The senior state police hierarchy contained around six Japanese officers at its largest. The IGP had a deputy, a co-ordinator for the chiangkacho (peace preservation branch), consisting of mostly Chinese officers dealing with anti-Japanese resistance. Others were heads of branches: the somukacho (responsible for general administration), keijikacho (crime), hoankacho (vehicles and other matters), and another who was in charge of the police training school, the Keisatsu Gakko.
         
 
         Within the police department, there were two separate operational wings. One dealt with general police matters, the other with the ‘communist problem’, of which I will say more later. I used to attend regular meetings in which local senior officers briefed their Japanese superiors on events of interest to the police. Where general policing was concerned, they mostly did not amount to much, as most of the crime at this stage was of a petty nature.
 
         It soon became clear to me that the police department was a fiefdom of its own, operating with little official contact with other Japanese state officials except via the IGP’s reporting line to the governor.
 
         At the district level, general police administration and day-to-day traditional policing were entrusted to the chief police officer (CPO), who had his own local headquarters staffed by local officers. Most senior posts in the district police posts were held by Malay officers who had risen in seniority in pre-war days, which meant that the incumbents were now nearing retirement age. Under them were up-and-coming younger Malays, who had joined the service very near the beginning of the war and had undergone refresher training under the Japanese. These younger officers were often over-enthusiastic in the discharge of their duties, keen principally to please their new Japanese superiors, in the hope of rising in rank. They were successful in several instances.
         
 
         During the early years of the Occupation only one police district, Johore Bahru, was headed by a Japanese CPO, the keisatsu-shocho. Over time more Japanese officers were appointed as CPOs, beginning with the more important outlying districts such as Muar and Batu Pahat. By 1944, there was a Japanese CPO in every district other than Pontian and Mersing. In some districts of Johore, the CPO was the only Japanese administrator in the whole district.
         
 
         These Japanese police officers found accommodation in the government quarters occupied by local employees. For instance, the Japanese head of the Muar police district occupied quarters next to the residence of Chiang Mong Hoe (father of Singapore parliamentarian Dr Chiang Hai Ding), a senior teacher in Muar. There was no separate enclave for Japanese officers.
 
         The CPO was supported by mostly Malay or Indian senior officers with the rank of inspector, as well as a team of Chinese officers, who wore no traditional police rank. The policemen were mostly Malays although there was a contingent of Sikhs. There were a few detectives for the crime-beat, also mostly Malays and Indians. The reporting hierarchy was similar to that in any police organisation, with each branch head reporting to the district CPO. The Chinese officers reported directly to their Japanese superior and bypassed the local Malay heads.
 
         At the lowest level, for example in the charge-room, work was conducted in Malay, as it was even in Singapore for many years after the war. English was more generally used at the officer level. The Japanese did nothing to discourage the use of English, which was used in virtually all inter-departmental communications. Malay officers hardly played any part in investigating the activities of the resistance group known as the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA). However they did head the field force, the special police companies that were involved in jungle-bashing, essentially just showing a police presence.
         
 
         There were only a few Chinese officers at the district police level, or even in the state headquarters, dealing with routine, traditional police work, manning the station counters, and interacting with the general public. They were largely confined to the other wing of the police operations, which focused on ‘peace preservation’, countering ‘communist’ or ‘kyosanto’ elements, as the Japanese dubbed the MPAJA and other anti-Japanese guerrilla activities. The senior among them were drawn from the pre-war corps of detective inspectors. Serious investigation of the communists was entirely in the hands of Chinese officers and detectives, who operated in the outlying districts with a great deal of autonomy.
         
 
         I will describe what I saw of MPAJA activities in more detail later. Suffice it to say now that I attended many briefings concerning them, and these were much more thorough and revealing than those concerning ‘normal’ police matters, involving detailed maps and charts. After sitting through these sessions. I gained a good grasp of the disposition of the MPAJA regiments as I listened to reports of their forays from their hiding places.
 
         In the later months of the Occupation other more junior-ranking Chinese officers including sergeants and constables were promoted to positions of authority on the basis of their performance in dealing with the ‘communists’. In the main districts of Johore, such as Muar, Batu Pahat, Segamat and Kluang, most of these Chinese officers paid little regard to the Malays who headed the police organisation at district level. In Johore Bahru they worked closely with the state Kempeitai (military police) headquarters. In districts where there was a Japanese garrison they worked directly with the army. They reported in Chinese writing to their Japanese superiors and did not use interpreters.
         
 
         In the early years of my service, there was hardly any interaction between such officers from the districts and my Japanese superiors. Coordination of their work was left to senior Chinese officers at the state police headquarters, who reported to a Japanese superior there.
         
 
         This section of the state police headquarters worked closely with the Kempeitai office located in another part of Johore Bahru, which had overall responsibility for ‘anti-communist’ investigations throughout the state, and was distinctly separate from the Gunseikanbu.
         
 
         Civilian officers were in awe of the Kempei. In fact even the IGP looked forward to a visit by Kempeitai officers with a certain wariness, and his subordinates would put aside whatever they were doing in a show of deference. The Chinese officers, by contrast, always looked perfectly comfortable in their dealings with the Kempeitai, and seemed far more independent. No one ever questioned them about their dealings with the military police. Often Japanese civilian police officers would speak disparagingly about their military counterparts, and leave us in no doubt that, in Japan at least, the superiority of the civilian police officers was universally acknowledged.
         
 
         The Chinese officers were in a strong position – the Japanese depended on them for intelligence. Some terrified the population with arbitrary arrests and extortions. Local officers not in the ‘peace preservation branch’, as the Japanese called it, had no access to what they were doing or what they had unearthed. These men were even more powerful in the more remote districts, often abusing their authority for personal gain. The possibilities for corruption were enormous. Apart from extorting money from prominent members of the local Chinese community and any business that was doing well, they often demanded favours of any girl who took their fancy. Even if there was a Japanese authority in the district, they were still able to wield unrestricted power, having secured the favour of their Japanese superiors. They did so by providing women as mistresses for the Japanese, and pressuring the gambling farms then operating in each major town to provide their Japanese superior with money, expensive watches and the like.
 
         It was public knowledge that police officers dealing with the guerrilla resistance could arrest anyone at will, simply by labelling them ‘communist’. I remember, sometimes outside the police station at Muar, seeing Chinese women, or elderly people of either sex, waiting to see a Chinese officer specifically. They did not want to see a Malay or an Indian – they believed the Chinese would be able to get somebody off who had been accused of communist connections.
 
         Many of those involved in corruption became targets for MPAJA retribution when the Japanese surrendered. Several of them escaped in advance from Johore to Singapore or elsewhere in Malaya to avoid being caught. I met a few of them in post-war Singapore – one was working in the Hongkong and Shanghai Bank, and another in a Chinese shipping company.
         
 
         Earlier I mentioned the police training school. The bulk of the initial cohorts trained in 1943 were intended to man the police posts in the districts and sub-districts. After the manpower needs of the police stations were met, those who followed beefed up the Special Police units (Tokubetsu Keisatsu Tai), which by 1944 consisted of five companies and were primarily used for counter-insurgency work in response to increasing activity by the MPAJA in remote areas of the Muar, Segamat, Kluang and, later, Kota Tinggi police districts.
         
 
         This counter-insurgency work was becoming urgent. Following the step-up in recruitment, I was needed more and more often at the school. The recruits were all from rural areas, and I had to interpret the lectures from Japanese into Malay. I learnt not only to grasp the message but also remember it, without taking notes. It was invaluable training as I learnt to eliminate the irrelevant and convey the key points in a way that let the audience grasp both the substance and the nuances.
 
         The school was housed in the Johore police depot, which had a large parade ground and drill area. The training consisted mostly of drill and physical activities, including the use of weapons, which were largely .303 rifles and a shorter rifle of Dutch manufacture captured by the Japanese in Java. To begin with recruits had a training session on the rifle range. Later this was abolished due to lack of ammunition, and they often fired their weapons for the first time when actually engaged in an armed clash.
 
         Some of the Japanese lectures were about conduct as police personnel. They used as a model the conduct of policemen in Japan, who, it was claimed, won respect by exemplary behaviour. Stress was laid on the importance of seishin, or spirit, and what would be expected of them when they were posted to the Special Police units.
         
 
         I was given a rank, keibuho (equivalent to inspector), as were the bulk of the local officers. I was told this was to enable me to interact effectively with uniformed personnel. It also meant an increase in pay and rations.
         
 
         There were no big military camps in Johore Bahru. There was a garrison in the building of the convent school and another in a Malay school in Jalan Ayer Molek. The Japanese troops in the town did include a cavalry regiment with horses. The military were more conspicuous in Kluang, where the headquarters of a major regiment covering the whole state was located, and where there was also an air base.
         
 
         As the end of the war came closer, with the fall of Burma to the Allies, the military presence in the coastal towns of Batu Pahat and Muar visibly increased. Wooden lookout posts were built along the coast to spot incoming Allied planes. Later, trenches were dug all over the place and the Johore Government Office hill in Johore Bahru was burrowed with primitive caves, hiding places in which the Japanese planned to hide and fight during the expected confrontation with British attackers.
 
         7. The guerrilla resistance
 
         When I first started working with the police, I had very little to do beyond interpreting instructions from my Japanese superiors to the local officers, principally the Malay heads of departments. However, in 1944 there was an increase in the activities of the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA). I witnessed some of the consequences first-hand.
 
         This is a memoir of my own experiences, and not the place for a general history of resistance in occupied Malaya. However, some readers might find a little background helpful. The roots of the MPAJA lay in the Malayan Communist Party (MCP). It was set up by the MCP just before the Japanese occupation of Malaya, with the reluctant acquiescence of the British. The origins of the MCP’s antagonism to the Japanese lay in the years between the two world wars. Its activities had been supported by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) since the 1920s; it was in reality a Chinese-based organisation although its policy was to present itself as multiracial (its soldiers had three stars on their caps to represent the three races – Chinese, Malays and Indians) and it was known to the people as ‘Bintang Tiga’ (The Three Stars).
 
         There was another factor at work: there was no deep-rooted national consciousness in colonial Malaya, and many Chinese still tended to regard China as their homeland, channelling their allegiance through either the MCP or the Kuomintang (KMT) operating in Malaya. Attitudes of Indians born in India or with links to India were similar. Loyalty to China was given an anti-imperialist edge in some quarters by a sense that China had been humiliated by the Western powers ever since the days of the 19th-century Opium Wars, and an anti-Japanese edge by Japan’s attack on China in 1937. Some Chinese in Singapore and Malaya had actively supported the Chinese side in that war, setting up the South China Relief Fund. In the years immediately before the Japanese occupation of Malaya, there had been organised moves to boycott Japanese goods in Malaya. Anti-Japanese feeling had been expressed in attacks on Japanese shops in Singapore, for example in Middle Road, organised by a small group of people, including some rich Chinese with strong links to China. Volunteers were also recruited to go to China, some as truck drivers using the Burma Road.
         
 
         The MPAJA operated from several jungle bases in Malaya. Two of them were in the state of Johore, as we have seen – one at Mount Okil in the Muar district and the other in the midst of the Kluang/Kota Tinggi area. The idea of underground resistance to the Japanese had been mooted during 1940 in informal discussions amongst British military officials when invasion seemed increasingly likely. In early 1941, the 101 Special Training School was set up in Singapore under Lieutenant-Colonel J.M.L. Gavin with Captain Spencer Chapman as second-in-command, ‘to train all types of personnel – military and civilians, European and native – in irregular warfare, and to supply special intelligence and any other certain operations’ at the orders of the British military high command. However, even as late as 1941 the British high command showed little interest in guerrilla warfare – the defence of Malaya was to be a conventional military operation.
 
         In July 1941 the MCP, still an underground organisation, proposed to the British authorities that they should cooperate in defending Malaya against a potential Japanese invasion. The MCP reiterated its request after the Japanese had attacked Malaya at Kota Bharu in Kelantan on 8 December. It pressed the British to release all its members in detention so that they could be recruited into the resistance. In return the MCP would exhort their supporters, and the Chinese in general, to assist the British war effort. Taking into account the rapid Japanese advance, and the sinking of two large warships (the Repulse and the Prince of Wales) by Japanese aircraft, on 15 December the War Office in London approved acceptance of the MCP overtures. On 18 December, not having heard from the British, the MCP decided to ‘go ahead and rely on the people’s efforts alone’ to mobilise a local defence force.
         
 
         However, on that day the British succeeded in making contact. Two British officers, including Colonel Chapman, met with two MCP representatives, including Lai Teck (Lai Te), the secretary-general. It was agreed that the MCP would organise the resistance group, and the British would train it. It would be left behind enemy lines when the Japanese invaded, to be used as advised by the British. The governor of Singapore, Sir Shenton Thomas, announced the lifting of the ban on the MCP and the KMT.
 
         On 19 December, still well before the fall of Singapore, the MCP formed a non-partisan front, the ‘Malayan Overseas Chinese Anti-Japanese Mobilisation Society’. This consisted of groups from the MCP, the KMT, the Chinese Chamber of Commerce and other ethnic organisations. Its purpose was to recruit volunteers. It was later named ‘Dalforce’ after the British officer who trained the group, Lieutenant-Colonel John Dalley of the Federated Malay States Police Force. Tan Kah Kee was nominated to lead the new ‘Mobilisation Council’.
 
         On 21 December 1941, the training of recruits started. A total of 165 were given a ten-day crash course. They became the core members of the MPAJA. The first batch of recruits was quickly infiltrated into Negeri Sembilan, Selangor and Johore.
 
         When the Japanese invaded Southeast Asia, their early moves to re-establish law and order after outbreaks of crime and looting were draconian, involving summary executions and the display of severed heads on spikes, such as I had seen myself in Muar and Johore Bahru. But they went further in their campaign against the Chinese, assuming all were anti-Japanese elements, partly in response to local Chinese support for China in the war against Japan; and perhaps also as a reaction to the ferocity with which Dalforce had fought Japanese troops on their approach to Singapore.
         
 
         Large numbers of Chinese may have had sentimental feelings for the plight of China, but they played no part in attacks on Japanese property or anti-Japanese agitation of any kind. While ostensibly the Japanese in Singapore were targeting those with pro-British, MCP or KMT sympathies, in practice they treated all Chinese alike: the Straits-born Chinese, the poor rickshaw-puller, the farmer, the shop assistant. In the Sook Ching (purification through cleansing) bloodbath of March 1942, thousands were slaughtered. The irony was that Sook Ching drove hundreds of young Chinese into the ranks of the MPAJA.
         
 
         There were sporadic acts of revenge in Johore largely by the Japanese military police, carried out against the Chinese for being allegedly pro-communist. But they did not act without help – Chinese collaborators knew what was going on in their community and provided information to the Japanese. Arguably they were as culpable as the Japanese, exploiting the situation for money, or women, and any other opportunity for taking advantage of their cowed compatriots.
         
 
         The Indians and the Malays were not as closely in touch with what was going on within the Chinese community. As for Malay collaboration, the Japanese had fostered the KMM, which worked with the Japanese army during the invasion. Malays thought generally that the Japanese would treat them well because they were the underdogs, and they saw them as ‘liberators’. It was only in later years that they realised that they, too, would suffer. As for Indians, they were fearful of their fate because they were British subjects, although the formation later of the Indian National Army (INA) and the Indian Independence League (IIL), supported by the Japanese, helped to protect them. The Eurasians feared victimisation, which indeed became severe as the war turned against Japan.
 
         In 1942–3, when I was travelling through various parts of Johore assisting in my Japanese employers’ vehicle-buying activities, there was hardly any fear of being attacked by MPAJA elements even in the remotest parts of northern and central Johore. I went to places such as Paloh, Chaah, Jemaluang (near Mersing), Pagoh, Lenga, Bukit Kepong and Panchor in Muar district quite freely without any worries.
 
         It was only in late 1943, after I had started working for the police, and interpreted a debriefing session for the IGP by Malay police officers from Kota Tinggi police district, that I first became really aware of the seriousness of the anti-Japanese resistance. A river launch carrying a patrol party had been ambushed returning to the Kota Tinggi police headquarters. The location was found to be near a river-mouth town called Kuala Sedili. As the boat navigated a meander in the river, it was ambushed. The police party were all killed by bullets or drowned, except for one or two who were able to swim to the other bank and escape. They were able to provide little information other than that the firing came from a hilly area near the winding stretch of the river.
         
 
         The consequence of this sketchy debrief was an instruction to abandon the police outpost at Kuala Sedili and not to pursue any criminal investigations in the outlying areas along the Kota Tinggi coast. Later this part of Johore, i.e. the eastern seaboard and the rest of Kota Tinggi district adjoining Kluang district, became ‘no man’s land’ for the Japanese administration and the area of operations for the 4th Independent Regiment of the MPAJA, operating out of the Linggui tin mines, in the middle of a triangle formed by Kluang, Kulai and Kota Tinggi.
 
         By mid-1944 MPAJA activities were more evident. The operations area of the 5th Independent Regiment of the MPAJA covered Muar, Segamat, Kluang and Batu Pahat districts, with its headquarters in the Mount Okil area between Muar, Kluang and Batu Pahat. The MPAJA frequently attacked isolated police stations in these districts and retreated to their bases, after scattering the area with communist leaflets displaying the hammer and sickle, and their three stars. Typically they would intimidate residents by killing one or two elderly Chinese males and leaving their dead bodies for everyone to see.
 
         Two MPAJA skirmishes were particularly memorable, one in a remote town in Muar district and another in a major town, Segamat, which was occupied for a few hours. Some time in 1943 I think, the MPAJA attacked and utterly destroyed a police station in Pagoh, some 20 miles from Muar town. The station was in a brick building, with accompanying barracks for the families. I think there must have been about 10 to 15 policemen, Malay, and their families living there. The police in Muar were alerted the next morning of the attack on the police post. I went with the Japanese police chief and a team of policemen to inspect the site and found the buildings razed to the ground with no sign of any of the policemen or their families. We tried to find out from the neighbours where they had gone, and when. No one seemed to know – at least that is the impression they gave. And the police headquarters in Muar was unable to trace their whereabouts. I think it was not until the end of the war that some were contacted. I believe they simply fled. It was the only report of a police station being successfully attacked and burnt to the ground. There were other attacks on rural police stations but in these cases the MPAJA withdrew after a while.
         
 
         Later in 1944, while I was working in the police headquarters in Johore Bahru, a report was received stating the MPAJA had attacked and occupied Segamat town for some hours the previous evening. I consider the attack daring because Segamat was one of the few towns that had a Japanese military garrison, located on the hilltop, on the road from Segamat to Gemas. When my boss the IGP reached Segamat that morning, we were told that around 5.00 pm the previous evening, the MPAJA had raided the town, occupied the police station, fired a few rounds into the air and after an hour or more retreated and disappeared. During the time they were there, they patrolled the street in whatever vehicles they could commandeer and proudly displayed their presence to the townsfolk. What was surprising was that the Japanese military garrison at the top of the hill did not seem to know what had happened until much later. By the time the Japanese troops came down into the town, the MPAJA had already left. Segamat town was well-populated, and to do such a thing in broad daylight under the nose of the Japanese military was indeed daring. It must have been extremely well-planned. What was even more remarkable was that in the raid on the police station, the policemen on duty in the charge-room were just disarmed, and not killed or wounded. As it was about 5.00 pm in the evening, most of the staff in the police station had already left for home, and there was only a skeleton crew in the charge-room.
 
         My friend Syed Appa who lived in Segamat and whose uncle owned a provision shop there told me that it was almost like watching some unexpected visitors moving around in town. They hurt nobody and yet made their presence felt. Aside from these two attacks, there was also the incident of the MPAJA’s abuse of the mosque in Parit Raja, of which more shortly, which led to Malay-Chinese race riots.
         
 
         As I mentioned before, there was very little Japanese presence in the rural districts. Areas abandoned to the MPAJA included Bukit Gambir and Lenga in the interior of Muar district and other villages with some remote rubber smallholdings and small tapioca farms, far away from the coast. The main coastal and other trunk roads along the west coast were relatively free of attacks, except for occasional forays intended as ‘reminders’ to the population. The railway track was not sabotaged nor were trains attacked as extensively as during the post-war Emergency.
 
         As MPAJA activities began to step up in 1944, everyone in the police department, especially in the outlying districts, was more actively engaged in dealing with the ‘anti-Japanese’ problem. This led to greater interaction between the Japanese police officers posted to each of the districts and the IGP’s office at police headquarters. There was also an increase in the number of Chinese officers, including detectives, supported by several defectors from the jungle, who were actively engaged in this work in the police department.
 
         My services as an interpreter were increasingly in demand and occasionally I had to travel out to other districts with the IGP, as he met local officials for briefings. At one point I was given a gun, a confiscated Dutch weapon, which had to be loaded for every shot – it would have been pretty ineffective if I had needed to use it, but presumably it gave me some kind of credibility as an escort! In the course of these duties my Japanese improved.
 
         In late 1944 I was asked by the IGP to accompany him on an inspection visit to a police post being created in the heart of the jungle area, in the Kota Tinggi-Kluang triangle. He was escorted by a platoon from the Special Police force, the Tokubetsu Keisatsu Tai, composed largely of young Malay recruits and a few Sikhs and Japanese police officers. Heading the local unit was Inspector Hisham bin Nawawi, who in the 1970s was to become CPO of the state of Johore. There was a contingent from the Singapore police, also with several Japanese officers.
         
 
         As the operation began, we all assembled at the district police headquarters in Kota Tinggi and spent the night there. Next morning before sunrise we set off upstream in several motor launches. At dawn we reached our destination, Kangkar Sisir, where we disembarked and waited for the rest of the party. The full group then moved on foot, walking inland along a disused railway track. I learnt later that it had served Linggui tin mines, which was prospecting in the area. This is the site of the Linggui Dam today. The railway ran through areas of thick jungle. After occasional halts, we reached our destination at sunset. It was a large open area, cleared of trees, with mounds of sand here and there and a large village made up of attap dwellings. En route I had my first experience of being bitten by leeches, which could get to your flesh even if your legs were covered by puttees (strips of blanket-type material, wrapped around the lower leg as part of the uniform). The treatment was to apply some cylinder oil, which made the leeches release their bite.
         
 
         This was more than a village. We had arrived at the operational headquarters of the MPAJA 4th Independent Regiment, which, judging from what had been left behind, they had left in a hurry. There was also a parade ground, a building that housed their training school, and various offices. It was a generously laid-out out camp on a hillock overlooking a valley. Here and there were Chinese posters with sketches and inscriptions in Chinese, obviously designed to instil strong anti-Japanese feelings in the men. Behind the camp was dense jungle, left uncleared.
 
         We spent two nights there. Such bedding as there was went to the Japanese officers; the rest of us had to sleep on the earthen floor, with a canvas sheet for covering.
 
         The return trip on the third day was more eventful. We left the camp early in the morning and set off back to Kangkar Sisir, the designated launch pick-up point. By midday, we must have got almost half-way. There was a sudden burst of gunfire, as if from an automatic weapon. Everyone, including me, rushed to take cover. The firing was coming from the direction of a jungle-covered hillock to the right. To our left were a stream and some bushes. Our party returned fire, and that was the end of the exchange.
 
         We took stock. I feared for my life. The IGP’s samurai sword had been pierced right through by a bullet and a few members of the police party had sustained bruises in the scramble.
         
 
         At that moment we saw coming towards us a company of Malays dressed up in uniforms similar to the Japanese military, with swords and Japanese-type rifles. They had been following up behind us. They turned out to be from the Giyu Gun, a local army that the Japanese had begun to establish in Malaya at the end of 1943. It was similar in concept to the PETA (Pembela Tanah Ayer, or Defenders of the Homeland), a volunteer army established in October 1943 by the occupying Japanese in Indonesia, and was organised on Japanese army lines. The idea was for it to assist Japanese forces in the event of a British attempt to retake Malaya. Their leader had come to pay his respects to the IGP, and was introduced as Lieutenant Colonel Ibrahim Yaacob. He was a well-known Malay political leader and founder of the KMM; after the war he played an active part in the Malay Nationalist Party and allied himself with the Malay left-wing group supporting Indonesia during the Confrontation.
         
 
         We finally reached the river pick-up point around sunset. When I splashed myself with river water, to cool myself and wash my face, I felt a bitter sting on the right side of my neck. I thought it was some sort of insect bite and paid no attention to it.
 
         It was at the Johore Bahru General Hospital a few days later that I came to know what the problem really was. I had gone to see the medical officer, one Dr Eapen (father of Dr Jimmy Eapen, a well-known medical practitioner in Kuala Lumpur) to get some medicine for a cold. While he was examining me, I asked him to give me something for the ‘bite’. When he looked at it the good doctor exclaimed aloud in surprise. He asked where I had been and what I had been up to. When I told him he said, ‘My boy, you are damned lucky. Had it been half-an-inch different you would have been dead.’ Three bullets had grazed my neck. He showed me three parallel superficial wounds in a hand mirror. I had had a very narrow escape.
 
         When I told the IGP about this the next day, he said that he must have been the intended target, as I was standing just behind him. I received some compensation in the form of some money in an envelope and a few cartons of cigarettes, which in the black market fetched much more than that month’s salary.
         
 
         I was to return to the camp in the Kota Tinggi-Kluang triangle, which had been established following the visit of the IGP and his party. I spent two weeks there, including New Year’s Day, 1945. The head of the police training school, by the name of Ishikura, was leading a company of men to take over duties at the camp. He needed me as his interpreter. I decided to go, despite several worries. The camp was isolated, and deep in the jungle, with no radio contact. Any fate that befell us would not become known until the next team arrived, two or more weeks later. There were no medical facilities, and there was not enough ammunition for a siege of any length. I decided to go along because Ishikura was a kindly old soul, and well-disposed to the locals. Despite his position, he was a good listener, unlike many Japanese officers.
 
         The stay was uneventful. There was a routine: small parties ventured outside the camp, moving around on the lookout for signs that the MPAJA were coming to harvest the rice and tapioca that they had planted. No such teams were encountered. We had kerosene lamps, but life came to a standstill at sunset. After an early meal, everyone went to bed except for the platoon on guard duty and a standby platoon in readiness as a back-up. Ishikura used to get up two or three times a night to make sure the guards were not asleep.
         
 
         On New Year’s Eve, 31 December 1944, I had an interesting conversation with Ishikura. He spoke at length about his family in Japan, which now consisted only of an unmarried daughter. His wife had died during one of the large-scale bombings of Nagoya. He was sad and wondered aloud what 1945 would hold for him and the rest of us. At that point he said that Japan had already lost the war, but was foolishly continuing the fight. I asked him what he meant. He said it would be difficult to stem the tide of the US advance. He felt that Japan should sue for peace and return to its original territory. I was taken by surprise – I had not heard anything like that from any Japanese, although I was aware of the advances the British were making in Burma. Since he was in a melancholic mood I did not prolong the conversation, but I appreciated the fact that he had confided in me. His honesty contrasted with the blind patriotism generally demanded by his country and its leaders, and cemented a friendship with him that lasted until the end of the war. As for me, I was too young to comprehend the seriousness of the situation, and its possible consequences for me. I felt I was doing an honest job without harming others, and hoped that would keep me safe.
         
 
         As 1945 developed, the insurgency intensified. The MPAJA became even more active in the interior of the Muar district. There were also reports of submarine sightings off Mersing and even the discovery of a dinghy filled with arms and ammunition that had drifted ashore and fallen into Japanese hands. More sinister in its long-term implications was the breakdown of racial harmony within the local population.
 
         Early one morning in late May 1945 the IGP told me to get ready for a long trip, maybe several days. The destination was Batu Pahat. He was clearly preoccupied, in a serious frame of mind. I could not press him for more information. His official car, tailed by an armed escort squad as per normal procedure, left for Batu Pahat, taking the Ayer Hitam road. It struck me as odd that the first village on the road, Parit Raja, was totally deserted. This was normally a bustling community with a busy market place and stalls along the road selling local fruits, vegetables and odds and ends. I asked the IGP what had happened. He said some ‘very serious developments’ had taken place and I would see more signs as we went along. Indeed, the whole area from Parit Raja to a point just a few miles short of Batu Pahat town seemed desolate, totally deserted. Men, women and children were walking in the direction of Batu Pahat town carrying hardly any possessions. There were Malays and Chinese among them, but they were walking in separate groups some distance apart. Apprehension was written on their faces. When we reached the Batu Pahat police station, I had the first indications of what had happened.
 
         Immediately on arrival, I spoke to a senior police officer, one R.C. Joseph – he has another place in history as the father of James Puthucheary, who features later in these memoirs as a political activist and union leader in Singapore. Mr Joseph briefly told me that there had been race riots in and around Batu Pahat. The IGP was then given a briefing by the CPO, a Japanese, accompanied by Dato’ Abdul Samad, the deputy head of the station.
         
 
         Both Malays and Chinese had been slaughtered on a serious scale. The trouble had begun in Parit Raja, where the MPAJA had come down from a place called Sri Medan, previously a village with a Japanese-owned iron mine on the upper reaches of the Batu Pahat River. They had been harassing the villagers for money over a long time – a protection racket. The villagers had paid up for fear of reprisals. Apparently the demands had gradually increased and anyone who did not comply was subjected to brutal treatment. There was some suggestion that Malay women in the kampong were particularly fearful.
 
         Some days before the riots, MPAJA members had insulted the Malay villagers by occupying their prayer hall (surau), and slaughtering a pig. Villagers considered this not only an insult but also more importantly an act of sacrilege. These acts angered the Malay villagers, who were Banjarese (originating from Banjarmasin in Borneo).
         
 
         There were various versions of all the things the MPAJA had done. As was often the case, it was difficult for the police to know which to believe. Tension had been building up over a period. Apparently the MPAJA would regularly come to the village, head for the nearest Chinese provision shop (a feature of most kampongs) and from there fan out through the village to look for the headman and other important Malay elders. The shops were often subjected to threats and intimidation. Even if they had little in the way of provisions to sell, these Chinese shop owners had traditionally served as purchasers of sheet rubber from the smallholders and also served as a source of credit. They had been long-time residents over several generations and had very close relations with their Malay neighbours. That relationship notwithstanding, the Malay villagers were angered to see the shop owners cooperating, as it seemed, with the MPAJA, or even working for them. On the night of the sacrilege in the surau the villagers had decided that one particular Chinese shopkeeper was obviously in cahoots with the MPAJA and decided to take revenge. They brutally attacked and murdered him and his family, including children. This was apparently what had triggered revenge attacks on Malay families, followed by retaliation in village after village as far as the Batu Pahat area, as well as southwards to Benut (near Pontian Besar). Whether there was a history of enmity before the particular incident that triggered the bloodbath I do not know, and I was too young to speculate at the time. I can only recall what was reported to the IGP and spoken about by the police officers (Chinese included) at the Batu Pahat police station. It had not occurred to me that there was an intention to create conditions conducive to a communist ‘revolution’, but I find it difficult now to think that the MPAJA leaders in the area did not know how the Malays might react.
         
 
         Land was deserted, and houses vacated in a hurry. Poultry and goats were left to fend for themselves. People sought refuge in the two main towns, Batu Pahat and Pontian Kechil, while they waited for the restoration of law and order. That was the account we received in the briefing.
 
         In his book My Side of History, Chin Peng claims that the MPAJA did not provoke the Malays against the Chinese during this period, and he in turn claims that actions such as the pig slaughter were carried out by the Japanese disguising themselves as MPAJA guerrillas. The first-hand accounts of fleeing refugees in Batu Pahat, which I heard myself, left me in no doubt that it was MPAJA personnel who visited the Chinese shop-owner’s family on the night in question, for it was unthinkable for Japanese troops, even in disguise, to go to a Chinese provision shop in the middle of the night. The family had no choice but to open their doors to the armed men. Their Malay neighbours saw the visits to the Chinese family before and after the pig slaughter and concluded that the family was in cahoots with the MPAJA. If Japanese soldiers had indeed been involved, however disguised, that fact would not have escaped the notice of the Chinese villagers who allegedly first met the MPAJA party that conducted the pig slaughter. They were speaking in Mandarin, which tended to rule out the Japanese army.
         
 
         After the briefing in the Batu Pahat police station, the IGP and the Japanese CPO huddled in a separate room, conferring with the Japanese governor of Johore on the telephone. Next day, I was told that a goodwill mission from Batu Pahat had left for Benut – the town close to Pontian in the south. It consisted of the Malay district officer, the Japanese CPO, a doctor by the name of Woodhull (whose son was Sidney or ‘Sandra’ Woodhull, who will appear later in this story), a Chinese doctor (who I was told was a Taiwanese) and a few others. What they were supposed to do, and what other efforts were being made to restore law and order, I did not know. My sense was that the district was in a state of paralysis – law and order had virtually broken down. Peace had to be restored between the communities, and that was broadly what the goodwill mission was undertaking.
         
 
         These disastrous events left a deep impression on me. I was especially struck by the very high religious sensitivity of the Malays. They were inclined to take the law into their own hands if emotions were aroused especially due to some act of religious sacrilege. If religion or religious issues were at the centre of any argument, then the likelihood of disorder was increased. I could not help noticing their total disregard for long-standing bonds with non-Malays or other groups in the neighbourhood, when they felt they were not getting their way in matters of race or religion.
 
         There were more stories of Malay uprisings. Young hotheads were arming themselves with parangs and preparing to take on the MPAJA and Chinese neighbours whenever or wherever they turned up. The problems now extended to Parit Sulong in the Muar district. Disorder was being whipped up by one Haji Salleh of Parit Sulong, who was believed to be able to endow fighters with the power of invulnerability. The religious frenzy was already reaching Batu Pahat – there were signs of it there even among the young Malay policemen, who were already talking of a holy war against the Chinese, casting all Chinese as ‘MPAJA devils’. Malays, even in Batu Pahat town, were putting on headbands on which were written quotations from the Qur’an. That was the prevailing atmosphere on the day when, late in the afternoon, close to sunset, the police station received news of a disaster that had befallen the goodwill mission at Benut.
 
         On 10 June 1945 the goodwill mission had been ambushed while they were in Benut town. One member of the party had managed to hide and escaped death. The Malay district officer, the Japanese police officer and Dr Woodhull were among those reported killed. The Taiwanese doctor had been taken away by the MPAJA as a hostage.
 
         A police party was immediately despatched to Benut, and more details came back late in the night. They reported that when the goodwill party was resting in the local Chinese Chamber of Commerce, the business centre of Benut town, they were surrounded by MPAJA elements, who opened fire with automatic weapons. The district officer and the Japanese CPO had fallen with the first burst of gunfire. Later their bodies were brutally butchered – the head of the Japanese was severed and the Malay district officer was badly stabbed. Dr Woodhull had been shot while attempting to escape.
         
 
         After receiving the news the IGP was in a state of shock. He immediately contacted the governor in Johore Bahru by phone to convey the news. I later went with him to the hospital at Batu Pahat, where the bodies were brought. There, although he was not a surgeon, one Dr Sharma was asked to prepare them for cremation and burial the next day. He told me that this involved stitching up some of the mutilation wounds, including reattaching the severed head. It was at the funeral of Dr Woodhull, the next day, that I first met his son Sidney, or Sandra, Woodhull. He was a young boy at the time, and I for one had no inkling of the major role he was to play later in left-wing politics in Singapore.
 
         In my travels with the IGP visiting police districts in Johore, I came to see many sides of life under the Japanese occupation. I met not only the families of many local police officers but also the mistresses of a few Japanese heads of police districts. One such lady was attached to a Mr Nakanishi, CPO of the Batu Pahat district, and successor to the officer killed in the Benut ambush of the goodwill mission. She was called Rose Thong, and came from Penang. I used to call her ‘Sister’. She was always good to me during my visits, even having my clothes washed and laundered. She had a child aged perhaps two or three. English-educated, she had taken on this role to support her family back in Penang, but had done so only reluctantly, as she lamented to me. The offer had come via one of her relatives acting as a middleman.
 
         On one of the tours to Batu Pahat after the race riots, I had to travel while recovering from a bout of malaria. In those days quinine was the only medication, although some used Tiger Balm powder to relieve the symptoms. The fever would abate after a few doses of quinine, but would recur without warning. When the IGP reached Batu Pahat I was already suffering from a relapse. We were supposed to be travelling the next morning to Muar. I was beginning a bout of shivering when I told Nakanishi of my condition. He told me not to worry and sent me to his house with instructions to ‘Sister’ to take care of me. Seeing the state I was in she got me to lie on the bed in her spare room. She took off all my clothes and rubbed Tiger Balm with vinegar all over me, covered me with two or three blankets, and sat beside me holding me to stop my shivering until I fell asleep. After several bouts of sweating, I woke up the next morning refreshed and in a state to travel. She gave me a good breakfast of eggs and bread and made me take a packet of Tiger Balm powder to help keep my fever under control. I never forgot her kindness, and when the war came to an end I wondered what had happened to her, fearing that she might have been the victim of reprisals. I met her in Penang nine years after the war, but never discovered the full details.
         
 
         The next day, the Japanese governor of the state of Johore arrived in Batu Pahat with a large entourage of Japanese officials, including the Japanese deputy IGP or chiangkacho in charge of law and order. Accompanying them were three Malay officers who had recently returned from Japan, after almost three years of study there. They were a rather exceptional trio: Ungku Aziz; Wan Hamid, detained after the war and recently retired from Esso in Malaysia; and Ungku Mohsin, a relative of the Sultan of Johore. All three had been sent to Japan immediately after the British surrender under the auspices of Marquis Tokugawa. Under this scheme, young Malays in Malaya, Indonesia and Brunei were hand-picked and sent to prestigious Japanese universities. As the war entered its closing stages they had all returned, except for a few who stayed on and were to die in the atomic bombing of Nagasaki and Hiroshima.
         
 
         As soon as the party arrived they went into a meeting at the rest house near the hill known as Gunong Soga. Usually I was involved in all meetings where locals were participating, but this time I was told to stay out. I waited to be called but no word came. The meeting continued for two or three days. This was very unusual. I had no idea what was going on, and did not feel inclined to ask the IGP. It was only days later that I got some sense of what had transpired, and even then it was only supposition.
 
         The purpose of the meeting was, it seemed, to devise a strategic response to the MPAJA while also exploiting the anti-MPAJA and anti-British sentiments prevailing amongst the Malays, especially the Banjarese, who were rallying to retaliate against the MPAJA. Dato’ Onn Jaafar was brought to Batu Pahat as the replacement district officer and joined the closed-door meetings. The Japanese governor and the military were obviously trying to sell their plan to the Malays, using Japanese-speaking Malay officials such as Ungku Aziz to do the translations. I did not take my exclusion personally. In the meantime tension was mounting among the Malays in Batu Pahat and Muar districts, following air drops of pamphlets by the British, threatening punishment for those who fought the MPAJA. I remember seeing one of the leaflets in Malay addressed to the people of Batu Pahat. This stirred up the Malays even more.
         
 
         During our stay in Batu Pahat, which lasted more than a week, the IGP said that he was waiting to receive a very important army general who would be visiting from Japan. This turned out to be General Umezu, executed after the end of hostilities as a war criminal. I had to act as interpreter in a discussion between the visiting general, the IGP and the new district officer, Dato’ Onn.
 
         In the briefing, the IGP expressed amazement at the attack by the MPAJA. The Malays and Chinese in that location were known to have lived together in harmony for generations, he pointed out, and no one could recall such happenings before. Now the whole area had been vacated. Attacks had occurred as far away as Benut, far from the operational base of the MPAJA in Mount Okil, along the coast in an area that had been relatively peaceful throughout the Occupation. The MPAJA, who were based further north, far from the coast and in the hills forming the central mountain range of the peninsula, could not have reached Benut unnoticed. The Japanese were baffled as to how the attack could have been mounted. They were wondering if there might be some new unit, unknown to them, operating near the coast. They wondered if leaflets scattered by low-flying British aircraft in the area of the race riots could have been connected with a new MPAJA presence, as their contents implied accurate knowledge of the current ground situation.
 
         As interpreter, I decided to use Malay as I was sure the general would disapprove of the use of English, the language of his enemy. Umezu expressed support for the Malays’ resistance to the MPAJA, declaring that the Malays were now fighting for the same cause as the Japanese. He said the Malays could not expect to win fighting with parangs. He offered to give them weapons, including guns.
         
 
         Dato’ Onn was hesitant in his reply. He said something like ‘mesti fikir’ (must think it through). I was not sure what he really meant, and responded in Japanese to the effect that he (Dato’ Onn) did not need them now but would make it known if he really wanted them in due course. I was not being entirely truthful, but I had a gut feeling that the introduction of guns to the Malays, given the religious frenzy among the Banjarese, would spell even greater disaster, more bloodshed, and the deaths of many more innocent people. I think Dato’ Onn was hesitating on similar grounds.
 
         At that point General Umezu suddenly asked, in perfect English, ‘Young man, where did you learn your Japanese?’ I was then more concerned that he or someone with him might have noticed the slight inaccuracy in my interpretation, though I was confident they did not know Malay. I said I had learnt it from books. He asked how long it took and I answered him. Then I plucked up the courage to ask him: ‘Sir, who are you?’ He replied that he was chief of the Imperial General Staff, and that he was on a tour of the area because war was coming this way, or words to that effect.
 
         As the new district officer, Dato’ Onn was conscious of his responsibility to restore law and order and get the administration of the district under control. He must have feared that otherwise racial clashes would get worse, with Malays killing more innocent Chinese and vice versa, leading in turn to more revenge killings by the MPAJA. Within a month peace was indeed restored throughout the area, although most Chinese chose to stay in the towns, despite the urgings of the Malay district officer, the penghulu (traditional village heads) and leaders of the Chinese community in Batu Pahat.
         
 
         In his first month as district officer Dato’ Onn reportedly went around on a motorcycle, talking to the people of each village, urging them to put away their distrust of one another and live as they had done previously. People had returned after the riots, but segregated themselves into Malay and Chinese communities. Ungku Aziz told me that Dato’ Onn appealed to each group, giving his personal assurances as to their safety. This air of tension and uncertainty persisted well after the British return to the district. In fact there were reports of racial clashes in the area even after the return of the British in early 1946, law and order being fully restored only with the establishment of the post-war civil administration in April 1946.
         
 
         In his book My Side of History, Chin Peng claims that his forces actually arrested Dato’ Onn and his assistant. I can refute this as I personally witnessed Dato’ Onn’s presence in Batu Pahat from the time he took office after the MPAJA massacre of the goodwill mission up to a few days before the end of the war. During that period Dato’ Onn was travelling all over the Batu Pahat district talking to both communities and trying to restore order. Had he indeed been arrested by the MPAJA after the news of the Japanese surrender, as Chin Peng claims, news would have quickly reached Johore Bahru, and such an arrest would have further incensed the Malays, who were already extremely hostile towards the Chinese. Such a move could not have been kept under wraps, and would have been known, not least by his nephew (now) Professor Ungku Aziz.
         
 
         During the interregnum after the Japanese surrender and before British troops reached Batu Pahat there were indeed rumours even in Johore Bahru that the MPAJA were looking high and low for Dato’ Onn in Batu Pahat, but that he was nowhere to be found. In fact by then he was already in Kuala Kangsar with Malay leaders from other states for the Japanese-initiated talks between leaders from Indonesia and Malaya. Talks were being held with a view to establish Indonesia Raya. As far as I know, it was only after the British re-established a physical presence in Batu Pahat that he re-emerged.
         
 
         Similarly, claims that the MPAJA rounded up Malay agitators and confiscated their parangs must be treated with great scepticism. The ‘parang gangs’ continued their attacks, which led to race riots in the same area after the Japanese surrender.
         
 
         8. The Indian dimension
 
         Istana Bukit Serene, a palace built by the Sultan of Johore before the war, had not yet been occupied by the time the Japanese invaded. The CPO of Johore Bahru district, who was among the earliest batch of Japanese police officers posted to serve in Southeast Asia, often took me on his official rounds. The Istana was within his jurisdiction. On one occasion, I went up the palace tower and was shown the window with two peepholes created by a bayonet driven through the wooden frame. According to him, this was the location from which General Yamashita was able to watch the Japanese troops crossing the strait after they had initially failed to land at a point closer to the Causeway on the Singapore side. Drawn on the wall in blue and red were sketches, maps with arrows and Japanese writing.
 
         In July 1943, late one evening just before sunset, the CPO told me to accompany him to Istana Bukit Serene. He said something interesting was going to happen. He got out of his vehicle and took up a position some distance away from the main porch and told me to stand next to him. A fleet of limousines with camouflage paint began to arrive – they were American cars that had been confiscated from the British. He told me to watch them carefully and identify, if I could, each distinguished person alighting – if I had been reading the news, I should be able to do it.
 
         One by one the cars drew up preceded by an escort car. They were all flying a yellow flag, indicating the rank of general. Out of each vehicle stepped a non-Japanese. The first car that I saw brought Field Marshal Pibul Songkram, then prime minister of Thailand. He was in military uniform and was wearing riding boots, with spurs. Next came Dr Ba Maw, head of the wartime administration in Burma. I could identify him from his Burmese attire, including a head-dress like a handkerchief wrapped around the head. Next came a frail-looking elderly man in a white tropical suit, whom I correctly identified as José P. Laurel, who had been installed as president of the Philippines during the Japanese occupation. Then followed, horns blaring, a fleet of vehicles that seemed to be given special attention by the Japanese. Out of the principal limousine stepped a rather rotund, bald man with glasses. High-ranking Japanese military officers stood at attention for him, whereas the other visitors had just a routine reception at the door.
         
 
         My boss asked me if I could identify the man. I said I couldn’t. He said I should know and gave me two or three more chances, but I still pleaded ignorance, even after he hinted that we were looking at a very prominent Indian nationalist leader. Finally came the answer: it was Subhas Chandra Bose. I said this could not be true – there had been reports in the English papers before the war that he had been killed trying to escape from India, somewhere in the frontier area of the north-west. The CPO said that if I did not believe him, I should go to Singapore. Bose was expected to speak on the Padang in two days, in front of the Syonan Tokubetsu Shi, as the Japanese called the Municipal Building (now City Hall). He said I would get a better view of the man then – I should get there by 4.00 pm, as a very large crowd was expected.
 
         My family had been in Singapore for more than two generations, and my relatives had little interest in Indian politics. As British subjects and with no links of any kind with India we saw events there as of no concern of ours. However, many Indian workers and shopkeepers did follow political developments in India. Many of them dressed in the style of Indian politicians, wearing the Gandhi cap and clothing made of khaddar, a kind of hand-spun cotton. I had heard mention of Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru (who had visited Singapore around 1936), Mahatma Gandhi, and to a lesser extent Subhas Chandra Bose, who was known but not as prominent a figure. I had only seen photos of him as a chubby man with a Gandhi cap, and this figure in a tropical suit getting out of a limousine bore no resemblance to the picture in my mind.
         
 
         The next day I called an Indian friend of mine, M.B. Dass, who worked in the Indian Independence League (IIL) in Johore Bahru. I asked him if what I had been told was correct. He called me later in the office to confirm that it was. We agreed to go across the Causeway to see what was going on at the Padang. We took a charcoal-burning taxi to Rochor Road, and walked from there to the Padang.
 
         The Padang was the main venue for big public occasions in colonial Singapore. The annual King’s Birthday Parade was held there, as were various sporting events. We arrived around 5.00 pm. The roads were closed to traffic. The field was now adorned with flags of the Indian National Congress with the spinning wheel in its centre. A large crowd had already gathered, many of whom were seated. The front row was taken up by well-dressed Indian couples – the élite of the Indian community. There was an air of expectation. In due course a line of limousines drew up. Several people in British-type military bush jackets got out and ran up the steps. They were followed by high-ranking Japanese generals, judging by the yellow flags on their limousines. After a short interval, the man I had seen at Istana Bukit Serene arrived and slowly moved up to the stage. Everyone on the platform remained standing until he took his seat.
         
 
         Subhas Chandra Bose then got up and began to speak. His first few words were in Hindi, according to my friend a greeting to ‘Brothers and Sisters’, after which he went on to speak in English. His theme was the fight against the British for India’s independence. It began to drizzle very lightly. The people in seats became restless, and began to move as if to take shelter. At that moment, Bose raised his voice over the microphone and said something that impressed me to no end. He had come a long way, he declared, at great risk to himself, to pursue the struggle for independence. He was shocked to see those in front of him run at the slight sign of drizzle. What kind of people were they? He had come to ask for their blood and they ran just because of a slight drizzle? He asked what the British had turned them into – so weak and cowardly. Were they not born with brothers and sisters? Did they not see it as their duty to liberate their struggling brothers and sisters from British bondage? The crowd quietly sat down again and stayed in their places until the function was over and Bose left the steps of the building.
 
         There was more to the speech, delivered off the cuff, but this dressing-down, delivered in a booming voice, was what impressed me the most. It was the first time I had witnessed really compelling oratory, filled with references to history and the search for justice. I was young, negligible in terms of status, and I was thrilled to see the élite getting such a tongue-lashing.
 
         Bose did not speak Tamil, and although he was from Bengal, I was told that his Bengali was not very good either. He had trained in London, and had come up tops in the Indian Civil Service examinations, but rather than follow a safe career as an Indian civil servant he had decided to take up a cause. His English was perfect, as were his diction and delivery. Half the crowd did not understand what he was saying, but they were in awe. The words resonated. I suddenly realised why Indian independence talk stirred those with roots in India.
         
 
         This was my first exposure to anti-British politics and it really fired my imagination. I suddenly experienced an awakening that made me feel a craving to be active politically – and that led ultimately to my involvement in the political struggle initiated by Lee Kuan Yew through his political rallies in the 1950s.
 
         I was to have a closer encounter with Bose, this time in Muar, when I was posted there to help the CPO for six months. On one occasion we were asked to provide an escort service for a VIP. Wondering why the Japanese were not doing it themselves, I was told, ‘Shush – this chap is not Japanese!’ Bose was travelling up the peninsula. The Johore police took over escort responsibilities at the Causeway, and were due to hand over to Malacca after he had crossed the Muar River. So I went to catch a glimpse of the man. After he got out of his car, I walked beside him on to the ferry. ‘You’re Indian,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you join the INA?’
 
         ‘I’m local-born,’ I replied.
 
         He retorted, ‘What difference does that make?’
 
         I could think of nothing to say. At that point the ferry got to the other side, and he continued on his journey.
 
         Why did Bose attract Singapore’s Indians? True, he was eloquent in English and appealed to those of us who spoke English. However his magnetism went beyond that – he was somehow able to forge a bond with the local Indian masses. The vast majority of those who gathered to hear him were labourers and plantation workers, and their wives. They were comfortable only in their mother tongues, primarily Tamil or Telugu. At public rallies they came forward and fell at his feet, the Indian way of paying respect. The women donated jewellery – I witnessed this symbolic act on many occasions.
 
         After World War II Bose was labelled a would-be dictator. True, he wore a military uniform with high boots and superficially resembled the Italian fascist leader Benito Mussolini. I can only guess that this dictatorial persona was intended to help him establish control over a potentially unruly host of POWs. He must have wondered how many of them were there to fight sincerely for his cause, and how many were just trying to escape the rigours of imprisonment under the Japanese.
         
 
         At the time I was not aware of his religiosity. John, the friend who had cycled with me to Singapore soon after it fell to the Japanese, was one of Bose’s butlers in later days. He told me many years afterwards that every morning Bose would go into his prayer room in wet clothes after his bath. Everyone was under orders not to disturb him for an hour. Only when he emerged from his prayers were his day’s clothes given to him or breakfast served.
 
         Bose’s political circle included many Indians prominent in the campaign for independence. When Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru visited Singapore in 1946 as a guest of Lord Mountbatten, he asked for a bunch of roses. Everyone assumed that they were for Edwina Mountbatten, the wife of his host. But when the flowers arrived, Nehru asked to be taken to the site of the INA memorial (demolished on the return of British troops) and left the roses there. His head was bowed, and according to an eyewitness at the occasion, he was almost in tears. Although they were rivals, Nehru considered Bose a fellow patriot.
 
         There is another aspect of Bose’s contribution that Indians in Southeast Asia should acknowledge. Given his eminence as a leader, the Japanese could not treat him the way they treated their other puppets. He was referred to always as ‘His Excellency’; he was provided with guards appropriate to his position; and he had a Japanese interpreter, Senda, of major-general rank. It was arguably because of the status of Bose, and because the Japanese needed Indian support in their final onslaught on India, that the Indians of Malaya and Singapore – with the notable exception of the labourers sent to work on building the Thailand-Burma ‘Death Railway’ – got off more lightly under the Japanese than the Chinese did, despite the fact that they were British subjects and technically ‘enemy nationals’.
 
         In retrospect, Bose’s great Padang speech marked the dawn of mass politics in Malaya among Indians. Before him, only the Japanese had spoken in public against British ‘tyranny’ and the need to fight it. No Chinese leader would have spoken thus; and there was no Malay leader big enough to make such a speech. Whenever Bose spoke, there were reports in the newspapers. Malays and Chinese were not parties to the Indian struggle but, nevertheless, Bose’s presence created a certain atmosphere which led many to take an active part in trade union activity, for example, demanding better treatment from the British after the war. The INA and the IIL had made an impact: after the war, it was no longer possible to treat Indian labourers like serfs. They learnt discipline in the army and became highly motivated.
         
 
         When the war ended, many Indians were highly politicised in the sense that they were anti-British. Some joined the MCP. During the Emergency, they were captured, banished to India, or sentenced to death for possession of arms. Indeed, one of the triggers for declaring the Emergency was a big demonstration in the Dublin Estate – operated essentially by Indian labour – in Kedah.
 
         What would a Japanese victory have meant for India? Bose was confident that he could liberate India from the British without subjugating it to Japanese rule. When he went to the Burma front, he wanted to enter India first. In fact, this demand created problems with the Japanese military commander. Had he entered Bengal the victor, many believe that the people of Bengal would have rallied to him. Some have suggested that the Bengal Famine of 1943 was created deliberately to prevent such a response.
 
         As for Singapore, the legend of Bose will cease to attract the attention of young and old with each passing day. Sixty years and more after the end of World War II, a whole generation of Indian Singaporeans and Indian Indians know of him only from a distance. He will be like Gandhi, Chiang Kai-Shek and Mao Zedong – a fading legend. Perhaps his enduring legacy is his vision of the way India should be governed. Even if only in modified form, his message to India remains important even today.
         
 
         9. The end of the war
 
         Days after the Japanese surrender, when the British had yet to arrive, I became aware of a fascinating sequence of events involving an attempted MPAJA effort to reach an agreement with the Japanese in Johore. About two months before the surrender I was in Muar on one of the IGP’s routine trips. Ishikura, my old friend, was now head of the police station there, and invited me to stay with him at his residence.
 
         Ishikura talked freely with me, as he had done before. After an early dinner, he reflected on the current turn of events. He then said that he had established contacts with the MPAJA unit operating in the Muar district, and that they had come to an understanding about a truce. He said the police would give up the outlying areas, those more than 7 to 10 miles out of Muar in the direction of the interior. The MPAJA would not mount any attacks unless disturbed by a military or police operation.
 
         He said that as Japan’s defeat was inevitable, he thought it best to prevent further fights with the MPAJA until the outcome of the war became clear, one way or another. I could not believe what I heard, coming as it did from a Japanese, a person of his seniority in the police. He assured me he was not making this up and what he said was for real. I said I believed him but that I was worried on his behalf, as the Kempeitai and the Japanese garrison now in Muar would not condone such a move. He said the military had other things to worry about. There were now Japanese garrisons in Muar, Batu Pahat and no doubt many other coastal towns. They were expecting war to return to Malaya, with a British landing possible anywhere along the coast.
         
 
         I asked him how he had been able to reach such an understanding with the MPAJA. He said he had made use of a Chinese officer – his interpreter, by the name of Wong – to let it be known to one of those under arrest that he, Ishikura, would be willing to talk to the leaders of the MPAJA, if they were interested in some kind of truce. He wanted to prevent further suffering. If they were interested he needed some sort of message. He was willing to go out of Muar town to meet them, so long as his protection was assured. Apparently the initiative worked and he received a message, following which he went to meet the MPAJA’s emissary on an estate some 10 miles out of Muar, in the direction of Panchor, a small town several miles away. The place was Craiglea Estate or somewhere similar. He was then blindfolded, as was his interpreter, and taken some miles further into the interior. There he met the MPAJA leader. They reached agreement. He had to show evidence of good faith by getting his police officers to stop harassing the Chinese in the interior for a fixed period – one month. This he was able to do, as he had by then got rid of the station’s most notorious ‘communist buster’, a character by the name of Wong Poh Wah.
         
 
         Ishikura asked me not to mention what he had told me to anyone, even to the IGP. I found it difficult to believe that he could have taken such a drastic step without consulting his superiors, as in the war context his act was tantamount to treason. To this day I don’t know what to make of it.
 
         I knew Wong Poh Wah. Throughout the Occupation until his arrest he was head of the anti-communist branch of the Muar police. He was well-known in the town, much feared by the people including the Malay police officers: he could ‘fix’ anyone by accusing them of collaboration with the communists. He worked closely with the garrison and the Kempeitai’s representative there. Ishikura said that he had found enough evidence to ‘get Wong’, but could not act in Muar. He had then arranged for Wong to make a trip to Johore Bahru, ostensibly to receive an award from the IGP. There Wong was arrested and jailed. Unfortunately, when the British returned after the war, they released Wong and made him a hero, attributing his incarceration to anti-Japanese activities. Later when the truth came out and the military war crimes team was about to arrest him, he was forewarned by British police officers who helped him escape, I believe to Sumatra.
         
 
         Although the Emperor of Japan signified his acceptance of surrender terms in a radio broadcast on 15 August 1945, the news only reached us five days later. The British did not arrive until 5 September, and the formal surrender in Singapore took place a week later, on 12 September. Before the British could re-establish their authority in Malaya and Singapore there was an interregnum of about two weeks during which, throughout the state of Johore, the MPAJA took control, terrorised the population in areas where there were no Japanese troops, and held kangaroo courts.
         
 
         These attempts by the MPAJA to take revenge against those who had ‘collaborated’ with the Japanese aggravated the situation, resulting in fresh racial riots which they could not control. It was only with the arrival of the British Military Administration outside the state capital that such kangaroo courts ended.
 
         Throughout much of the Occupation and particularly during this outbreak of retribution at the end of the war, there were rumours of appalling atrocities by the MPAJA. One of the guerrillas’ favourite intimidatory tactics was to cut off one ear. I did not witness any of these incidents personally, so my understanding is based on hearsay. However, while there might have been a degree of exaggeration, accounts of brutality involving acts such as digging out eyeballs and disembowelling were so prevalent at the time that I was inclined then, as I am now, substantially to believe them. Moreover many convincing eyewitness accounts have been published since the war. My own belief was reinforced by an event I witnessed after the war ended, as I shall recount in the next chapter.
 
         About three or four weeks before the war ended, I had an attack of jaundice. I was rather ill. There was very little medicine for such ailments, and it took me many days to recover. Only when I returned to work and to the cubicle in town where I was living did we receive the news about the end of the war. When I went to the office, most of the local police did not know what was in store for them. They included the senior Malay officers who had been in the police pre-war. Our Japanese superiors were more concerned with their own situation. In preparation for their surrender they built a makeshift camp in Tampoi for their own evacuation pending the British arrival. The top Malay members of the Johore government were equally apprehensive, not knowing how the British were going to treat them in light of their collaboration with the Japanese.
 
         While all the Japanese from the out-station police posts assembled in Johore Bahru to await internment, Ishikura did not arrive until perhaps a week or 10 days after the others, though still before the British arrival. He was shunned by other Japanese officers. He told me how he got out of Muar and had conveyed a message to the Japanese military commander for Malaya from the MPAJA in Muar, the so-called 5th Independent Regiment. There were in fact two messages to which he had had to await a response.
         
 
         The first was to the ‘highest military authority on the Japanese side’ – I was not clear whether he meant the authority in Muar, in the state of Johore, or in overall command of Malaya. The message was that the Japanese should surrender to the MPAJA with all their arms and cooperate in resisting the British return, or fight the British if they should succeed in getting back. The answer Ishikura received was that the Japanese would surrender only to the British forces as commanded by the Emperor, and until then they would maintain law and order. This was well after the announcement of the Japanese surrender and close to the date of the British arrival.
 
         Chin Peng in his memoirs refers to an offer by the Japanese to join the MCP in its struggle against the returning British. He says that following the Emperor’s broadcast on 15 August 1945 Japanese military commanders put out feelers seeking negotiations with a view to an alliance with the party and their guerrilla army. He was operating at the time in north Perak. The version of events given by Ishikura though different, does appear credible when viewed against Chin Peng’s claims. Ishikura said to me that the need to get a response from higher authorities was the reason why there was a few days’ delay in the announcement by the Japanese commander in Singapore of his formal agreement to surrender.
 
         The other message the MPAJA asked Ishikura to pass on was that the police should give up all their weapons to the MPAJA. He said he resisted that and had all the police arms dumped into the Muar River.
 
         That was the last I saw of Ishikura, as he moved off with the others to the camp at Tampoi, after which they were all interned and finally repatriated.
 
         My last official duty for the Japanese IGP was to interpret for him when the Tengku Mahkota, son of Sultan Ibrahim, came to arrange for the Johore state government to take over responsibilities from the Japanese. The IGP told him very politely that he had no instructions as to such a handover, and until he received such instructions he would carry on as previously. He gave the assurance that the Japanese would be responsible for law and order until the British arrived.
         
 
         Once the surrender became public, all the shops in Johore Bahru were decorated with the Kuomintang’s flags, as if to welcome Chinese troops. In fact there was talk of their coming in the marketplace. In the early days a few Chinese members of Force 136 (an underground force led by the British) were indeed seen about town, while the MPAJA were rushing around arresting people and threatening retribution. The only people keeping order were Japanese troops with fixed bayonets at various street junctions. The MPAJA beat a hasty retreat each time they came across them. The town was in a serious state of tension. Malays were equipping themselves with parangs and there were a lot of secretive discussions in the kampongs on how to fight back the Chinese. That was the situation until the official British arrival in Singapore on 5 September 1945. On that evening, a couple of British officers with Indian Army personnel arrived at the main steps of the Johore Government Office Building. It was a group of no more than two dozen in all. Mentri Besar Ungku Abdul Aziz, the state secretary and a few senior Malay officers went to meet them. With their meeting over they announced that there was no need for those working to turn up the next day.
 
         In the event the arrival of the British was a source of reassurance for the Malays and Indians, as there were fears that the Chinese population would join the MPAJA in terrorising them.
 
         I had some apprehensions about my own fate. I had had a high-profile job as an interpreter for the Japanese, particularly when I was working with the police department and the IGP. I reassured myself with the thought that I had never abused my position nor consciously done harm to anyone. I had tried to help where possible, saving as many as I could from brutality. As it turned out, I was unaffected. I moved freely around town and nobody accosted me, not even the MPAJA.
 
         The Japanese occupation was finally over. As I reflected back on that period afterwards, I realised that my own experiences had been very different from the horrors undergone by many other people of all races, including many of the Chinese population of Singapore. When I first encountered the occupying forces I was very young, virtually destitute, and with a very low opinion of my own worth. The Japanese gave me the opportunity to better myself, several of them individually had treated me well, and for the first time in my life I realised I had a good brain in my head.
         
 
         I had observed the Japanese running the state of Johore in a generally professional and fair way, relying substantially on the Malays and Indians in administrative matters, and on the Chinese in their dealings with the communists. They had continued to use English as the language of administration, and had maintained most of the machinery of government set up by the British. How was it that, nevertheless, so many people in Malaya, including Singapore, had to endure physical brutality and hardship?
 
         There will never be a final answer. The principal villains of the Occupation were the Kempeitai. I had seen the wariness with which they had been treated in Johore even by their Japanese colleagues. It was only later that I discovered how appallingly they had treated the Chinese in Singapore, particularly in the very early days, under the direction of Colonel Tsuji. The Kempeitai in Singapore, only a few hundred in number, were supplemented by some 1,000 or so auxiliaries, young soldiers mostly from the Hiroshima district, who were unsophisticated, uneducated, and had a capacity for blindly obeying orders, however brutal.
         
 
         The Sook Ching operation endured by the Chinese in Singapore was not replicated to any significant degree in Johore. Estimates of the number of deaths resulting from Sook Ching range from 5,000 to 50,000. No one can justify the brutality and arbitrary nature of that process.
 
         The Japanese forces in Malaya and Singapore included a number of Chinese from Formosa (now Taiwan), at the time ruled by Japan, serving as members of the Kempeitai and as interpreters. More numerous were soldiers of Korean background, albeit with Japanese names (they had formed a major part of the garrisons in the towns of Johore). They were just as brutal. Hardship persisted throughout the Occupation, particularly for the Chinese and Eurasian communities. Corruption and social disintegration contributed to the difficulties, which continued well into the post-war era.
         
 
         I wonder if there is a cultural aspect to the explanation which perhaps extends to the whole of North Asia, China and Japan alike. The first act of incoming Chinese forces under the likes of Chiang Kai-Shek and Mao Zedong was generally to intimidate by an extreme show of force, and the question arises whether the Japanese in Singapore were possibly acting in that tradition of intimidating a people through terror to demand obedience. Be that as it may, war crimes were committed, and aspects of the Japanese occupation remain as a stain on Japan’s history.
 
         Could the guerrillas have beaten the Japanese during the war? It is interesting to speculate what they would have achieved with the benefit of modern communications. The counter-insurgents – the Japanese during the war and the British during the Emergency – had the advantage of technology. As things stood, during the war the MCP/MPAJA had no radio communication, and relied entirely on messages passed by hand. Each of their ‘regiments’ operated as a self-contained unit with their own chiefs, and that lack of effective communications was perhaps why Chin Peng was able for so long to remain on top as secretary-general of the MCP, and why his predecessor Lai Teck was able to operate as an informant to the British and the Japanese for so long before he was killed.
 
         After the war the MCP was allowed to operate briefly as a legal organisation, with many ‘united front’ satellite bodies, until it was banned in July 1948 after the declaration of the Emergency. It then resorted again to armed resistance, this time against the British. Although it had been officially disbanded soon after the British takeover in 1945, the core of the MPAJA went underground, back to the jungle, to join the MCP in fighting the British colonial administration and the nascent independent Malaya. The conflict known as the Emergency lasted until 1960. In time MCP forces had to retreat into southern Thailand and operated in three areas along the Thai-Malayan border. They did not finally disband until the 1980s after an agreement with Malaysia and Thailand, and they then settled in southern Thailand.
 
         In the 1950s, even after it was banned, the MCP’s influence lingered in the form of attempts to recruit and exert influence through organisations such as trade unions. These efforts, although successfully thwarted by the British by means of arrests and deportation, threatened serious damage to the local economy, as I was to discover at first hand in the years to come.
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               At around age 18. This print was sent to me by Lieutenant Kokubu’s relations. (Personal collection)
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               My maternal grandmother Amurutham with her sons and daughters. Back row from left to right: uncles Govindasamy, Packirisamy and Doraisamy. Front row: cousin Sellapan s/o Doraisamy, aunt Pakiam, grandmother Amurutham, my mother Abhirami, aunt Marimuthu and cousin Visvanathan s/o Govindasamy. Cousin Vijayaletchmi is seated on the floor in the centre. (Personal collection)
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               My family portrait. Standing at the back is my father Sellapan. Front row from left to right: sister Paruvatham, mother Abhirami, sister Amurtham, me, my mother’s favourite nephew and my eldest sister Sivayogam, who went to live with my aunt Pakiam. (Personal collection)
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               This is an artist’s impression of aunt Pakiam’s house in Ceylon Road, where I lived in 1936. (Personal collection)
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               My sister Amurtham with her daughter Prema. (Personal collection)
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               With Lieutenant Kokubu. (Personal collection)
               

            

         
 
         
            
[image: ] 
               The memorial the Japanese erected at Muar to honour their war dead. It was demolished following the British return in 1945. (Personal collection)
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               With Kokubu (second from left), his orderlies and the Hupmobile he borrowed from the Sultan of Pahang. I was in the white shirt third from left. (Personal collection)
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               With my wife-to-be Umi, taken secretly in Johore Bahru in June 1945, before the end of the war. (Personal collection)
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               Taken in Segamat with two wartime friends C.K.R. Pillay (bottom left) and Syed Appa (bottom right) who later joined the INA. I am at the top of the picture. (Personal collection)
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