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Foreword





  
  After the publication of Paul Brickhill’s very brief account of my escape from a Japanese prison camp on Singapore island, in his book of war stories entitled “Escape—or Die”, I received many enquiries from readers who wanted to know more. Some of the questions I have been able to answer; others I haven’t—partly for security reasons and partly because the events referred to have faded from memory. Mine was, after all, a hazardous experience, the important occurrences in which I shall never forget, though they have submerged the lesser important. But I hope this book will fill most of the gaps.

  I take this opportunity of expressing my everlasting gratitude to those people (British, Australian, Malayan, Dutch, Sumatran, Chinese and Javanese) who played their parts in my story and without whose sacrifice I should not be alive to tell the tale. Above all, I acknowledge a great companion—that of R. G. Donaldson, the Australian who alone was with me at the end of my adventure.

  Charles McCormac
 Welling, Kent
 September, 1954
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  Out of the pall of smoke that hung motionless above the docks of Singapore flashed a Jap fighter, sweeping low along the curve of the waterfront. Explosives shells from its twin cannon ripped into a pile of packing crates; then, like an echo to the plane’s roar as it disappeared behind a half-gutted warehouse, came the crackling of flames, racing quickly through the sun-dried wood.

  It was January 30th, 1942 as I stood on the blazing, bomb-pitted docks watching the Wakefield as slowly she stood northwestward into the Malacca Strait. Somewhere aboard her was my wife, Pat, and the fact the I would within the next few days almost certainly be captured by the Japanese seemed unimportant beside the fact that she had got away. As I watched the Wakefield disappear in a smother of bomb-splashes I could only pray: God protect you, Pat; you and our unborn child.

  It seemed impossible to believe that only a few weeks ago Pat and I had been living quietly in the married quarters that fringed Seletar aerodrome. The war then had seemed so very far away. We enjoyed a life of ease and luxury, having little suspicion of the forces that were already undermining the structure of our way of life.

  The night that ended our fool’s paradise was Sunday, December 7th. We spent the evening with our friends the Dennets, in their house on the perimeter of the aerodrome. Inevitably we fell to discussing the fighting in Europe and we wondered whether the war could ever spread to the Far East. In particular we tried to analyse the strange, remote, but symptomatic atmosphere that had of late been building up between the Asiatics and the Europeans. We had the impression that the Asiatics knew more than we did about the possibilities of war in the Far East, and were already deciding on whose side they would line up. Only a few days ago the amahs had demanded, through their trade unions, a fantastic wage increase; they had, they said, to have more money because part of their wages was handed each week to the kongsis (trade unions) to pay for the war in China. But I heard from several sources that the amahs were in fact putting forward an impossible claim in the hope of being dismissed; for there was a rumour that the Japanese had threatened, when they came, to kill all natives employed by Europeans.

  We discussed too the great ceremonial parade that had been held that week-end in Raffles Square. Australian troops and their impressive armour had marched and countermarched hour after hour. For the ceremonial of a single afternoon the mainland of Malaya had been almost denuded of troops.

  “If the Japs want to attack us,” I said, “they’ll never have a better chance.”

  “That’s it, Mac,” laughed Dennet. “Tonight’s the night!”

  It was all something of a joke; for few of us in Singapore knew anything of the reality of war. “War will never reach us” we had always thought, and like ostriches with our heads in the sands of splendid isolation, we enjoyed our lives. At night, the clubs and restaurants were crowded with tuxedo-clad men and bare-shouldered women drifting together round the dance floors. It is true we had seen news-films of the war in Europe, the Dunkirk evacuation and the bombing of London, but the general feeling was “It can’t happen here.” On Seletar aerodrome life was especially good. It was reputed to be the most comfortable of all RAF stations in the Far East; it had its own golf course, its yacht club, its swimming pool and its private taxis available for all ranks at $8 (about £1) for all-day hire. The Singapore civilians accepted us with a studied tolerance, and most of the town’s amenities were open to us.

  The night of December 7th, 1941 put an end to all that.

  I was woken by Pat. She had tossed aside the mosquito net and was tugging frantically at my shoulder.

  “Darling, wake up! We’re being bombed.”

  “Don’t be silly,” I muttered sleepily, “it’s only thunder.”

  Then came a thin, high-pitched whine, developing into a crescendo shriek, like a train screaming its way out of a tunnel. Instinctively Pat dropped to the floor, and I threw myself on top of her. An explosive blast echoed around the house. We picked ourselves up and rushed to the window.

  “There!” she cried. “Three of them, caught in the searchlights.”

  We watched the Bofors tracer spiralling lazily towards the spot-lit planes. I looked at my watch. It was 4.15 am. Towards the town of Singapore fires were burning fiercely. As I dressed hurriedly, Pat slipped into a wrap and turned on the radio. After a little while, the station at Singapore came on the air with soft dance music—but no announcement.

  “At any rate the radio station hasn’t been hit.”

  I struggled into my coat, told Pat to take shelter if the aircraft returned, and made my way on to the airfield.

  A bomb had flattened part of the RAF hospital, and airmen were already working in the debris. There were, they believed, no casualties. Down at the hangars, airmen were clustered together talking nervously and I heard from them the first depressing report—the forerunner of so many others—that one of our Catalinas was long overdue. Flight Sergeant Webb, a first-class pilot, and a grand crew had taken off the previous afternoon on a routine patrol; from over the Gulf of Siam he had signalled a “sighting report”, after identifying Japanese shipping. His news was quickly passed on to the defence authorities but no action was taken, for the assumption was that the ships were destined for Siam. Later, when we checked on times, it became clear that the ships Webb had spotted were part of the Japanese invasion fleet that landed at Kelantan, four hundred miles north of Singapore on the east coast of Malaya. Why Webb’s signal went unheeded, why Singapore was not blacked-out and why there was no reception committee awaiting the bombers, were questions that have never been answered. Webb must have been the first to know that the Japanese invasion was under way. He passed the news back and was undoubtedly shot down for his trouble. But his warning passed unheeded.

  In the business centre of Singapore, which had taken most of the bombing, the “Passive Defence” services went into action with little delay. Fires were quickly extinguished and the wounded cared for with efficiency. Sixty people were killed; one hundred and thirty-three were taken to hospital.

  At six o’clock that morning came the news over the Malayan radio that the British Commonwealth was at war with Japan. Our Eastern paradise was crumbling about our ears.

  Next day came what was perhaps the most dispiriting news of the war. On December 5th, we at Seletar had watched with pride the magnificent spectacle of the Prince of Wales and the Repulse steaming majestically up the Johore Strait. Only a few days before, the ships had arrived at Singapore, boosting the morale of the islanders. Then they steamed away. About midday on December 9th, a Walrus aircraft landed at Seletar, and we knew by the faces of the pilot and observer that some appalling tragedy had taken place. They went straight to the Operations Room and there reported that the Prince of Wales and the Repulse had both been sunk.

  Three days later Mr Duff Cooper, who was then in Singapore as chairman of the war council established there, broadcast the official news of the loss of both ships.

  All this time the natives were picking up the Japanese broadcasts and boasts of success, and there soon began a sort of two-way evacuation; the Asiatics leaving the congested areas of the island and pouring over the Causeway into Johore, while the Europeans and a host of non-European refugees crowded into the island from the peninsula.

  In spite of all the portents, European civilians continued to go about their business without disruption of their daily routine and without loss of confidence in the impregnability of Singapore island. But at Seletar aerodrome we soon became aware of an acute shortage of aircraft when our Catalinas started bombing attacks on land targets, and our Vildebeestes sought and found Japanese shipping. The crews of these Vildebeestes—capable of ninety knots as against the Zeros’ 250–300 mph—continued gamely with their suicidal task; but they could do little to impede the inexorable Japanese advance.

  One day our commanding officer assembled the wives and families of those who were living in married quarters and told us the position about evacuation. He would have liked, he said, to get us away but could do nothing yet.

  “Meanwhile, slit trenches must be dug at once,” he announced. “We must hold out at all costs.”

  Which was, of course, a stirring and reassuring sentiment—to everyone except to Pat who, with the baby due in a couple of months, did not fancy the idea of jumping in and out of slit trenches.

  Soon, visits from the Japanese bombers began to come with monotonous regularity. At first they concentrated on the aerodrome, using small anti-personnel bombs perhaps because they were anxious not to spoil a prize they knew would soon be theirs. Later, Singapore town and harbour came in for their share of the bombing, but usually the aircraft made a point of attacking Seletar on their return journey. It was all done with repetitive timing: every morning at 0950 hours and every afternoon at 1500 hours. Twenty-seven bombers flying perfect formation … 0950 hours, 1500 hours … day after day. In the densely populated areas in and around Singapore there were heavy casualties. Upcountry the Japanese were consolidating their landings and were spreading across and down Malaya. “Our troops have retired to prepared positions” was the daily dirge on the radio, announced with extraordinary and infuriating complacency.

  Towards the end of December the situation on the Malayan front deteriorated rapidly. By December 29th, the Japs were fighting south of Ipoh; on January 2nd they landed at Kuala Selangor and by January 12th had reached Kuala Lumpur. On January 26th they were at Endau only eighty miles north of the Johore Causeway, and on the 29th they were less then twenty miles north of Seletar. The airfield was now under constant aerial bombardment and the work of the two torpedo-bomber squadrons was limited to night operations as the aircraft were not fast enough to use by day. Our losses mounted with tragic rapidity. One morning that remains especially in my memory was when two Japanese Zeros beat up the aerodrome with little opposition from the ground except the fire from the crews of the Catalinas, many of whom died in their aircraft. Hangars were set on fire and station buildings badly damaged

  From the early days of the New Year, Singapore was rarely without several air raids every day. European civilians poured across the Causeway onto the island in a constant stream and by January 30th the great bulk of the British forces in the peninsula had also been withdrawn.

  The island was now teeming with Europeans and Asiatics, and the casualties were frightening. Singapore was a town of bewildering contrasts. On the one hand, in the wealthy residential areas, bombing had destroyed the drains, and the stench was nauseating—the Government gave free anti-typhoid injections to everyone who applied. On the other hand, the streets in the shopping and business areas were cleaned meticulously every day and were thronged with European men and women. The labourers employed at the docks, usually in large numbers, had almost entirely disappeared and British and Indian troops had to be diverted to the loading and unloading of ships. There were no shelters; the bombers rarely met opposition from our aircraft, and the anti-aircraft fire was ineffective.

  What was quite astounding was the serene confidence of the European community; they really seemed to believe the Government’s announcements that Singapore was impregnable. Women from the peninsula who were living uncomfortably in billets and with no more clothes than could be packed into a suitcase, were offered passages to Australia, but preferred to wait for a steamer bound for England where they would be more likely to meet friends. Perhaps the extraordinary confidence in Singapore as a stronghold immune from the Japanese advance was derived from the placidity of the Government announcements on defence, one of which I remember, published in late January, was to the effect that every householder with a garden, no matter how small, was to be asked to grow vegetables for his own consumption and his neighbours’. Fertilizers were to be distributed by the Food Production Office. And this was when the Japanese were less than fifty miles distant.

  It may have been that the Government was as ill-informed about the military position in Malaya as was the public, but this seems hardly likely. Be that as it may, from the very first day of the Japanese attack, the public of Malaya was kept in appalling ignorance of what was happening. News of the Japanese occupation of Kelantan for example, which took place on December 8th, was not publicized until December 22nd; and the press censorship was so severe that, even when Singapore was bombed for the first time, no true report appeared in the papers, which instead filled their columns with long accounts of the fighting in Libya and Russia. The climax came on January 29th when a BBC broadcast announced that Ipoh was suffering incessant bombardment from Japanese aircraft, although in fact the Japs were then within a few miles of Singapore and Ipoh had been in their hands over five weeks.

  Meanwhile the Japanese were conducting propaganda and publicity on their own lines. Leaflets were dropped throughout the campaign, the text written in illiterate English, as well as Chinese, Malay and Tamil. “Evacuate your towns before we bomb them,” they warned the Asiatics. “We are waging war only against the white devils.” There were also leaflets in graphic form; some depicted a grossly fat European planter lolling in the shade with beer bottles stacked beside him, while his Tamil labourers toiled in the burning sun; while others showed a sun-tanned British soldier grilling a beef-steak while evacuated Indian soldiers sweated behind him at work.

  The Japanese army had its own special leaflets. One ran as follows:

  
    To the British Army
  

  
    The conduct, which you the British soldiers behaved badly to the Japanese is never forgiven by both the God and the humankind. That is, you imprisoned the Japanese and put them into the leper-house, into the oil-tanks and moreover slaughtered the Japanese non-combatants.
  

  
    Impress on your mind that you expect to be revenged fifty one hundred times as many as you behaved one.
  

  
    The Nippon Army
  

  What, I wondered, must the Malay villagers have thought? For months they had watched the convoys of lorries, artillery and Bren-gun carriers rumbling northwards. They had been amazed at the strength of our forces; they had believed implicitly in the Government’s declarations of their country’s invulnerability. Then they were told that the Japanese had tried to land at Kelantan but had been attacked by British aircraft and had retreated, leaving behind only a few survivors. For a while there was no more news; then to their astonishment the roads filled with car-loads of European women and children, wealthy Chinese and Indians, all hurrying south, to be followed a few days later by the European civil servants, planters and miners. Rumours spread but still there was no news. Later came the mauled and battered remains of the defending forces that had passed northwards so confidently only a few weeks before. The Malays did all in their power to help the retreat, but how could they reconcile the optimistic news declarations with what they saw for themselves?

  Towards the end of January the tension in Singapore was increasing as fast as the flow of evacuees from the mainland. The aerodrome at Seletar had become impossible to operate from; it was pitted with craters, most of the buildings were badly damaged, and Catalinas had been dispersed around the outlying islands.

  As the situation worsened the question of evacuation was uppermost in my mind. Some of the wives left by sea about the middle of the month, others were flown out on January 21st, and soon there was only a handful of families left. I was glad I could stay with Pat. If the island was invaded, at least I should be with her. The Japanese, I had heard, had their own methods of dealing with Eurasian girls who had married Europeans.

  I was attached during those last days to a motor transport pool helping evacuation from the mainland. Every day we drove across the Causeway some fifty miles into Johore, picking up evacuees and bringing them back to the island.

  On January 28th I drove to Kluang, sixty miles upcountry on the railway line, and found there the usual gathering of refugee women and children. I picked up a dozen of them—all the lorry would hold—and started back in the dark. We had almost reached Johore when there was a scream from one of the women. I braked hard. There was a shout from the back.

  “Don’t stop we’re being fired at!”

  From the scrub came a hail of rifle and machine-gun fire.

  I shot away as a grenade exploded at the side of the road. We reached the Causeway safely and I reported what had happened.

  “I’m not surprised,” grunted the officer I told. “You must have driven straight through the enemy lines—twice.”

  The next day Pat was evacuated.

  When I reported late in the morning to the Signals Room at Seletar I found there only Flight Lieutenant Catt and four airmen.

  “Has your wife packed?” the Flight Lieutenant asked tersely.

  “I think so, sir. Why?”

  “Then get her down to the docks; there’s a ship sailing at 1.30. Look lively, man, you’ll have to jump to it.”

  I looked at my watch. It was 12.40.

  Dashing out of the Signals Room, I tumbled into our battered 1931 Morris and drove frantically to Cairnhill Road. As I skidded to a stop outside the bungalow it was already close on one o’clock.

  “Pat,” I yelled. “Pat, where are you?”

  She came out of the kitchen, a pile of freshly ironed baby clothes slung over her arm. “What’s the flap?”

  “You’re leaving by ship; she sails in half an hour.”

  “Oh, Charles, I can’t. I’m not packed.”

  “There’s no time for packing. Here, take this.” I pushed a few things into a canvas grip, and hurried her towards the car. By the front gate she stopped.

  “Charles, are you coming too?”

  “We’ll see when we get there.”

  “I shan’t go.”

  For a moment we stared at each other beside the waiting car, then I looked up and behind me. A formation of Jap bombers, at less than 3000 feet, was heading straight towards us.

  “Don’t stand here arguing; we’ll be blown to bits.” I bundled her into the car, and we shot off towards the docks, at right angles to the approaching planes.

  The dock was almost deserted as at exactly 1.30 in the middle of an air raid we tore across the bomb-cratered flats; deserted except for the Wakefield, and she was starting to pull up her gangway. Pat was rushed aboard, the last person but one to join the last ship that got away from Singapore. A second before she vanished between decks she turned, looked back at me and tried to smile.

  “See you in Blighty, Pat,” I cried. But even as my voice echoed back from the towering hull it came to me that Blighty, to the love Eurasian girl I had married less than a year ago, was as alien as another world. From now on each of us was quite alone; and it seemed to me that the chances of either Pat or I living through the next few days were pretty slim; and even if by some miracle we managed to stay alive, how could we hope ever to see each other again?

  After the Wakefield had disappeared I walked numbly back towards the Morris. Along the waterfront, quays and warehouses were burning fiercely, and a pall of smoke, darkening the sky, drifted away towards the centre of Singapore. I climbed into the car and drove to our bungalow in Cairnhill Road. There I smashed everything that might possibly be of use to the Japanese, then changed into clean clothes—putting on a faded khaki shirt still warm from Pat’s ironing-board—and, a little after three o’clock, drove back to Seletar. I found the aerodrome nearly deserted.

  The next few days had about them an air of nightmare unreality. More and more troops, civilians and refugees poured into the island making for the supposed safety of Singapore. The roads were packed; food and water were had to come by; there was confusion but no panic. A pall of inevitability and acquiescence settled on the overcrowded island.

  I was quite unable to trace 205 squadron, which, I was later told, had left for Java. I eventually joined up with a mixed party of troops and civilians working on the Bukit Timah Road, near Woodlands. They were building a roadblock. I walked across to a powerful thickset man clad in white shorts and a faded blue silk shirt. He was squatting on his haunches, hungrily munching a sandwich.

  “What goes on?” I asked him.

  He told me, in a lazy Australian drawl, that they were trying to block off the Bukit Timah Road; an idea which seemed to him “damned silly”. He was, I thought, the sort of man to whom a lot of things would seem “damn silly”—a rugged, powerfully built fellow, a little over forty, with thinning ginger hair. His eyes were cold and intolerant, and his smile had little merriment in it. A tough customer. But tough or not, he believed in fair shares, and offered me half his food, not as if he were doing me a favour, but automatically as though any other procedure simply did not occur to him. In the months that followed I was to notice this trait again and again. No matter what the circumstances, it was, with Donaldson, always a case of share and share alike.

  Conversation, at that first meeting, was not exactly easy. I told him briefly how I had rushed Pat aboard the Wakefield. He seemed interested.

  “You married?” I asked him.

  “Uh, uh,” he grunted. And that was all I could get out of him—though I discovered later that he was in fact married, only he wasn’t very popular with his wife, or (I forget which way round it was) his wife wasn’t very popular with him.

  That night, after posting sentries, we slept in scattered groups among the rubber trees of a small plantation. Stretched out with only the short grass beneath me—no pillow, no sheets, no mosquito net above me; no Pat beside me—I fell into a light, troubled sleep. The last I remember, as the kaleidoscope of the day’s events whirled around my mind, reappearing and alternating with forebodings of the future, was Pat’s attempted smile, and I heard through the pattern of my dreams the words “see you in Blighty” echoing and re-echoing, swelling ever louder in a harsh discordant crescendo.

  Next day the roadblocking party to which I had attached myself worked on, adding bit by bit to the pile of stone and rubble which some of us optimistically thought would stop the Jap advance. But soon enthusiasm flagged, and we passed the time keeping in touch with neighbouring roadblock parties, obtaining and storing ammunition and cleaning our weapons. Then came the shelling of Singapore by artillery fire from across the Causeway. It was accurate fire, and made traffic almost impossible along the Bukit Timah Road. This, I realized, was the beginning of the last act, played to the accompaniment of almost continuous air raids. It was only a matter of time before the Japanese landed; and none of us were surprised when, early one morning, we heard through our bush telegraph that they had crossed the strait away to the west.

  We decided to stay where we were—not that we had much option about it, for the shelling was maintained so consistently that by far the safest place was in the shelter we had built. I tried to persuade Donaldson that our only hope was to escape across the strait and take to the jungle in Malaya. But he was dead against it, and, once his mind was made up, Don had no time for a point of view opposed to his own.

  “For Christ’s sake don’t be bloody silly,” he snapped. “The Japs are coming over the strait in their thousands. What chance would we have getting through them? And how do we get across the water? I’m not a bleeding fish.”

  It was useless to argue with him.

  The next night, while we sat hunched up under the trees discussing, not too optimistically, our chances of survival, a young Argyle private suddenly held up his hand.

  “Listen a minute, chaps!”

  We listened.

  “Christ!” said Don. “It’s quiet. What’s happened?”

  None of us moved. The gunfire had stopped. There was no sound but the soft slithering of leaves in the undergrowth, a couple of dogs barking in the distance.

  “One of two things,” a soft Scots voice broke in. “Either the Japs are wiped out or we’re packed in.”

  For a few minutes none of us spoke: each of us putting his own interpretation on the sudden silence. After some discussion it was decided to stay where we were overnight, then next morning to split up into parties of two, each pair to act independently, as they thought fit.

  So it was that the next morning found Don and I walking slowly through the rubber trees, jumping for cover whenever we spotted any Malays—there seemed to be hundreds of them drifting aimlessly about—and avoiding the main roads which were crowded with transport.

  “Hold it, Mac,” he snapped suddenly.

  Approaching down a side road at a smart pace was a company of some twenty Japanese soldiers, headed by an officer and a European in civilian clothes. Up came our guns. We held our breath as the party neared us. We were puzzled by the civilian. He was well dressed, with a soft Panama shielding his eyes from the sun, and he was talking authoritatively to the officer beside him. He seemed to be in charge. A slight rustle behind made us spin round sharply, but it was only two more of our roadblock party who had caught up with us.

  “What the hell’s that civvy doing?” I whispered to Don.

  “Let’s find out.” He stepped into the road. It was very much a mistake. A spray of bullets tumbled us into the undergrowth. My finger was curled round the trigger of my Tommy gun and I squeezed hard. Three Japs fell writhing on the dusty road.

  “Chuck it, you idiot,” yelled Don. “We haven’t got a chance.” He dropped his gun, raised his hands and stepped into the roadway. He was, of course, quite right. We hadn’t got a chance.

  Reluctantly I threw my gun into the bushes, got to my feet, lifted my hands and followed him. Behind me came the other two.

  The Japs broke ranks and surrounded us. One of them kicked me hard between the buttocks, sending me sprawling to the ground. I tried to get up, and another kick sent me flat on my face. There seemed no point in inviting a third, so I stayed where I was. Don, who had spoken to the European, turned to me.

  “This bastard says there’s no point in fighting. We’ve surrendered.”

  I look across at the sleek, well-dressed European.

  “And what the hell are you doing?” I asked him.

  He ignored me and spoke to the officer, telling him in Malay—a language which he imagined none of us would understand—that we should only be a nuisance and ought to be shot on the spot.

  Angrily I interrupted him.

  “You bastard! Whose side are you on?” Again I was kicked flat and jabbed with a rifle butt. There was more talk, now in Japanese, while the soldiers kept us covered. Then the officer barked an order; the lot of us were herded together and the Japs, abandoning whatever mission they were on, turned back towards Singapore, leaving two of their number to bury the men I had shot.

  “Sorry, Mac,” whispered Don as we were marched down the narrow dusty road. “What a mess I’ve made of it.”

  “OK, Don.” I rubbed the bony end of my spine tenderly. “We’re lucky to be still alive.”

  Our muttering was stopped by a jab each from a rifle butt.

  We were prisoners. Prisoners of war. The fact did not immediately seep into our consciousness as the Japs marched us south towards the smoke-smudged town. It had all happened so quickly—the one sudden encounter, then we were walking down the concrete road as though on a route march with a bunch of surly NCOs prodding us along. But I had killed three Japs; the Tommy gun had fired almost without my knowing; my fingers had pressed the trigger and three lifeless bodies had sagged on to the road. I looked around me at the flat, oval, expressionless, slit-eyed faces. Jap faces; enemy faces; breathing like mine, sweating like mine in the wet, sticky heat. They looked emotionless, but what were they thinking? Were Jap troops buddies with one another like our own men; if so, what were they storing up for me? Torture? Or were they perhaps as devoid of sensitivity as their faces seemed to indicate? Their expressions gave nothing away.

  More troops and lorries passed us on the way to Singapore. A column of tanks rumbled by—amateurish-looking affairs, the metal strung together with no indication of strength or craftsmanship. But their crews looked efficient enough, smart and well ordered, primed with victory. Beside the road were several Malays staring wide-eyed at our passing procession, and at Newton Circus we were watched by groups of Tamils and Indians and a small number of Chinese.

  Raffles Place, in the heart of Singapore, seemed untouched by the bombardment, and the beautifully proportioned buildings glared white in the sun against a sky every now and then fogged over by smoke drifting northwards from the docks. A great crowd of Europeans was milling around; some of them were being packed together by guards; others were being marched away over Anderson Bridge (mostly women and children, I noticed), while other groups were waiting listlessly, numb with despair.

  We were marched over to the Mercantile Bank, where a mixed party of Asiatics and Europeans, consisting of both servicemen and civilians, were shifting restlessly about under the guard of five or six armed Indians. The Indian Army, it seemed, had transferred lock, stock and barrel to the Japs; I noted that most of the guards were Indians, and they were revelling in their new-found power. I saw a Chinese shop-owner being clubbed to death by the rifle butts of four massive Indians, all wearing the King’s uniform. Some of our party were sobbing, others were almost hysterical with terror. A few Asiatic women clung tightly to young children, while a group of prosperous-looking civilians muttered together, hopefully planning to buy their way to freedom. Donaldson was standing several yards away from me, and as none of us were allowed to move, I could not get across to him.

  Without food or water we stayed there for the rest of the long, weary hours of daylight. We were there at dusk, and we were still there at midnight, by which time most of us had dropped to the pavement, huddled together for warmth. I dozed off, stupid and fuddled with fatigue. Early in the morning it began to rain. I awoke, and then fell asleep again, my shirt soaked, the water dripping from my hair.

  The sun had just risen when I was kicked into consciousness by a hefty Sikh. I was about to kick him back when I remembered. And remembering was a nightmare. I spotted Donaldson, and with a wary eye on the Sikh guard who was striding over the sleepers and kicking them into life, I crossed over to him.

  “Know what’s cooking?” I asked him.

  “I guess we’re going to be questioned about why we didn’t surrender on the fifteenth. Ceasefire was ordered that night and you, you stupid bastard, had to open up yesterday and kill three Japs.”

  “How the hell was I to know there was a ceasefire? You didn’t know either.”

  “Huh,” he grunted, “you try and convince the bastards of that!” He looked at me curiously. “And say, Mac, what are you going to tell when they ask what your occupation is?”

  “Why RAF, of course.”

  “Do you think they’ll believe you? You’re not in uniform.”

  “I’m wearing a service shirt.”

  “A lot of good that is. Have a dekko at it.”

  I did and realized just a little of the sort of trouble I was in for. The shirt was dirty, but there was nothing khaki about it. It had been khaki once, but now it was bleached white from the sun and from its many journeys to the dhoby. My shoes too were of a civilian pattern.

  “Christ, Don, they’ll think I’m a spy.”

  He pulled is ear lobe thoughtfully. “Too bloody true, cobber.”

  I sat down and tried to think it out. But I was tired and hungry and couldn’t reason properly.

  About 2.30 that afternoon, still without food or water, some thirty of us, including civilians, were assembled and marched out of Raffles Square down towards the docks. Don found himself with some half a dozen other Australians and I joined up with them.

  Abandoned cars cluttered up the roadside, and the pavements were littered with merchandise. Jap soldiers with fixed bayonets were half-running in and out of shops and offices, searching everywhere. Tamil labourers, under guard, were sweating in gangs of fifteen to twenty, working harder than I’d ever seen them work before. Here and there bodies lay about, the faces distorted and the blood hard and brown in pools beside them.

  As we passed the railway station on the Keppel Harbour Road, I noticed two tins of food lying in the gutter. I stooped quickly and picked them up; one I shoved into a pocket in my shorts and the other I hid under my shirt. One of the Jap guards spotted me. He stopped the party, pulled me out of the line and shouted at me, gesticulating angrily. I gave him the tin out of my pocket, and he kicked me back into the ranks. A little further on I had another find—a service jackknife. I trod on it, knelt down and started fiddling with my shoelace. By the time the guard came up the knife had joined the tin under my shirt. We started off again, the Jap gibbering at me like a provoked monkey and prodding me with his bayonet.

  West of the docks, we left the coast road and struck inland. Just before dark, about 5 pm, we came to a clearing in what was once a rubber plantation, not far from the sea. Here were a dozen or so half-finished atap huts, rickety on their supports; they were supported by deep coils of barbed wire. It was a small camp only about a hundred and fifty yards square. Beside the entrance gate was a dead Chinese hanging from a tree, his neck stretched and leathery, his swollen tongue black and covered with flies. At the foot of the tree sprawled two other bodies, grotesque and undignified in death.

  Two at a time we were searched by a guard who gripped his bayonet, and was obviously anxious to use it. I lost the knife to him, but got away with the tin, which I had pushed under my left armpit.

  Inside the camp several hundred British and Australian troops were mixed indiscriminately with a crowd of Asiatics. Excreta was everywhere underfoot and the smell was nauseating. The cage stank with a vile sweaty putrescence. Everyone was crouching apathetically either in the huts or near the wire, doing absolutely nothing. Don began to mutter with his bunch of Australians and I flopped down on my haunches, exhausted. After a little while I cautiously pulled the tin from under my shirt. It was condensed milk. Looking round, I saw a Tamil woman with a young child, her eyes fixed, without hope, on the small metal tin. I gave it to her, and she grabbed it eagerly.

  Just before dark there was a stirring and shouting outside the cage, and a Jap officer, together with a European, stalked into the centre of the camp. Behind him trotted a soldier carrying a small wooden box. The officer halted, barked out an order and the soldier smartly smacked the box onto the ground. The officer stood on it and in pidgin English commanded that we stand to attention. I look around. Everyone was staring curiously at him but took not the slightest notice. The officer repeated his order several times, but there wasn’t a stir. A young Tamil child started to cry. After a few minutes he gave it up, stepped down and strode off imperiously, followed by his small procession of NCOs and the European, who looked puzzled.

  Night came and with it the blinding glare of hastily erected arc lamps, focused on the cage so that there was no spot unlit, except inside the few huts that retained some form of roofing. And with darkness came the mosquitoes.

  I thought of Pat and her family in Sarawak. I wondered if the Japs had reached them yet. Perhaps they had been able to get away. But it seemed hardly likely.

  As the night wore on the cage grew to resemble, more and more, a slough of human despair. The limp bodies of the captives moved restlessly in sleep or wakefulness, their faces etched in sharp relief under the glare of countless arc lamps. Unwashed Tamil bodies, unwashed British and Australian bodies, sweating, muttering troops, wailing children pitiful in their hunger, sick women crying softly, and one pathetic corporal suffering from shell shock and screaming. I stood up to stretch my legs. As I walked towards the wire, a burst of machine-gun fire flashed only a few feet above my head. I sat down quickly and cursed myself for the hundredth time for not having taken a chance and tried to reach Malaya on my own. After a little while it again started to rain; a fine incessant drizzle.

  The drizzle developed in the early hours into a steady downpour, but towards dawn it eased off into continuous light rain. The earth between the huddled captives became a slimy quagmire; excreta and urine spread into the pools and soaked away, leaving in the heavy air a stench that retched the stomach. It was forty-eight hours since I had eaten, but I was at least no longer thirsty for I could turn my face to the sky, catch the rain on my tongue, and let it trickle slowly down my throat. That rain was nectar.

  Soon I drifted into a sort of coma, the events of the last few days patterning in together like the pieces of coloured glass in a child’s kaleidoscope; recollection and imagination separated, then linked together again; faded and then sharpened.

  At dawn it was still drizzling steadily. The crowd stirred uneasily into wakefulness. Some of the Asiatics produced food—from God knows where—which they passed round among themselves. Three of the Australian soldiers had fixed up a sort of runnel off an atap hut which carried the rainwater into a tarpaulin and made there a small reservoir; so that we could at least help ourselves to a drink from the cigarette and fruit tins that most of us had managed to retain. We were a filthy looking lot, unshaven, dirty and sweaty. I passed a hand round my chin and scratched into the sticky, slimy beard.

  Then I spotted Donaldson sitting alone and disconsolate a few yards away. I edged over to him and squatted down on my haunches, fishing out a packet of Double Ace cigarettes that I’d hidden in my shirt pocket; they were limp and stained brown from sweat and rain, but they were cigarettes.

  “Smoke, Don?”

  “Christ, where d’you get these?”

  “I had ‘em stuffed away in my shirt.”

  We looked round and noticed that several others had spotted the cigarettes. There was only one thing I could do.

  “Anyone got a knife?”

  “Sure.” An Australian sergeant pulled one out of this handkerchief.

  I cut each of the cigarettes in half and passed the pieces round. Don and I shared the last one.

  The Tamil woman to whom I had given the condensed milk the night before came shuffling over and offered me a strange sort of leaf and a betel nut. I thanked her and she half-smiled and nodded before turning away.

  “Try some?” I asked Don.

  He looked at it dubiously. “Hell, I can’t eat that stuff.”

  “More fool you,” I grunted. I popped the nut into my mouth, and its bitter taste was as good as any food I had ever eaten.

  I looked around at the scores of mixed prisoners in the camp, if camp it could be called, for in reality it was nothing but a collection of crumbling huts enclosed by massive coils of barbed wire, which had obviously been hurriedly thrown down. Almost touching the wire was dense and tangled vegetation, ten to twenty feet high. If only, I thought, we could surmount the wire, we would have a goodish change of losing ourselves in the undergrowth; but how to get over the wire?

  Don was watching me closely.

  “Hopeless on your own,” he muttered.

  “We could try to organize a party.”

  “You try, cobber. Half the fools here think the Japs’ll be kicked out in a few weeks, so they’re content to stick it out.”

  “Any idea where we are?”

  “Well, they call the camp Pasir Panjang, but according to my reckoning we’re nowhere near the place.”

  It was close to ten o’clock when we were lined up; the Asiatics were separated from the Europeans and marched out of camp; and those who remained were each given a stub of pencil and a printed form which we were told to fill in. I entered my name and address, my RAF number and my next of kin, stating Pat’s address as “unknown”. At any rate it seemed there was going to be some sort of system. Then we were told to stand up again and were counted off in twenties and marched out of camp, each party under two NCOs carrying Tommy guns. Don and I were together.

  “Wonder where we’re off to now,” I muttered as we passed out of the wire enclosure.

  “Maybe they’re taking us to Changi. I’ve heard the troops are being sorted there.” Don had a remarkable flair for picking up news.

  “That cuts you out,” I ribbed him. “You’ll end up with the civvies. In jail.”

  “Civvy yourself,” he grunted, glaring at my shirt.

  But we were not destined that morning either for Changi or for jail. We were taken to the docks where a gang of Tamils were clearing filth and debris from the drains with spades and long wooden poles. It was there that we had our first taste of Jap corrective treatment. As soon as we arrived, the Tamils were told to stop work and to hand their implements to us. This they did, rather uncertainly and shyly at first; and we had no alternative, as we eyed the menacing Tommy guns, but to get to work. The Japs crossed over to the Tamil labourers and started talking to them. It soon became clear what had been said, for the Tamils began to boss us around.

  “Work faster,” one of them shouted to me in Tamil as he watched me sweating away.

  I told him in his own language to go to hell. He picked up a spade and lashed out at my head; but I was quicker than he was, dodged out of the way and caught hold of the spade. I cursed him in his own language. He dropped his spade and scurried over to a Jap officer, crying out that I had sworn at him and tried to hit him.

  The Jap officer walked slowly over, fingering his sword. This is it, I thought.

  “Did you curse this man?” he asked, his face expressionless.

  “Yes, I did. What right had he to start knocking me about?”

  “Then you speak Tamil?”

  I shrugged my shoulders, noncommittally.

  “What is your name?”

  I told him. He wrote something in his notebook and walked away. And that was that. But I wondered what would happen next, and just how soon it would be before I could expect a different sort of questioning. Interrogation it seemed to me was a certainty, for the Japs knew, first, that I was an RAF sergeant, a British subject; second, that I could speak Tamil with fluency; and, third, that I was not dressed as a serviceman, but as a civilian. All of which could easily make me in their eyes a spy.

  Oddly enough, during that first day at the docks the Jap guards raised no objection when some of us, in between our bouts of drain-clearing, started to bargain for fruit with the crowd of watching Malays. We fairly stuffed ourselves with bananas and rambutans; and as at dusk we marched back to Pasir Panjang, we passed more Malays, from whom we obtained armfuls of bananas, and the guards seemed not the mind as we ate them on the way. Another example of Jap inconsistency came when we neared the camp. We were passing an odd groups of Tamils, Malays and Indians who watched wide-eyed as we slouched dejectedly along; most of them were quiet and impassive, but three or four Indians started cackling derisively, and one of them—a hefty six-footer—spat at us, some of his spittle landing on my face. I turned quickly out of line and booted him with all the force I could muster. The Jap guard ran up, turned the Indian round at the point of his bayonet and proceeded to kick hell out of him. Then he came back, smiled at me and we marched on.

  “Queer lot, these Japs,” I muttered to Don. “You don’t know where you are with them. One minute they’ll beat you up, and the next they grin at you.”

  “Shouldn’t trust ‘em too far, Mac, if I were you.”

  Back at camp we were each given half a Players cigarette-tin of rice and a sliver of salt fish; and then some of us made a big mistake. Having eaten their fill of fruit down at the docks, they had no stomach for rice and salt fish, so they threw it away. Over came the Jap guards and start to beat them up. Fortunately I was one of the last to get the ration, and I saw what was happening. I pretended to eat the food, but when the guards had left my part of the camp I tore a strip off the tail of my shirt, wrapped the rice and fish in it and stuffed the small bundle into my shorts pocket as a reserve. In the days that followed I was able to increase this small emergency ration by feeding off the fruit obtainable from the Malays down at the docks: this proved a godsend when, in the days to come, the Japs, as part of their corrective training, left us without any sort of food for five days.

  That night—my third in captivity—when the arc lamps in the camp were switched on, and we were counted by the Japs, one sergeant was missing. How he had escaped none of us seemed to know, nor did we discuss it, for none of us could trust his neighbours as far as he would have wished. All of us had heard of the stool pigeon—the man pushed in to pick up information and pass it on to the guards. Any of us might have been a stool pigeon, especially as we were a mixed bag of both civilians and servicemen, Europeans and Asiatics. We didn’t even know if we were in a permanent POW camp; though I personally assumed that we were in transit, for no serviceman had yet been properly interrogated, and furthermore in the days that followed, our numbers diminished steadily as each morning some of us were taken away—God alone knew where—and did not return.

  The guards were unapproachable. There were three of them in charge of the working party I was in; two Japs, whom we dubbed Flatface and Fatarse, and a Korean, a grim, unyielding specimen known as Pigface. With the idea of getting information out of Flatface, I bartered my wristwatch with him for two bananas and ten Three-Star cigarettes. He knew he had the best of the bargain and he knew my motive for the exchange, but he told me nothing.

  Then followed day after day, each bringing less hope than its predecessor, each making me more determined to get away whenever the slimmest chance offered itself; especially as I had heard that there was fighting upcountry. In the camp we grew to look like bearded scarecrows, and our daily ration—a half-tinful of rice and a minute sliver of fish—though it kept us alive, was very far from adequate. Several prisoners grew too weak and too ill to work.

  But still each day we were marched, every one of us, over to the docks, where the Japs put us on a variety of jobs from clearing bomb rubble to burying Asiatic dead, of whom there were several thousand, mostly Chinese. One day we were instructed to reverse the procedure and open up the graves where less than a week before we had dumped the bodies on top of another like so many cattle carcasses. It seemed that for some reason only known to themselves, the Japs were trying to trace the body of a Chinese. It was a sickening experience. Burying the bodies had been bad enough; opening up the improvised graves was worse—much worse. We dug our spades into the earth dreading that jolt when the rusty metal would meet the solid mass of a skull or crunch through flesh into bone. Above us stood the watching guards, bellowing for us to work faster.

  We dug for two days, and I began to wonder whether we were in fact searching for some specific body, or if our ordeal was part of the Jap corrective training. This latter idea was confirmed the next morning. As we were marching towards the docks, Flatface ordered us to halt and turn to the right so that we faced the verge of the scrub by the roadside.

  There, only a few yards away, in a circle of dried blood, lay the body of a Chinese woman, naked except where the clothes had been pulled up round her head. She had been split cleanly from abdomen to breast with what must have been a single stroke, and the flesh had peeled back from exposure in the hot sun. White maggots were crawling over the bones, and, head downwards, the tiny skeleton of a baby was whitening inside the pelvis. With a sharp bamboo stake, the Japanese had murdered a pregnant woman. We were kept there twenty minutes, then came the order to turn left and we were marched off. Several of us were retching, and one man had fainted.

  “Bloody bastards,” muttered Don. “That’s one form of bamboo treatment. God forbid we ever see the other.”

  But we did, a few days later, when a live human body was splayed out over an area of young bamboo shoots, arms and legs lashed firmly to stakes driven fast into the ground. In the tropical heat bamboo grows quickly—several inches a day—and the shoots are strong enough to be neither stopped nor diverted by the live flesh of a human body.

  It seemed that the witnessing of such atrocities was almost to become part of our daily routine; for a few days later our party was marched out of camp along the main road to Newton Circus. There we were halted and joined by several other contingents from Pasir Panjang. We were turned to face a small group of Jap officers and NCOs. We thought we were going to be harangued about discipline, or lectured on the invincibility of Japan, or even told we were to be transported to new camps—until we noticed, a few yards from the Japs, three Australian officers under armed guard. There was no lecture. The Australians were brought forward, and we wondered what was happening when a Jap officer produced a packet of Craven A cigarettes and in turn offered them one each. Surprised, they accepted, looking at each other speculatively. The Jap officer smiled broadly, showing a double row of large even teeth like a toothpaste advertisement; he lit the cigarettes, bowed, stepped back and then straightened up and barked out an order. A Jap NCO came forward. Quickly he plunged his bayonet into the Australians’ stomachs. As they sagged to the ground, another Jap stepped smartly up, raised his sword high three times, and three times smacked it down on the Australians’ necks, severing the head from the body.

  Three of our party fainted, but were pulled upright by their companions. We were left standing there for several minutes, presumably so that we could comprehend the full impact of Jap omnipotence. Then another order was barked out, shattering the numbed silence. One of the Japs tied a length of cord round each of the heads and hauled it up onto the overhead tramway cable suspended above the road. The three heads hung there, blood dripping from the necks and seeping through the eyes, nostrils, ears and mouths. On the road three Craven A cigarettes swelled and disintegrated, each a pappy fibrous reminder in its pool of blood. The Japs were in no hurry to let us go. They kept us standing for another thirty minutes, but at last we were marched away, back to Pasir Panjang.

  Strangely enough, I don’t think the commandant of the camp was a willing part to these atrocities. He was a large fat man whose uniform stretched inadequately over his curves, shining in the places where it was constantly rubbed, and who wore his peaked cap perched perilously on top of his round, despondent face. He was not present at the Newton Circus murder and indeed we rarely saw him except when some slight favour was being shown to us, like the introduction of the daily barrel of drinking water. Unfortunately he was not in charge of us for very long.

  A day or two before he was replaced, I suggested to Donaldson that we might ask permission for a sea bathe on our way to the docks. Don agreed there could be no harm in trying, so I approached Fatarse and questioned him in Malay. He said he would consult the commandant. Surprisingly enough permission was granted, and the twenty of us were allowed next morning to splash and swim in the sea for ten or fifteen minutes before continuing down to the docks for the inevitable clearing of bomb debris. We were exultant. We had at once the physical exhilaration of cleansing ourselves from layered sweat and grime and the mental stimulation of knowing that opportunism sometimes worked. That same evening the commandant addressed the camp. He told us that he was leaving; that he regretted the conditions we were living in, though the most he could do was to prepare a few suggestions for the attention of his successor. That evening six Army privates and one NCO, escaped from a working party. How they got away nobody seemed to know; except that the sea bathing had something to do with it. For those of us left behind it was an unhappily timed affair. For the new camp commandant arrived early the next day.

  That morning we were assembled inside the barbed wire and our numbers were counted. The commandant stalked out in front of us; he was a skinny, surly looking little runt, his chin jutting forward and his eyes focused, not ahead of him, but on the sky. He was followed by a retinue of stooges, one of whom produced the inevitable soapbox for the commandant to stand on. He stepped on it and started haranguing us in pidgin English. His name, he said, was Colonel Nickar—but his rank badges I noted, were those of a captain. His speech was a short one. When it was over he stepped down and strutted off, his following of sycophants keeping step with him, including the soldier with the soapbox. The procession was pure comic opera.

  But Colonel (Captain) Nickar was no comedian.

  It was 9 am when he first introduced himself to us as we stood dutifully to attention. At 4 pm we were still standing, those of us who had collapsed being clubbed to their feet until they were supported by their friends.

  Out stalked the commandant again and, as before, mounted his ceremonial soapbox. He started by explaining to us at great length how very good, kind and considerate were the Japanese and how ungrateful were we, the prisoners. We were the swine, he said. The Japanese were all “avenging angels”. He stopped, suddenly and unexpectedly, and snapped his fingers. A dozen guards came forward and sorted out what seemed to be the tallest men in our company. They were mostly Australian. The guards passed me by, not noticing that I had slipped my shoes off and slightly bent my knees. Twelve prisoners were selected and marched out to between us and the commandant. Then he resumed his tirade.

  “Last yesterday, British soldiers you asked sea bathing. I say ‘Yes, OK, OK. You clean and then work!’ Last yesterday seven soldiers ran away—very bad, very bad. We do not know where they go, very bad, very bad, most disgracious. However, must teach lesson, yes. Imperial Japanese Army masters of the world, liberators of all Asia. Must teach lesson!”

  He banged his sword on the box.

  The hands of the twelve prisoners were lashed behind their backs. Twelve Japanese soldiers strode briskly forward and bayoneted them in throat and stomach. It was slickly done; within a minute they were dead.

  A growl went up from the ranks. There was an involuntary surge forward, stopped short by a bursting of machine-gun fire. An Australian lieutenant whose quiet reserve we had always respected—he was the only officer among us—stepped forward, turned to us and shouted “Hold it, chaps, we can’t do anything yet.” He approached the commandant and we heard him tell in English that the Japanese soldiers had violated the rules of war. The commandant laughed and grunted something to one of his stooges, who cracked the Australian across his shoulders with a rifle butt. Three other Japanese seized him by the arms and started to drag him away. As he was carried off fighting desperately, he yelled out to us “OK, fellows, mark these bastards for future reference.”

  That was the last we saw of him.

  Later we buried the twelve dead.

  In the days that followed we became weaker and weaker, thinner and thinner, dirtier and dirtier, until we came to look like animals kept in some degrading cage. There was—needless to say—no more sea bathing. I cursed myself for having asked for the privilege in the first place; but Don pointed out that I had taken no part in the escape of the seven prisoners and that I need therefore accept no responsibility for the sequel. He was of course quite right. But the niggle was there. It still is.

  A few days later the Japanese started sorting us out individually, and I knew that very soon they would get around to me. The first to be beaten up was a civilian whom we knew as Mr Pearson. One morning he was taken out of camp. Several hours later he returned, bruised, bloody and staggering. We crowded round and cleaned him up as well as we could with strips torn from our shirts. He had been tortured, we gathered, because a coolie had told the Japanese that he (Pearson) had robbed him of his wages. “Now,” muttered Pearson, “we know that the new order’s going to mean.”

  Day after day, civilians were taken out for interrogation. Some came back, some did not. Once a party of some fifteen Australians was marched off. They too never returned. Our numbers were getting smaller, and we grew resigned to doing nothing except exist from day to day and wonder whose turn it would be next. Our guards made no secret of the fact that most of us were “special” prisoners booked for “special” treatment. “You’ll die in Singapore,” they taunted us. And it seemed that they were very likely right.
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