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Introduction

Between February 1942 and September 1945, Singapore suffered one of the cruellest occupations of the Second World War as the conquered Japanese territory of Syonanto. Local civilians were subject to arbitrary killing, dispossession, torture and deprivation of the essentials for life and lived in fear of informers and a ruthless secret police force. Some 130,000 Allied POWs were incarcerated in shocking conditions that brought many to their deaths and cost many more irreplaceable years stolen from what should have been the prime of their lives. Allied civilians were imprisoned in the Changi jail and ravaged by disease, malnutrition and neglect. The city itself was extensively looted and destroyed. Yet, in the midst of all this, the Botanic Gardens—linked to the famous Raffles Museum—remained, for some time, a haven of tranquillity and greenery where Westerners, Singaporeans and Japanese continued peaceful co-operation in the service of science and culture and hinted at the possibility of an alternative world. This was not without its tensions and would lead to bitter recriminations after the war but such a phenomenon contradicts some of the received orthodoxies and extreme stereotypes that are still fixed in the popular memory of the occupation. Motivations, loyalties and identities were far more complex and uncertain than those assumed by subsequent history.

The characters depicted here are partly inventions, though events are largely based on those recorded, publicly and privately, by witnesses and actors of the time. Professor Tanakadate, for example, is a genuine character—recalled fondly in a memoir somewhat hesitantly published by a member of staff after the war, at a time of still-strong anti-Japanese feeling—although he was subsequently replaced as a result of being seen, by the occupation authorities, as excessively pro-Western. He has been fused for reasons of literary economy with another real figure, the elegant and scholarly Marquis Yoshichika Tokugawa, who remained a powerful protector of the institution throughout the war years and was an important political and academic figure in post-war Japan after the Allied victory. The character of Alexander Hare, friend of Stamford Raffles, and referred to coyly in his wife’s memoir as ‘the eccentric Mr Hare’ is painted very much from life and a member of staff of the museum and gardens, Carl Gibson-Hill, was indeed more than a little obsessed with research on both him and the natural history of Cocos-Keeling.

The situation of intercultural understanding is always fraught with difficulty and war is always rich in absurdity as well as suffering and heroism. It will come as no surprise that this story deals in all three and the only apparent contradiction between them, without apology. As has often been noted, one should not make predictions, especially about the future, and none could have guessed, even remotely, what that future held for Singapore after the war—which lends poignancy to the accounts and predictions written with such great confidence at that time. Being a place that was always referred back to another imagined homeland, different for each racial group, it was at a conceptual crossroads, having position but no single location on any political map. The creation of a distinctively Singaporean identity lay yet well in the future but there can be no doubt that the experiences of the war, even the rather unusual ones drawn on here, were an important part of the process by which that came about.


Part I

The Fruits of Victory


Lieutenant-General Tomoyuki ‘Tiger’ Yamashita poked distastefully in the dust of the Raffles Museum with the toe of his boot. The pose was like a 17th-century French aristocrat ‘making a leg’. A staff field photographer—recognising his cue—darted forward, bowed, snapped, bowed, darted back. The General looked up at the hole in the dome, the satisfactory product of one of his own, non-photographic Canons—through the aperture you could see the edge of the Rising Sun flapping above—and then back down at the shattered display. ‘The Singapore Stone’ he read, scanning the information panel with one finger and moving lips. His English was not good but the Chinese calligraphy was just readable. One of many such ancient stones scattered over the whole archipelago. Possibly 12th century, possibly inscribed in Kawi script, possibly related to the legend of the strongman Badang who flung it there in a competition with a champion of the Rajah of Kling. But possibly none of these. A failed attempt at decipherment by Stamford Raffles. Blown up by the piqued and practical British in 1843 to build a lowly bungalow. Inscription on the surviving main fragment rubbed away by the illiterate backsides of sepoys who used it as a seat. Salvaged by the awed and romantic British as a poignant monument to the tooth of time. Sent to Calcutta. Sent back to Singapore. He bent over the lump of crumbly red sandstone and harumphed skeptically. It hardly seemed worth all the bother. Still no one even knew what the inscription meant. Anyway, it was no longer Singapore but now Syonanto, ‘Light of the South’. History lay not in the past but in the future. The British empire lay in ruins and its monuments were soon to be consigned to museums or erased as if by careless Japanese backsides.

He stepped forward, commander of the 25th Army, lord of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, planted his boot squarely atop the stone, cocked his arm on his waist and ran his hand over his cropped skull and walnut-shell of a face as if smoothing them for the world. The reporter darted forward again, bowed over his instrument, crouched, flashed, bowed and scuttled away. The picture would look good back in Tokyo and with all the political enemies he had there—those toadies of Tojo’s—he could use all the public support he could get. He liked to feel on top of things and if you put your foot on a rock, people assumed you had climbed a mountain. It was like the way Chinese made offerings of the snout and tail of a pig and their stupid ancestors simply assumed they had got all the rest in between. As he stepped back, Tiger looked down at his boot and irritation flicked at the corner of his mouth. Dust had stuck to the immaculate toecap. He had complained to his servant about this before. The man had sighed, cringed respectfully, hands clasped to head in expectation of merited blows, and blamed the Australians. Until proper supplies of boot polish from Dai Nippon could be arranged, it seemed the man was forced to use an inferior Australian brand called Vegemite.

Tiger put both hands behind his back and spun on his heel, scattering the officers and municipal officials around him. Across the vestibule stood the bronze statue of Stamford Raffles, his true enemy, now removed from his previous and unacceptable stance, gazing out to sea with visionary eyes from the front of the Victoria Theatre. That Victoria Theatre where the Lautrequish posters, now torn down, had advertised a performance of the scandalous insult to Japanese dignity that was Gilbert and Sullivan’s ‘Mikado’. Perhaps it had served him well. The absurd figures of the Mikado had encouraged false British arrogance, now richly repaid. He had ordered the actors shot in a final retrospective review.

Raffles had been facing the wrong way as it turned out, for Tiger had come not from the sea but from the north and no one in the audience had shouted ‘Behind you!’. He walked across to fix Raffles in the eye, like a sergeant he was about to humiliate. Awkwardly, because the statue was mounted on a plinth, he had to look up. He had joined the army principally because it allowed short men like himself to shout and sneer at tall ones. And now that had become the whole of Japanese foreign policy. He noted the bad posture, the severe underdevelopment of the calves and snorted skeptically. An army reject. In Penang, they had manhandled fat-bummed Francis Light off his podium and snapped his sword. Here, the treatment had been more gentle, perhaps misguidedly so. Tiger turned to the museum staff and rapped out instructions. A wooden box was rushed up and set beside Raffles so that the general could climb up, now a wobbly good three inches taller than the statue. The museum staff were nervous. They held their breath. The last encounter between the two sides had ended badly.

The Japanese had seized the obvious photo opportunity of the removal of the statue, under the supervision of a young lieutenant, with staff officers and joyful populace looking on, all hoping for a treat. Accordingly, a band of Western prisoners and Tamil workmen had been whipped up. They had slung a rope round the disgraced imperialist’s neck to hoist Raffles off his base with block and tackle and swing him across to the waiting truck as the dignitaries stood around laughing like good ol’ boys at a Southern lynchin’. But Raffles had been parsimoniously cast hollow and, being severely wounded in the upper body by Japanese shrapnel during the assault on the city, the fissures had allowed rain to seep into the central cavity. As the men heaved and strained, he had initially swooped angelically enough overhead, then suddenly tipped and sprayed the Japanese staff officers with urine-hued water. It was the sort of pratfall that an Asian audience savours and a British commander—resigned since birth to being thought a silly-arse by foreigners—would have laughed it off, perhaps even played it up for the crowd, stamped and brushed himself down, cheerfully offered to lend the old man a penny, ‘Lucky he tipped forwards not backwards, eh? All things considered, what?’ There came a roar of unrestrained hysteria, followed by a terrible silence as it became clear the Japanese were not laughing, then screams as the soldiers unslung their rifles and began beating and stabbing at the crowd, trapped in the narrow space. Several had been killed. All the photographs had been confiscated and destroyed. Officially, it had never happened.

Tiger tottered momentarily atop his box and the onlookers gasped at the prospect of a—to them—lethal pratfall before he steadied himself. He toyed for a second with the idea of drawing his sword, holding it to Raffles’s neck in mockery of chortling execution but something told him that would simply not do. Instead he posed, embraced the previous, deluded imperialism in comradely fashion, arm about neck, smiled benevolently as the photographer snapped and flashed below. Looking down, on the top of the plinth, he was surprised to see an outline map of the Straits area. Raffles’s foot was stamping on British Malaya.

‘The British pride themselves on their sense of humour,’ he smiled at the cameramen. ‘So let me tell you a joke. There was a company of British troops at the Battle of Singapore.’ He looked around. They were all listening, pencils poised. ‘They saw a solitary Japanese infantryman shooting at them from behind a rock.’ He crouched and pointed, dropped his voice. ‘The British commander sent the whole company to skirt round behind him and waited. There came shots, explosions, screams, then silence. Finally, one of his soldiers crawled back, badly wounded. “Oh my God!” cried the commander. “What happened?” With his dying breath, the soldier replied, “It was an ambush. There were TWO of them!”.’ He laughed and stamped his feet on Raffles’s. A ripple of laughter ran round the room, a spattering of applause, the loudest from his dutiful ADC, Captain Yoshi Oishi. Tiger bent down to descend, placing his arm on the young man’s shoulder and brought his mouth close to his ear.

‘Have him melted down for scrap,’ he hissed through his smile. Captain Oishi made a brisk military note.

Then Tiger frowned and pouted. There was a flash of gold over there in a glass case. He walked over and peered through the glass. Gold jewellery from Sumba or Sumbawa or somewhere—he was too vain to wear his glasses—the names now irrelevant anyway. They would all soon be changed to Japanese names, all swept away with the rest. Tiger was partial to gold. In a cave in the Philippines, he had several tons of it, looted from various local conquests, melted down and turned into trim little ingots, together with a gold Buddha figure that residual superstition prevented him from pulping. When transport became more assured, it should be sent back to Tokyo—well most of it. The gold Buddha he would certainly keep for himself—possibly more, depending on which way the political wind was blowing. The prisoners who had buried it had all been discreetly disposed of. Perhaps it might be safer here, in Syonanto, where he could keep his eye on it. In the interim, his ADC would call round tomorrow to pick up those trinkets that had found pleasure in his sight.

But wait. There were white faces back there, surely British faces. What were they doing in his museum?

* * * 

‘It’s not just the books, Major,’ corrected James Pilchard. ‘The books are fully formed. They can stand on their own two feet. They will survive somehow. There’s the matter of a large metal trunk that’s missing. It’s my ethnographic and ornithological notes—fragile, unborn, full of unmade choices. If they get mishandled, they could be lost for ever.’ He wondered why he was making all this fuss but there were some things you just had to hold on to even while the world was collapsing around your ears—because the world was collapsing around your ears. He could see that Spratt was one of those people who had learned to enjoy the misfortunes of others. The war must have come as a great comfort to him.

Major Spratt looked out through the hut window and across the burning parade ground, as he had looked out over so many parade grounds in the East, and sighed. He had reached the age where a man’s nose begins to collapse into formlessness and, with the little moustache underneath, it looked as if he had a mouse hanging down the middle of his face. He drew on his empty pipe and conjured up ghostly memories of the taste of real tobacco and the smell of his leatherette-upholstered Ford Prefect back in Aldershot. He did not like James Pilchard. He did not like his attitude. He even made ‘sir’ sound like a sneer. A stuck up, arrogantly dishevelled young man with a terrible lack of team spirit and no awareness of military priorities. He had a beard dammit. A reddish, curly beard, untrained, untrimmed. He had not so much grown a beard as just stopped shaving. Spratt recognised the control of hair as the clearest mark of the control of body and spirit. And Pilchard was public school and only in his mid-thirties. He looked at you with that superior leer they all had, imagining the rules did not apply to them. Spratt was a grammar school boy, an insider on sufferance only. Good enough for the colonial army but not—it had always been made clear—Sandhurst material. It would not be the worst loss of the war that Pilchard’s bird notes should go astray. He probed the pipe bowl with the blunt end of a pencil, then remembered that it was empty.

‘Ornithology? No need to get in such a flap. Not, strictly speaking, my pigeon, old boy.’ He smirked and savoured the joke. ‘From every perspective a civilian matter. Feel free to have a word with General Yamashita if you want.’ He stifled a grin. The Japanese did not allow contact between POWs and civilian internees. If they even knew Pilchard was here in the camp, outside Changi prison proper, they’d have kittens, turn nasty like as not, dish him out a good beating. He might even end up in Outram Road. People tended not to come back from Outram Road. Still, at least he wasn’t collaborating with the Japs like the rest of that shower from the museum and the water and electric wallahs.

In the hot Singapore sun of the square, two sweating men—one scraggy and bare-chested, the other pot-bellied and bear-chested—were flinging armfuls of books from the back of a Public Works Department truck into an improvised handcart. They tossed them deliberately high—windmilling in the air—to land with the sound of softly cracking spines and tearing paper. Spratt resumed smoothly.

‘I can assure you, the museum’s library will be treated with the greatest possible respect. Normally, of course, it would have been proper form to contact you first, you being senior museum officer, but these are not normal times. Colonel Saito was keen for us to get our university going, the Kempeitei secret police wanted the books out to make room for the possible overflow of their own files from next door. You should consider yourself lucky. The College got taken over entirely. And the Stamford Road YMCA is no longer big enough what with …’ his voice fell and he blushed, ran his hand nervously over his own fresh-barbered chin, ‘… their sorting out of the Chinese. It was important to strike while the iron was hot. I have thousands of men sitting around with their hands in their pockets. It’s a matter of keeping them busy, not letting them brood and get slack, a matter of the utmost military importance. You can’t expect to waltz in here and go on about a load of blasted notes about tweetie-birds.’ He paused and puffed himself up. Pilchard winced. He knew what was coming. It came with tooth-grinding inevitability. He watched Spratt turn it into a sequenced military exercise as he paused, stiffened and thrust out his jaw in Churchillian bulldog parody. ‘Don’t you know there’s a war on?’

All over the globe, the question was being used to justify acts of cultural vandalism. The fine china of civilisation was everywhere being smashed in military target practice or debased for the slopping out of army latrines, its embroideries ripped up to provide bandages and canteen dishcloths, its museums converted into military offices where daily orders were tacked up on the Georgian furniture.

‘It’s the Australians, of course, who are the main problem—well enough in a scrap, I grant you, but not sound like your English Tommy. Basically, they’re a bunch of bolshie bastards.’ Pilchard looked at the men unloading the books. Tommies they might be but they were enjoying the sacrilege of it, smirking with deliberate malice as they lobbed the odd bigger volumes overarm like grenades. There could be no going back now. It would not be the same world after the war and there would be bolshie bastards to spare everywhere. He studied Spratt curiously, like a specimen, saw the confused class hostility in his eyes and was amused to know himself a class impostor. If Spratt had known that Pilchard was a scholarship boy, from a home poorer than his own, he would not have disliked him any the less, for it. The British would turn on each other all right after the war but little men like Spratt would not be the ones left to tell the world to get its hair cut. It would be mob rule. He tried a different tack.

‘The index cards, the lists of what was in the library, surely you brought those? The books were arranged by subject and carefully subcategorised alphabetically …’

‘Just books,’ said the major truculently and turned away. It was impossible of course but, at some level, he always feared that Pilchard knew. Spratt had seen his moment of triumph in quartermastering. Then he had met his Waterloo. For two glorious years he had been Officer Commanding (Butter) in Aldershot, towering over pyramids of bright yellow tins and then his world had fallen apart. The British Army was a global operation whose tendrils stretched to embrace the icy wastes of Arctic and Antarctic as readily as they gripped the globe’s equatorial paunch. And all army posts required butter on their toast. Tinned butter that soothed British palates in such climatic extremes required careful formulation, developed over years of slow experimentation. A special Arctic blend ensured spreadability at -40°C while a tropical version still held solid at 40°C above. And then, in a still inexplicable moment of distraction, he had confused the consignments. In Arctic Baffinland, for three months, they had received butter that could only be worked with power tools while, in Kuala Lumpur, it sloshed from the tin as a greasy liquid that only the Indians enjoyed. The humiliation, the joy of his enemies, especially the Officer Commanding (Jam and Condiments Various), still woke him red-faced and heart pounding in the middle of the night. There had been an enquiry, harsh words in his file and they had laughed and posted him out east to learn what climate and quartermastering could do to each other, expiation through perspiration. To him, it was still a greater shame than the fall of Singapore for, at least, when he handed over three years of military supplies—lock, stock and oil barrels, all intact—to the Japanese, they had been in apple-pie order. He was sure they respected him for that.

‘The orders just said books.’

* * * 

As a child, James Pilchard had been greatly impressed by imperial pomp and circumstance, as known chiefly from the church parades of the Boy Scouts. His collecting had begun with the postage stamps of empire, a rare blaze of colour in a Birmingham childhood composed otherwise of muted greys. Most, of course, bore the stuffy, decollated profiles of King George and Queen Mary, like china dogs on the mantlepiece, but there was enough background variation—plants, animals and exotic vistas—from around the empire to stimulate the interest of a bookish boy with no brothers and sisters. The stamps had fired in him the urge to travel and he liked to think that this had refuted the old adage that ‘philately will get you nowhere’. Collecting had continued to relieve the dullness of a medical degree, a vocation which, in his family, seemed the epitome of learning and respectability. But he had been cruelly disabused by his time in Singapore, first by the obsessive mediocrity of colonial life with its tin trumpets and tin gods and then by his service in the Volunteer Force, lasting two appalling weeks during which the stammer that had afflicted him most of his life completely disappeared. Much of it had been spent lying flat on the ground as, above him, bombs tumbled, like shiny black rat droppings, from the backsides of invulnerable aircraft. He had seen selfless heroism of course but sadly misapplied, as men laid down their lives to protect the strategic installations that their comrades, the following day, would be ordered to lay down their own lives to destroy. In the middle came a very awkward and unacknowledged period of ‘realignment of the front’ where both sides suddenly realised that something must be wrong because they were now both trying to blow up the same targets. That 130,000 Allied troops had surrendered to 30,000 Japanese that they could have simply kicked to death, argued that something was badly amiss at staff college and Spratt was a good example of his kind—pompous and resolutely stupid, an ocean-going buffoon—fit to be impaled on a pin and set in a glass exhibition case of military idiocy as the specimen type. The old description of the army as ‘lions led by donkeys’ popped up in his brain from somewhere. He was sure the British commander had contemplated the total cock-up with something like ‘I blame myself for all this, chaps. But you, of course, will be the ones paying for it.’ The very best specimens, the highest-ranking officers with the fancy plumage, had been shipped off by the Japs months ago. No one knew where. Perhaps they had been shot. The men all rather hoped they had.

He was back in Bukit Timah. They were hot and filthy, tired after a night sleeping fitfully under trees, being eaten alive by mosquitoes. It was not clear which of them was supposed to be in charge. In the Volunteers, pulling rank was considered bad form so decisions sort of just happened by default. At dawn they had broken open tins of bully beef and eaten flakes of stale meat enrobed in fat and salt, so that now they were thirsty. There was a noise down there by the road and suddenly Japanese were running along the tarmac, crouching low, trundling two heavy machine guns between the ruins of a light-engineering works. He had never actually seen Japanese before and he tried to fix them in his mind. They could have opened fire with their old WWI rifles, killed a couple of them maybe, before the machine guns found them with the inevitable outcome they had been watching for days. As good as dead. As bad as dead. They kept quiet. The soldier out front seemed to hear a noise, turned, shading his eyes with one hand, then smiled slowly. There was a little Chinese boy, quite naked, standing half-hidden in the ruins watching him. The soldier laughed, bent down and made clicking tongue noises as you might to a nervous cat and beckoned with his fingers. The little boy looked at him, eyes wide with fear and then his face broke into a broad smile and he stepped out unsteadily into the sunlight. The soldier raised his rifle and shot him dead with a single round through the forehead.

Pilchard blinked and wandered out over the square. He could feel a tremor running through his arms and hands. From afar, he spotted Sergeant Fukui, a thoroughly nasty ex-greengrocer from Osaka, who loved to make trouble. He was doing his rounds, hitting people, kicking things over just for the fun of it, a couple of beefy Korean conscripts, acting as a sort of mute bodyguard, dogging his steps. He had passed Pilchard in the prison proper earlier, pausing to receive the obligatory bow, when he had dropped by to torment an unfortunate prisoner named Churchill, and might just remember him. Pilchard ducked behind a shed until he had passed, looked at the sun to judge the time. He had to be back in jail for the midday meal and he had a couple of calls to make along the way. Strictly speaking, he was probably still in the military as a Volunteer, should have saluted Spratt, stamped his feet, all that other nonsense like in the OTC. Too bad. A while ago, the Japanese had ordered all officers to remove insignia of rank and it had created a pleasing anonymity, almost invisibility, like a big city in a blackout as if everything henceforth was off the record. Pilchard had retained khaki without badges, like a defrocked scoutmaster. But you could still tell who was who. Authority brought a walk, a look, a tone of the voice even when opposing the authority of others. He, himself—he knew—had it whether he liked it or not.

The area was less a single camp than an assembly of old British barracks, mostly wooden-built, split and rotten, eked out with tents and informal shelters of bamboo and thatch that clustered round the walls of the old prison. When they had marched in—all the men had cried as the women and children followed singing ‘There’ll always be an England’—it had been virtually an empty shell but barter, theft and ingenuity had worked wonders and now there were at least basic comforts such as beds, water and zitheringly erratic electricity. Pilchard’s collector’s heart was gladdened by the rich variety of humanity gathered together: black, brown, yellow, white, Christians, Hindus, Jews, Muslims, British, Australian, New Zealand, Dutch, Malay, Javanese, Moluccan, Indian. In Changi, of course, Indians came in two varieties that crosscut all other regional and caste labels—the loyal and the Indian National Army who had thrown their lot in with the Japanese in return for freedom and a vague promise of Indian independence. The former might be smiled at, the latter’s stare must be avoided at all costs since they had adopted an almost hysterical brutality as the mark of their bond with Japan. And they specialised not just in beatings but rapes, the sort not done in the hot lubricity of lust but the cold, congealed determination to humiliate and completed by urinating all over the victim.

They had caught Manson alone in his cell in Changi proper and he had been slow to get to his feet. That had been excuse enough. One stood outside in the doorway, smacking a thick bamboo pole in the palm of his hand as the other two taught Manson to respect them. The screams electrified the very air. All other sound died as the prisoners listened but looked the other way. Then the shame, Manson’s and their own, as they were unable to meet anyone else’s eyes in case they saw themselves for what they were. The Indians had emerged, laughing and swaggering and all three had sauntered off, running their clubs along the stair rails like innocent, little boys playing on railings on the way to school. As the thrumming died away, the sound of Manson’s sobs became louder, the very heartbeat of the prison.

‘Clang! Clang!’ There were half a dozen young men, crouching listlessly on the ground under the front of the shelter. Javanese. Asians felt the lack of furniture less than the Westerners. They should have been smoking but cigarettes were an impossible luxury in the camp so their hands rested limp and empty like their eyes. Since his time as resident medic on the Cocos-Keeling Islands, Pilchard had had a special fondness for the Javanese that lived there. In Changi, they were sited beside the Dutch, recalling the way that the Hunnish army had always advanced across the land as a living map of its provinces. Theirs was naturally the worst accommodation, an old workshop where generations of tinkering mechanics had left a miasma of engine grease and rust. As always, he drifted towards it.

It was the privilege of East Indies colonial troops to be issued with high, leather boots that set them off from, and above, local inhabitants. Normally an object of pride, polished and cosseted, they had become a burden among the boot-admiring Japanese whose own feet, it was swiftly discovered, also fitted into them very nicely. The first few months had seen a terrifying series of confiscations, with beatings for thanks, and searches of their quarters that made impossible the normal illegal activities necessary for life. So now the prisoners were forced to roam barefoot, on feet now grown tender from footwear, while the treasured boots lay hidden away and slowly succumbed to rats and mildew. More military idiocy.

At the centre, an older, very dark figure, wearing only a flowery sarong, was the sole moving element. He was hitting a piece of metal with a solid wooden hammer, timing the blows so that they fell rhythmically and humming as he worked, like some Wagnerian dwarf. Pilchard knew Sergeant Dewa was a gong-player as well as an engineer. He circled the men from the rear, greeted, shook hands. None of them bothered to stand, simply reaching up apathetically to limply touch his hand. Finally he moved to the centre.

‘Mas Dewa. What are you making?’

‘Dokter. Toko’s arm needs some work.’ He indicated one of the men and bashed anew. ‘One of the work parties found a crashed Kawasaki bomber. It didn’t need its wing but Toko needs an arm. He lost it in an air raid.’

Toko smiled and held up his limb, now ending just below the elbow. ‘Maybe it’s the same machine that took my arm. Now it’s giving it back.’ He laughed. The artificial arm was a hollow aluminium tube, articulated but lockable at the wrist. On the end was a hand, carved out of wood, very lifelike, but with an extraordinarily exaggerated, erect thumb. Pilchard raised a quizzical eyebrow. Toko shrugged. ‘For the wife,’ he explained and everyone laughed again. ‘Better than Nature.’

‘When she sees it,’ volunteered his friend, ‘she’ll think it’s a pity they didn’t shoot your dick off too.’ Pilchard bent and examined the stump. As a qualified general practitioner, he knew nothing of amputations but it looked neat, a good flap of flesh to cushion the end.

‘Nice work. Who did it?’

‘Some white man.’ To him they would all be the same. ‘I never saw him. In those days we had gas.’ Now it was a swig of rice toddy, or if you got really lucky, a scanty perfume sprinkling of precious chloroform, hardly enough to make you dizzy. Dewa laid down the hammer.

‘I’ve got your stuff.’ He spoke quietly and pulled an old Player’s tin off the shelf over the workbench, took off the lid, fished inside. The two men looked around and shook hands. A small package wrapped in banana leaves, swiftly pocketed, moved one way. A smaller one moved the other. They stepped apart quickly. Finished. All over.

* * * 

Dr Catchpole sighed and ran a tired hand over his sweaty face, taking care not to jostle his wig. He had always hated museum visits by imperial worthies. At least, in the old days, they could only give you a bad report or cut off your funding. They were unlikely to cut off your head. Now they might well do just that. The two Japanese, Professor Tanakadate and tiny Dr Hanada, put their shoulders behind his and shuffled him forward towards the General, like a children’s toy. His colleague, Dr Post, lurked treacherously in the background, looking anxious. They bowed. Catchpole bowed a second too late, bowed shallowly, fearful of wig loss, spoiled the effect and got flustered. Around his neck hung a large bakelite hearing aid receiver that amplified speech to the headphone draped over one ear. To improve reception, he pointed it at people, like a box camera, but with overtones of an entomologist staring at bugs through a magnifying glass.

Prof Tanakadate stepped forward smoothly.

‘General. I should like to present my assistant, Dr Hanada, and our partner, Dr Catchpole, the eminent ichthyologist.’

Tiger scowled, he tucked his thumbs into his waistbelt and his voice dipped down into his military growl, a sound like gravel under jackboots. ‘Itchy? What is itchy?’ He stared shamelessly at the wig. It looked like a mass of shredded horseradish. That must be itchy. ‘And why are there gaijin in the museum? Who are you? What is all this?’

The Professor smiled unruffled and bowed again. ‘The General has perhaps forgotten his old schoolmate. Time has been kinder to him than to me. Tanakadate.’ He bowed again, grey, unmilitary hair flopping over his forehead.

‘Eh? Tanakadate? You?’ His eyes popped. ‘Forgive me. So many people. So busy. And nowadays everyone where you don’t expect them to be.’

‘We are honoured that the General has made time to visit us. Had we known in advance, we might have arranged something more worthy of him.’

‘Why these gaijin?’ Catchpole, pale expert on tropical fish, had retreated into a still alcove and was to be seen floundering awkwardly back there, in disreputable alpaca, between two refracting glass cases. ‘Why are they not in Changi? Are they German?’ He was doubtful about Germans, having fought them in Shantung in the last war but drunk with them while serving as military attaché, in Berlin, before this one.

‘It seems there was an agreement with the … er … outgoing governor that some staff might stay on to help our takeover. Dr Catchpole arranged the whole matter.’ He nodded at the chubby figure treading water and peering at them timorously through glass. ‘It is an arrangement that has been greatly to the advantage of Dai Nippon, rather than having them in prison.’

‘So they are collaborators. And Changi is not a prison. It is a processing centre for aliens.’ It was a mere administrative reflex, displacing another. He embarked on a swift ill-natured tour, stumping along the wooden corridors, hands clasped behind his back He peered into the library.

‘Books,’ he said.

‘There is some disorder while we are moving some of the less academic volumes to the prisoners in Changi.’

‘There are no prisoners in Changi. They are detainees only.’

‘Quite so.’

Tiger grunted and set off again, the floorboards resonating loudly and untigerishly under his boots. Through the ethnography gallery that traced the Malays’ endless birdlike ingenuity in teasing twigs and vegetable fibre into human culture.

‘Jungle stuff,’ he snorted. Through fish, monkeys and insects to arrive, finally at … ‘Birds,’ he nodded and half turned, then frowned and turned back. It was a display of brightly coloured finches or some such, stuffed and spaliered like a Kyoto cherry blossom into a sort of family tree against a backboard. He read aloud. ‘Birds of Cocos-Keeling. Collected by J. Pilchard 1940.’ Cocos-Keeling was a place of interest, the new front line, as yet still held by the British, a communications centre, the only place from which the Allies might now attack the Asian mainland by air. A hundred miles closer, on Christmas Island, sat a division of Japanese troops, sharpening their bayonets, just waiting for the order to advance before sweeping on to Australia and final victory. He tapped at the glass. ‘Where is …’ he leaned back to see the name ‘… Pilchard?’ He looked up. ‘Which one is Pilchard?’

‘Not here,’ said Tanakadate hastily. ‘Gone.’

‘In Changi!’ sniggered Catchpole from afar, a practised hatdoffer, the class sneak.

‘In Changi or not in Changi?’ echoed Tiger sweetly. Tanakadate squirmed and glared at Catchpole.

‘Oh yes. In Changi. I forgot.’ Tiger’s voice dropped back into military growl. Addressing his ADC, Captain Oishi.

‘Find him. Fetch him. Send him to the Kempeitei next door. Let them ask him some questions about Cocos-Keeling but not about birds. I wish to have everything on this Cocos-Keeling.’ He bowed, turned on his heel and stamped out swiftly, hands behind his back, bent forward, the museum staff flocking after like geese. As he passed Raffles he sniffed contemptuously, then dived into the back of the fat, leather-smelling Daimler that was now his. He adored it, shiny and solid as if carved from black marble. Its bench seats made him feel well upholstered. ‘Back to HQ!’ He settled into his seat. ‘Raffles College!’ he added happily, as if they did not know where it was and young Captain Oishi leapt to his place in front and slammed the door in one smooth drill movement. The driver, knowing what the General liked, floored the accelerator and they tipped back into the softened red oxhide and sped off with a gratifying spray of gravel and a cloud of wasteful, blue smoke.

* * * 

Over by the prison wall, Corporal Higgins was snipping away industriously inside a sort of frayed canvas lean-to that looked like a giant’s trenchcoat, trimming neatly around the irregular ears of a gnarled Aussie commando, perched on a soap box. Muscularity was a sort of disease that had invaded the man’s entire body. He even had clenched, muscular hair.

‘Always hang on to the tools of your trade, lad,’ me Dad used to say—not that he meant it in quite that way you understand—and it’s advice that’s stood me in good stead over the years.’ He was a tiny, impish wisp of a man, willowy and deft, like a tickbird on a buffalo. The commando was not listening, they never did. It made no difference. Chatter and snip came together even if it went right over their heads. ‘A little more off the top dear?’ The commando grunted and groped at his own head with blunt fingers, then shook it. There were no large mirrors in this ‘salon’, just a fragment hanging on a string from the doorframe that required a face to be viewed in parts and mentally recombined. The customer stood up, a long way up, reached in his top pocket and took out a single crumpled cigarette, considered briefly but weightily and broke it in half, giving one part to eye-rolling Private Higgins and replacing the other, then lumbered off on splayed feet.

‘Thank you, dear. I’ll put it in the vault.’ He leaned round the edge of the shelter and called after. ‘Anything for the wife?’ The next customer moved forward and slumped on the box, looking around with studied insouciance. Higgins poked fussily into the nest of red hair with scissors and comb. ‘I really am going to have to take my clippers to you dear. You can’t keep passing through here and coming out looking like the cat’s furball. Even the Japanese are going to notice. Let me at least trim the beard.’ Pilchard sat resentfully for several minutes as the scissors teased and snipped, squirming like a little boy suffering the wipe of a mother’s spitty handkerchief. Higgins sighed.

‘Oh go on, then.’

Pilchard rose and slipped nichodemously behind the sheet at the far end. On the other side stood the mildewed, stucco wall of the prison, surrounded by a fly-buzzing drainage ditch. He clambered down into the depression and approached the entrance to a big concrete pipe that led through into the storm-drain. It was barred by a grille of iron bars but two were rusted and removable. He lifted and climbed through, set them back in place and twisted their smooth faces outwards to match the rest. The drains were only flushed twice a day to save water so he removed his careworn sandals and splashed barefoot through unpleasant ankle-deep sewage and up, beneath the double outer wall, to emerge behind the latrine sheds in the area known whimsically as Crouch End or Lower Tooting, back into the jail itself. No one was on the lookout for someone breaking into a jail and Pilchard knew that security was brutally but only capriciously enforced so that the greatest risk was from a Japanese soldier grabbing a sly cigarette here out of sight. A bucket of water stood ready and he sloshed it, grimacing, over his feet and made his way, heavy-footed, up into the men’s section, hauling himself up the stairs by the hot and crumbly iron handrails.

Changi was an ugly, fairly new confection of iron, brick and concrete, perennially dank and—with only the sea-facing cells able to catch even a breath of wind—as steamy as a pressure-cooker. The contractor had enjoyed a cosy and mutually profitable relationship with the Public Works Department so that rising damp, penetrating moisture and leaks from the roof now met and pooled resources on the second floor. It had been built for 600 inmates and presently held five times that number, including—with poetic irony—several of the civil servants who had cut corners on its construction. The one extravagance, the expensive steel doors, imported from England, that had once been a matter of pride, with fine Bramah locks and a series of sliding panels and peepholes that would have been the envy of a Chinese conjuror, now stood useless, open flat against the wall, a mere, hard-boned nuisance.

The women and children were segregated off in a separate wing, but, in the male block, each cell had been built for two with the modern marvel of a crouchhole toilet. Most were now shared by five inmates, so three had no bunk but since this was only a slab of concrete anyway, the difference was less than might be imagined. The actual occupancy of any particular cell was in constant rearrangement as overcrowding and boredom bred feuds, fights or the furtive physical affections that could be even worse. At night, inmates stretched out on the steel mesh that denied the use of the central well to would-be suicides or crept out into the courtyards and offered themselves a living sacrifice to the mosquitoes rather than the heat. Apart from the tormented dentist called Churchill—that even the Japanese found funny—the most luckless prisoner was a pale and peaceful Czech embezzler, known inappropriately as ‘the bouncing Czech’, who had seen his rapist, murderous and bestial companions liberated by victorious General Yamashita and sent back slavering into the community while he was retained as a dangerous enemy alien. At least, as sitting tenant, he had been able to take the best cell in the house.
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