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About	the	Author

Eric	Lomax	was	born	in	1919.	During	the	Second	World	War	he	was	captured
and	tortured	by	the	Japanese	Army	and	forced	to	work	on	the	notorious	Burma-
Siam	 railway.	 He	 met	 and	 forgave	 his	 torturer	 in	 1995.	 Eric	 Lomax	 died	 in
October	2012.
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This	book	owes	an	immeasurable	debt	to	the	creativity	and	skill	of	Neil	Belton.
His	 invaluable	contribution	 to	 the	 final	 text	 far	exceeded	 the	usual	 relationship
between	author	and	publisher.	It	is	true	to	say	that	without	his	help	I	would	not
have	been	able	to	give	final	form	to	so	much	that	I	have	reflected	on	for	the	past
fifty	years.



Eric	Lomax

THE	RAILWAY	MAN



I	am	alive,	and	was	dead	…	Write	therefore	the	things	which	thou	hast	seen.

Revelation,	I,	vv.	18–19



CHAPTER	ONE

I	HAVE	A	PAINTING	 in	 the	hallway	of	my	house	 in	Berwick-upon-Tweed,	by	 the
Scottish	 artist	Duncan	Mackellar.	 It	 is	 a	 large	work	 set	 in	St	Enoch	Station	 in
Glasgow	on	a	dusty	summer	evening	in	the	1880s.	A	woman	in	late	middle	age,
dressed	in	dark	and	modest	clothes	and	carrying	a	parasol,	is	standing	tense	and
distraught,	 looking	out	beyond	us,	oblivious	of	any	other	presence.	Behind	her
the	high	smoke-grimed	glass	and	wrought-iron	walls	of	the	station	rise	up.	She	is
gazing	 off	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 platform	 at	 a	 vanishing	 train,	 so	 that	 we	 see	 her
through	the	eyes	of	a	receding	traveller,	and	she	has	the	flat	restrained	face	of	a
person	who	has	 learned	 to	 swallow	grief.	Her	 sudden	 loneliness	 is	captured	as
she	strains	to	keep	an	image	of	her	child,	or	so	we	assume,	who	is	on	the	train
heading	for	 the	emigrant	ship	or	a	colonial	war	–	 India,	Afghanistan,	 the	Gold
Coast.

Although	 it	 is	a	conventional	 image,	 it	 is	genuinely	moving.	 I	have	always
loved	 it.	Railway	stations	have	always	attracted	me,	not	 just	because	 trains	are
there,	 but	 because	 they	 are	 also	 ambivalent	 places,	 echoing	 with	 completed
journeys	 and	 shrill	 with	 the	 melancholy	 noises	 of	 departure.	 Mackellar’s
painting	is	about	the	inevitability	of	separation,	the	cost	of	journeying.	And	we
have	 never	 created	 any	 sound	 so	 evocative	 of	 separation	 as	 the	 whistle	 of	 a
steam	locomotive,	that	high	note	of	inhuman	relief	as	vaporized	water	is	blown
off	and	meets	the	cold	air.

Once	in	the	1970s	I	went	to	St	Enoch	and	stood	on	the	platform	at	the	spot
that	Mackellar’s	painting	creates	for	the	viewer,	and	the	back	of	the	great	shed,
like	an	enormous	Victorian	conservatory,	 seemed	hardly	 to	have	changed.	The
station	 was	 not	 yet	 quite	 disused	 and	 silent,	 though	 a	 few	 years	 later	 it	 was
destroyed,	 like	 so	many	 of	 the	 other	 steam	 cathedrals.	 That	 age	 is	 gone	 now,
finally,	 but	 the	 reality	 of	 grief,	 and	 the	 consequences	 of	 grief,	 of	 which
Mackellar	caught	something	in	his	painting,	are	not	so	easily	banished.



The	passion	for	trains	and	railways	is,	I	have	been	told,	incurable.	I	have	also
learned	 that	 there	 is	 no	 cure	 for	 torture.	 These	 two	 afflictions	 have	 been
intimately	 linked	 in	 the	 course	 of	 my	 life,	 and	 yet	 through	 some	 chance
combination	of	luck	and	grace	I	have	survived	them	both.	But	it	took	me	nearly
fifty	years	to	surmount	the	consequences	of	torture.

*	*	*

I	was	born	in	1919,	the	year	the	World	War	formally	ended,	the	year	that	Alcock
and	Brown	drifted	down	out	of	 the	rain	over	the	Atlantic	and	landed	their	frail
bomber	 in	 an	 Irish	 bog.	 I	 remember	 being	 told	 about	 this	 feat	 of	 aeronautical
engineering	and	skill	 at	 a	very	young	age,	 and	 thinking	about	 the	 two	 intrepid
pilots	as	I	was	walked	along	the	grey	promenade	of	the	seafront	at	Joppa,	to	the
east	 of	Edinburgh.	 ‘Joppa’	 is	 the	name	of	 the	biblical	 town	where	 Jonah	went
when	 he	 was	 fleeing	 God,	 and	 from	 which	 he	 took	 ship.	 I	 discovered	 soon
enough,	though	it	was	a	long	time	before	space	on	that	scale	meant	much	to	me,
that	 this	 sea	was	a	 sheltered	 inlet,	 the	Firth	of	Forth,	and	 that	even	 though	 the
distant	Fife	shore	could	only	be	seen	in	fine	weather	there	were	worse	seas	out
there	behind	the	fog	and	wind.

John	 Lomax,	 my	 father,	 was	 a	 quiet,	 disciplined,	 serious	 man	 who	 knew
what	was	best	for	his	wife	and	child	and	was	unused	to	taking	no	for	an	answer
in	 his	 own	 house.	 Until	 the	 age	 of	 fourteen	 he	 worked	 for	 a	 pawnbroker	 in
Stockport,	on	the	fringe	of	industrial	Manchester,	and	then	in	1893	somehow	got
into	the	Post	Office,	an	institution	he	stayed	in	until	his	retirement	almost	half	a
century	 later.	He	 started	 as	 a	 ‘telegraph	messenger’,	 the	most	 junior	 post	 then
available	 and	 even	 lower	 than	 the	 entry	 grade	which	 he	would	 choose	 for	me
when	I	was	sixteen.	By	the	time	I	was	born	he	was	a	middle-grade	civil	servant,
a	manager	 of	 staff	 in	 the	 Edinburgh	General	 Post	Office,	 a	 stable	 and	 trusted
official.

My	father	moved	to	Edinburgh,	a	city	of	politics,	law	and	services	in	1909,
but	 all	 his	 life	 remained	 a	 child	 of	 the	 industrial	 revolution,	 full	 of	 vivid
memories	 of	 coal,	 smoke,	 smog	 and	 steam	 power,	 of	 great	 mill	 engines	 and
railway	 locomotives	 and	 the	 Manchester	 Ship	 Canal.	 It	 is	 hard	 to	 explain	 to
young	people	born	in	countries	that	have	almost	forgotten	heavy	manufacturing
just	how	awe-inspiring	the	very	processes	that	shaped	our	lives	could	be;	for	my
father,	and	for	me	later,	great	machines	were	not	fearful	or	distressing	but	things
to	be	celebrated,	as	fascinating	as	the	natural	world,	creatures	made	by	men.



By	the	time	I	was	able	to	notice	such	things,	he	was	part	of	a	reading	circle
of	fifteen	or	so,	men	and	women,	who	would	visit	each	other’s	houses	and	read
papers	 on	 such	 topics	 as	 the	 novels	 of	 Arnold	 Bennett,	 which	 my	 father
devoured	as	the	nearest	thing	he	could	find	to	a	literature	of	his	boyhood	world,
or	the	Edinburgh	of	Sir	Walter	Scott.	My	father	was	also	the	regional	editor	of
the	 Journal	 of	 the	 Institution	 of	 Post	Office	Electrical	 Engineers,	 to	which	 he
contributed	 local	 news.	 And,	 like	 all	 dedicated	 believers	 in	 improvement	 and
discovery,	 he	 read	 H.G.	Wells.	 He	 had	 a	 little	 library	 of	 such	 books.	 On	 his
shelves	I	remember	Oliver	&	Boyd’s	Edinburgh	Almanac	from	the	1830s,	some
books	on	popular	science	and	Samuel	Smiles’s	Lives	of	the	Engineers.

I	also	remember	my	father’s	copy	of	Hendrik	Willem	Van	Loon’s	The	Story
of	 Mankind,	 which	 came	 out	 in	 1931.	 It	 was	 an	 inspiring	 narrative	 of
achievement	 and	 progress,	 and	 as	 a	 child	 I	 absorbed	 its	 tale	 of	 optimism	 and
invention,	each	new	break-through	seeming	to	promise	more	speed	and	ease	and
excitement.	 One	 of	 the	 most	 intense	 events	 of	 my	 childhood	 was	 finding	 the
secret	chart	of	‘The	Great	Discoveries’	hidden	inside	the	decorative	dust-jacket
of	Van	Loon’s	book.	I	was	convinced	that	there	were	thousands	of	readers	who
had	never	looked	at	the	back	of	the	jacket,	and	that	this	wonderful	branching	tree
of	human	ingenuity	was	for	me	alone.

My	first	memory	of	a	world	beyond	my	infant	needs	was	not	of	an	animal	or
a	 park,	 but	 of	 a	 strange	 mechanical	 assembly.	 One	 of	 my	 father’s	 frequent
destinations	on	those	walks	beside	the	sea	was	the	Joppa	Tram	Terminus,	which
was	 situated	where	 the	 historic	main	 road	 from	Edinburgh	 to	London	 touched
the	Firth	 of	 Forth.	On	one	 of	 these	walks,	when	 I	was	 a	 very	 small	 child,	we
rounded	 the	 corner	 of	 Di	 Rollo’s	 ice-cream	 parlour	 and	 found	 Joppa	 Road
blocked	 by	 a	 huge	 barricade	 of	 tram	 cars,	 a	wall	 of	maroon	 and	white	metal.
Each	 tram	 was	 an	 elegant	 two-storeyed	 coach-house,	 with	 delicate	 looking
wooden	 frames	 surrounding	 the	 windows,	 and	 each	 was	 two-headed,	 its	 end
windows	arranged	in	a	five	sided	prism.	The	trams	had	open	platforms	at	each
end	from	which	right-angled	stairs	disappeared	tantalizingly	into	the	open	upper
decks.	 They	 were	 waiting	 to	 take	 the	 crowds	 coming	 from	 a	 race	meeting	 in
nearby	Musselburgh	 back	 into	 Edinburgh.	 I	 stared	 at	 this	 herd	 of	machines.	 I
didn’t	know	there	were	so	many	trams	in	the	world.

Joppa	was,	unfortunately	for	my	awakening	fascination	for	vehicles	that	ran
on	rails,	a	tram	heaven.	It	was	a	terminus	on	one	of	the	last	cable	tram	systems	in
the	world,	its	cars	attached	to	their	bases	by	ropes	of	steel	wire	up	to	five	miles



long	running	in	a	conduit	between	the	rails,	the	cables	paid	out	by	big	stationary
steam	engines	 in	 the	depots.	Soon	after	 the	revelation	of	 the	massed	tram	cars,
my	father	took	me	to	see	an	oily	trench	below	the	surface	of	the	roadway	at	the
Joppa	 terminus.	This	 chamber	was	 the	 cable	 pit,	 and	 in	 it	was	 a	 large	 flanged
wheel	round	which	a	steel	hawser	revolved,	pulling	in	the	car	from	Portobello,
the	nearest	 suburb	 to	 the	west.	Every	 few	minutes	a	 tram	would	arrive,	detach
itself	 from	 the	 eastbound	 cable	 and,	 after	 gripping	 the	westbound	 cable,	 head
back	to	Edinburgh	at	a	stately	twelve	miles	an	hour.

There	was	something	infinitely	reassuring	in	the	predictability	of	this	system:
the	 heavy	 double-decked	 trams	 drawn	 through	 the	 streets,	 moving	widely	 but
never	randomly	around	the	town,	cruising	steadily	through	the	mill	of	bicycles,
horse-drawn	 delivery	wagons	 and	 pedestrians.	 It	was	 as	 though	 the	 trams	 laid
down	an	orderly	grid	on	the	chaotic	life	of	the	city.

The	antiquated	cable	vehicles	gave	way,	soon	after	I	became	aware	of	them,
to	 electric	 trams.	 When	 I	 was	 about	 four,	 I	 was	 with	 my	 mother	 on	 the
promenade	when	 she	 pointed	 out	what	 she	 told	me	was	 the	 first	 electric	 tram
heading	for	Edinburgh.	The	big	steam	engine	in	the	local	depot	shuddered	to	a
halt	 late	at	night	about	a	month	later.	My	father	 told	me	about	 it	 the	following
day;	 I	could	 tell	 that	 to	him	 this	was	a	solemn	moment,	 the	end	of	 something,
and	that	it	made	him	sad.

As	 children	 we	 loved	 playing	 on	 and	 riding	 the	 trams,	 learning	 the
personalities	of	 the	conductors,	some	of	 them	not	exactly	friendly	 to	boys,	and
discovering	that	the	drivers	now	had	personalities	too,	for	the	fixed	jogging	pace
of	 the	old	 cable	 trams	was	a	 thing	of	 the	past	 and	 some	of	 the	drivers	put	 the
handle	down	and	ran	their	sparking	wagons	like	demons.	A	tram	one	day	jumped
the	 rails	on	 the	curve	of	King’s	Road	 in	Portobello,	broke	 through	 the	wall	of
Portobello	Power	station	yard	and	ended	up	hanging	over	 the	 railway	 line	 that
fed	the	power	station	with	coal.	It	was	a	sight,	that	big	green	tram	car	poised	so
weirdly	out	of	place:	a	hint	that	orderly	communication	between	one	place	and
another	could	be	violently	interrupted,	that	the	world	could	be	a	dangerous	place.
Still,	 electric	 trams	 were	 progress,	 and	 every	 advance	 was	 greeted	 in	 those
severe	 and	 frugal	 years	with	more	 acclaim	 than	 regret.	We	were	 entranced	 by
progress,	in	a	way	no-one	now	is.	Little	did	I	know	where	it	was	taking	me.

My	 mother	 was	 not	 so	 taken	 with	 mechanical	 wonders,	 which	 is	 not
surprising	 in	 someone	 who	 grew	 up	 one	 hundred	 and	 fifty	 miles	 from	 the
northern	Scottish	coast,	 in	 the	Shetland	Islands.	She	was	a	very	gentle	woman,



with	a	dignified	manner	and	a	visionary	quality	that	I’ve	always	associated	with
her	growing	up	in	a	community	which	still	spoke	a	dialect	of	Norse.	She	was	the
fifth	of	eight	children.	No	greater	contrast	with	my	father’s	background	can	be
imagined.	Generations	of	her	family	had	gone	to	sea	in	small	fishing	boats.	Her
father	 had	 built	 up	 a	 substantial	 fish	 business,	 had	 come	 south	 and	 was	 a
prosperous	man	in	Leith,	Edinburgh’s	port,	by	the	time	he	died	in	the	year	before
my	birth.

My	 mother’s	 dreams	 and	 traditions	 were	 also	 very	 different	 from	 my
father’s.	She	talked	about	lonely	crofts,	herring	fishing,	peat	fires	and	the	never
ending	sound	of	the	sea;	she	described	a	summer	daylight	that	lasted	twenty-four
hours,	hay-making,	banks	of	sea-pinks	on	the	white	mica-sand	beaches;	and	the
ferocious	winds	 that	 rip	 everything	but	 the	most	 twisted	 and	 flexible	 forms	of
life	 out	 of	 the	 ground	 in	 the	winter	months.	 Her	 family,	 the	 Sutherlands,	 had
their	 own	 chronicle	 of	 disaster:	 her	 ancestor	 John	 Sutherland	was	 one	 of	 105
fishermen	drowned	 in	1832	when	eighteen	open	boats	were	overwhelmed	 in	a
July	storm;	and	two	more	Sutherland	men	were	lost	in	another	Shetland	summer
storm	in	1881.	The	family	 lived	close	 to	death	 in	a	way	 that	city	people	could
not	understand.	My	mother	nurtured	the	romanticism	of	a	person	displaced	from
a	hard	rural	community,	though	she	knew	there	was	no	going	back.	For	all	that,
she	was	probably	homesick	throughout	her	life	in	Edinburgh.

She	 gave	 her	 child	 a	 sense	 of	mystery.	 Even	 the	 place-names	 of	 Shetland
seemed	 intangibly	 beautiful:	 where	 else	 were	 there	 islands	 with	 names	 like
Vaila,	Trondra,	Balta	and	Unst?	My	mother	had	modest	literary	ambitions,	and
wrote	what	 she	 called	 ‘essays’	 and	 poems;	 she	 read	 a	 lot	 of	 books.	 The	 dour
realism	 of	 Arnold	 Bennett	 could	 not	 do	 justice	 to	 the	 extremes	 of	 an	 island
imagination,	and	my	mother’s	favourite	reading	was	probably	the	work	of	Jessie
Margaret	Edmonston	Saxby,	Shetland’s	most	famous	writer,	who	she	knew,	and
who	was	already	in	her	late	seventies	when	I	was	born.	She	would	still	be	alive
in	the	first	year	of	the	Second	World	War.

My	mother	 cared	 for	me	 deeply,	 and	was	 probably	 over-protective	 of	me,
and	 a	 little	 possessive.	 I	 had	 a	 demanding	 streak,	 loved	making	 lists,	 writing
things	down,	collecting	cuttings	from	newspapers,	and	my	mother	tolerated	and
encouraged	all	this	and	kept	up	a	supply	of	stationery	for	me.	She	called	me	‘The
Peerie	 Professor’:	 ‘peerie’	 was	 Shetland	 dialect	 for	 ‘little’.	 I	 loved	 her,	 but
perhaps	the	kind	of	world	into	which	I	was	born	did	not	encourage	identification
with	her	nostalgia	for	the	past;	something	harder	bit	into	me	and	led	me	into	my



father’s	world,	and	after	all	this	was	what	was	expected	of	boys	in	the	1920s.
One	lasting	effect	of	my	mother’s	influence	was	the	situation	of	the	house	I

was	born	in,	on	a	terrace	in	Joppa	that	offered	a	magnificent	view	of	the	Firth	of
Forth.	 I	 think	 she	 wanted	 to	 be	 near	 a	 stretch	 of	 water	 that	 had	 no	 visible
landfall,	most	of	the	time,	and	from	our	terrace	you	could	look	out	the	window
over	 the	 sea,	which	was	 usually	 grey	 and	 cold.	 Its	 short	 restless	waves	 sent	 a
bracing	 chill	 into	 our	 bones,	 reminding	 us	 that	 we	 were	 lucky	 to	 be	 on	 firm
ground,	 never	 quite	 allowing	 us	 to	 relax	 into	 the	 illusion	 that	 we	 were	 in
command	of	the	earth.

Childhood	was	a	time	of	stern	affection.	I	was	sheltered	by	serious	and	old-
fashioned	 people	 who	 cared	 for	 their	 ‘only	 child’,	 the	 term	 implying	 a	 slight
misfortune,	as	though	single	children	were	deprived,	the	lucky	product	of	some
fault	 in	the	hereditary	material.	I	may	have	been	a	surprise	to	my	parents.	And
I’ve	often	thought	that	it	was	just	as	well	there	was	only	one	of	me.

My	father	had	a	carefully	organized	routine	and	I	still	have	an	image	of	him
leaving	the	house	each	morning	to	catch	the	No.	20	electric	tram	to	the	GPO	in
Waterloo	Place	 in	Edinburgh.	He	was	meticulous	about	 timetables	and	journey
times,	 a	 trait	 I	 have	 inherited,	 a	 need	 to	 know	 that	 I	 can	 arrive	 and	 depart
predictably.

He	 took	 us	 on	 holidays,	 to	 places	 like	 Aberdour	 in	 Fife	 and	 Glenfarg	 in
Perthshire,	 crossing	 the	 high	 and	wide	 span	 of	 the	 Forth	 Bridge	 in	 a	 carriage
drawn	by	one	of	the	beautiful	Atlantic	locomotives	of	the	former	North	British
Railway.	To	be	 trundled	across	 that	bridge	was	 to	be	moved	 through	a	rattling
world	of	steel	and	cold	air,	the	high	cantilever	towers	soaring	above	us	and	the
water	 far	 below,	 visible	 through	 the	 metal	 struts.	 The	 bridge	 was	 a	 greater
wonder	 than	 the	 Pyramids,	 the	 most	 wonderful	 bridge	 in	 the	 world:	 as	 every
Scottish	boy	knew,	it	was	about	a	mile	long,	contained	eight	million	rivets	and
employed	twenty-nine	men	full	time	just	to	paint	it.

When	I	was	still	very	young,	my	father	took	us	to	Shetland.	This	was	a	real
expedition,	a	five-hour	train	journey	to	Aberdeen	for	a	night	crossing	by	steamer
to	Lerwick.	The	steamer	was	called	the	St	Sunniva,	 the	pride	of	the	sonorously
named	North	of	Scotland	and	Orkney	and	Shetland	Steam	Navigation	Company
Limited.	 It	was	an	elegant	vessel,	a	converted	cruising	yacht,	well	able	 for	 the
North	Sea.

I	 think	my	mother	must	 have	 known	 the	 chief	 engineer,	 because	when	we
were	out	to	sea	I	was	taken	to	the	engine	room,	from	which	I	was	extracted	only



with	 considerable	 difficulty.	 It	 was	 another	 of	 my	 childhood	 epiphanies:	 a
rapture	of	 hot	 oil,	 of	 enclosure	 in	vibrating	 energetic	metal,	 the	 loud	 rhythmic
thunder	 of	 the	 pistons	 in	 their	 cylinders,	 the	 warm	 vibrating	 air,	 the	 smell	 of
burning	 coal,	 the	 ingenious	 swimming	 movement	 of	 the	 rods	 as	 they	 moved
back	and	forth.	If	this	was	a	machine,	I	wanted	to	be	near	one	again	soon.

We	stayed	 in	 the	Shetland	Islands	for	a	month.	 I	 remember	falling	 into	 the
sea,	and	running	around	half-naked	all	afternoon	while	my	trousers	were	spread
to	dry	on	a	rock	in	the	sun;	and	playing	on	a	beach	at	Lerwick	and	skipping	flat
stones	over	the	water.	One	stone	was	a	piece	of	bottle-glass,	which	ripped	open
the	end	of	my	finger.	But	it	was	all	perfect,	the	stiff	transparent	sheen	of	salt	on
hot	 skin	 and	 the	 seaweed	 smell	 of	 the	 sea.	 The	 high	 ceremonial	 point	 of	 the
holiday	was	the	visit	to	Great	Uncle	Archibald,	who	was	no	less	than	the	Clerk
to	 the	 County	 of	 Shetland.	 He	 lived	 at	 Lystina	 House,	 considered	 the	 best
address	 in	 the	whole	 of	 Shetland.	My	mother	was	 immensely	 proud	 to	 be	 the
niece	of	 the	 top	local	government	officer	 in	 the	 islands,	while	my	father,	and	I
myself,	were	 rather	more	 impressed	by	Great	Uncle	Archie’s	stamp	collection,
which	was	quite	magnificent.

My	curiosity	nearly	killed	me	even	then.	I	was	taken	out	with	my	father	by	a
couple	of	fishermen	in	a	rowing	boat	on	the	Loch	of	Spiggie,	in	the	south	of	the
island.	Insatiably	inquisitive,	I	pulled	out	the	bung	in	the	boat’s	hull	and	held	it
up.	 ‘What’s	 this?’	 I	 asked.	 I	 was	 aware	 of	 a	 spasm	 of	 anger	 and	 a	 sudden
controlled	urgency	about	the	adults’	behaviour.	I	had	done	something	dangerous.
The	oarsman	pulled	for	shore,	his	boat	slowly	sinking	under	us.

*	*	*

Shortly	after	 that	 first	visit	 to	 the	Shetlands	 in	1924,	 I	was	made	 to	 attend	 the
Royal	High	School	in	Edinburgh.	So	far	as	I	could	make	out,	the	choice	of	this
school	was	based	not	on	its	800-year	history	but	solely	on	the	convenience	of	the
new	 electric	 tram	 service	 and	 its	 door-to-door	 linkage	 of	 our	 house	 with	 the
school.

For	all	my	later	interest	in	technology,	the	school	did	nothing	to	encourage	it:
not	even	physics	was	taught	properly.	Our	subjects	were	Maths,	English,	Latin,
Greek	 and	French.	 It	was	 a	 deeply	 traditional	 academy,	 and	 it	was	difficult	 to
shake	it	out	of	its	obsession	with	the	classics.

I	did	not	feel	that	I	was	a	particularly	isolated	child,	but	perhaps	the	habits	of
the	only	child	made	me	more	aloof,	gave	me	some	element	of	 self-sufficiency



that	others	did	not	need	or	simply	lacked.	I	avoided	organized	sports	and	games,
for	 example,	 with	 stubborn	 determination,	 a	 non-conformity	 regarded	 as
eccentric	 at	 a	 time	 when	 team	 spirit	 was	 the	 key	 to	 manliness.	 I	 went	 to	 a
football	 match,	 once;	 I	 think	 I	 played	 rugby	 about	 as	 frequently;	 and	 I
occasionally	played	cricket.	On	 the	other	hand,	 I	discovered	 that	 I	could	swim
exceptionally	 well,	 particularly	 in	 the	 sheer	 hard	 slogging	 of	 long-distance
events.	 I	 never	 really	discovered	what	my	 limit	was,	 but	 I	 could	 swim	several
miles	 without	 pause.	 This	 was	 a	 solitary	 and	 dogged	 skill,	 and	 I	 loved	 the
drugged	 rhythm	of	 drawing	myself	 through	 the	water,	 that	 strange	 anaesthetic
called	 stamina	 sustaining	 the	 ache	 of	 tired	 muscles.	 I	 was	 immensely	 proud,
despite	being	a	loner,	of	the	Portobello	Amateur	Swimming	Club	badge,	even	if
the	regulation	colours	of	brown	and	yellow	made	one	look	like	a	wasp.	This	did
not	 save	 me	 from	 persistent	 pressure,	 from	 masters	 and	 even	 other	 boys,	 to
conform	 and	 to	 put	my	 obvious	 fitness	 to	 use	 in	 the	 rucks	 and	 scrums	 of	 the
rugby	field.	I	would	offer	to	discuss	the	question	over	a	mile	or	two	in	the	water,
which	had	a	way	of	silencing	my	critics.

Because	it	became	with	hindsight	a	premonition	of	other	events,	I	remember
one	consequence	of	slackening	my	resistance	to	team	activity.	I	joined	the	Owl
Patrol	 in	 the	 12th	 Edinburgh	Royal	High	 School	 Scouts,	 and	wore	my	 brown
uniform	along	with	all	the	other	boys.	We	met	weekly	in	the	school	gymnasium.
One	evening	in	the	early	1930s,	we	were	being	taught	by	our	scoutmaster	to	use
long	staves	 for	crowd	control	–	a	most	unscout-like	activity,	 some	echo	of	 the
General	Strike	of	1926,	or	maybe	just	another	of	 those	hints	 that	 the	world	we
were	 about	 to	 enter	was	 a	 place	 so	 full	 of	 conflict	 that	 even	 games	 had	 to	 be
made	a	preparation	for	it.

Towards	 the	 close	 of	 the	 evening	 the	 scoutmaster	 decided	 to	 give	 us	 a
demonstration.	We	were	 lined	 up	 as	 a	 kind	 of	 human	barrier,	 our	 poles	 at	 the
ready,	while	 certain	 other	 scouts	were	 struck	 off	 to	 impersonate	 a	mob.	 They
were	unleashed	at	us	through	a	suddenly	opened	door,	charging	at	us	wildly	in	a
licensed	 free-for-all,	 young	 bodies	 crashing	 into	 others	 with	 good-natured
brutality.	We	could	not	control	them	and	our	troop	leader	had	lost	control	of	all
of	us.	The	crush	of	 the	attackers	caught	me	with	my	hand	flung	out.	I	can	still
feel	 my	 right	 arm	 being	 bent	 further	 and	 further	 backwards	 until	 it	 snapped.
There	was	a	moment	of	sheer	panic	and	disbelief,	then	the	shocking	pain	of	the
break.

The	 scoutmaster,	 resourceful	 to	 the	 last,	 turned	 his	 failed	 experiment	 at



crowd	control	into	a	first	aid	demonstration.	It	was	not	every	day	that	he	could
show	his	troop	a	real	broken	arm.	He	snapped	a	yard-stick	in	two	to	make	a	pair
of	 splints,	 found	 some	 bandages	 and	 called	 for	 a	 taxi.	 When	 I	 reached	 the
emergency	department	of	Edinburgh	Royal	Infirmary	I	had	to	wait	only	briefly
before	 being	 wheeled	 into	 the	 operating	 room	 where	 I	 was	 given	 a	 very
inadequate	 anaesthetic:	 the	 chloroform	 barely	 dulled	 the	 crushed	 nerves.	 I	 felt
my	 arm	 being	 stretched	 and	 manipulated	 to	 get	 the	 sheared	 bones	 back	 into
position.	It	is	strange	how	easy	it	is	to	remember	pain.

*	*	*

I	did	not	like	the	school,	and	even	though	I	achieved	first	place	in	some	subjects
in	my	early	adolescence	–	once	scoring	100	per	cent	in	a	Latin	examination	–	I
found	the	syllabus	intolerably	dull.	Gradually,	I	lost	interest	in	academic	results.
I	became	enthralled	by	subjects	that	the	Royal	High	School	found	it	difficult	to
endorse.

Like	many	 schoolboys,	 I	 collected	 things	 as	 a	way	of	making	 sense	of	 the
world’s	 confusion.	 In	 August	 1926,	 my	 father	 took	 my	 mother	 and	 me	 to
Inverness	 for	 a	 few	 days’	 holiday	while	 he	was	 doing	 some	work	 in	 the	 Post
Office	there.	We	stayed	in	the	Glen	Mhor	Hotel	on	the	south	bank	of	the	River
Ness.	He	bought	a	large	packet	of	mixed	foreign	stamps	in	the	Inverness	market
to	keep	me	amused.	This	was	a	good	pacifier	of	a	curious	and	restless	child,	but
it	started	the	first	of	my	collecting	passions,	that	of	philately,	which	has	not	left
me	yet.	Later	this	mania	expanded	into	coin	collecting,	cigarette	card	collecting,
then	 the	 collecting	 of	 picture	 postcards.	 Fortunately	 other	 boys	were	 similarly
inclined;	fortunately	too	the	raw	material	was	cheap,	so	building	up	collections
was	 not	 a	 problem.	 This	 hunger	 for	 all	 the	 little	 circulating	 tokens	 of	 an
industrial	 economy	 could	 take	 in	 anything,	 and	with	 us	 it	 extended	 to	 railway
tickets,	matchbox	covers,	autographs	and	marbles.	Compared	to	the	temptations
open	to	children	today,	ours	were	not	dangerous	compulsions,	and	those	parents
who	 tried	 to	wean	us	off	 this	acquisitive	mania	would	be	shocked	 to	see	 these
schoolboy	collections	now	selling	for	small	fortunes.

But	these	were	minor	pastimes,	mere	flirtations,	compared	to	the	discovery	I
made	one	warm	evening	in	the	autumn	of	1932	when	I	was	out	walking	with	my
mother	 in	 the	 Portobello	 district.	 I	 even	 remember	 the	 precise	 date:	 12th
September.	We	were	 crossing	 Park	 Bridge,	 a	 long	 foot-bridge	 that	 spanned	 a
wide	cut	in	the	ground	between	a	golf	course	and	a	residential	neighbourhood.	I



stopped	on	the	bridge,	on	an	impulse	of	no	importance,	and	looked	down	–	into	a
new	world.	Below	me	was	a	shiny	heavy	web	of	 iron	and	wood,	dead	straight
parallel	lines	of	metal	suddenly	curving	and	merging	smoothly	into	other	sets	of
tracks;	 ladders	 fixed	 to	 the	earth,	climbing	 into	 the	distance.	They	were	spread
out	and	branched	off	beyond	the	bridge;	close	up	I	could	see	the	worn	silver	of
the	 rail	 surface	 and	 the	 dark	 steel	 of	 the	 chairs	 and	 the	 wood	 of	 the	 cross-
sleepers.	 In	 the	dusk	 the	 tracks	 looked	 like	 lines	of	mercury	on	 the	oil-stained
timber	and	gravel.

I	was	looking	into	Portobello	Goods	Yard,	one	of	the	largest	and	busiest	rail
freight	 yards	 in	 the	 country.	 It	 wasn’t	 empty	 even	 on	 that	 quiet	 late	 summer
evening.	 There	 were	 two	 steam	 engines	 working	 near	 the	 bridge,	 shunting
engines	pushing	trains	and	empty	independent	wagons	further	back	into	the	yard.
I	read	the	engine	numbers:	9387	and	9388.	They	were	solid	machines,	their	lines
unflattering,	with	large	tanks	flanking	and	obscuring	the	curve	of	the	boiler,	but
they	 were	 gorgeous.	 Each	 had	 a	 tall	 chimney,	 shaped	 like	 the	 stove-pipe	 hat
worn	by	Isambard	Kingdom	Brunel	as	he	posed	against	the	giant	paddle	wheel
of	his	Great	Eastern	for	that	famous	photograph.	I	was	not	surprised	he	looked
so	 confident,	 if	 he	 could	 create	machines	 like	 these.	 Their	 six	 driving	wheels
turned	slowly	but	irresistibly	against	the	tons	of	rolling-stock	in	front	of	them;	I
heard	the	crash	of	straining	metal	as	the	couplings	took	the	weight	and	tension;	I
smelled	again	the	combination	of	hot	oil	and	coal	smoke	that	I	remembered	from
my	visit	 to	 the	engine	room	of	 the	Shetland	steamer.	A	grey	column	of	smoke
billowed	 gently	 out	 of	 the	 chimney	 of	 the	 squat	 shunting	 engine,	 with	 little
feathers	of	steam	drifting	back	over	the	length	of	the	tubular	boiler	and	around
the	polished	brass	safety	valves	in	their	dome	like	a	fixed	bell	set	in	front	of	the
cab.	 I	 didn’t	 know	 it	 at	 the	 time,	 but	 I	was	watching	 a	well-run	 engine	 in	 the
hands	of	a	good	driver.

On	 the	 bridge,	 I	 felt	 suspended	 amidst	 the	working	 engines,	 the	 branching
rails	and	signal	gantries,	the	station	platforms	and	the	brick	warehouses.	Anyone
who	has	not	seen	a	great	railway	junction	on	a	sunny	evening	in	the	steam	age
cannot	 imagine	 the	 fascination	of	 it.	For	a	boy	–	 for	me	–	 it	was	an	animated,
mysterious,	mechanical	paradise.

Further	back	in	the	yard	several	larger,	more	powerful-looking	engines	were
drawn	up,	their	giant	spoked	wheels	connected	by	coupling	rods	that	looked	as
big	as	the	foot-bridge’s	girders.	There	was	an	awesome	potential	in	those	linked
wheels,	rods	and	pistons	–	power	at	rest.	A	little	way	beyond	Portobello	one	of



the	 engines	was	 drawn	 up	 beside	 a	 blackened	wooden	 shed,	 and	 from	 a	 high
door	 in	 its	side	a	wooden	chute	hung	out	over	 the	 tender	behind	 the	engine.	A
man	wearing	a	waistcoat	and	cloth	cap	was	filling	the	chute	from	a	big	bucket	of
coal,	 and	 the	 lumps	 clattered	 down	on	 to	 the	 black	 heaps	which	 another	man,
dressed	in	a	rough	blackened	grey	jacket	was	shovelling	and	levelling	into	place.

That	 was	 the	 start	 of	 my	 incurable	 interest	 in	 railways.	 From	 that	 day
onwards	I	spent	a	 lot	of	 time	on	Park	Bridge,	and	soon	became	aware	of	other
boys	with	similar	interests	leaning	out	over	the	engines	as	they	slowed	down	on
their	way	into	the	goods	yard,	or	cruised	at	speed	further	out	on	their	way	up	the
East	Coast	main	line	between	Edinburgh	and	London.	For	Edinburgh	was	a	rail
centre,	 and	 I	 lived	 at	 the	 eastern	 end	 of	 a	 great	 loop	 of	 lines	 punctuated	 by
stations,	 depots,	 tunnels,	 repair	 yards	 and	 goods	 terminals.	 I	 could	 watch	 the
flagship	 engines	 of	 the	 London	 and	 North	 Eastern	 Railway	 rush	 by,	 a	 long
procession	of	carriages	drawn	after	them	as	they	headed	for	Edinburgh	Waverley
–	 the	 company’s	 very	 own	 station	 and	 a	mecca	 for	 train	 lovers	 –	 or	 catch	 the
smaller,	older	engines	at	the	head	of	suburban	and	country	trains.	They	were	all
trains,	and	that	was	enough	for	now.

*	*	*

It	was	like	love,	my	fascination	for	those	huge,	noisy	machines	that	were	already
near	 the	 end	of	 their	 golden	 age.	They	moved	with	 such	magnificent	 purpose.
They	were	alive,	they	had	steam,	smoke	and	the	smell	of	minerals;	they	burned
energy	without	 concealment,	 and	 you	 could	 see	 their	 fire.	 They	 raced	 against
themselves,	losing	more	heat	than	they	used,	running	by	burning	their	own	cargo
of	coal;	but	there	was	something	very	human	about	the	need	to	keep	fire	going
by	 hand,	 shovelling	 and	 watching,	 never	 for	 a	 second	 being	 able	 to	 forget
responsibility	for	the	journey	and	the	work.	Their	waste	didn’t	have	to	be	buried
in	 lead-lined	 coffins,	 it	was	 exhaled	 as	 carbon,	 sulphur	 and	nitrogen,	 or	 swept
and	scattered	as	ash,	the	unburnt	particles	of	coal	settling	gently	on	our	clothes
and	hair.

Some	things	that	humans	make	transcend	their	function;	instruments	can	be
magical.	That	explosive,	rhythmic	sound	we	call	puffing	says	more	to	us	about
getting	 under	 way,	 about	 departure,	 than	 a	 petrol-driven	 snarl	 can	 ever	 do;
perhaps	it	has	something	close	to	the	beat	of	our	pulse.	Even	if	we	were	using	up
and	heating	the	earth	too	much,	and	no-one	knew	that	at	the	time,	it	would	have
been	 worth	 making	 an	 exception	 for	 steam	 engines.	 They	 were	 beautiful



machines;	the	most	beautiful	machines	produced	in	the	industrial	revolution.
The	Reverend	Awdry,	 author	of	 the	 railway	series	of	 children’s	books	 that

attracted	millions	of	infant	readers	long	after	their	parents	had	forgotten	the	age
of	 steam,	once	 said	 that	 railways	 ‘touch’	people,	make	us	 seem	eccentric;	 and
yet	we	discover	that	they	have	the	same	effect	on	almost	everybody	else.	I	have
certainly	 felt	 a	 little	 eccentric	 at	 times;	 but	 I	 suspect	 that	 we	 are	 all	 railway
lovers,	at	some	deep	level.

The	honest	power	of	a	steam	engine	is	overwhelming	–	most	of	its	important
parts	 are	 on	 display.	 You	 see	 the	 great	 cylinder	 with	 cranks	 and	mechanisms
outside	it,	you	see	the	ingenious	connection	of	levers	and	rods	to	the	enormous
wheels	 and	 you	 have	 already	 understood	 that	 this	 combination	 of	 things	 will
work,	and	you	might	even	see	how.	Unlike	a	motor	car	or	a	nuclear	ship,	there’s
no	secrecy	about	a	steam	engine’s	 force.	What	engineers	call	 the	‘motion’,	 the
linked	shafts	and	pistons	and	wheels	that	drive	the	engine,	is	as	fascinating	as	the
movement	 of	 a	 watch.	 And	 almost	 as	 jewel-like,	 for	 the	 couplings	 and
connecting	rods	were	often	still	chipped	and	filed	smooth	by	hammer	and	chisel,
after	they	came	off	the	milling	machine.	Hands	still	made	parts	of	these	engines,
and	it	is	no	surprise	that	drivers	spoke	of	them	as	individuals.	But	essentially,	the
engine	was	a	boiler	held	in	heavy	frames	on	a	set	of	steel	wheels.

The	 simplicity	 of	 it	 fascinated	me.	 Coal	 burnt	 in	 a	 furnace	 surrounded	 by
water	created	steam;	steam	confined	in	a	cylinder	pushed	a	piston,	and	linked	to
wheels	by	rods	that	turned	the	straight	thrust	of	the	piston	into	rotatory	motion,
the	engine	moved	and	worked.	The	idea	that	hordes	of	people	and	commodities
could	be	carried	at	such	shakingly	powerful	speeds	by	a	sort	of	articulated	kettle,
in	which	the	water	could	never	be	allowed	to	fall	below	the	top	of	the	furnace	or
there	 would	 be	 an	 explosion,	 seemed	 amazing	 to	 me.	 What	 made	 it	 all	 so
different	from	today’s	electric	railways,	which	run	at	set	speeds,	was	the	need	to
be	aware	at	every	moment	of	the	perilous	balance	of	fire	and	water,	which	also
gave	 the	 possibility	 of	 going	 a	 little	 faster	 if	 the	 engineman	 was	 good,	 or	 of
disaster	if	he	was	incompetent.

Like	everything	else	we	make	–	like	firearms,	for	example	–	the	simple	idea
could	be	endlessly	refined,	developed	and	decorated.	I	discovered	trains	in	their
heyday,	when	steam	under	pressure	had	achieved	astonishing	things.	Libraries	of
books	were	written	on	the	improvement	of	Watt’s	basic	idea.	More	sophisticated
valve	gears	gave	more	subtle	control	of	pressure;	steam	could	be	superheated	to
get	more	pressure	out	of	it;	more	yards	could	be	added	to	the	labyrinth	of	copper



firetubes	inside	the	boiler	to	give	a	bigger	heating	area,	and	therefore	more	heat
and	steam.	But	it	was	the	way	it	all	worked	together	that	mattered,	in	the	poetry
of	great	engines,	their	appearance,	speed	and	mystique.

*	*	*

I	learned	to	distinguish	machines,	to	love	some	more	than	others.	There	were,	for
example,	 the	 imposing	Atlantic	engines,	 the	most	powerful	Scottish	engines	of
the	early	century,	 their	 four	big	driving	wheels	half	hidden	by	‘splashers’,	 like
great	mudguards,	and	their	lesser	wheels	chunky	with	thick	spokes.	One	of	these
engines,	up	close,	seemed	monstrous,	the	vast	tube	of	the	boiler	painted	a	solid
dark	green,	the	front	a	glossy	black,	resting	on	its	20-foot	long	iron	frames.	One
of	the	driving	wheels	would	dwarf	a	boy,	who	might	come	a	little	higher	than	the
silver	 boss	 at	 the	 centre	 of	 its	 ring	 of	 black-painted	 spokes.	The	 linked	 piston
rods	were	as	massive	as	one	of	the	rails	on	which	the	wheels	they	drove	ran	so
heavily.	The	 rocking	 levers	 of	 the	 outside	 valves	 looked	 like	 swimmers’	 arms
frozen	 in	mid	 stroke.	 Above	were	 the	 pipes,	 flues	 and	 stanchions	 of	 polished
brass	and	copper	running	the	length	of	the	boiler,	and	higher	up	still	the	top-hat
of	the	chimney.

By	 the	 late	1930s,	 this	mighty	engine	began	 to	 look	a	 little	archaic,	a	 little
steamroller-like,	as	the	last	and	most	fabulous	of	the	dinosaurs	matured,	running
faster	and	longer	than	all	their	kind.	These	were	engines	like	the	Pacifics,	which
ran	on	the	express	route	from	London	to	Edinburgh,	so	heavy	and	powerful	that
they	needed	 four	 smaller	wheels	 in	 front	 of	 their	 six	 great	 driving	wheels	 and
two	 behind,	 just	 to	 balance	 their	 own	 weight.	 They	 were	 epic	 creatures;
machines	that	looked	as	though	they	could	drive	through	the	world.	Perhaps	only
the	sight	of	a	rare	eagle	to	a	birdwatcher	can	compare	to	the	surge	of	excitement
I	would	feel	when	one	of	these	Pacifics,	the	pride	of	British	engineering,	swept
by	me,	its	slipstream	battering	me	against	the	frame	of	my	bicycle.

Even	 these	 leviathans	 could	 be	 improved.	 In	 the	 mid-Thirties,	 some	 were
streamlined.	The	cylindrical	boiler	disappeared	beneath	a	sweeping	aerodynamic
form	painted	two	tones	of	grey,	its	steel	adding	a	third	richly	military	colour	to
the	‘Silver	Link’,	which	could	do	the	London–Edinburgh	run	in	six	hours,	often
at	more	than	100	mph.	This	made	it	one	of	the	fastest	engines	in	the	world.	The
curve	of	the	wing	lifted	over	the	wheels,	a	whale	showing	its	teeth.	It	was	like	an
enormous	 grey	 knife	 blade	 adhering	 to	 the	 rails,	 cutting	 a	 slice	 out	 of	 the
landscape	with	over	a	hundred	tons	of	metal.	To	feel	this	as	it	tore	past	was	to	be



carried	away	into	the	future.
Of	course,	the	first	photograph	I	ever	took	was	of	a	Pacific,	the	most	famous

of	them	all:	the	‘Flying	Scotsman’,	on	the	opening	day	of	the	summer	season	of
its	London-Edinburgh	run.	I	pointed	my	Box	Brownie	at	the	line	and	hoped	that
its	 lens	 would	 somehow	 capture	 the	 thundering	 displacement	 of	 air	 that	 was
about	to	be	unleashed	on	me.	The	snap	came	out,	like	most	railway	photographs,
as	a	grainy	black	and	white	travesty	of	the	real	thing.

But	what	mattered	was	being	there	and	having	seen	it.	My	hobby	had	grown
into	 an	 obsession	 by	 the	 time	 I	 left	 school	 in	 1936.	 In	 fact,	 steam	 engines
occupied	 most	 of	 my	 free	 hours	 between	 1933	 and	 the	 moment	 when	 I
volunteered	for	the	army	in	1939.	I	read	histories	of	engineering,	of	companies
that	 were	 long	 gone	 even	 then,	 haunting	 the	 second-hand	 bookshops	 around
George	IV	Bridge	in	Edinburgh	and	finding	beautiful	old	books	on	railways	that
I	could	buy	for	a	penny	each.	Occasionally	I	would	reach	out	and	spend	a	few
pence	 on	 some	 real	 treasure:	 a	 handsome	 set	 of	 Smiles,	 a	 book	 of	 Victorian
photographs.

I	had	become	what	is	known	nowadays	as	a	‘trainspotter’,	though	that	is	not
a	word	I	would	use	and	I	do	not	recognize	myself	in	the	lonely	boys	in	anoraks
who	haunt	British	railway	stations	noting	the	numbers	of	passing	trains.	For	me
this	 was	 almost	 a	 scholarly	 passion,	 a	 ‘subject’	 as	 valid	 as	 mathematics	 or
French,	 and	 I	 took	 it	 just	 as	 seriously	 as	 any	 specialist.	 In	 any	 case,	 the
standardized	 and	 predictable	 high-speed	 engines	 of	 the	 monopoly	 railway
company	cannot	compare	with	the	magnificent	variety	of	machinery	on	the	iron
roads	of	the	1930s.

I	didn’t	just	sit	and	dream	about	trains,	but	travelled	to	look	and	see,	waiting
on	 cold	 embankments	 and	 cuttings	 in	 the	 hope	of	 catching	 a	 glimpse	of	 some
rare	and	famous	locomotive.	I	thought	nothing	of	riding	fifteen	or	twenty	miles
on	my	bike	to	watch	an	engine	hammer	past	on	a	rural	line,	and	turning	around
to	ride	back	to	my	parents’	house	as	happy	as	though	I	had	seen	a	girlfriend.

Until	1923	 there	had	been	120	 railway	companies	 in	Britain,	but	 then	 they
were	grouped	into	four	great	combinations.	The	local	combine	in	East	Scotland
was	 called	 the	London	 and	North	Eastern	Railway.	 The	 engines	 in	Edinburgh
were	different	 from	 those	 in	East	Anglia,	 and	no	engine	 from	Cornwall	would
penetrate	as	far	north	as	Newcastle.	An	engine	could	sometimes	run	on	a	foreign
system	of	 track,	but	 it	was	not	always	easy:	Great	Western	engines	were	 risky
outside	their	territory	for	they	were	wider	than	others,	and	could	clip	a	bridge	or



a	platform	in	alien	country,	with	disastrous	results.	Locomotives	from	the	north
east	of	England	would	often	decouple	from	trains	at	Berwick;	the	border	was	a
technical	 as	well	 as	 historic	 boundary.	A	 Scottish	 engine	would	 then	 haul	 the
train	northward.

But	 now	 the	 engines	 evolved	 in	 isolation	 were	 infiltrating	 each	 other’s
territory,	 and	 you	 could	 see	 some	 exotic	 from	 the	 far	 south	 nosing	 on	 to	 the
buffers	 at	 Waverley	 Station.	 The	 incredible	 varieties	 remained:	 the	 old
companies’	 engines	 were	 still	 in	 use,	 locomotives	 developed	 in	 the	 time	 of
Victoria	still	working	in	the	age	of	aircraft.	I	was	among	the	last	witnesses	to	this
overlapping,	 inefficient	 and	 utterly	wonderful	 chaos.	 I	 felt	 like	Darwin	 on	 the
Galapagos.

And	 just	 like	 species	 in	 their	 habitats,	 these	 creatures	 with	 their	 gleaming
layers	of	paint	and	elegant	steel	and	brass	mountings	had	often	still	to	be	tracked
to	their	native	ranges.	We	talked	the	language	of	birdwatchers:	rare	engines	were
‘elusive’	or	‘difficult’.	The	world	of	railways	was	as	surprising	and	complicated
as	 the	 natural	world:	 there	 seemed	 to	 be	more	 kinds	 of	 locomotive	 than	 there
were	 different	 birds	 in	 the	 Lothian	 Hills.	 There	 were	 at	 least	 28,000	 steam
engines	 in	 Britain	 on	 the	 main	 lines;	 and	 several	 thousand	 more	 in	 private
employment,	 cast-offs	 and	 survivors	 from	 the	big	 lines	working	 for	breweries,
mines,	 ironworks.	The	LNER,	my	 local	 railway,	 had	 been	 built	 up	 from	great
lines	like	the	North	British	Railway	and	tiny	local	companies	like	the	East	and
West	 Yorkshire	 Union	 Railway,	 four	 battered	 engines	 lugging	 coal	 between
some	pitheads	and	the	sea.

I	 rescued	 the	 most	 obscure	 railway	 in	 the	 British	 Isles	 from	 oblivion	 by
writing	 a	 little	 article	 about	 it	 for	Railway	Magazine	 when	 I	 was	 sixteen.	 On
Unst,	the	most	northerly	of	the	Shetland	Islands,	I	found	some	overgrown	tracks
of	a	tiny	2-foot	gauge	running	from	chromite	quarries	in	the	island	centre	to	the
nearby	 pier.	 Stocky	 little	 ponies	 were	 pulling	 ramshackle	 wagons	 full	 of	 the
chrome-iron	ore	in	hot	July	sunshine.	In	another	part	of	the	island	I	found	more
lines	radiating	out	from	another	chromite	pit,	 the	workings	completely	derelict.
The	tracks	were	covered	in	rough	grass	and	nettles	and	dockweed;	the	rusty	side
tipping	wagons	were	lying	in	the	positions	in	which	they	had	been	abandoned	by
the	side	of	the	track.	I	felt	I	had	reached	the	ultima	Thule	of	the	railway	world.

For	 me	 it	 was	 a	 question	 of	 mapping	 and	 understanding	 that	 man-made
world,	of	tracing	the	genealogies	of	engines,	designs	and	companies.	My	habits
of	precision	and	of	needing	to	know	where	I	was,	which	may	have	attracted	me



to	the	spider’s	web	of	railways	in	the	first	place,	would	later	get	me	into	the	most
awful	 trouble	on	the	worst	 railway	in	 the	world,	but	 that	need	to	 locate	myself
and	to	imagine	ways	of	escape	would	never	 leave	me.	And	I	was	drawn	to	the
railways	so	much	that	they	have	been	a	backdrop	to	almost	every	turning-point
in	my	life,	and	have	led	me	into	unhappiness	and	torment,	as	well	as	some	of	the
only	real	contentment	I	have	ever	known.

*	*	*

Railways	are	an	intensely	personal	mania,	but	I	was	always	aware	that	mine	was
not	exactly	a	secret	passion.	Train	study	was	one	of	the	most	popular	pastimes	in
Britain.	 There	were	 always	 other	 boys,	 standing	 stiffly	 alert,	 taking	 notes	 and
photographs,	 on	 platforms,	 on	 sidings,	 at	 level	 crossings	 out	 in	 the	 country.
Guardedly,	 we	 traded	 information.	 We	 would	 hear	 of	 curious	 sightings,	 of
locomotives	 straying	 out	 of	 their	 areas	 like	 big	 birds	 blown	 off	 course	 by	 a
storm.	The	storm	was	an	economic	one,	homogenizing	the	local	railway	systems
in	the	face	of	the	world	slump;	for	the	moment,	the	Depression	and	all	it	brought
with	it	was	our	opportunity.	We	didn’t	hear	the	storm	coming	closer.

We	got	permits	to	visit	engine	sheds	and	workshops;	saw	still,	silent	herds	of
the	great	locomotives	in	sidings	on	Saturday	afternoons	or	Sundays.	There	was	a
fine	 illicit	 thrill	 about	climbing	aboard	 the	platform	of	a	 steam	engine,	nine	or
ten	 feet	 off	 the	 ground,	 and	 standing	 in	 front	 of	 the	 wall	 of	 instruments,	 the
gleaming	levers,	throttles	and	stopcocks	that	regulated	so	much	power.

We	 thought	 of	 ourselves	 as	 being	 involved	 with	 these	 smoky	 vehicles	 of
change,	 we	 never	 saw	 ourselves	 as	 just	 standing	 on	 the	 ends	 of	 platforms
crossing	 numbers	 off	 a	 list.	 We	 didn’t	 tolerate	 frivolity,	 or	 drinkers	 or	 the
unserious.	But	machines	don’t	make	good	companions,	and	it	is	true	that	I	spent
much	of	my	youth	alone,	cycling	between	stations	on	roads	 that	could	be	grey
and	wet	in	autumn	and	winter,	with	often	only	a	distant	relationship	to	my	fellow
enthusiasts.	It	isn’t	much	wonder	that	I	was	so	easily	recruited	into	the	Chapel	–
but	that	was	later.

Meanwhile,	attendance	at	the	Royal	High	School	became	more	and	more	of
a	 penance.	 Many	 of	 the	 boys	 delivered	 by	 tram	 on	 the	 1st	 October	 1924
continued	to	be	unhappy	ten	years	later.	The	attitude	of	many	teachers	towards
pupils	was	deplorable.	They	seemed	to	regard	us	as	something	of	a	nuisance	and
an	 interruption	 to	 their	 daily	 routine;	 collectively	 to	 have	 been	 unaware	 that
children	and	their	interests	had	any	connection	with	the	employment	of	teachers.



There	were	exceptions.	One	devoted	history	teacher	came	up	with	a	scheme
by	which	any	pupil	who	discovered	a	genuine	error	in	any	history	text	would	be
awarded	an	extra	1	per	cent	in	the	term	examination.	The	enthusiasm	with	which
his	 pupils	 combed	 their	 texts	 for	mistakes	was	 impressive,	 though	 there	 were
rumours	that	their	parents	had	been	drawn	into	the	research.	Inevitably,	a	market
economy	 developed	 around	 this	 precious	 information.	 Confident	 boys	 placed
suspected	errors	on	the	market,	charging	rates	that	varied	with	the	probability	of
acceptance.	It	was	good	practice	for	life,	of	a	kind.

The	 school’s	 emphasis	 on	 classics	 was	 less	 useful	 for	 the	 world	 we	 were
about	to	enter.	By	the	time	I	was	fifteen,	my	father	had	to	ask	the	Rector	to	make
special	 arrangements	 to	 allow	 me	 to	 study	 history	 and	 geography	 instead	 of
Greek.	But	 as	 the	 final	 examinations	 approached,	 I	 knew	 that	my	prospects	of
formal	academic	success	were	slim.

On	 holiday	 in	 the	 autumn	 of	 1935,	 my	 father	 saw	 an	 advertisement	 for	 a
Civil	 Service	 competition	 for	 a	 single	 appointment	 as	 a	 sorting	 clerk	 and
telegraphist	in	the	GPO	in	Edinburgh,	and	announced	that	I	should	apply.	Sons
in	those	days	did	exactly	what	their	fathers	told	them	to	do,	or	at	least	I	did,	so	at
the	age	of	sixteen	I	sat	the	examination.	I	took	first	place	in	the	city,	to	my	own
astonishment	and	my	family’s,	and	on	the	morning	the	brown	envelope	came	my
father	told	me	that	I	could	leave	school	that	day.

I	went	 to	 the	Rector’s	 office	 and	 told	 him	 that	 I	was	going.	The	Rector,	 a
very	elevated	person	named	Dr	King	Gillies	 told	me	in	omniscient	 tones	 that	I
was	being	very	foolish,	that	I	could	expect	only	to	become	a	butcher’s	delivery
boy	–	 the	ultimate	 social	disgrace.	 I	 spoiled	his	day	by	showing	him	 the	 letter
from	the	Civil	Service	Commission.	And	so	my	formal	education	ended.

I	still	think	I	would	have	made	a	reasonably	good	butcher’s	boy.
Early	 in	 January	1936,	 I	 started	 to	 study	at	home	 for	 the	next	grade	of	 the

Civil	Service.	 I	 had	 a	 couple	 of	months	before	 I	 started	work.	 I	 also	began	 to
explore	the	Lothian	Hills	and	the	coast,	cycling	to	small	harbours	and	old	docks,
to	 obscure	 sidings	 that	 were	 said	 to	 contain	 interesting	 survivors	 of	 early
locomotive	 classes.	 These	were	 rehearsals	 for	 later	marathon	 rides	 around	 the
kingdom	on	my	brief	holidays	from	the	Post	Office.	I	thought	that	I	might	never
have	so	much	completely	free	time	at	my	disposal	again.	I	was	right.

In	the	year	of	the	Popular	Front	in	France	and	of	the	Spanish	Civil	War,	the
year	Japan	began	its	assault	on	China,	I	was	going	on	even	longer	excursions.	In
1937,	 on	 my	 annual	 holiday	 from	 what	 was	 then	 a	 not	 very	 fulfilling	 job,	 I



cycled	 all	 the	way	 to	 the	 English	Channel	 and	 back	 –	 a	 1000-mile	 round-trip
down	 the	west	coast,	and	back	up	 the	east	coast	via	Newcastle	and	Berwick.	 I
did	it	completely	alone.	I	was	barely	aware	of	what	was	happening	thousands	of
miles	away	in	Asia.	I	had	no	politics;	I	was	an	only	child.

It	 is	strange,	 looking	back	now,	to	think	of	those	boys	at	school	to	whom	I
was	never	really	close.	Men	born	ten	years	after	me	could	speculate	idly	about
their	 schoolmates,	 but	 that	 option	 was	 closed	 to	 me	 by	 events	 in	 China	 and
Central	Europe	while	I	was	growing	up.	I	know	exactly	what	happened	to	each
of	my	contemporaries.	Of	the	twenty-five	of	us	in	our	final	year	at	school,	only
four	survived	the	war.	But	there	is	no	justice	in	statistics,	and	by	some	arbitrary
chance	not	one	of	the	twenty-two	young	men	in	my	officer	class	at	Catterick	was
killed.

*	*	*

You	 had	 to	 start	 at	 the	 bottom	 in	 the	 Post	Office,	 just	 as	my	 father	 had	 done
nearly	forty	years	before.	I	became	a	sorter	of	mail,	and	after	a	week’s	training	I
was	 put	 on	 the	 lowest	 rung	 of	 the	 Civil	 Service	 ladder,	 from	 which	 I	 was
destined	to	become	successively	Senior	Sorter,	Postmaster	and	so	on.

A	 worker	 called	 Bobby	 Kinghorn,	 who	 I	 would	 later	 meet	 under	 very
different	circumstances,	took	me	in	hand	and	showed	me	how	to	survive	without
working	too	hard,	and	I	put	his	good	advice	to	use	on	the	main	shift	from	7.30	in
the	morning	until	3.30	in	the	afternoon,	six	days	a	week.

I	had	to	open	parcels	from	overseas	so	that	customs	could	inspect	them,	then
laboriously	 tie	 them	 up	 again.	 They	 also	 assigned	 me	 to	 the	 football	 pools
section,	where	a	dozen	sorters	filtered	millions	of	coupons	being	sent	out	to	the
punters	who	were	hoping	to	get	rich	from	their	predictions	of	the	scores	of	 the
coming	Saturday’s	 soccer	matches.	All	 this	waste	paper,	 victim	of	 the	 laws	of
probability,	 would	 have	 to	 be	 sorted,	 bundled	 and	 bagged	 for	 movement	 to
Waverley	Station,	where	it	would	be	loaded	on	to	trains	heading	out	to	towns	in
the	borders	and	further	south.

I	was	now	drawing	a	big	circle	around	Edinburgh	of	places	to	which	return
journeys	could	be	made	by	bicycle	on	early	summer	evenings,	and	I’d	escape	to
some	point	on	 it	 every	afternoon.	So	many	miles,	 so	many	 lonely	 sightings	of
worked	 metal	 and	 quiet	 satisfaction	 at	 another	 unusual	 entry	 into	 my	 orderly
classification	of	 the	world.	Ordnance	Survey	maps	helped	you	 to	 identify	half-
forgotten	branch	lines,	perhaps	some	colliery	where	there	might	be	a	couple	of



engines	whose	identity	and	even	whose	existence	would	be	unknown	to	anyone
outside	the	colliery	itself;	but	some	of	the	sidings	were	so	obscure	that	they	did
not	appear	on	maps,	and	there	was	no	alternative	but	to	search	them	out.

I	learned	in	the	Post	Office	that	obsession	can	take	many	forms.	One	much
older	man	became	something	of	a	special	 friend.	He	had	been	unemployed	for
most	 of	 the	 previous	 five	 years	 and	 had	 become	 a	 communist.	 He	 became
obsessed	with	our	ignorance	of	the	names	of	places	to	which	the	pools	envelopes
were	 being	 sent.	His	 need	 for	 order	 and	 his	 conscientious	 devotion	 to	 the	 job
drove	 him	 to	make,	 in	 his	 own	 time,	 over	 a	 period	 of	weeks,	 a	 card-index	 of
every	 British	 place-name	 he	 could	 find,	 as	 an	 aid	 to	 sorting	 the	 pools	 mail.
Anything	less	like	the	behaviour	of	a	communist	militant	is	difficult	to	imagine;
but	perhaps	this	innocent	card-index	man	would	have	found	a	different	outlet	for
his	obsession	if	the	circumstances	had	been	different.

Some	 flavour	of	 the	austerity	and	discretion	of	 the	workplace	 in	 the	1930s
remains	with	me	in	the	memory	of	a	colleague	called	Wendy,	from	whom	I	took
over	 duties	 in	 the	 motor	 transport	 section	 after	 I	 passed	 the	 clerical	 officer’s
examination	in	late	1936.	One	lunchtime	she	failed	to	return	to	the	office.	Such
was	 our	 respect	 for	 punctuality	 that	 I	 began	 to	 imagine	 that	 she	 had	 had	 an
accident,	 or	 been	 kidnapped.	 In	 a	 manner	 of	 speaking	 she	 had	 suffered	 both
fates:	she	had	used	her	lunch	hour	to	get	married.

My	 job	 was	 now	 to	 maintain	 the	 records	 for	 the	 Post	 Office	 Telephones’
vehicles	all	over	the	south	east	of	Scotland.	We	had	to	watch	out	for	things	like
excessive	 fuel	 consumption,	 breakdowns	 and	 accidents.	 This	 was	 my	 future
now:	 the	 minute	 administration	 of	 Post	 Office	 machinery,	 counting	 and
accounting	 in	 careful	 detail	 for	 the	 public’s	means	 of	 communication	 and	 the
people	who	kept	it	running.

The	life	that	awaited	me	if	I	had	not	broken	from	it	can	be	guessed	at	in	the
story	of	 the	 file	on	expanding	shelter	 for	our	vehicles	 in	 the	Edinburgh	area.	 I
wrote	minutes,	memos,	drew	up	lists	of	suitable	premises.	In	1948	I	went	back
briefly	to	the	Post	Office	after	leaving	the	army,	after	a	war	in	which	millions	of
people	 had	 died	 cruel	 and	 pointless	 deaths,	 in	 which	 I	 had	 been	 shattered
psychically	and	physically.	On	my	first	day	back	in	civilian	employment	the	file
on	garage	accommodation	was	solemnly	handed	to	me.	It	had	not	been	opened
for	almost	a	decade.	Time	had	stopped	in	this	fusty	government	office	while	for
me	it	had	accelerated	beyond	reason.

Some	inkling	of	dread	must	have	percolated	into	me	back	in	1936,	because	I



decided	 to	 make	 another	 move.	 I	 realize	 now,	 looking	 back,	 that	 for	 all	 my
conformity	I	was	looking	for	something	more	satisfying,	more	wholly	absorbing
than	the	set	lines	of	my	life	could	offer;	in	my	own	way	I	was	very	ambitious.	I
decided	to	take	evening	classes	in	telegraphy	and	telephony.	My	father	thought
that	 this	 was	 most	 irregular,	 wanting	 to	 switch	 from	 the	 office	 grades	 to	 the
technical,	from	the	supervisory	to	the	practical.	We	were	staff,	we	did	not	work
with	our	hands.	But	with	that	stubbornness	which	I	would	later	learn	much	more
about,	I	went	ahead.



CHAPTER	TWO

I	 GREW	 UP	 IN	 a	 world	 in	 which	 tinkering	 and	 inventing	 and	 making	 were
honoured	pastimes.	My	father,	though	he	was	not	a	telegraph	engineer,	liked	to
experiment	with	 technical	equipment.	 In	 the	early	1920s	he	and	his	 friends	Mr
Weatherburn	 and	 Mr	 Patrick	 were	 building	 a	 wireless,	 which	 they	 kept	 in
Weatherburn’s	house.

It	 sat	 on	 a	 table	 in	 a	 room	 cluttered	with	 glass	 valves,	 flex,	 pliers,	 copper
wire,	 soldering	 irons	 and	 screwdrivers.	 There	 was	 a	 strange	 burning	 metallic
smell,	a	smell	of	glue	and	oil.	 I	could	touch	the	dark	rolls	of	 thick	sticky	tape,
but	was	warned	not	to	touch	the	big	black	dials	with	their	pointers	turned	to	the
brass	buttons	set	 into	 the	wood	panel.	Three	beautifully-milled	brass	cylinders,
detectors	 for	 those	mysterious	waves	 that	 I	couldn’t	 see	as	 they	 rolled	 into	 the
lighted	room,	were	set	 into	 the	polished	mahogany	of	 the	box.	The	front	panel
was	 studded	 with	 protruding,	 fragile	 looking	 valves,	 switches	 and	 dials,	 and
polished	brass	terminals.	I	could	see	the	delicate	metal	in	the	bulbs	of	the	valves.
The	 whole	 apparatus	 looked	 at	 once	 ridiculous	 and	 awesome.	 It	 was	 like	 an
unfinished	 toy,	 but	 also	 an	 engineered	 aesthetic	 tool,	 something	 crafted	 and
heavy.	Its	front	sloped	back	like	the	stand	used	for	the	big	Bible	in	church.

My	father	placed	a	pair	of	heavy	headphones	around	my	ears,	and	I	heard,
through	 the	 hiss	 and	 buzz	 of	 far-off	 energies,	 a	 disembodied	 human	 voice.
Somewhere	a	long	way	away	a	man	was	sending	his	words	into	space	and	they
were	somehow	being	collected	here	and	narrowed	through	my	ears	alone.

In	the	worst	times,	much	later,	when	I	thought	I	was	about	to	die	in	pain	and
shock	at	the	hands	of	men	who	could	not	imagine	anything	of	my	life,	who	had
no	respect	for	who	I	was	or	where	I	had	come	from,	I	might	have	wished	that	my
father	had	had	a	different	passion.	But	after	the	First	War,	technology	was	still
powerful	 and	 beautiful	without	 being	menacing.	Who	 could	 have	 thought	 that
radio	 telegraphy,	 a	 simple	 channelling	 of	 ethereal	 lines	 of	 force,	 could	 cause



terrible	 harm?	 It	was	 a	wonderful	 instrument	 by	which	 people	 could	 speak	 to
each	other,	and	I	knew	that	up	on	the	hill	in	Edinburgh	Castle	there	was	a	station
of	the	BBC	speaking	calmly	and	authoritatively	through	educated	English	voices
about	the	weather,	the	news	and	the	Empire.

By	the	time	I	started	my	own	radio	course	in	1940	I	had	already	heard	Adolf
Hitler’s	voice	coming	out	of	my	father’s	radio,	an	endless	rhythmic	scream	full
of	strange	crescendos.	Hitler	was	not	only	the	most	powerful	man	in	Europe,	he
was	also	clearly	mad.	None	the	less	the	threat	his	voice	contained	seemed	as	far
away	as	all	radio	voices.

I	 got	 stuck	 into	 the	 electrical	 rote-learning	 that	 the	Post	Office	Telephones
arranged	for	its	staff.	We	had	to	memorize	complicated	circuits	and	patterns	of
valves.	A	typical	exam	question	might	be	‘Reproduce	the	Circuit	for	the	No.	2A
Switchboard’,	which	was	a	bit	of	a	labyrinth.	The	radios	of	the	late	Thirties	were
large	 heavy	 pieces	 of	 equipment,	 not	 quite	 as	 massive	 and	 unwieldy	 as	 Mr
Weatherburn’s	 home-made	wireless,	 but	 solid	 and	 imposing	 for	 all	 that;	 and	 I
began	 to	 learn	how	 they	worked	and	how	 they	 should	be	maintained.	We	also
learned	about	telephones,	morse	signalling	and	telegraphy.	I	was	moving	on,	but
I	can’t	have	been	content.

*	*	*

My	mentor	in	the	Post	Office,	Bobby	Kinghorn,	was	a	friend	of	the	kind	that	a
lonely	young	man	makes	in	his	first	job:	older,	wise	to	the	routines	of	the	office,
giving	off	the	air	of	a	vigorous,	if	slightly	mysterious,	life	outside	it.	I	knew	he
was	 interested	 in	 religion,	 and	 once	 I	 lent	 him	 my	 father’s	 copy	 of	 Hilaire
Belloc’s	The	 Path	 to	 Rome,	 one	 of	 those	 accounts	 of	 conversion	 that	 English
Catholics	 delight	 in.	 Kinghorn	 never	 returned	 it,	 to	 my	 father’s	 considerable
anger.	 But	 my	 colleague	 had,	 as	 it	 turned	 out,	 taken	 a	 very	 different	 path	 to
Belloc’s.

My	only	vivid	religious	memory	from	my	childhood	is	of	being	a	choirboy
in	 the	Episcopal	Church	at	 the	age	of	 eleven	or	 twelve.	 I	 remember	 the	music
and	the	division	of	the	choir	into	cantoris	and	decani,	and	that	I	was	assigned	to
the	cantoris.	What	happened,	therefore,	came	as	much	as	a	surprise	to	me	as	it
did	 to	 my	 parents,	 who	 had	 grown	 used,	 if	 not	 exactly	 reconciled	 to	 my
relentless	exploration	of	Britain	for	unusual	machines.

On	summer	evenings	you	could	see	a	great	variety	of	trains	at	a	station	in	the
west	of	Edinburgh	called	Dalry	Road.	It	had	an	island	platform	in	the	middle	of



tracks	that	ran	past	 it	from	east	 to	west,	and	off	beyond	the	tracks	were	engine
sheds	 and	 repair	 works.	 Sometimes	 you	 would	 see	 outside	 its	 longest	 shed	 a
string	of	pre-First-War	engines,	stubby	six-wheeled	 locomotives	of	 the	defunct
Caledonian	 Railway	 nose	 to	 tail	 with	 their	 high	 steam	 domes	 and	 thin	 quaint
chimneys.

One	Sunday,	 I	 stood	on	 the	 island	 in	 the	warm	dusk,	surrounded	by	empty
tracks	 stretching	 off	 on	 either	 side,	 waiting	 for	 a	 train	 that	 might	 have	 some
exotic	 engine	 at	 the	 head	 of	 it.	 The	 old	 railway	 systems	 were	 dissolving	 fast
now,	 and	 anything	 might	 be	 coming	 through,	 a	 strange	 engine	 of	 the	 former
London	and	North	Western	Railway,	perhaps?

I	was	approached	by	an	older	man	who	struck	up	a	conversation	about	trains
and	about	recent	sightings	at	this	very	station.	He	was	a	gangly	clothes-pole	of	a
man,	 a	 long	 coat	 flapping	 around	 his	 shins.	 I	 thought	 he	was	 simply	 a	 fellow
obsessive	and	we	 talked	politely	about	 rare	southern	birds	and	dying	Highland
breeds.	He	really	did	seem	to	know	a	great	deal	about	locomotives.	Then,	once
he	 had	 hooked	 me,	 the	 talk	 turned	 to	 religion,	 and	 he	 was	 so	 hypnotically
persuasive	 that	 the	 transition	 didn’t	 seem	 abrupt.	 In	 those	 days,	 steam
locomotion	and	the	divine	were	not	as	far	apart	in	my	imagination	as	they	should
have	been.

Today,	a	man	accosting	a	youth	at	a	spot	like	this	would	arouse	suspicions	of
only	one	kind,	but	this	man	had	no	carnal	intentions	at	all.	He	was	simply	after
my	soul.	His	name	was	Jack	Ewart	and	he	belonged	to	Charlotte	Baptist	Chapel,
a	famous	independent	evangelical	church	in	Edinburgh.	He	could	talk,	he	could
seduce	you	with	talk	of	love	and	compassion	and	salvation,	that	subtle	mixture
of	 flattery	and	fear	 that	 the	apostle	of	any	sect	 learns	 to	use.	 I	 found	myself,	a
lonely	 and	 impressionable	 young	 man,	 being	 drawn	 into	 the	 reassuring	 and
comforting	world	 that	 glowed	 in	 his	 voice.	 It	 seemed	 to	 offer	 fellowship	 and
certainty.

Within	a	 few	weeks	 I	had	 joined	what	was	 then	a	 fundamentalist	Christian
sect.	I	had	done	exactly	as	my	father	told	me	to	do.	I	had	left	school,	joined	the
Post	Office	and	been	a	good	son.	Now	I	was	doing	something	for	myself.

I	met	Bobby	Kinghorn	at	the	Chapel.	This	was	his	secret	life.	We	were	in	a
kind	of	cult,	it	seems	to	me	now,	a	sect	that	resembled	the	Plymouth	Brethren	or
the	‘Wee	Frees’,	the	rigid	schismatics	of	the	Scottish	Free	Presbyterian	Church.
It	 was	 a	 powerful	 magnet	 for	 a	 young	 man	 looking	 for	 a	 centre	 to	 his	 life.
Looking	 back,	 I	 can	 recall	 little	 except	 an	 extraordinary	 arrogance	 –	 the



members	of	 the	Chapel	were	better	 than	everybody	else,	 they	were	saved,	 they
were	 exempt	 from	 normal	 rules	 and	 they	 were	 certainly	 above	 compassion.	 I
didn’t	know	it,	but	I	was	now	living	in	a	matchbox	with	people	who	thought	they
could	 rule	 the	world.	 This	was,	 after	 all,	 a	 church	with	 but	 one	 chapel	which
financed	its	own	missionaries	to	Africa	and	Asia.

The	Chapel	was	famous	for	the	extremity	and	ferocity	of	its	preaching.	The
minister,	J.	Sidlow	Baxter,	who	was	a	real	fire	and	brimstone	orator,	reminds	me
of	 those	 tent	 gospellers	who	 now	make	 fortunes	 on	 television	 channels	 in	 the
USA.	 An	 accountant	 before	 he	 found	 the	 Lord,	 he	 relished	 the	 tabulation	 of
human	weakness.	He	would	rant,	cajole,	pray,	threaten	and	demand;	his	sermons
were	the	high	point	of	our	services,	which	were	otherwise	pretty	routine	affairs
with	announcements,	readings	and	hymns.

What	held	me	there	was	a	kind	of	sociability	I	had	not	been	used	to,	and	a
genuine,	 if	 transitory,	 conviction	of	 their	 rightness.	 I	was	utterly	 fascinated	by
the	 sonorous	 mysticism	 of	 the	 Book	 of	 Revelation,	 as	 I	 was	 by	 the	 driving
certainty	of	the	narrative	in	the	Book	of	Genesis.	I	went	to	Chapel	several	times
a	week:	to	two	Sunday	services,	and	once	or	twice	during	the	week.	There	were
also	sedate	social	occasions,	teas	and	fundraising	efforts.	And	of	course	like	any
sect	 it	 had	 ‘policies’	 about	 things	 you	 could	 do	 and	 a	 great	many	more	 about
things	you	could	not,	like	going	to	the	cinema,	to	dances,	pubs	or	watching	the
new	medium	of	television.	They	would	have	banned	the	radio	too,	but	it	was	too
well-established	by	now	and	they	all	listened	to	it	anyway.

The	 older	 members	 were	 immensely	 bitter	 and	 obsessed	 with	 status.	 If
newcomers	or	visitors	occupied	a	pew	which	an	older	member	felt	that	he	or	she
had	a	claim	to,	the	interlopers	were	the	object	of	furious	resentment.	These	were
petty	 divisions,	 petty	 angers,	 small	minds.	 But	 for	 all	 that	 they	made	me	 feel
welcome.	 Ewart,	 my	 proselytizer,	 was	 still	 my	 closest	 contact	 in	 the	 group.	 I
discovered	 that	 he	made	 a	 speciality	 of	 recruiting	 young	men	 and	 that	 he	was
genuinely	interested	in	trains:	a	fairly	unique	form	of	evangelism.

The	 Chapel,	 however,	 inevitably	 cut	 into	 my	 profane	 pleasures,	 my
expeditions	around	the	country	and	my	collection	of	industrial	information.	And
my	 membership	 further	 strained	 my	 relations	 with	 my	 parents,	 who	 were
desperately	 upset	 and	 worried	 about	 it.	 It	 was	 as	 though	 my	 intensity	 of
commitment	to	almost	anything	I	did	was	bound	to	alienate	those	who	loved	me.

All	this	time	I	was	living	at	home,	expected	to	be	in	at	certain	times	and	to
behave	properly;	 this	was	 a	 disciplined	Scottish	 family.	My	parents	 had	never



liked	me	 swinging	off	 on	my	bicycle,	my	disappearances	 in	 search	 of	 railway
engines,	 my	 quiet	 intensity.	My	 bonds	 with	 them	were	 thinning	 by	 1939;	 we
could	never	talk	easily,	and	the	distance	between	us	now	grew.	I	felt	boxed	in	at
home,	and	resented	my	father’s	timetables	the	more	I	boxed	myself	into	the	tiny
world	of	the	Chapel.

Apart	 from	Chapel,	 I	 had	 little	 social	 life.	 I	 had	 no	 girlfriends;	 there	were
very	 few	women	 of	 any	 age	 in	 the	 Post	Office,	 for	 girls	went	 into	 nursing	 or
catering,	and	in	the	Civil	Service	as	soon	as	a	woman	married	she	had	to	give	up
her	job.	There	had	been	a	girl	called	Caroline	Jordan,	a	neighbour’s	child	who	I
helped	 with	 maths	 and	 Latin.	 I	 think	 her	 father	 had	 me	 in	 mind	 for	 her,	 but
nothing	came	of	it.

Instead,	I	met	a	young	woman	in	the	Chapel,	the	daughter	of	two	members	of
its	congregation,	and	we	began	to	see	each	other	in	a	decorous	way.	Her	mother
was	a	formidable	woman,	of	 intransigent	virtue,	but	her	daughter	and	I	walked
out	together,	avoiding	the	temptations	of	the	city	of	the	world.	Dances	and	films
and	 similar	 occasions	 of	 sin	 were	 out	 of	 the	 question	 for	 us;	 we	 visited	 each
other’s	houses,	took	long	walks	in	the	country	and	busied	ourselves	with	Chapel
affairs.

I	 am	 aware	 that	 I	 missed	 a	 lot	 in	 my	 childhood.	 I	 did	 not	 know	 things	 I
should	have	known,	my	 education	was	 curtailed;	my	 emotional	 education	was
still	 very	 rudimentary	 before	 it	 was	 almost	 snuffed	 out	 a	 few	 years	 later	 in	 a
prison	yard.	I	was	pitchforked	into	work	straight	from	school;	from	work	into	the
army;	from	the	army	into	hell.

In	a	way,	though	I	feel	very	distant	from	the	young	man	who	was	so	easily
drawn	 into	 that	 sectarian	 embrace,	 the	moral	 conviction	 of	 being	 saved,	 that	 I
really	 had	 found	God,	 helped	me	 to	 survive	what	 came	 later.	 I	 was	 still	 very
committed	 and	 religious	 when	 I	 went	 to	 war.	 A	 rearrangement	 of	 personal
authority	 took	 place	 during	 the	 three	 and	 a	 half	 years	 of	 our	 imprisonment.
Under	 those	 terrible	 pressures	 a	 private	 might	 emerge	 as	 a	 leader,	 and	 his
standing	would	simply	be	accepted.	I	must	have	seen	it	 in	very	pure	Protestant
terms,	 as	 though	 we	 had	 somehow	 returned	 to	 the	 conditions	 of	 the	 Old
Testament.	I	even	felt	myself	gaining	some	moral	authority,	growing	in	a	human
way	 despite	 starvation	 and	 misery	 and	 dirt.	 I	 never	 felt	 that	 I	 was	 owed	 any
particular	 status,	 but	 some	 others	 acted	 as	 though	 it	 were	 there.	 Some	 of	 the
traditional	leaders,	on	the	other	hand,	some	of	the	senior	officers,	sank	without
trace.	If	I	can	be	grateful	 to	 the	Chapel	for	anything,	 it	 is	for	helping	me	build



that	armour	of	stubbornness	that	got	me	through.

*	*	*

I	 was	 not	 a	 politically-minded	 young	 man,	 and	 I	 could	 lose	 myself	 in	 my
religious	and	mechanical	enthusiasms.	The	drastic	nature	of	the	world	in	the	late
Thirties	didn’t	really	sink	in	until	my	father	confirmed	the	worst	predictions.	Out
walking	 on	 the	 promenade	 at	 Joppa	 one	 afternoon	 in	 the	 spring	 of	 1939,	 he
rebuffed	my	polite	enquiry	about	holiday	plans	by	saying	with	adult	finality	that
since	there	was	going	to	be	a	war,	he	very	much	doubted	if	there	would	be	much
scope	for	holidays	that	summer.

Once	 conscription	 was	 introduced	 later	 that	 year,	 I	 decided	 to	 take,	 not
exactly	 evasive	 action,	 but	 action	 to	 optimize	 my	 position.	 I	 joined	 the
Supplementary	 Reserve	 of	 the	 Royal	 Corps	 of	 Signals,	 which	 recruited	 men
from	the	Post	Office	Telephones.	Until	war	was	declared,	my	only	duties	would
be	attendance	at	the	annual	‘camp’	of	Scottish	Command	Signals.

So	it	was	that	on	4th	May	1939	I	became	2338617	Signalman	Lomax	E.S.,
based	in	Edinburgh	Castle.	Mills	Mount	barracks	was	inside	the	north	side	of	the
castle,	with	a	magnificent	view	for	miles	across	the	city	and	out	over	the	Forth	to
the	 hills	 of	 Fife.	 The	 ‘camp’	 that	 summer	 consisted	 of	 me	 and	 a	 young	man
named	Lionel.

Few	people	can	have	had	a	stranger	introduction	to	the	British	Army.	There
was	 no	 induction	 into	 a	 depot	 or	 drill	 hall;	 no	 weapons	 training;	 not	 even	 a
sergeant-major	to	humiliate	us.	I	was	simply	told	to	sit	at	a	typewriter	and	to	turn
out	 letters;	 Lionel	 was	 shown	 how	 to	 fill	 up	 quartermaster’s	 returns.	 An
insurance	clerk,	he	couldn’t	stop	referring	to	Scottish	Command	Headquarters	as
‘Head	Office’.

Gradually,	 in	 this	unmilitary	atmosphere	we	 learned	 the	harder	business	of
the	 Royal	 Signals.	 A	 corporal	 called	 Moore	 tried	 to	 turn	 us	 into	 efficient
signallers,	making	us	 see	how	our	work	was	 important	 to	 the	 string	of	 coastal
defence	batteries	on	 the	north	coast	of	Scotland	and	 in	 the	Orkneys,	where	 the
great	naval	base	of	Scapa	Flow	was	located.	We	learned	about	the	importance	of
precise	 information	 so	 that	 the	 guns	 in	 their	 remote	 emplacements	 out	 on	 the
cliffs	 wouldn’t	 fire	 blind,	 and	 to	 understand	 the	 importance	 of	 accurate
communication	between	the	different	parts	of	an	army.	Later	I	would	wish	that
some	of	our	teachers	had	learnt	their	own	lesson	a	little	better,	but	for	now	war
was	still	only	a	word.



After	this	genial	brush	with	the	army,	I	spent	the	rest	of	the	lovely	summer	of
1939	 perfecting	 my	 scheme	 for	 improving	 and	 expanding	 the	 garaging
arrangements	for	the	Telephones	vehicles	in	the	city,	swimming,	hunting	classic
engines	and	going	to	Chapel.

On	 24th	August	 1939	 I	 received	my	mobilization	 papers,	went	 to	work	 as
usual	and	closed	my	file	on	Garage	Requirements.	After	saying	goodbye	I	took
the	 No.	 23	 tram	 up	 Hanover	 Street	 and	 the	 Mound	 and	 walked	 up	 the
Lawnmarket	to	the	Castle.	Lomax	had	gone	to	war.

*	*	*

Mills	Mount	was	now	a	crowded	and	hectic	base.	Royal	Signals	reservists	from
all	over	the	country	were	turning	up,	short	of	beds	and	equipment,	and	I	found
myself	 sending	 out	more	mobilization	 orders	 to	 other	 reservists.	 I	 was	 issued
with	full	battledress,	all	rough	cloth	and	webbing	–	except	for	the	trousers.	There
was	 a	 shortage	 of	 trousers.	 The	 guard	 commander,	 like	 most	 of	 his	 kind	 in
Scottish	 regiments,	 couldn’t	 share	 our	 joy	 at	 walking	 around	 centaur-like	 in
civilian	pants.

I	was	sent	down	 to	 the	Assembly	Rooms	 in	George	Street	 in	Edinburgh	 to
take	charge	of	the	confused	lines	of	would-be	signalmen	of	all	ages	and	classes
who	were	trying	to	enlist.	Some	had	been	sent	by	the	BBC,	the	Post	Office,	the
private	electronics	companies;	they	were	to	be	the	technical	elite	of	the	army.	I
was	struck	by	how	effective	a	single	man	in	uniform,	confident	of	his	authority,
could	be	in	maintaining	order	over	several	hundred	men	unsure	of	their	position.

Each	 night	 I	would	 go	 back	 up	 the	Mound,	 and	walk	 inside	 the	 old	 black
walls	of	the	castle	which	dominated	the	city	like	a	crouching	beast,	as	it	does	to
this	 day.	 It	 is	 difficult	 to	 imagine	 it	 now	 as	 anything	 other	 than	 a	 tourist
attraction.	Times	change,	and	so	do	buildings.	Changing	people	is	harder,	or	so	I
have	found.

In	the	barracks	we	had	radios	on	all	the	time,	as	you	would	expect.	At	11.00
am	on	3rd	September,	we	heard	Arthur	Neville	Chamberlain	say	in	his	exquisite
reedy	voice	that	we	were	now	at	war	with	Germany.

Fifteen	 minutes	 later,	 the	 air	 raid	 sirens	 sounded	 throughout	 Edinburgh.
From	 Mills	 Mount	 I	 could	 look	 down	 into	 the	 main	 streets	 of	 the	 city.	 On
Princes	Street,	the	trams	came	to	a	standstill;	every	motor	vehicle	stopped	where
it	was.	Passengers	walked	with	a	swift	nervous	urgency,	making	for	the	air	raid



shelters	 in	 Princes	 Street	 Gardens,	 through	 which	 the	 main	 railway	 line	 was
sunk.	 It	 was	 empty	 and	 silent	 now.	Within	 minutes	 the	 streets	 were	 deserted
except	 for	 the	 immobilized	 vehicles,	 some	 with	 their	 doors	 open,	 stretching
away	down	Princes	Street.	A	hand	had	swept	over	the	city,	stopping	its	heart:	the
war	came	in	this	silence.

Nothing	happened;	there	was	no	raid.	I	had	tangled	up	the	straps	of	my	gas-
mask,	 and	 had	 to	 be	 rescued	 by	 a	 company	 sergeant-major	 called	 Dennis
Bloodworth,	who	really	was	as	strong	as	he	sounded.	We	went	back	to	preparing
ourselves	for	real	battles.

Equipment	now	began	 to	arrive	 in	earnest.	We	already	had	a	 ‘Wireless	Set
No.	3’,	a	big	and	seemingly	powerful	thing,	with	controls	on	the	vertical	front;	it
was	made	of	stamped	grey	steel	with	none	of	the	ornamentation	of	domestic	sets.
This	 was	 a	 machine	 for	 keeping	 open	 a	 channel	 of	 communication	 between
Edinburgh	and	London,	in	the	event	of	telephone	lines	being	broken,	and	it	did
not	hide	 its	 function	of	grabbing	electromagnetic	waves	as	brutally	as	 it	could.
Everything	about	it	spoke	of	war	and	emergency.	It	was	noisy	to	operate,	it	gave
out	heat,	and	I	had	to	sleep	next	to	it	before	I	wangled	a	bed	in	the	barrack	block
at	the	West	End	of	the	Castle.	It	was	an	austere	place	but	at	least	I	could	sleep.	I
was	learning	that	you	have	to	survive	not	only	in	the	face	of	the	enemy,	but	also
within	your	own	army.

With	 this	 in	 mind	 I	 applied	 for	 a	 commission,	 and	 appeared	 before	 an
interview	board	in	the	building	owned	by	the	Scotsman	newspaper	on	the	North
Bridge.	Washed	and	polished	and	eager	to	please,	I	was	told	by	the	major	who
interviewed	me	 that	 the	 average	 expectation	 of	 life	 of	 a	 second-lieutenant	 on
active	service	in	the	Great	War	had	been	two	weeks.	I	said	I	wished	to	persist.

*	*	*

While	I	was	waiting	for	my	application	to	be	processed,	I	volunteered	to	go	to
the	Orkney	 Islands,	where	 the	 battleship	Royal	Oak	 had	 just	 been	 sunk,	 in	 its
base	 at	 Scapa	 Flow,	with	 almost	 a	 thousand	 casualties.	 This	was	 the	 first	 real
shock	 of	 the	 war,	 and	 might	 have	 taught	 us	 more	 about	 the	 vulnerability	 of
gigantic	gun-platforms.	People	could	hardly	accept	that	it	was	enemy	action	that
had	sunk	such	a	dreadnought;	it	must	be	sabotage,	or	some	fault	of	our	own.	But
of	 course	 it	 was	 a	 German	 submarine.	 In	 any	 case,	 our	 signals	 work	 clearly
needed	improvement.

We	 sailed	 from	 Scrabster	 Harbour,	 near	 Thurso	 on	 the	 north	 coast	 of



Scotland.	After	the	worst	sea	journey	I	could	remember,	a	day	of	icy	wind	and
pitching	seas	on	a	fifty-year-old	steamer	that	lacked	any	suitable	covering	for	the
North	 Sea	 in	 late	 autumn,	 we	 arrived	 –	 Sergeant	 Ferguson	 and	 his	 squad	 of
twenty,	 including	me	 –	 in	 Stromness.	We	 settled	 in	 and	 helped	 to	 control	 the
local	 signals	 traffic,	 by	 radio,	 telephone	 and	 telegraph.	 We	 were	 part	 of	 the
North	Signal	Section,	one	of	His	Majesty’s	more	remote	garrisons.

I	 liked	 it	 on	 the	 cold,	 bleak	 island,	 working	 methodically	 every	 day	 in	 a
requisitioned	 hotel.	What	 I	 thought	 of	 as	my	 developing	 gift	 for	 survival	 and
adroit	moves	in	large	organizations	made	me	the	entrepreneur	of	the	group.	I	did
a	deal	with	one	of	the	cooks	in	the	hotel	by	which	she	provided	fried	egg	rolls
and	tea	and	I	sold	them	to	the	men	in	the	middle	of	the	morning.	I	was	much	in
demand.

On	 an	 island,	 you	 noticed	 people’s	 isolation	more.	When	 I	 distributed	 the
mail	 for	our	 little	squad,	 I	saw	that	some	of	 the	men	could	never	conceal	 their
distress	 when	 letters	 failed	 to	 arrive.	 And	 a	 couple	 of	 them	 looked	 almost
terrified	if	mail	did	come	for	them.

I	had	considered	volunteering	for	Shetland,	but	the	thought	of	a	115-mile	trip
still	further	north	by	trawler	in	mid-winter	through	one	of	the	worst	stretches	of
sea	in	the	world	was	too	much	even	for	me.	The	attraction	of	that	Viking	outpost
was	 strong;	 my	 mother’s	 voice	 spoke	 whenever	 I	 remembered	 its	 harsh
moorland	and	 its	ocean	 light.	But	 the	other	voices	were	 insistent,	and	I	missed
the	 chance	 that	might	 have	kept	me	marooned	 and	 safe	on	 a	 little	 archipelago
while	the	deluge	lasted.

Orders	 arrived,	 in	 March	 1940,	 instructing	 me	 to	 report	 for	 preliminary
training	before	I	could	go	to	a	Royal	Signals	training	unit	for	officer	cadets.

Sergeant	Ferguson	and	I	left	Stromness	on	a	fine	March	morning,	and	the	St
Ola,	the	same	awful	steamer	that	had	brought	us	to	Orkney,	chugged	out	of	the
harbour	into	Hoy	Sound	where	the	wind,	rain	and	sea	ripped	into	us.	In	the	huge
sheltered	bowl	of	Scapa	Flow,	with	huddled	islands	all	around	the	horizon,	 the
weather	was	bearable,	but	once	out	of	its	shelter	and	into	the	Pentland	Firth,	the
gale	threw	the	steamer	around	like	a	toy.	Ferguson	and	I	settled	down	in	the	lee
of	the	funnel,	where	there	was	a	memory	of	warmth	and	shelter,	and	before	long
we	were	soaked	through,	frozen	stiff	and	nauseated.	I	was	violently	sick	over	my
sergeant’s	greatcoat,	but	he	didn’t	seem	to	mind;	he	was	in	another	world.

I	had	made	my	choice;	I	was	to	be	an	officer.

*	*	*



*	*	*

For	 two	months	 I	 sat	with	a	 fellow	NCO	 in	an	upstairs	 room	 in	a	drill	 hall	 in
Edinburgh	being	given	intensive	personal	tuition	in	radio	work	by	a	lieutenant	in
the	 Royal	 Signals.	 Our	 text	 was	 The	 Admiralty	 Handbook	 of	 Wireless
Telegraphy,	a	theoretical	tome	in	two	volumes.	Each	radio	set	also	had	its	own
manual,	 and	 we	 worked	 hard,	 hard	 enough	 to	 satisfy	 our	 conscientious
instructor.	 By	 the	 middle	 of	 May	 I	 was	 on	 my	 way	 to	 Catterick	 Camp	 in
Yorkshire,	the	headquarters	of	the	Royal	Signals.

I	 arrived	at	 the	Marne	Lines	 and	was	promptly	 stripped	of	my	 rank.	 I	was
now	a	cadet,	my	white	shoulder	tapes	and	cap	bands	telling	the	world	that	I	was
neither	 officer	 nor	 man.	 It	 had	 all	 been	 too	 much	 for	 one	 boy:	 I	 had	 barely
arrived	before	I	was	turned	out	on	parade	with	the	other	250	cadets	for	a	funeral.
A	cadet	on	an	earlier	course	had	shot	himself	after	being	told	he	was	‘RTU’d’,
the	worst	humiliation:	being	returned	to	your	unit.

With	 this	 sober	 beginning,	 we	 settled	 down	 to	 seven	 months	 of	 training
intended	 to	 turn	 us	 into	 effective	 Royal	 Signals	 officers.	 It	 was	 the	 most
demanding	and	intense	period	of	study	I	have	ever	undertaken;	the	Royal	High
School	 seemed	 child’s	 play	 by	 comparison,	 and	 of	 course	 it	 was.	We	 learned
about	 radio,	 telegraphy	 and	 telephony	 to	 a	 level	 beyond	 the	 Post	 Office’s
dreams,	 and	 were	 taught	 about	 military	 organization,	 how	 to	 use	 quite	 heavy
machine	tools	and	even	about	intelligence	work.

In	June	1940	the	British	Army	was	evacuated	from	Dunkirk,	and	for	the	first
time	the	war	began	to	touch	us.	We	were	told	to	expect	troops	and	refugees,	and
prepared	 beds	 and	 mattresses	 in	 halls,	 gymnasiums	 and	 every	 large	 building
where	there	was	room.	After	a	couple	of	weeks	the	emergency	passed;	the	army
had	retreated	in	surprisingly	good	order	and	it	survived.	A	cloud	lifted.	Our	beds
were	not	needed,	the	evacuees	went	elsewhere.

The	war	then	made	another	stealthy,	silent	leap	in	our	direction,	like	a	storm
threatening	to	come	in	off	the	sea.	It	was	feared	that	the	Germans	would	follow
up	their	advantage	and	invade,	catching	the	exhausted	troops	who	were	the	core
of	 our	 army	 at	 their	 weakest.	 That	 summer,	 I	 spent	 a	 lot	 of	 nights	 on	 a	 little
platform	at	the	top	of	a	very	high	wooden	tower,	with	orders	to	keep	watch	for
enemy	parachute	landings.	I	forced	myself	to	stay	awake,	looking	up	at	the	fields
of	stars	and	hoping	that	I	wouldn’t	be	the	one	to	see	drifting	silk	crossing	them.
But	 once	 again	 the	 war	 stayed	 away,	 withdrew	 beyond	 the	 coast;	 nothing
happened.



In	fact,	the	worst	that	happened	to	me	on	this	marvellous	course	was	pulling
an	 extra	 drill	 for	 my	 entire	 class	 by	 attempting	 to	 poison	 the	 company
commander.	Captain	Knowles	was	a	stickler	for	inspections,	and	liked	to	check
things	in	turn;	bootlaces,	rifle	barrels,	the	insides	of	hats.	One	day,	he	decided	to
inspect	the	No.	13	Course’s	kit.	There	we	were,	shaved	and	washed,	loaded	with
rifles,	gas-masks,	haversacks	and	water-bottles,	and	he	ordered	us	to	present	the
bottles	as	we	would	our	firearms.	He	pulled	the	cork	out	of	mine	and	took	a	deep
whiff,	 and	 staggered	 backwards	 into	 the	 arms	 of	 the	 company	 sergeant-major,
who	was	unfortunately	an	exceptionally	small	warrant	officer.	Dignity	was	not
maintained.

It	 was	 not	 a	 happy	 situation,	 and	 it	 resulted	 from	 my	 desire	 not	 to	 leave
anything	behind	that	could	be	useful,	a	habit	that	I	would	have	unlearnt	then	and
there	if	I	had	known	what	it	could	bring	down	on	me.	On	an	exercise	out	on	the
moors,	 I	 had	 been	 appointed	 cook	 and	 at	 the	 close	 of	 the	 exercise	 I	 had	 not
wanted	to	waste	the	leftover	milk,	so	I	poured	it	into	my	water-bottle.	I	strongly
recommend	stale	milk,	fermented	for	three	weeks	in	a	British	Army	canteen,	as	a
harmless	substitute	for	gas.

Weathermen	talk	about	an	area	of	low	pressure,	the	cold	air	pushing	out	the
warm,	the	threat	of	rain	and	winds	of	enormous	force.	I	was	living	all	the	time
now	on	the	edge	of	such	an	area.	The	war	kept	coming	closer,	and	not	content
with	knowing	it	was	out	there,	I	went	out	to	meet	it.	Towards	the	end	of	1940,	a
notice	appeared	in	Daily	Orders,	inviting	volunteers	for	service	in	India.

I	 volunteered,	 not	without	 thought,	 but	 I	 broke	 the	 old	 soldiers’	 rule	 for	 a
second	time,	and	have	wondered	about	it	since.

The	 army	 can	 be	 inscrutable	 and	 it	 was	 to	 be	 some	 time	 before	 I	 learned
whether	I	was	going	to	India.	Meanwhile,	the	pace	quickened.	Late	in	December
1940	 there	 was	 an	 urgent	 demand	 for	 more	 signals	 officers,	 apparently	 even
including	young	and	inexperienced	ones.	No.	13	Course	was	brought	to	a	swift
close,	lopping	off	the	last	two	weeks.	We	got	into	our	new	uniforms	and	kit	and
were	sent	into	the	world	as	officers.	I	was	now	Second-Lieutenant	Eric	Lomax,
No.	165340,	allocated	for	the	time	being	to	a	base	at	Great	Leighs	in	Essex.	We
were	 taken	 to	Darlington	Railway	Station,	 climbed	 into	blacked-out	 trains	 and
were	dispersed	throughout	Britain.

*	*	*

After	 a	 few	 weeks	 in	 a	 unit	 of	 Scottish	 Divisional	 Signals,	 under	 a	 vigorous



Glasgow	 businessman	 turned	 colonel,	 who	 was	 an	 excellent	 commanding
officer,	I	felt	that	I	was	becoming	a	real	soldier,	helping	to	protect	the	east	coast
of	England	immediately	north	of	the	Thames;	but	the	War	Office	unfortunately
hadn’t	forgotten	my	rash	enthusiasm	and	I	was	soon	sent	to	a	holding	battalion
in	Scarborough	–	the	first	step	in	the	long	journey	to	India	taking	me	back	up	to
the	north	of	England.	Such	are	the	ways	of	armies.

Our	 battalion	 was	 responsible	 for	 the	 defence	 of	 this	 vulnerable	 seaside
town,	and	while	I	was	on	duty	one	evening	the	war	finally	made	its	leap	across
the	coast	and	put	out	a	finger	for	me.	I	was	speaking	to	a	policeman	on	the	edge
of	a	public	park,	and	the	familiar	air	raid	warning	and	drone	of	aircraft	engines	–
which	 always	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 ours	 –	 was	 suddenly	 augmented	 by	 a	 high
whistling	 sound	 I	 had	 never	 heard	 before.	 The	 policeman	 and	 I	 were	 equally
quick,	 and	when	 the	 bombs	 dropped	 around	 us	we	were	 flat	 on	 the	 road.	Not
quite:	 I	was	flopped	across	a	sandbag,	my	bottom	a	few	inches	 in	 the	air.	And
that	was	enough	for	the	lethal	blast	of	air,	travelling	just	above	the	earth,	to	give
my	behind	a	blow	that	felt	like	a	whack	from	a	giant	oar.	The	policeman	had	to
inspect	my	rear,	which	he	did	with	great	kindness,	before	I	would	believe	I	was
not	seriously	damaged.

I	was	 lucky,	 probably	 saved	 by	 a	 couple	 of	 inches	 and	 some	 quirk	 of	 air-
pressure.	 The	 people	 in	 a	 large	 block	 of	 flats	 nearby	 were	 buried	 under	 the
rubble	of	 their	building.	The	storm	was	no	longer	a	report	on	the	radio	now,	 it
was	filthy	weather	all	around	me.

My	parents	 came	 down	 to	Scarborough,	 and	we	 could	 so	 easily	 have	 died
together.	They	had	 taken	a	 room	 in	 a	house	 run	by	a	Miss	Pickup,	 and	 I	 took
meals	with	them	when	I	could.	One	evening,	the	three	of	us	were	sitting	in	Miss
Pickup’s	lounge	when	we	heard	a	loud	rattling,	like	a	box	of	tools	falling	over	in
the	attic	two	storeys	up,	and	then	a	crash.	The	ceiling	over	our	heads	burst	open
and	a	small	cylinder	fizzing	viciously	with	flames	and	giving	off	frightening	heat
fell	 on	 to	 the	 landlady’s	 carpet.	 I	 knew	 enough	 to	 recognize	 that	 it	 was	 a
magnesium	incendiary	bomb,	and	that	it	would	burn	the	house	down	and	us	with
it.	 I	dashed	out	 into	 the	back	garden,	 found	a	 large	spade,	 ran	back	 inside	and
scooped	the	bomb	up	and	ran	for	the	garden	again.	In	those	few	seconds,	just	as	I
got	outside,	the	incendiary	burned	through	the	steel	blade	of	the	shovel	and	fell
near	my	feet.

This	devilish	firecracker	tossed	carelessly	into	a	harmless	parlour	was	a	new
twist.	I	can	still	hear	the	dry	rattle	it	made	as	it	hit	the	roof	and	worked	its	way



through	the	thin	ceilings	towards	me	and	my	parents.	Luck,	perhaps	some	fault
in	the	bomb,	saved	us.	A	neighbouring	house	received	the	same	kind	of	hit	and
was	ablaze,	so	fiercely	that	when	two	or	three	other	men	and	myself	tried	to	put
out	the	fire	we	had	to	retreat,	with	minor	shocks	from	wet	electrical	fittings.

*	*	*

Plans	 for	 the	movement	 of	 the	 battalion	 to	 India	 began	 to	 take	 proper	 shape.
Perhaps	 inevitably,	 I	 was	 put	 in	 charge	 of	 the	 baggage	 arrangements,	 which
consisted	of	working	out	how	many	covered	goods	vans	we	would	need	when
we	pulled	 out	 of	Scarborough	 for	 the	 port	 from	which	we	would	 embark.	We
were	not	told	the	name	of	the	port;	I	simply	made	my	calculations	and	hoped	we
would	get	the	wagons	we	needed.

In	 the	 middle	 of	 March	 1941,	 we	 finally	 assembled	 late	 at	 night	 in	 this
blacked-out	Yorkshire	resort.	The	battalion	filled	a	street	in	front	of	silent	hotels
and	the	boarded-up	shops.	An	army	trying	to	be	quiet,	we	made	a	hushed	rumble
around	 the	 war	 memorial,	 young	men	 in	 heavy	 boots,	 laden	 with	 canvas	 and
metal,	glancing	seriously	at	the	monument	to	the	dead	of	the	last	war.

The	movement	was	supposed	to	be	secret,	but	in	the	dark	streets	crowds	of
townspeople	 had	 come	 out,	 as	 well	 as	 parents	 who	 had	 come	 from	 all	 over
England,	 mine	 among	 them.	 They	 stood	 smiling,	 even	 laughing,	 but	 doing	 it
with	the	tense	hilarity	of	people	who	are	determined	to	be	remembered	well	and
know	that	they	are	now	playing	against	frightening	odds	with	their	love	for	their
children.	My	mother	 stood	 there	 in	 the	 crowd,	 and	 I	 suppose	 she	waved.	 She
looked	distraught.	I	never	saw	her	again.

We	marched	to	the	station	through	the	darkness,	the	NCOs	barking	orders	in
stage	whispers.	A	 special	 train	 had	 steam	 up,	 exhaling	 its	 gases	 carefully,	 the
distinctive	sooty	smell	of	steam-raising	Welsh	coal	penetrating	as	it	burned	with
the	smoke	into	our	nostrils	and	uniforms.	The	carriages	had	black	blinds	drawn
over	the	windows;	in	front	of	the	carriages,	 the	three	goods	vans	I	had	ordered
were	drawn	up.

When	we	had	disposed	of	ourselves	in	the	coaches,	and	stowed	all	the	kit	in
the	 string	 webbing	 of	 the	 luggage	 racks,	 the	 engine	 got	 under	 way,	 taking	 a
mighty	pull	on	the	hundreds	of	tons	of	vehicles	and	humans	as	the	driver	swung
his	 long	 regulator	 handle	 and	 released	 steam	 into	 the	 cylinders,	 the	 pistons
thrusting	 back	 and	 forth,	 and	 hot	 gas	 shot	 along	 the	 copper	 intestines	 of	 the
boiler	and	up	the	chimney.



As	 the	 train	 moved	 out	 of	 Scarborough	 into	 the	 total	 darkness	 of	 the
Cleveland	Hills,	all	we	knew	was	 that	we	were	going	north.	 I	guessed	 that	we
were	on	the	east	coast	main	line.	In	the	middle	of	the	morning,	stiff	from	a	night
in	a	crowded	and	heated	carriage,	I	looked	out	the	window	and	recognized	Joppa
Station,	 a	 quarter	 of	 a	 mile	 from	my	 home.	My	mother	 and	 father	 were	 two
hundred	miles	 to	 the	south.	The	moment	 felt	very	empty.	 I	knew	then	 that	our
final	destination	would	be	the	Clyde,	where	our	ship	would	be	waiting.

I	was	 about	 to	 leave	Britain	 to	 go	 to	 a	war	 in	Asia,	 defending	 the	 eastern
borders	of	the	Empire.	I	thought	I	had	learned	so	much	and	that	I	was	ready	for
anything,	 but	 before	 leaving	 Scarborough	 I	 had	 done	 one	 last	 thing.	 I	 got
engaged	to	S.,	the	young	woman	from	the	Chapel	in	Charlotte	Street.

She	came	down	to	stay	at	Miss	Pickup’s;	my	parents	arrived,	and	found	the
engagement	a	fact	they	had	to	live	with.	They	did	not	approve,	but	accepted	it	as
my	 final	 declaration	 of	 independence.	 My	 fiancée	 was	 all	 of	 nineteen,	 I	 was
twenty-one.	We	were	children,	emotionally,	 though	 the	Chapel	gave	us	a	 false
sense	of	rigid	maturity.	I	felt	that	it	was	the	right	thing	to	do.	We	were	so	young;
we	barely	knew	each	other.



CHAPTER	THREE

THE	TRAIN	TRUNDLED	on	through	Edinburgh	Waverley	and	later	that	morning	the
southern	outskirts	of	Glasgow,	running	past	sidings	and	factories.	That	afternoon
we	slowed	into	Greenock,	on	the	eastern	end	of	the	Clyde	estuary.

Out	on	the	water,	in	the	chill	wind	of	late	winter,	lay	a	great	armada	of	ships.
I	 felt	 part	 of	 a	 heroic	 expedition,	 seeing	 those	 vessels	 strung	 out	 down	 the
estuary.	There	were	four	splendid	P&O	liners,	a	captured	French	passenger	ship,
the	 Louis	 Pasteur,	 several	 destroyers	 and	 two	 battleships.	 These	 looked
immense,	 even	 at	 the	 distance	 I	 was	 standing	 from	 them	 on	 the	 dockside.	 I
remembered	going	to	see	HMS	Hood	when	it	came	to	the	Firth	of	Forth	in	1938:
the	 awesome	 power,	 decks	 as	 long	 as	 fields,	 the	 grey	 gun	 turrets	 the	 size	 of
houses.	It	made	you	feel	small	and	safe	to	have	this	weight	of	firepower	on	your
side.

After	 the	 usual	 milling	 and	 shouting,	 and	 the	 unpacking	 of	 my	 goods
wagons,	we	formed	up	on	the	quay	in	the	deceptively	casual	disorder	of	armies
on	 the	 move.	 But	 we	 knew	 we	 were	 highly	 organized;	 we	 felt	 our	 power.
Tenders	came	 to	 take	us	 to	 the	ships,	we	embarked	quickly	and	soon	we	were
slapping	through	the	choppy	water	towards	the	long	line	of	vessels.	Our	tender
pointed	through	the	spray	to	one	of	the	nearer	ships,	a	big	P&O	liner	which	we
discovered	was	the	Strathmore.

Most	of	us	would	never	have	imagined	that	we	would	ever	step	aboard	this
floating	country	house.	It	was	an	imposing	environment,	all	polished	wood	and
brass,	but	 its	spotless	decks	and	 its	cabin	windows	seemed	deserted,	as	 though
the	diplomats,	the	administrators	and	the	gilded	travellers	who	normally	used	it
had	abandoned	ship	at	the	sight	of	these	boyish	invaders	in	rough	khaki.	Feeling
like	 pirates,	 we	 were	 soon	 allocated	 to	 cabins	 or	 mess	 decks	 by	 our	 senior
officers	and	by	the	crew.

Although	this	was	a	military	adventure,	we	were	still	guests	of	the	ship.	The



Captain	was	still	very	much	the	captain;	we	were	passengers.	All	our	activities
had	to	fit	in	with	his	organization	of	the	ship.	So	on	this	strange	peacetime	basis,
we	set	about	our	warlike	duties.

The	following	day,	our	convoy	of	about	twenty	ships	drew	up	its	anchors	and
with	a	minimum	of	noise,	no	ceremonial	blasts	on	 the	sirens	or	crowds	on	 the
harbour	walls,	headed	out	 into	 the	open	sea.	We	were	not	 told	where	we	were
going,	 and	 after	 we	 had	 left	 the	 Firth	 of	 Clyde,	 running	 out	 into	 the	 north
channel	between	 Ireland	and	Scotland,	we	hadn’t	much	 idea	where	we	were	–
except	that	we	were	sailing	roughly	north	west	into	the	Atlantic.	It	was	difficult
to	 be	 sure	 even	 of	 the	 number	 of	 ships	 in	 our	 company,	 because	 the	 convoy
occupied	such	a	large	area	of	the	ocean.	Nor	were	we	told	the	names	of	the	grey
warships	that	occasionally	glided	up	out	of	the	fog.

In	this	state	of	official	ignorance,	our	time	was	filled	for	us.	Every	morning
hundreds	of	young	men	would	be	out	doing	PT	exercises	on	deck.	After	the	first
few	days	the	deck	grew	hot	under	the	thin	soles	of	our	gym	shoes,	and	the	sun
higher	in	the	sky.	We	were	no	longer	sailing	north	west,	and	had	turned	south.
Somewhere	off	to	the	east	lay	the	coast	of	Africa.

The	Signals	contingent	went	over	to	a	training	routine,	keeping	ourselves	and
our	men	busy	by	organizing	courses	and	reminders	about	how	to	keep	an	army’s
communications	 clear	 and	 efficient.	 In	 the	 evenings	 we	 tried	 to	 run
entertainments,	 using	 whatever	 talent	 we	 had	 available:	 songs,	 revues,	 mild
ribaldry,	 but	 all	 held	 in	 check	 by	 the	 total	 absence	 of	 alcohol.	 And	 of	 course
there	was	not	a	single	woman	on	board;	even	the	nurses	were	male.

We	were	 setting	 off	 to	 sail	 around	 the	 scarlet	map	 of	 the	 Empire,	 and	we
talked	 endlessly	 about	 where	 we	 might	 end	 up.	 As	 it	 turned	 out,	 we	 were
preparing	 ourselves	 to	 face	 the	 wrong	 enemy.	 Our	 assumption	 was	 that	 we
would	have	 to	defend	 the	north-west	 frontier	of	 India	against	 a	German	attack
through	Persia;	no	other	enemy	seriously	crossed	our	minds.

I	shared	a	cabin	with	a	friendly	young	fellow	signals	officer,	Alex	Black,	and
got	on	well	with	him.	We	talked	about	the	business	of	what	we	were	doing,	as	all
colleagues	 do,	 and	 gossiped	 about	men	 and	 officers.	 Enforced	 companionship
can	be	a	hell	for	some	people,	but	these	years	were	made	bearable	for	me	partly
because	 of	 the	 comrades	 that	 the	 war	 chose	 at	 random	 for	 me.	 I	 vividly
remember	eating	green	ginger	for	the	first	time	in	my	life	aboard	that	ship,	and
sharing	it	with	my	cabin	mate.

The	warmth	 of	 the	weather	was	 now	 tropical,	 damp	 and	 intense.	 The	 day



came	when	it	was	announced	that	we	were	about	to	put	in	at	Freetown,	in	Sierra
Leone.	 This	was	 a	 real	 event	 for	 us;	 young	 people	 from	 the	 backgrounds	 that
most	of	us	came	from	had	never	been	‘abroad’	before	in	our	lives.	We	were	now
well	and	truly	travelled,	if	sitting	on	board	a	liner	in	the	bay	at	Freetown	counts
as	abroad.

Unfortunately	only	very	small	ships	could	be	accommodated	at	the	Freetown
quayside,	so	most	of	the	convoy	had	to	anchor	a	long	way	out.	But	not	so	far	that
I	couldn’t	see	and	even	smell	the	land,	the	docks,	the	palm	trees	just	back	from
the	 harbour,	 the	 damp	 jungly	 smell	 coming	 out	 on	 the	 breeze,	 like	 rotting
vegetables	in	the	dusty	green	heat.	I	saw	a	very	distant	train	heading	up-country
on	the	far	side	of	the	city.	I	knew	that	this	was	the	famous	2	foot	6	inch	gauge
main	 line	 railway,	 probably	 the	 only	 one	 of	 its	 kind	 in	 the	 entire	 British
Commonwealth.	The	little	white	drift	of	smoke	from	the	engine	seemed	to	hang
in	the	hot	air.

It	 became	oppressive	on	board	 ship,	hotter	 and	more	humid	each	day.	The
exercises	and	routines	became	exhausting;	the	coast	more	tantalizing,	the	smell
more	disgusting	because	we	could	not	move	around	the	city	that	was	generating
it.	 We	 were	 not	 sorry	 when	 the	 entire	 convoy	 resumed	 its	 journey.	 Our
immediate	destination	could	now	only	be	South	Africa.

About	five	days	later	I	was	detailed	as	Paying	Officer	for	the	Signals	draft	as
we	 sailed	 along	 the	 South	 African	 coast	 towards	 Cape	 Town.	 So	 when	 the
spectacular	docking	of	so	many	big	ships	was	accomplished,	I	was	below	decks
handing	out	cash	to	men	eager	to	get	ashore.

Cape	 Town	 was	 a	 festival	 of	 goodwill.	 Soldiers	 were	 taken	 to	 people’s
houses,	were	celebrated	and	had	drinks	bought	for	them.	After	four	weeks	at	sea
it	 was	 quite	 an	 experience.	 But	 I	 wandered	 off	 one	 afternoon	 and	 headed,
inevitably,	for	Cape	Town	railway	station,	an	addict	hoping	for	a	surprise.	As	no
other	member	of	the	ship’s	company	or	the	troops	seemed	to	share	my	interest,	I
was	on	my	own.	 I	certainly	got	my	surprise.	On	a	plinth	 in	 the	station	was	an
ancient	 locomotive,	 a	 small	 tank	engine	built	 by	Hawthorns	&	Co.	 in	Leith	 in
1859.	 It	 was	 the	 first	 locomotive	 ever	 to	 work	 in	 the	 Cape	 Colony,	 and	 was
probably	the	oldest	surviving	Scottish	engine	in	the	world.

If	it	seems	odd	to	find	solace	in	an	old	steam	engine	after	a	month	at	sea,	on
the	way	to	God	knew	where	and	in	the	middle	of	a	world	war,	all	I	can	say	is,
well,	you	weren’t	there	and	didn’t	see	it,	and	I	had	my	passion	to	tend.	It	was	a
lovely	old	tank	engine,	a	beautiful	piece	of	machinery	on	fragile	ungainly	wheels



with	surprisingly	delicate	coupling	rods.	It	looked	almost	too	dangerous	to	drive,
a	mad	inventor’s	toy.	I	admired	it	in	the	middle	of	that	hot	African	station	for	a
long	time.

*	*	*

Two	weeks	later	we	were	in	Bombay,	and	I	felt	for	the	first	time	the	shock	of	the
East.	 Six	weeks	before,	 I	 had	been	 in	 cold	grey	Scarborough.	The	 intense	dry
heat,	 bustle	 and	 colour	 of	 India	 were	 overwhelming.	Within	 yards	 of	 the	 air-
conditioned	hotel	where	I	was	billeted	there	was	utter	poverty.	I	saw	hundreds	of
sleeping	 bodies	 each	 night	 in	 the	 streets.	 I	 could	 barely	 absorb	 the	 sensations
with	which	I	was	bombarded.

Before	 I	 could	 get	 settled	 into	 Bombay	 and	 get	 used	 to	 walking	 on	 the
Malabar	Hill,	amid	the	splendour	of	official	British	India,	 I	was	despatched	on
an	 epic	 train	 journey	of	my	own.	The	Frontier	Mail,	 the	 flagship	of	 the	 entire
railway	system,	 took	me	on	a	 trip	of	almost	1400	miles	up	 the	subcontinent	 to
Rawalpindi,	near	the	foothills	of	the	Himalayas	at	the	angle	made	by	the	plain	of
the	Punjab	and	the	mountains	of	Afghanistan.	The	stops	were	a	wonderful	litany
of	 the	 Raj:	 Ratlam,	 Nagda,	 Kotah,	 Bharatpur	 and	Muttra;	 Delhi,	 Chandigarh,
Amritsar,	 and	Lahore;	 and	 from	Lahore,	 the	 final	180	miles	up	 and	across	 the
Punjab	 to	 Rawalpindi.	 My	 main	 concern	 was	 not	 losing	 my	 revolver,	 a
precaution	 drummed	 into	 us	 as	 soon	 as	 we	 arrived	 in	 India,	 for	 there	 were
revolutionaries	on	 the	 loose.	 If	you	 lost	your	gun	you	as	good	as	 lost	yourself.
Yet	I	never	felt	threatened,	despite	this	fear	of	rebellious	subjects,	travelling	on
my	own	in	a	train	full	of	hundreds	of	Indians.	Our	dominion	seemed	so	secure.

I	 settled	 into	 a	 passable	 imitation	 of	 the	 Indian	 Army	 officer’s	 life	 in
Rawalpindi,	with	its	old	buildings,	its	seemingly	unchanging	way	of	life.	I	had	a
bungalow	 normally	 occupied	 by	 a	 colonel,	 and	 they	 gave	 me	 a	 bearer	 and	 a
dhobi.	As	the	freshest	graduate	of	the	Officer	Cadet	Training	Unit,	I	was	up	to
date	with	the	latest	radio	practice	and	became	a	lecturer	in	telecommunications
to	my	brother	officers	and	men.

I	also	had	to	learn	to	ride,	for	the	Indian	Army	still	 travelled	on	horseback.
Their	 old	 army	 radios,	 especially,	 were	 transported	 by	 troops	 of	 horses	 and
mules,	and	we	used	the	heliograph,	a	tripod	with	mirrored	discs,	anywhere	you
could	get	a	visual	line	between	two	points	in	sunlight.	I	felt	that	I	was	slipping
back	gently	into	an	older	way	of	military	life.

One	 of	 the	 Indian	Army’s	most	 agreeable	 traditions	 was	 that	 it	 allowed	 a



great	deal	of	 leave.	When	mine	came,	 I	decided	 to	go	 to	Kashmir.	 I	sat	beside
the	 driver	 of	 a	 ‘bus’,	 which	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 a	 lorry	 with	 very	 unforgiving
suspension	–	this	was	the	‘first	class’	seat	–	for	200	miles	as	we	ground	up	into
the	hills,	up	the	great	U-shaped	bend	of	the	Jhelum	Valley	and	into	Srinagar.	I
had	come	to	the	most	beautiful	place	in	the	world.

The	mountains	were	unbelievable	masses	of	rock	and	snow	merging	with	the
sky,	 and	 the	 Vale	 of	 Kashmir	 seemed	 to	 this	 child	 of	 northern	 Europe	 like	 a
fertile	garden	of	Eden:	the	luxuriance	and	accessibility	of	fruit	I	had	never	even
heard	of,	the	abundance	of	trees	and	flowers.	I	booked	a	small	house-boat	at	the
southern	 end	 of	 the	 Dal	 Lake	 and	 for	 a	 week	 lived	 in	 an	 idyll,	 eating	 well,
walking	in	the	Shalimar	Gardens	and	at	night	sitting	out	on	my	boat	alone	under
the	sky	which	was	dense	with	layers	of	stars.

I	rode	as	far	up	into	the	mountains	as	I	could	from	Pahlgam,	which	is	itself
7500	 feet	 above	 sea	 level,	 with	 a	 party	 of	 English	 missionaries.	 We	 were
mounted	 on	 horses	 with	 mules	 carrying	 our	 baggage.	 Beyond	 us	 were	 the
Karakorams	and	Tibet.	For	two	days	we	pressed	on	up	the	Lidar	Valley	until	on
the	second	evening	we	reached	Shisha	Nag,	a	magnificent	isolated	sheet	of	water
more	 than	 two	 miles	 above	 the	 sea.	 The	 valley	 above	 us	 was	 blocked	 by	 a
glacier.	I	remember	the	sun,	the	cold,	the	enormous	river	of	ice	in	the	air	above
me	glittering	as	I	ate	hard-boiled	eggs	and	boiled	ice	for	water.

In	the	early	morning,	the	snow	on	the	mountain	peaks	was	caught	by	the	sun,
turning	pink	before	 the	 light	penetrated	 to	 the	valley	 floor.	Then	 there	was	 the
silence.	 I	 do	 not	 think	 I	 have	 ever	 before	 or	 since	 heard	 such	 peace	 and	 deep
silence.	There	were	other	kinds	of	silence	later,	but	they	were	tense	and	sick	with
anxiety	and	violence.

Kashmir	filled	my	mind.	Later,	it	went	some	way	to	keeping	me	whole.	If	I
had	had	no	idea	of	perfection,	I	don’t	know	if	I	would	have	come	through.

*	*	*

My	orders,	when	they	came,	were	to	take	charge	of	the	signal	section	of	the	5th
Field	Regiment,	Royal	Artillery,	then	stationed	at	Nowshera,	eighty	miles	away
on	the	north-west	frontier.	The	regiment	was	being	built	up	for	‘tropical	service’.
There	was	one	Scot	for	whom	India	seemed	quite	tropical	enough,	but	I	was	now
a	loyal	cog	in	His	Majesty’s	machine.

The	regiment	was	an	old-established	one,	and	had	expected	to	stay	on	guard



at	 the	 Empire’s	 most	 romantic	 outpost	 for	 a	 while	 yet.	 Instead	 it	 was	 hastily
mobilizing,	under	strength	with	its	sixteen	4.5	inch	howitzers,	and	deficient	in	all
kinds	of	equipment.	Soon	after	I	got	to	Nowshera,	the	regiment	took	delivery	of
brand	new	tractors	for	its	guns,	Karrier	KT4	‘Spiders’,	which	were	ordered	to	be
painted	green.	Knowing	officers	predicted	that	we	were	headed	for	Malaya.

On	11th	October	 the	guns	and	vehicles	 left	Nowshera	 for	Bombay	 in	 three
special	trains.	Mobilization	took	a	lot	of	trains,	and	the	innocence	of	railways,	if
not	of	the	machines	themselves,	was	complicated	for	me	by	realizing	more	and
more	 how	 essential	 they	were	 to	 the	 conduct	 of	 war.	 Then,	 on	 17th	October,
General	Wakeley,	 the	commanding	officer	of	 the	7th	Indian	Division,	 took	 the
salute	at	a	farewell	parade	on	the	huge	square	in	front	of	the	barracks.

In	the	course	of	the	parade	Wakeley	announced	that	we	might	have	to	fight
the	 Japanese.	 No	 senior	 officer	 had	 ever	 suggested	 this	 in	 public	 to	 his	 men
before,	in	my	experience,	and	it	gave	a	frisson	of	excitement	and	aggression	to
the	occasion.

General	Wakeley	went	on	to	say	that	we	should	try	to	fight	the	Japanese	at
night,	as	they	suffered	from	night	blindness.

When	the	band	of	the	Lincolnshire	Regiment	played	us	out	of	 the	siding	at
Nowshera	the	following	day	on	our	special	military	train,	we	did	not	know	that
we	were	very	nearly	blind	ourselves,	being	led	by	the	blind.

*	*	*

At	Bombay	harbour	a	few	days	later	we	saw	an	imposing	liner	approaching	the
quay.	It	was	 the	Orient	Line	flagship	Orion,	another	wonderful	example	of	 the
democracy	of	war:	our	 travels	were	now	all	on	special	 trains	and	requisitioned
luxury	cruisers.

I	was	the	last	 to	board	the	ship,	after	midnight,	and	the	captain	didn’t	want
me	even	 then.	 I	had	 in	my	charge	several	crates	of	carboys	of	neat,	undiluted,
full-strength	sulphuric	acid	which	we	needed	to	keep	our	radio	batteries	topped
up,	for	if	they	were	less	than	fully	supplied	they	gave	less	than	full	power.	The
captain	 needed	 this	 particular	 Jonah	 in	 the	 way	 that	 he	 needed	 a	 Japanese
torpedo.	 But	 our	 regimental	 commander	 somehow	 persuaded	 him	 that	 the
security	 of	 the	 entire	British	 Empire	 in	 the	 Far	 East	 depended	 on	me	 and	my
acid,	 and	 eventually,	watched	by	 the	 entire	 cheering	 regiment,	my	crates	were
swung	inboard	in	a	net	by	the	ship’s	derrick.



After	a	brief	stop	at	Colombo,	the	main	port	of	Ceylon,	we	sailed	eastwards,
suspecting	 that	we	knew	what	our	mysterious	 ‘tropical’	 destination	was	but	 in
fact	kept	properly	 in	 the	dark.	On	6th	November,	green	hills,	 jungle-clad	 from
their	summits	to	the	sea,	appeared	to	starboard,	our	southern	side,	and	we	could
make	out	 a	 similar	 coast	 to	 the	north.	We	were	clearly	 sailing	 through	a	bight
between	substantial	masses	of	 land:	 the	Straits	of	Malacca.	Singapore	 it	had	 to
be.

The	Orion	 docked	 at	Keppel	Harbour,	 in	 the	 south	 of	 Singapore	 Island.	 If
our	 journey	 had	 been	 a	 secret,	 our	 arrival	 certainly	 was	 not.	 A	 band	 of	 the
Manchester	Regiment	was	waiting	on	the	quayside	playing	‘There’ll	Always	Be
An	England’	 and	 other	 tunes	with	 gusto,	 the	 trumpets	 and	 tubas	 and	 cymbals
making	their	huge	summery	brass	noise.	It	was	triumphant	and	joyful.	A	crowd
of	dignitaries	was	there:	port	officers,	civil	servants,	officers.	Someone	pointed
out	Lieutenant-General	A.E.	Percival,	the	General	Officer	Commanding	Malaya.
He	was	the	man	in	charge	of	The	Fortress,	and	we	had	come	to	help	him	defend
it.

*	*	*

A	month	later	I	was	living	in	a	khaki	canvas	tent	in	a	camp	by	the	edge	of	a	road
on	the	east	coast	of	Malaya.	It	was	a	pleasant	sandy	area	full	of	coconut	palms,
half	a	mile	from	the	beach.	Behind	the	camp	stretched	endless	regular	acres	of
rubber	trees	with	their	thick	glossy	leaves.

The	 fine	 rain	 was	 constant	 in	 the	 warm	 heat,	 and	 almost	 soothing.	 This
cluster	of	guarded	tents	was	our	Regimental	HQ,	and	the	thirty	signalmen	were
the	 heart	 of	 the	 camp.	 We	 had	 our	 radios	 set	 up,	 their	 low	 hum	 a	 constant
background	noise.	A	man	was	always	sitting	in	front	of	each	set,	headphones	to
hand,	 ready	 to	 receive	 or	 transmit.	 We	 were	 at	 work.	 The	 place	 was	 called
Kuantan.

We	were	waiting	 for	 an	 assault	 by	 the	 Imperial	 Japanese	Army	and	Navy,
which	we	 knew	were	 out	 there	 on	 the	 sea	 over	 the	 horizon,	 for	we	were	 now
formally	at	war	with	them.

Early	 on	 the	morning	 of	 8th	December	 I	was	 sleeping	 in	 a	 trench	when	 a
messenger	woke	me	to	show	me	a	message	with	the	ominous	priority	‘O	ii	U’.
This	 was	 the	 code	 for	 the	 highest	 possible	 priority	 signal.	 The	 Japanese	 had
attacked	all	over	 the	Far	East;	a	dreadful	attack	on	Pearl	Harbor	 in	Hawaii,	all
the	US	battleships	destroyed,	an	air	 raid	on	Singapore,	and	at	Kota	Bharu	 two



hundred	 miles	 to	 our	 north,	 near	 the	 border	 of	 Malaya	 and	 Siam,	 they	 had
stormed	ashore	from	small	boats	and	landing	craft.

The	scramble	was	 immediate.	Messengers	and	radio	signals	went	out	 to	all
the	gun	positions,	extra	men	were	sent	 to	the	observation	and	guard	posts.	The
urgency	and	tension	were	extraordinary,	and	yet	the	war	still	seemed	a	long	way
away	 from	 this	 deceptively	 peaceful	 tropical	 camp.	 It	 was	 as	 though	 it	 was
taking	one	 last	breather	before	 finally	pouncing,	 after	 all	 those	 false	 starts	 and
premonitions.

I	could	not	see	any	guns	from	the	camp.	They	were	scattered	around	the	area,
among	the	pawpaws	with	their	heavy	yellow	gourds	and	the	flame-of-the-forest
trees,	a	mile	between	each	gun	so	as	not	to	be	vulnerable	to	a	massed	Japanese
naval	barrage.	I	could	go	out	of	my	tent	and	walk	for	a	mile,	or	ride	a	motorbike
even	further,	and	almost	forget	our	deadly	business,	enjoying	the	illusion	that	I
was	alone	 in	 this	beautiful	place,	 surrounded	by	 the	splendour	of	 its	plant	 life.
Then	 you	would	 come	 on	 a	 single	 howitzer	with	 sandbags	 around	 it	 standing
silently	in	the	forest,	the	men	edgily	fingering	their	rifles.

We	kept	 in	 touch	with	 them	 as	 best	we	 could.	Like	much	 else	 in	warfare,
signals	theory	was	one	thing,	jungle	practice	another.	Those	cumbersome	radios
didn’t	generate	a	lot	of	wattage,	when	it	came	to	it,	and	a	lot	of	energy	was	lost
in	 the	 surrounding	 trees,	 electromagnetic	 waves	 soaking	 into	 the	 trunks	 and
leaves,	 distorting	 voices,	 drowning	messages	 in	 static.	We	 resorted	 to	 sending
wireless	 signals	 down	 the	 phone	 lines,	 an	 ingenious	 improvisation	 which	 we
christened	Line	Assisted	Wireless,	by	setting	up	our	aerials	a	few	feet	below	the
overhead	 wires:	 the	 outgoing	 signals	 were	 attracted	 to	 the	 wires	 and	 another
radio	 further	 down	 the	 line	 of	 wire	 could	 capture	 the	 signals.	 We	 were
discovering	 that	 our	 army	was	 part	 of	 a	 connected	 system,	 that	machines	 had
only	 limited	 power.	 They,	 still	 needed	 our	 voices	 and	 our	 eyes	 to	 give	 them
intelligence.

We	were	 forced	 to	 rely	more	 and	more	 on	 our	 land	 lines,	 telephone	wires
strung	 around	 the	 area,	 to	 talk	 clearly	 to	 each	 other.	 Our	 old-fashioned
switchboard	lent	a	touch	of	civilian	absurdity	to	a	command	centre	from	which	a
terrible	artillery	bombardment	could	be	called	down	on	an	enemy;	with	its	plugs
and	jacks	it	looked	as	though	it	should	be	in	some	provincial	hotel.

Our	troops	were	mostly	Indian:	Sikhs	to	the	west	of	us,	Garhwalis	to	the	east.
We	 were	 halfway	 up	 the	 peninsula	 of	 Malaya,	 which	 dangles	 the	 island	 of
Singapore	from	its	foot,	and	Singapore	was	the	only	reason	for	our	presence	on



this	 coast.	 The	 island	 was	 the	 ‘Fortress’,	 the	 ‘impregnable	 fortress’	 as	 it	 was
always	 called	 in	 official	 descriptions,	 on	 which	 the	 defence	 of	 the	 Empire	 in
Asia	depended.	The	citadel	of	 the	fortress	was	 the	celebrated	naval	base	 in	 the
north	of	the	island,	from	where	the	great	ships	of	the	Royal	Navy	could	sail	out
to	 dominate	 the	 South	 China	 Sea	 and	 the	 Gulf	 of	 Siam.	 Huge	 15-inch	 guns
looked	out	from	the	southern	shore,	for	that	was	the	way	the	enemy	would	come:
from	the	sea.	We	hoped	that	our	battleships	would	now	be	moving	out	from	their
base	 to	 search	 for	 and	 destroy	 a	 Japanese	 invasion	 fleet.	 We	 were	 merely
guarding	an	airfield	a	few	miles	inland	which	was	part	of	a	chain	of	defences	on
the	 landward	 side	 of	 the	 island.	 It	 had	 finally	 dawned	 on	 our	 leaders	 that	 the
Japanese	might	 attack	 Singapore	 from	 the	 rear,	 and	 perhaps	 not	 at	 night,	 and
from	the	rear	it	was	anything	but	impregnable.

I	remember	precisely,	only	hours	after	I	arrived	in	Singapore,	a	Signals	staff
officer,	some	hopeless	decent	man,	telling	me	that	the	Japanese	could	not	attack
through	Malaya.	He	said	‘there	is	nothing	there.	It’s	just	solid	jungle,	all	the	way
up.	They	will	not	come	that	way.’

Now	it	must	have	been	obvious	to	the	staff	in	Singapore	and	certainly	to	my
colonel	and	to	every	private	soldier,	that	we	were,	despite	the	tranquillity	of	our
surroundings,	 trapped	 and	 desperate.	 We	 had	 seen	 a	 lot	 of	 Malaya	 since	 we
disembarked	 in	Singapore,	 from	Ipoh	 in	 the	west	 and	 right	across	 the	waist	of
the	country	to	where	we	now	were,	and	it	was	not	solid	jungle.	It	was	intensively
cultivated,	rich	land,	with	good	and	plentiful	roads	for	traders	–	or	for	soldiers.

The	one	place	in	the	country	that	lacked	roads	was	Kuantan.	If	the	Japanese
drove	down	on	us	from	the	north,	there	was	only	one	road	out	for	us,	to	Jerantut,
which	was	about	 sixty	miles	 inland	behind	us.	East	of	 that	 town	was	 the	 river
Pahang,	 a	 wide	 fast	 stream	 crossed	 by	 a	 ferry.	 This	 obstacle	 course	 was	 bad
enough,	 but	 Kuantan	 too	 had	 its	 river,	 a	mile	west	 of	 the	 town,	 and	 it	 was	 a
horrible	sight	 to	military	eyes.	The	river	was	wide	and	brown	and	sluggish,	 its
ferry	 made	 up	 of	 two	 rusty	 barges	 fastened	 together,	 which	 were	 moved	 by
winching	a	cable	that	stretched	from	shore	to	shore:	a	primitive	watery	version
of	 the	system	 that	worked	 the	old	Edinburgh	 trams	would	have	 to	 rescue	us	 if
things	went	wrong.	It	spelled	massacre	and	disaster;	bad	ground	and	bad	water.
It	was	hard	for	us	to	imagine	who	had	chosen	this	spot	for	us	to	make	a	stand,
and	what	good	we	could	do	except	to	die	at	our	posts.	Our	orders	were,	indeed,
more	or	less	to	do	just	that:	to	defend	the	airfield	to	the	last	man.	The	Garhwali
troops	had	to	defend	eleven	miles	of	beaches	and	the	little	town	of	Kuantan	with



a	pitiful	total	of	four	companies.	The	Sikhs	had	equally	few	men.	There	were	no
troops	at	all	to	defend	the	coast	to	our	south;	and	none	for	the	main	road	out	of
the	trap.

But	we	were	soldiers,	part	of	a	great	tradition,	so	we	tried	not	to	think	about
our	 leaders’	vision	and	prepared	 to	fight.	Besides,	 the	Japanese	did	not	seem	a
formidable	enemy.	They	had	surprised	the	Americans,	we	thought,	but	we	were
forewarned.

The	Japanese	first	came	the	day	after	I	had	been	rousted	from	sleep	by	that
sensational	 signal.	Early	 that	morning	we	heard	 a	 new	engine	note	 in	 the	 sky,
different	 from	 the	 Hudson	 and	 Blenheim	 bombers	 which	 we	 had	 grown
accustomed	to	hearing	take	off	from	the	airfield.	In	a	clear	sky,	I	saw	waves	of
twin-engined	planes	with	rising	sun	emblems	on	their	wings,	three	neat	waves	of
nine	each,	 like	migrating	geese.	They	passed	and	repassed	over	 the	area	where
we	knew	the	airfield	to	be,	and	dropped	bombs	that	looked	so	small	and	black	in
the	 distance.	 The	 explosions	 were	 mingled	 with	 the	 crack	 and	 rattle	 of	 light
machine-guns	and	cannon	as	the	Sikh	company	shot	up	at	them,	but	the	bombers
calmly	 and	methodically	went	 to	 and	 fro	 over	 the	 earth,	 walking	 their	 bombs
around	in	it,	then	turned	and	flew	away.

In	the	afternoon	we	heard	our	own	planes	take	off	one	by	one,	wheel	around
and	 head	 south.	 In	 the	 sunlit	 silence	 that	 followed	 we	 thought	 we	 heard	 the
sounds	of	road	vehicles	 through	the	 trees,	 lorries	moving	away	from	us.	Major
Fennell,	our	second-in-command,	took	me	and	a	small	group	out	to	the	airfield
to	investigate.

We	drove	on	to	the	long	spacious	runway	that	had	been	dug	and	levelled	out
of	 the	forest.	 It	was	empty	apart	 from	a	few	wrecked	planes,	and	so	silent	 that
you	could	hear	the	birds	and	the	insect	sounds	from	the	forest.	I	walked	towards
the	 trees.	 The	 huts	 for	 accommodation	were	 in	 there,	 the	 radio	 shacks	 hidden
further	back.	It	was	spooky,	as	though	there	were	rifles	pointing	at	us	from	the
dark	 under	 the	 trees.	 But	 the	 huts	 were	 empty,	 scattered	 clothes	 all	 over	 the
floors,	photos	of	women	and	children	strewn	among	the	vests	and	jackets.	In	the
radio	 rooms,	 the	 equipment	 had	 been	 wrecked,	 wires	 trailing	 out	 of	 smashed
panels,	the	glass	of	valves	crunching	under	my	boots.	Out	on	the	runway,	there
were	 cold	mugs	 of	 tea	 half-full	 by	 the	 aircraft	 on	which	mechanics	 had	 been
working.	I	picked	up	a	blue	flimsy	envelope	with	an	Australian	postmark.	It	was
unopened.

The	place	for	which	we	were	supposed	to	sacrifice	our	lives	had	simply	been



abandoned,	without	explanation.	Our	headquarters	had	told	us	nothing;	the	local
air	force	commanders	had	not	consulted	us	before	fleeing.	We	were	left	on	this
awful	ground	with	no	air	cover.

From	then	on,	the	probabilities	began	to	look	harsh	and	unfavourable	to	us.
Very	late	that	same	evening,	an	observer	on	one	of	the	beaches	reported	that	he
had	seen	Japanese	 landing	craft	moving	 towards	a	village	 further	up	 the	coast.
As	 darkness	 fell,	 I	 transmitted	 an	 order	 from	 Colonel	 Jephson	 to	 the	 guns.
Within	 seconds	 of	 speaking	 into	 the	 mouthpiece	 and	 hearing	 the	 squawked
acknowledgments	 from	 the	 batteries,	 I	 heard	 the	 deep	 flat	 blast	 of	 a	 howitzer
firing,	 immediately	followed	by	several	more.	All	 that	night	 the	guns	slammed
like	bolts	on	a	massive	door	being	pushed	heavily	back	and	forth.	We	could	see
quick	flashes	occasionally,	a	patch	of	rubber	trees	reversing	out	of	the	darkness
for	a	second,	but	nothing	more.	I	knew	the	shells	would	form	a	shifting	pattern,
moving	across	a	square	of	sea	and	beach	like	a	flail,	and	that	landing	craft	and
soldiers	would	burst	and	drown	in	the	geometrical	figure	drawn	on	the	gunnery
officer’s	map.

Dawn	 broke.	 We	 had	 fired	 over	 a	 thousand	 shells.	 There	 had	 been	 no
response	 to	 the	night	 long	barrage,	and	when	observers	went	out	 they	reported
that	Colonel	Jephson	had	been	scourging	the	empty	sea.	There	were	no	landing
craft.

Later	 that	morning	 I	walked	down	 to	 the	beach.	 I	had	been	up	most	of	 the
night,	on	duty	with	my	signalmen.	These	beaches	were	incredibly	beautiful;	they
had	coconut	and	nipah	palms,	fine	clean	sand	and	the	warm	green	of	the	sea.	I
stood	beneath	the	trees	admiring	the	way	the	waves	came	in.	It	was	so	peaceful,
standing	on	a	mile	of	deserted	sand	with	a	long	line	of	palms	at	my	back.	I	felt	I
was	waiting	for	 the	Japanese,	at	 that	moment,	completely	alone.	Then	the	loud
rumbling	started	again,	a	deeper	and	more	distant	version	of	the	night’s	barrage,
like	 thunder	but	obviously	not	 thunder,	drifting	 in	 from	the	sea.	 It	went	on	 for
about	an	hour.

I	had	heard	the	British	Empire	begin	to	fall,	if	I	had	but	known	it.	Out	at	sea,
just	 over	 the	 horizon	 from	 where	 I	 stood,	 the	 two	 mightiest,	 most	 invincible
battleships	 in	 the	world,	 the	Prince	of	Wales	 and	 the	Repulse,	 and	 their	 escort
destroyers,	were	being	attacked	by	swarms	of	Japanese	torpedo	bombers.	They
had	no	air	protection;	like	the	land	dreadnought	of	Singapore,	like	us,	they	were
playing	 tragic	 roles	 in	 an	 outdated	 military	 drama.	 Their	 day	 was	 done.	 I
remember	myself	as	I	was	then,	hearing	the	huge	cracks	of	the	explosions	as	my



comrades,	 the	 radio	men,	were	 trapped	 at	 their	 posts	 under	 the	 bridges	 of	 the
great	ships.

We	 had	 seen	 these	 ships	 as	 our	 salvation.	 We	 lost	 hope	 when	 it	 was
confirmed	over	the	radio	that	they	had	both	been	sunk	within	a	couple	of	hours
off	Kuantan.	Admiral	Phillips	had	turned	his	titanic	weapons	towards	us	because
he	 also	 believed	 that	 we	were	 being	 invaded;	 he	 too	 had	 heard	 that	 Japanese
troops	were	storming	ashore	in	our	sector:	our	own	panicky	observer	had	helped
unwittingly	to	bring	a	strategic	and	historical	era	to	an	end.	It	was	absurd.	The
weak,	 shortsighted,	 nightblind	 Japanese	 had	 destroyed	 our	 ultimate	 deterrent.
For	the	first	time,	we	began	seriously	to	consider	defeat.

On	10th	December	we	received	reinforcements:	some	armoured	cars	and	the
remnants	of	a	Frontier	Force	Regiment	battalion	arrived,	 tough	Sikhs	who	had
withdrawn	from	the	north	of	Malaya;	and	although	we	no	longer	had	an	airfield
at	Kuantan,	we	at	 least	acquired	a	chaplain,	a	nice	man	called	Pugh.	Percival’s
orders	to	the	Frontier	Force	soldiers	and	to	all	the	others	in	the	north	had	been	to
fight,	to	‘impose	delay’	on	the	Japanese,	retreat	and	fight	again	all	the	way	down
the	peninsula.	We	were	about	to	discover	that	a	leapfrogging,	fighting	retreat	is
easier	to	imagine	than	to	carry	out.

We	had	watchers	out	on	the	tracks	to	the	north,	organized	by	a	civilian	from
the	 Malayan	 Forestry	 Service	 who	 knew	 the	 area	 well.	 We	 got	 reports	 of
mysterious	parties	 coming	 through	 the	 jungle;	 every	day,	we	 expected	 a	 fight.
There	were	 false	 alarms,	 and	a	permanent	 screwing	up	of	 tension.	Two	weeks
passed	 like	 this.	We	 celebrated	 Christmas,	 Padre	 Pugh	 conducting	 impressive
and	well-attended	services	at	our	camp	and	out	among	the	batteries	in	the	forest.
We	killed	a	lot	of	local	ducks	and	ate	well.

Our	unit’s	particular	orders	were	still	to	stand	and	fight	in	defence	of	the	now
derelict	airfield.	We	accepted	this	task	stoically,	wondering	what	Percival	would
say	 if	 he	 could	 see	 the	 jungle	 reclaiming	 the	 landing	 strip.	But	 two	days	 after
Christmas,	we	were	ordered	 to	withdraw	 immediately	 and	 regroup	west	of	 the
river.	A	 sudden	 retreat	 on	 this	 scale	would	 cause	 chaos,	 our	 commanders	 felt,
and	 Brigadier	 Painter,	 who	 was	 in	 overall	 charge	 of	 our	 immediate	 area,
protested	vigorously	to	the	major-general	above	him.	The	previous	orders	were
reinstated.	 I	 dutifully	 relayed	 these	 contradictory	 messages	 between	 my
superiors.

While	their	debate	was	going	on,	one	of	our	forward	posts	phoned	in	to	say
that	it	had	been	attacked	by	Japanese	troops,	and	some	of	our	vehicles	had	been



destroyed.	We	were	now	in	a	battle	zone	without	doubt,	and	the	Japanese	wished
to	 keep	 us	 there.	They	 tried	 to	 destroy	 our	 ancient	 ferry	 by	 bombing	 it,	 but	 it
survived.

The	 first	 of	 my	 friends	 to	 die	 was	 Lieutenant	 Taffy	 Davies,	 an	 artillery
officer,	 a	 friend	 since	Nowshera.	He	and	 two	 signalmen	called	Cartwright	 and
Howe	drove	off	on	their	motorbikes	alongside	a	truck	that	was	delivering	some
ammunition	 to	 a	 battery.	 I	 discovered	 later	 that	 he	 and	 Cartwright	 set	 off	 to
return	on	their	own.	We	found	Taffy’s	body	a	few	hours	later	on	the	road	beside
his	wrecked	machine,	machine-gunned	and	bayoneted,	and	stripped	of	his	boots,
puttees	 and	 equipment.	 Cartwright’s	 bike	 was	 there,	 but	 he	 had	 disappeared.
Further	along	the	same	road,	thirty	Garhwali	troopers	lay	dead	among	their	burnt
out	lorries.

Our	orders	were	changed	again,	for	the	third	time	in	three	days.	All	guns	and
vehicles	were	to	be	withdrawn	across	the	river.

The	 ferry	 was	 a	 nightmare.	 The	 bottleneck	 was	 even	 worse	 than	 we	 had
predicted:	a	line	of	vehicles	a	mile	long	waited	to	cross	it.	Relays	of	men	tugged
and	 strained	 on	 the	 old	 cables,	 floating	 artillery	 pieces	 two	 by	 two	 across	 the
turgid	 brown	 stream.	 I	 sat	 on	 a	motorbike	 at	 the	 back	 of	 this	 line,	 hoping	 the
truck	in	front	would	move;	I	 remember	 the	mortal	fear	 that	a	passing	Japanese
bomber	would	sight	this	dense	column	of	targets.

At	 three	 in	 the	morning,	 on	 the	 first	 day	 of	 1942,	 in	 a	 darkness	 lit	 by	 oil
lamps	 and	 electric	 lights	 run	 from	 truck	 batteries,	 the	 last	 of	 the	 Kuantan
garrison	crossed	the	river.

We	had	a	roll	call	as	soon	as	we	had	completed	the	crossing;	I	was	horrified
to	 find	 that	one	of	my	sections	of	 three	men	 in	a	 radio	 truck	was	missing.	We
searched	for	the	men,	hoping	that	they	had	come	over	in	another	truck,	but	they
were	not	 to	be	 found	on	our	 side	of	 the	 river.	A	sergeant	 called	Watson	and	 I
went	back	across	the	ferry	on	motorbikes	to	look	for	them.	Once	on	the	far	side,
we	started	the	motors.	Without	 lights	we	drove	back	towards	Kuantan,	Watson
keeping	200	yards	behind	me,	 the	growling	engines	sounding	shatteringly	 loud
in	the	moonlight.	I	hoped	that	Japanese	hearing	didn’t	compensate	for	their	poor
night	 vision.	 In	 the	 clearings	 to	 the	 side	 of	 the	 road,	 in	 the	 huge	 rubber
plantations	beyond	 them,	 there	wasn’t	 a	 sound,	no	 sign	 that	we	had	ever	been
there	except	for	the	odd	wrecked	vehicle	and	the	tracks	of	our	tyres	in	the	dark
clay	 beside	 the	 tarmac.	 I	 could	 sense	 rather	 than	 hear	 the	 sea	 as	 we	 roared
through	this	abandoned	landscape.	 I	knew	that	 just	ahead	of	us	 the	enemy	was



moving	with	his	tanks	and	bicycles.	I	had	still	not	seen	a	Japanese	soldier,	alive
or	dead.	That	night	I	was	lucky,	and	although	I	failed	to	find	a	truck	in	working
order	or	my	missing	men,	I	also	failed	to	meet	the	Japanese.

We	went	back	and	were	pulled	across	the	ferry	for	the	last	time.	Some	hours
later	 the	missing	 section	 appeared,	 having	 assembled	 in	 the	wrong	place;	 they
expected	the	worst,	but	words	failed	me.	We	withdrew	to	the	airfield,	about	six
miles	 away,	 after	 blowing	 up	 the	 winches	 and	 pontoons.	 Two	 hours	 later	 the
Japanese	were	at	the	ferry,	and	two	days	later	the	airfield	was	under	fierce	attack
from	 all	 sides.	 By	 then	 I	 was	 on	 the	 road	 to	 Jerantut,	 part	 of	 a	 slow-moving
column	of	 tractors,	 guns	 and	 trucks.	Behind	us	we	 could	hear	 relentless	 firing
and	shelling.	The	outnumbered	Frontier	Force	Regiment,	under	their	commander
Lieutenant-Colonel	 A.E.	 Cumming,	 was	 fighting	 a	 heroic	 rearguard	 action	 to
allow	us	to	get	away.

*	*	*

The	retreat	was	confused,	three-	or	four-day	marches	followed	by	a	sudden	halt,
an	 order	 to	 emplace	 the	 guns,	 to	 fire	 in	 support	 of	 an	 infantry	 counter-attack
somewhere	off	behind	us,	and	then	the	regiment	would	move	on	again.	We	knew
that	we	were	heading	out	of	one	trap	into	another,	a	gigantic	plug-hole,	and	we
knew	that	the	big	guns,	where	we	were	going,	pointed	out	to	sea,	away	from	our
enemy.

Once	 I	was	 in	 a	 truck,	 driving	down	a	 long	 straight	 road	 through	a	 rubber
plantation,	 reflecting	 that	 when	 you	 have	 seen	 one	 rubber	 tree	 you	 have	 seen
them	all,	and	feeling	how	depressing	acres	of	them	looked	to	a	retreating	soldier.
Ahead	of	us	there	appeared	a	plane,	coming	in	our	direction,	flying	very	low.	It
looked	silver	against	the	sun.	We	pulled	over	and	jumped	down	into	a	gouge	in
the	stiff	black	mud	beside	the	rubber	trees.	He	dropped	a	few	bombs,	one	nearly
on	 top	of	us.	Again	I	 felt	 the	violent	 invisible	blast	of	 the	shock.	This	was	my
second	 infinitesimally	 close	 shave,	 and	 I	was	 saved	 this	 time	 by	 geology:	 the
nearest	bomb	sank	deep	into	the	mud	before	exploding.	Harder	soil	would	have
killed	us.

We	reached	Singapore	a	week	before	the	causeway	linking	it	to	Malaya	was
blown	 up.	We	 had	 to	 press	 through	 crowds	 of	 frightened	Malay	 and	 Chinese
villagers	who	 the	 Japanese	 had	 driven	 in	 front	 of	 them,	 and	 on	 the	 island	 the
streets	and	roads	were	full	of	these	refugees.	They	lived	in	tents,	under	trees,	in
the	fields.	No-one	knew	how	many	of	them	there	were:	someone	told	me	half	a



million.	Soldiers	lived	in	the	vehicles	they	had	driven	down	the	peninsula.	There
was	a	pervasive	smell	of	decay,	ordure,	anxiety:	the	smell	of	defeat.

Yet	 there	were	 nearly	 a	 hundred	 thousand	 of	 us,	 well-armed	 and	 ready	 to
fight.	For	my	part	I	was	sent	to	Fort	Canning,	General	Percival’s	headquarters	in
Singapore	City,	 in	 the	 south	 of	 the	 island,	where	 they	 needed	 signals	 officers.
This	was	 the	 ‘Battlebox’.	 I	went	 in	 and	 didn’t	 come	out	 for	 three	weeks.	The
siege	of	Singapore	for	me	was	a	series	of	clipped	shouts	for	help	over	the	radio
and	terse	bulletins	of	disaster.

I	spent	most	of	my	time	underground	in	the	Battlebox,	hearing	and	relaying
orders,	 passing	 on	 information,	 sending	 out	 instructions	 for	 desperate
recombinations	of	units	to	try	to	stop	the	collapse.	On	8th	February	the	Japanese
guns	opened	up	all	along	the	Straits	of	Johore;	at	dawn	on	the	9th	I	heard	 that
they	were	ashore	in	the	north	west.	Most	of	our	troops	were	in	the	east.	Within
three	 days	 the	 Japanese	 had	 pushed	 down	 through	 the	 island	 and	 taken	 the
village	around	the	big	hill	of	Bukit	Timah,	ten	miles	to	the	north	west	of	us.	Up
around	the	naval	base	on	the	north	coast	there	were	huge	supplies	of	oil,	and	for
the	 last	 couple	 of	 days	 of	 the	 battle	 the	 hill,	which	 dominated	 the	 island,	was
overhung	by	black	clouds	of	smoke.	It	looked	as	though	it	had	erupted.

Not	that	I	saw	daylight	much:	we	worked	eighteen	hours	a	day,	and	slept	on
the	floor	of	the	command	centre	among	the	radios	and	phones.	Our	offices	were
a	 series	 of	 connecting	 rooms,	 so	 that	 runners	 and	despatch	 riders	were	 always
coming	 through	and	stepping	over	 tired	bodies.	We	saw	nothing	until	 the	very
end,	and	what	we	heard	was	confused.	We	knew	that	the	Japanese	had	taken	the
reservoirs	 and	 turned	 off	 the	 taps;	 we	 could	 hear	 their	 unchallenged	 planes
bombing	 and	 strafing	 every	 day.	 The	 big	 ships	 were	 leaving	 Keppel	 Harbour
with	civilians;	troops	were	deserting	and	wandering	around	the	city.	Towards	the
end	 the	 commanders	 couldn’t	 even	 give	 sensible	 orders	 because	 there	was	 so
little	 information	coming	 in.	 I	 saw	General	Percival	 a	 few	 times,	walking	 in	 a
corridor	 of	 the	 Fort	 or	 through	 our	 signals	 centre,	 a	 gaunt,	 tall	 figure	 looking
utterly	 dejected	 and	 crushed;	 he	 was	 already	 a	 broken	man.	 He	 was	 about	 to
have	his	name	attached	to	the	worst	defeat	in	the	British	Army’s	history.

On	 Sunday	 15th	 February	 1942	 I	 was	 told	 by	 another	 officer	 that	 he	 had
heard	we	were	about	 to	surrender.	Early	 that	evening	a	dead	silence	enveloped
the	 old	 fort.	 In	 the	 signals	 rooms	 everybody	 went	 to	 sleep,	 depression	 and
exhaustion	flooding	in,	as	we	collapsed	on	mattresses	laid	on	top	of	cables	and
land	 lines.	 The	 spring	 of	 tension	 that	 had	 kept	 us	 going	 for	 weeks	 had	 been



broken.
I	slept	for	ten	hours.	The	following	morning	I	stepped	outside	and	saw	four

cars	 moving	 slowly	 up	 the	 hill,	 small	 rising	 sun	 pennants	 fluttering	 on	 their
wings.	Their	occupants	sat	bolt	upright,	arms	stiff	by	their	sides.	They	drew	up
outside	the	main	entrance	and	a	group	of	Japanese	officers	got	out,	long	swords
in	black	scabbards	hanging	from	their	dark	green	uniforms.	They	were	the	first
Japanese	troops	I	had	ever	seen.	They	strode	confidently	into	the	Fort.

These	people	now	ruled	Malaya,	dominated	the	seas	from	India	to	Polynesia
and	had	broken	the	power	of	at	least	three	European	empires	in	Asia.	I	was	their
prisoner.



CHAPTER	FOUR

THE	 DAY	 AFTER	 I	 saw	 our	 conquerors,	 the	 British	 forces	 left	 in	 the	 city	 were
ordered	 to	walk	 to	 Changi,	 site	 of	 a	 prison	 and	 a	 settlement	 around	 it,	 in	 the
extreme	east	of	the	island.	Changi	was	fifteen	miles	away.

We	set	off	from	Fort	Canning,	carrying	whatever	we	could	in	backpacks	and
the	few	vehicles	we	were	allowed.	Our	long	column	stretched	for	more	than	half
a	mile	and	as	we	walked	out	into	the	open	we	could	see	other	lines	of	soldiers,
marching	 in	 strict	 step,	 converging	 from	 side	 roads	 on	 to	 the	 only	main	 route
into	Changi.	Soon	we	were	a	dense	mass	of	 jostling	overloaded	men,	 trying	 to
keep	 good	 order	 and	 dignity.	 This	 was	 the	 British	 Army	 marching	 to	 its
humiliation.

A	 defeated	 army	 is	 a	 strange	 thing.	 Our	 awesome	 killing-machine	 was
obeying	the	orders	of	an	enemy	we	couldn’t	even	see	–	there	never	seemed	to	be
more	than	a	couple	of	dozen	Japanese	guards	at	Changi.	When	we	got	there	we
were	allocated	living	areas,	our	cooks	set	up	their	pots	in	tiny	domestic	kitchens
in	the	bungalows	of	the	vanished	civilians,	food	and	medicine	was	gathered	in.
Keeping	 the	 troops	 ‘occupied’	 became	 an	 obsession,	 and	 soon	 grass-cutting,
drain-clearance	and	gardening	became	the	main	activities	of	fighting	men.	Small
craft	workshops	sprang	up:	I	ordered	a	little	wooden	case	for	my	spectacles,	one
of	 the	 best	 purchases	 I	 have	 ever	 made.	 Everyone	 knew	 to	 whom	 he	 was
responsible;	 there	 was	 no-one	 who	 could	 say	 that	 he	 did	 not	 know	 who	 he
belonged	 to.	 But	 the	 entire	 purpose	 of	 our	 mighty	 collective	 existence	 –	 the
defence	of	the	Naval	Base	and	British	power	in	the	Far	East	–	had	been	snuffed
out.

What	 replaced	 our	 previous	motive	 force	was	 uncertainty,	 creeping	 in	 and
growing	 stronger	 day	 by	 day,	 a	 negative	 force	 feeding	 on	 anxiety	 and	 fear.
Before,	we’d	had	the	spring	of	aggression	to	keep	us	moving;	now	there	was	a
kind	of	nervous	elastic	pulling	us	backwards.	We	still	wanted	 to	 fight:	but	our



bitter	young	energy	had	to	be	bottled	up.	We	began	to	experience	the	overriding,
dominant	 feature	 of	 POW	 life:	 constant	 anxiety,	 and	 utter	 powerlessness	 and
frustration.	 There	was	 no	 relief	 from	 these	 burdens,	 not	 even	 in	 sleep.	 So	we
filled	the	days	organizing	ourselves	and	our	men,	underemployed	and	angry.

An	eerie	peace	prevailed	for	three	weeks,	during	which	I	did	not	see	a	single
further	Japanese.	There	were	still	a	few	revolvers	and	rifles	at	Changi,	we	were
still	 an	 army,	 but	 we	 shuffled	 around	 harmlessly	 waiting	 for	 our	 masters	 to
dispose	of	us.	Almost	the	first	decree	they	made	was	to	remove	the	sense	of	time
by	 which	 we	 lived:	 they	 announced	 that	 Tokyo	 time	 was	 being	 introduced,
which	meant	advancing	clocks	and	watches	by	1.5	hours.	We	 therefore	had	 to
rise	earlier,	in	the	dark.	I	cared	about	time	(and	found	a	kind	of	beauty	even	in
timetables);	 I	 needed	 to	 be	 precise	 about	when	 things	might	 be	 done.	 I	 hated
them	taking	time	away	from	us.	Time	was	to	become	an	issue	between	me	and
the	Japanese.

I	 was	 living	 for	 the	 moment	 with	 other	 Fortress	 signals	 men	 in	 a	 little
bungalow,	 with	 a	 splendid	 view	 out	 over	 the	 sea	 to	 the	 east,	 an	 enormous
tantalizing	space	in	which	we	were	lost.	Here	were	tens	of	thousands	of	Allied
prisoners-of-war	dumped	on	the	seashore,	with	not	a	chance	of	sailing	away.

Our	odd	kind	of	normality	was	shaken	one	morning	on	parade	when	we	were
addressed	by	Colonel	Pope,	the	OC	of	Southern	Area	Signals.	He	said	that	many
of	us	had	never	seen	a	Japanese	yet,	that	they	had	left	us	entirely	alone	since	the
surrender	and	that	this	was	beginning	to	give	us	a	false	sense	of	security.

He	 then	 said	 that	he	had	 taken	 statements	 from	a	batch	of	POWs	who	had
just	arrived	at	Changi	about	what	had	happened	at	Alexandra	Hospital,	the	main
military	 hospital	 at	 Singapore,	when	 Japanese	 troops	 had	overrun	 it	 just	 hours
before	the	surrender	time.	They	had	massacred	the	doctors,	nurses	and	patients,
even	on	the	tables	in	the	operating	theatres.	Survivors	were	dragged	outside	and
finished	off	with	bayonets.

The	Colonel	had	another	story	that	he	wanted	us	to	reflect	on,	told	by	POWs
sent	 from	 Sumatra	 and	 the	 islands.	 Some	 of	 the	 small	 ships	 that	 had	 left
Singapore	just	before	the	fall	had	been	loaded	with	medical	staff	and	wounded
men.	One	of	these	boats	had	been	sunk	near	the	shore	of	Banka	Island.	Among
the	survivors	were	a	 large	number	of	Australian	Army	nurses,	all	women,	who
struggled	 ashore	 and	were	 rounded	 up,	 ordered	 to	walk	 back	 into	 the	 sea	 and
machine-gunned	 in	 the	 surf.	 The	 Colonel	 said	 that	 his	 information	 was	 that
dozens	had	been	killed.



The	 report	 about	 the	 nurses	 took	 us	 across	 a	 threshold	 into	 a	 new	 area	 of
foreboding.	 It	was	still	hard	for	us	–	 there	was	no	reason	why	we	should	have
been	able	–	to	grasp	the	fact	that	we	might	have	to	explore	human	brutality	to	its
limits.	 But	 nurses	 are	 venerated	 in	 armies,	 with	 a	 romantic	 reverence,	 so	 the
killing	of	 the	nurses	 seemed	 inconceivable.	Colonel	Pope’s	 conclusion	did	not
need	to	be	more	than	laconic.	‘We	have	not	seen	much	of	 them.	This	does	not
mean	they	are	not	dangerous.’

Soon	 after	 that	 parade,	 the	 Japanese	 staged	 a	 ceremonial	 humiliation	 on	 a
vast	scale.	Every	able-bodied	prisoner	had	to	line	a	route	which	included	all	the
main	 roads	 in	 the	Changi	area,	50,000	of	us	 standing	 two	deep,	 strung	out	 for
miles	around	the	camp.	A	cortège	of	open	cars	drove	past,	preceded	by	a	camera
crew	in	the	back	of	an	open	lorry.	They	were	making	their	propaganda	film	for
home	consumption,	 and	we	were	 the	 extras.	 I’m	 sure	 it	 looked	 impressive,	 all
those	men	in	uniforms	which	were	already	becoming	a	bit	ragged,	and	some	men
dressed	 just	 in	 grimy	 shorts	 and	 vests,	 forced	 to	 attend	 to	 a	 few	 Japanese
generals	as	they	cruised	by	in	their	requisitioned	British	cars.

It	 takes	 time	 to	 break	 an	 army.	 Each	 new	 tightening	 of	 the	 leash	 is
experienced	as	a	degrading	restriction;	it	all	seems	slow	and	insidious,	though	in
retrospect	 I	 can	 see	 that	 they	 reduced	 us	 very	 quickly.	 In	 late	 March,	 for
example,	they	decreed	that	Allied	officers	must	no	longer	wear	badges	of	rank.
Instead	we	were	 to	wear	 a	 single	 star	 on	 our	 shirts,	 just	 above	 the	 left	 breast
pocket.	This	was	a	way	of	saying	to	us	that	our	hard-won	distinctions	were	of	no
interest	to	them,	that	we	were	simply	two	classes	of	prisoner.

In	 fact,	 as	 the	 spring	 came	 on	 they	 made	 it	 plain	 that	 prisoners	 were	 of
interest	 to	 them	under	only	one	category:	 labour.	Having	concentrated	us,	 they
now	 began	 to	 pick	 us	 off	 in	 useful	 batches.	 They	 called	 for	 more	 and	 more
working	parties	in	Singapore,	and	in	early	April	summoned	over	a	thousand	men
‘for	duty	overseas’.	This	first	unwilling	regiment	of	labourers	was	sent	off	to	an
unknown	destination	under	the	command	of	a	British	colonel.

As	if	 to	underline	how	little	we	could	do	about	this,	or	any	other	insult,	on
14th	April	I	was	standing	outside	our	bungalow	with	some	signals	men	when	a
great	 fleet	 of	 Japanese	warships	 came	 over	 the	 horizon,	 sailing	westwards.	 In
line	 astern,	 their	 guns	 jutting	 proudly	 and	 their	 funnels	 raked,	 the	 grey	 ships
passed	us	on	their	way	through	the	Straits	of	Singapore.	There	seemed	to	be	no
end	to	the	line	–	battleships,	cruisers,	destroyers	and	smaller	gunboats;	an	entire
battle	 fleet	 steaming	 past	 Fortress	 Singapore	 as	 though	 it	 owned	 the	 sea.	 I



remembered	how	deeply	struck	I	was	by	the	sight	of	our	own	ships	in	the	Clyde
little	more	than	a	year	before,	how	invincible	we	looked.	It	felt	bitter	to	have	to
review	this	enemy	armada	from	a	patch	of	grass	wearing	a	star	sewn	roughly	on
to	my	worn	shirt.

When	 the	 Japanese	 called	 for	 a	 working	 party	 for	 ‘a	 Japanese	 project’	 in
Singapore	at	the	end	of	that	month,	I	volunteered.	I	would	keep	on	breaking	the
golden	rule	of	soldiering,	but	I	was	restless	and	the	unknown	was	better	than	the
oppressive	routine	at	Changi.

They	made	 us	walk	 twenty	miles	 to	 a	 former	Royal	Navy	 hutted	 camp	 at
Kranji,	to	the	north	of	the	city.	For	the	next	two	months	we	marched	out	of	our
camp	every	morning,	up	 the	Bukit	Timah	 road,	past	 the	Ford	Motor	Company
factory	where	Percival	had	made	the	formal	surrender	of	his	garrison,	and	up	the
side	of	Bukit	Timah	Hill.

One	morning	 as	we	 left	 our	 quarters	we	 saw,	 off	 the	 side	 of	 the	 road,	 six
severed	 heads	 set	 up	 on	 poles.	 They	were	 Chinese	 heads.	 At	 a	 distance,	 they
looked	like	Hallowe’en	fright	masks;	every	morning,	we	marched	past	them.	It
was	known	that	the	Japanese	were	carrying	out	purges	of	suspected	Kuomintang
plotters	in	Singapore,	and	it	is	hard	to	explain	now	how	this	display	of	medieval
barbarity	did	not	shock	us	more.	We	felt	immune	to	it;	these	heads	were	trophies
of	an	inter-Asian	conflict,	we	were	British	soldiers	–	and	could	not	imagine	that
cruelty	does	not	discriminate	once	it	is	unleashed.

On	the	hill,	which	was	covered	with	dense	undergrowth	and	timber,	we	had
to	cut	down	the	trees,	clear	the	scrub	and	creeper	and	build	a	road	up	towards	the
summit;	 then	 slice	 the	 top	off	 the	 cone	of	 the	hill	 and	 level	 it.	This	was	 to	be
their	gargantuan	war	memorial	in	Singapore,	visible	from	all	over	the	island.	I’m
glad	to	say	I	never	actually	saw	the	finished	pile,	not	even	a	photo	of	it.	It	was
blown	up	in	1945.	The	work	gave	me	eight	weeks	of	relative	freedom	to	move
around	when	I	was	not	showing	working	parties	of	men	from	Bradford	how	to
dig	a	trench	in	such	a	way	that	they	were	not	up	to	their	ankles	in	mud.	This	was
far	from	the	worst	experience	of	captivity:	the	Japanese	used	the	British	chain	of
command,	we	got	things	done	and	they	left	us	to	get	on	with	it.	But	the	labour
was	heavy:	 ripping	up	 the	 long	 roots	of	 tropical	 fruit	 trees	which	dug	 into	 the
earth	like	hard	matted	hair	 took	great	bursts	of	concentrated	energy.	The	edges
of	cut	bamboo	opened	skin	with	 the	ease	of	razor	blades	and	the	wounds	went
septic	very	fast.	You	could	damage	a	lot	of	men	by	making	them	do	this	kind	of
work	for	a	long	time;	it	never	occurred	to	us	that	anyone	would	try.



I	was	preoccupied	with	other	things.	One	night	I	walked	out	of	our	quarters
with	a	former	Shanghai	police	officer	called	Wyld	who	had	somehow	ended	up
in	Singapore	in	time	to	be	captured.	We	were	going	to	meet	a	Portuguese	(and
therefore	neutral)	civilian	called	Mendoza,	to	whom	we	had	been	recommended
by	Lim,	a	Chinese	boy	who	sold	us	eggs.	We	walked	very	carefully	in	the	dark
through	the	gardens	and	plantations	of	a	former	European	residential	area.

Mendoza	 lived	 in	 a	 fine	 bungalow	 on	 the	 main	 road	 to	 the	 hill	 we	 were
transforming.	After	some	guarded	small	talk,	Wyld	put	a	gold	ring	carefully	on
the	table	in	front	of	him	and	made	our	proposal.	We	wanted	to	be	put	in	touch
with	 the	 local	Chinese	 sympathetic	 to	 the	Kuomintang	 and	 to	 be	 smuggled	 to
China,	or	at	least	the	Burma	Road,	which	ran	along	the	top	of	Siam	and	Burma
into	China.

This	was	a	crazy	venture,	much	more	dangerous	than	I	could	have	imagined
at	 the	 time.	But	Wyld	was	a	superb	 linguist,	and	Chinese	was	one	of	his	gifts.
We	thought	that	this	would	get	us	through.

It	 gradually	 dawned	 on	 us	 that	 the	 boundary	 keeping	 us	 in	 was	 as	 much
psychological	as	it	was	physical;	 that	we	could	walk	for	miles	in	the	pineapple
plantations	 around	Kranji	without	 seeing	 a	 single	 Japanese,	 that	we	 could	 sell
stolen	Japanese	equipment	to	the	local	Chinese	traders,	but	there	was	nowhere	to
go	to:	north	of	us	was	 the	 long	peninsula,	separated	from	Burma	and	therefore
from	India	by	high	mountains	choked	in	forest;	south	or	west	were	the	occupied
Dutch	colonies	of	Java	and	Sumatra;	east,	nothing	but	the	sea.

Behind	our	billet	was	a	little	hill.	One	large	POW	climbed	it	every	evening,
just	before	the	daylight	failed,	in	as	stately	a	manner	as	he	could.	He	hooded	his
eyes	with	his	hand	like	a	pantomime	scout,	gazed	around	the	whole	horizon	with
great	 solemnity	 and	 called	 out	 in	 a	 remarkably	 loud	 voice,	 ‘I	 see	 no	 fucking
ship.’

If	 the	 state	 of	 Limbo,	which	 some	 religions	 recognize,	 is	 characterized	 by
this	 sort	 of	 helpless	mockery	 and	 despair,	 and	 populated	 by	 ghosts	 suspended
between	human	life	and	hell,	I	think	I	will	recognize	it	when	I	see	it.

In	 June	we	 finished	our	work	of	 levelling	 and	 earthmoving,	 and	were	 sent
back	to	Changi.	We	never	heard	from	Mendoza,	who	now	of	course	had	no	way
of	contacting	us.	I	returned	to	a	dwindling	camp.	In	our	absence	the	process	of
slow	strangulation	had	tightened	its	pressure.	They	were	now	taking	huge	drafts
of	men	away,	 thousands	at	 a	gulp.	Twenty-five	covered	goods	wagons	packed
with	 POWs	 left	 from	 Singapore	 Station;	 three	 thousand	Australians	were	 sent



away	by	ship;	a	thousand	taken	to	Japan.	Every	month	more	were	taken	away.
We	lived	in	a	world	of	half-verified	information,	smuggled	news	and	above

all,	 of	 rumour.	 The	 stories	 that	 circulated	 around	 the	 camp	 added	 to	 our
pervasive	 anxiety.	 Always	 you	 wanted	 to	 believe	 that	 the	 worst	 could	 not	 be
possible.

The	rumour	coming	back	now	was	that	these	huge	work-details	were	wanted
for	a	grandiose	scheme.	The	Japanese	were	building	a	 railway.	Some	 inhuman
visionary	on	the	Imperial	staff	in	Tokyo	had	dreamed	up	a	way	of	avoiding	the
Allied	 destroyers	 and	 submarines	 in	 the	 waters	 around	Malaya.	 The	 Japanese
needed,	we	could	guess,	a	way	of	getting	supplies	from	Japan	to	Burma	and	on
to	India,	which	they	were	surely	planning	to	invade.	So	they	decided	to	build	a
railway	across	 the	spiky	mountain	chain	between	Burma	and	Thailand,	a	 route
so	 terrible	 that	our	British	colonial	engineers,	as	 I	knew	from	my	reading,	had
rejected	it	as	too	brutally	hard.	I	could	not	believe	it;	nor	could	I	believe	that	I
had	become	a	prisoner	only	to	be	sent	 to	work	on	a	road	for	the	machines	that
had	given	me	such	intense	pleasure	when	I	was	free.

The	final	emasculation	of	 the	army	took	place	in	 the	late	summer.	First	we
were	beheaded.	Lieutenant-General	Percival	and	the	Governor	of	Singapore,	Sir
Shenton	 Thomas,	 and	 all	 officers	 above	 the	 rank	 of	 lieutenant-colonel,	 were
removed	in	a	single	transport;	in	all,	four	hundred	top	brass	disappeared,	sent	to
some	mysterious	destination.

There	were	 now	 about	 18,000	 of	 us	 left.	A	 new	 Japanese	 commander	 had
been	appointed,	General	Fukuye	Shimpei,	and	he	made	his	mark	by	issuing	an
order	 that	 every	 remaining	 POW	 had	 to	 sign	 a	 ‘non-escape	 form’.	 Only	 four
prisoners	signed.	To	show	us	 that	he	meant	 to	be	 taken	seriously,	Fukuye	shot
four	prisoners	on	the	beach	near	Changi.	Allegedly,	they	had	tried	to	escape.	Of
course	we	heard	about	all	the	cruel	details;	Fukuye	intended	that	we	should.	He
had	ordered	Colonel	Holmes,	our	most	senior	remaining	officer,	to	appear	on	the
beach	in	the	late	morning	of	2nd	September	with	six	of	his	colleagues.	The	four
POWs	were	 tied	 to	posts	 in	 the	 sand;	a	 firing	squad	of	members	of	 the	 Indian
National	Army,	 the	 renegade	nationalist	 force	supported	by	 the	Japanese,	were
led	out	in	a	calculated	piece	of	political	theatre.	British	soldiers	were	to	be	shot
by	their	former	subjects.	The	first	shots	failed	to	kill	them;	slow	volleys	finished
them	off	as	they	lay	on	the	bloody	sand.

Less	 than	an	hour	 later,	while	 this	story	was	flashing	around	 the	camp,	 the
Japanese	 ordered	 every	 single	 prisoner	 to	 move	 to	 Selarang	 Barracks,	 near



Changi.	The	order	 added	 that	 anyone	not	 there	by	18.00	hours	would	 join	our
comrades	on	the	beach.	In	the	blazing	afternoon	we	walked	two	miles,	carrying
our	sick,	our	heavy	cooking	equipment	and	our	supplies,	to	this	modern	barracks
built	for	a	single	battalion	of	Gordon	Highlanders.

The	barracks	consisted	of	seven	three-storey	blocks	around	three	sides	of	a
parade	 ground.	 There	 were	 soon	 over	 16,000	 of	 us	 crammed	 into	 a	 space
designed	 for	 800;	 and	 2000	 seriously	 sick	 men	 were	 still	 in	 the	 big	 Roberts
Hospital.	 Our	 discipline	 and	 organization	 meant	 that	 every	 unit	 was	 given	 a
place	somewhere.	Every	inch	of	space	was	occupied.	Bodies	covered	the	entire
parade	 ground;	 sat	 hip	 to	 hip	 on	 the	 flat	 roofs,	 crowded	 on	 to	 balconies,
stairwells	 and	barrack-room	 floors.	The	 latrines	 filled	up.	We	dug	 through	 the
tarmac	 of	 the	 parade	 ground	 to	 make	 more,	 but	 nothing	 could	 quench	 the
overpowering	smell	of	human	excrement	piling	up,	the	congestion	of	sweat	and
discomfort.	 Fragmentary	 pieces	 of	 food	 were	 passed	 around.	 There	 were	 no
proper	cooking	 facilities,	 so	we	began	 to	 improvise	 them;	 there	was	one	water
tap	for	the	population	of	a	town.

On	the	second	night,	which	was	also	the	third	anniversary	of	the	outbreak	of
the	war,	the	Australians	organized	a	concert,	lit	by	oil-lamps,	their	‘choir’	stood
at	one	side	of	the	parade	ground	and	sang	‘Waltzing	Matilda’,	the	lonely	anthem
of	isolated	men.	Every	voice	in	the	square	took	up	the	refrain,	a	chorus	of	16,000
sending	 the	 wistful,	 defiant	 air	 out	 past	 the	 barrack	 blocks	 into	 the	 darkness.
‘There’ll	 Always	 Be	 an	 England’	 followed,	 and	 the	 recital	 finished	 with	 a
crashing	version	of	‘Land	of	Hope	and	Glory’.	What	would	Elgar	have	made	of
these	 thousands	 of	 voices	 rolling	 out	 to	 the	 beat	 of	 his	 surging	 march,	 as
Japanese	guards	paced	around	the	edge	of	the	light	with	bayonets	fixed?

The	following	day,	our	situation	was	clearly	intolerable.	Our	medical	officers
pointed	out	the	dangers;	worse	still,	the	Japanese	administration	announced	that
they	 intended	 to	move	 all	 the	 patients	 from	Roberts	Hospital	 to	 join	 us.	 They
were	prepared	to	let	loose	epidemics	among	this	mass	of	men	and	condemn	the
sick	to	death.	Colonel	Holmes	issued	an	order	instructing	us	to	sign	the	piece	of
paper.	We	 lined	 up	 in	 front	 of	 tables	 and	 did	 it.	 It	 read:	 ‘I,	 the	 undersigned,
solemnly	swear	on	my	honour	that	I	will	not,	under	any	circumstances,	attempt
escape.’

We	walked	back	 to	our	quarters	 in	Changi.	For	over	 a	month	 I	 regained	 a
measure	 of	 freedom	 and	 space,	 but	 Selarang	 had	 been	 a	watershed.	 It	was	 an
important	twist	in	the	spiral	of	capitulation	and	cruelty.	Nothing	was	ever	quite



the	same	again.	Then	on	25th	October,	after	watching	thousands	more	men	leave
for	what	we	were	 now	 certain	was	 a	 vast	 railway	 project,	 I	 joined	 the	 exodus
myself.

I	was	ordered	 into	 a	 covered	goods	van	with	 about	 twenty-five	other	men,
the	big	door	of	the	van	open	for	air	as	we	rolled	through	the	vivid	green	and	mud
of	 the	 fields.	 Occasionally	 we	 would	 pass	 through	 miles	 of	 that	 depressing
neatly-planted	rubber.	We	sat	on	the	steel	floor	or	on	our	kit,	talking	and	dozing.
The	 train	 rumbled	 north	 up	 the	west	 coast,	with	 occasional	 stops	 for	what	we
coyly	termed	‘essential	purposes’,	and	as	we	crossed	over	into	Siam	on	the	east
coast	 the	 beaches	 came	 into	 view.	 Out	 in	 the	 water	 were	 chimneys	 of	 rock
covered	with	greenery	standing	erect	like	great	mouldy	teeth.

On	our	slow	 journey	up	 that	neck	of	 land	 twice	as	 long	as	England,	 I	 read
Olaf	 Stapledon’s	 essay	 in	 prophecy	 Last	 and	 First	 Men,	 written	 in	 1930.	 Its
oratorical	 flights	 of	 scientific	 fantasy	 were	 hard	 going	 in	 that	 hot,	 crowded
wagon,	but	Stapledon’s	vision	of	global	conflict	ending	in	‘a	crescendo	of	radio
hate,	 and	war’,	 of	Europe	 destroyed	 and	 of	 a	 cycle	 of	Dark	Ages,	was	 full	 of
strange	premonitions.	He	wrote	the	book	in	the	person	of	one	of	the	Last	Men,
speaking	across	the	ages	to	us	in	our	chaotic	century	in	a	voice	of	warning,	at	the
moment	when	the	earth	is	doomed	by	the	radiation	of	a	‘deranged	star’.	It	was
easy	 to	 imagine	 apocalypse	 in	 those	 years,	 but	 living	 it	was	 turning	 out	 to	 be
painful	and	squalid.

At	Prai	station,	when	we	halted	for	food,	I	went	up	to	look	at	the	engine	and
discovered	that	it	was	a	Japanese	class	C56	locomotive.	I	knew	a	little	about	it;
knew	it	had	been	built	in	Osaka,	and	that	it	would	have	had	to	be	altered	to	the
narrower	 metre	 gauge	 for	 service	 on	 the	 tracks	 of	 Malaya	 and	 Siam.	 The
Japanese	were	clearly	here	to	stay,	if	they	were	shifting	their	trains	to	their	new
empire.	 I	 found	 myself,	 despite	 my	 aching	 limbs	 and	 tiredness,	 despite	 the
grinding	 uncertainty	 about	 where	 we	 were	 going,	 admiring	 the	 quality	 of	 the
engineering	and	the	finish	of	the	big	engine	with	its	smoke	deflectors	around	the
front	of	 the	boiler,	 and	 its	 six	magnificent	driving	wheels.	 I	 couldn’t	deny	my
fascination	even	now.

On	a	long	stretch	between	Sungei	Patani	and	Alor	Star,	in	the	north	west	of
Malaya,	 I	 realized	 that	 I	 needed	 a	 latrine	 very	 urgently.	 My	 purpose	 was
becoming	 extremely	 essential.	 We	 had	 not	 got	 so	 much	 as	 a	 bucket	 in	 our
wagon.	 I	 told	my	 immediate	 neighbours,	 and	within	minutes	 I	was	 being	held
out	 of	 the	open	door	of	 a	moving	goods	wagon	by	 four	British	Army	officers



while	 I	 relieved	 myself.	 I	 was	 not	 a	 hearty	 physical	 person,	 and	 this	 public
intimacy	 was	 unbearably	 embarrassing.	 I	 still	 remember	 it	 as	 the	 most
undignified	experience	of	my	life.

After	a	journey	of	more	than	a	thousand	miles	from	Singapore,	the	train	ran
into	Ban	Pong	station.	We	were	ordered	to	disembark,	horribly	stiff.	I	was	now	a
railway	man	whether	I	liked	it	or	not.

*	*	*

Ban	Pong	was	a	big	village	which	had	the	merit,	for	the	Japanese	Army,	of	being
the	closest	point	on	the	Siamese	railway	system	to	the	coastal	plain	of	southern
Burma,	more	 than	two	hundred	miles	away	over	 the	mountains.	 It	had	become
the	nub	of	the	planned	new	Japanese	railway	system,	connecting	Singapore	with
Bangkok	and	on	to	Phnom	Penh,	Saigon,	Hanoi	and	China.	All	these	lines	would
be	 linked	 up	 to	Burma,	 and	 ultimately	 to	 India.	 The	 village	was	 now	 a	 boom
town,	 with	 extensive	 camps	 and	 hutments,	 its	 railway	 station	 jammed	 with
trains,	the	river	clogged	with	boats.	Nearby	at	Nong	Pladuk	there	were	sidings,
shunting	 engines,	 strange	 four-wheeled	bogies	 and	 a	 lot	 of	 activity	 around	 the
station.

So	much	became	clear	to	us	as	time	went	on.	At	first,	all	we	saw	were	open-
fronted	 shops	 in	 buildings	 made	 of	 teak	 and	 mahogany,	 attap	 huts	 and	 stone
colonial	 houses.	 Children	 and	 chickens	 ran	 about	 the	 streets,	 small	 elegant
women	 in	 bright	 clothes	 tended	 little	 stalls	 piled	 with	 vivid	 red	 and	 green
chillies,	mangoes	and	pawpaws.	We	passed	one	 such	market	under	 some	 trees
near	the	station.	Ban	Pong	seemed	to	have	one	long	main	street,	with	some	other
streets	zigzagging	off	it.	On	the	outskirts	were	the	usual	cultivated	areas,	patches
of	wild	scrub,	and	the	forest.

We	were	marched	along	a	road	for	a	little	way.	There	was	a	camp	of	long,
low	huts	of	attap,	and	it	was	obvious	even	from	the	road	that	the	end	of	each	hut
sloped	down	into	a	muddy	lake	of	floodwater.	The	far	end	of	each	hut	must	be	a
stinking	 malarial	 pool.	 We	 were	 allocated	 among	 these	 huts,	 in	 which	 men
crowded	into	the	higher	parts,	their	sleeping	spaces	reduced	to	a	couple	of	feet,
in	order	to	get	away	from	the	water.	This	was	named,	with	deadpan	banality,	the
Wet	Camp.	It	was	obviously	a	lethal	place.

After	a	few	days,	a	group	of	about	a	hundred	of	us	were	sent	a	quarter	of	a
mile	away	to	another	camp.	This	turned	out	be	a	workshop,	staffed	by	Japanese
mechanics	and	engineers,	and	we	would	be	assisting	them	with	repairs.	It	was	a



respite	for	us.
There	 were	 four	 officers	 in	 our	 group:	 Major	 Bill	 Smith,	 Captain	 Bill

Williamson,	 a	 lieutenant	 called	 Gilchrist	 and	myself.	 There	 was	 also	 a	 senior
warrant	 officer,	 Sergeant-Major	 Lance	 Thew	 of	 the	 Royal	 Army	 Ordnance
Corps.

We	were	not	an	especially	well-knit	group.	Smith	and	Gilchrist	were	much
older	 than	 us,	members	 of	 the	Straits	 Settlement	Volunteer	 Force,	 raised	 from
among	 the	planters	and	merchants	of	Singapore	and	 their	 employees.	Many	of
them	played	brave	parts	 in	 the	 fighting,	but	 there	was	always	a	certain	 reserve
between	 them	and	 the	regular	army,	a	 feeling	 that	 their	enjoyment	of	 the	good
life	had	made	them	careless	about	the	defence	of	Singapore,	and	I	never	found
much	in	common	with	these	two	with	whom	I	was	now	forced	to	share	a	hut.

Major	Smith	had	been	a	low-grade	Colonial	Service	officer	and	was	the	kind
of	character	whose	lack	of	intelligence	is	cruelly	punished	in	extreme	conditions.
A	 tall,	 angular	 figure,	 he	 had	 difficulty	 understanding	what	was	 happening	 to
him,	 and	 was	 excluded	 instinctively	 from	 any	 decision-making.	 We	 took	 to
calling	him	‘Daddy’.	Gilchrist	was	a	very	small	person	in	his	fifties,	and	had	no
worthwhile	military	experience	or	other	skills;	he	was	one	of	those	men	who	in
the	harsh	conditions	of	captivity	could	quickly	and	unfairly	be	judged	not	much
good	at	anything.

With	Bill	Williamson	I	hit	it	off	much	better.	He	was	a	pleasant,	unassuming
and	very	competent	person,	and	acted	as	the	camp	adjutant.	He	got	things	done,
and	when	I	saw	he	was	learning	Japanese	I	knew	we	could	get	along.	He	lent	me
his	 Japanese	 grammar	 and	 helped	 me	 to	 identify	 some	 of	 our	 gaolers’	 basic
vocabulary	as	they	walked	past	our	hut	or	shouted	at	us	in	the	open	areas	of	the
camp.	I	made	sure	that	Williamson	and	I	were	in	adjoining	bed-spaces.

Sergeant-Major	 Thew	was	 an	 extremely	 capable	 technician,	 for	 whom	 the
army	was	merely	another	outlet	for	his	lifelong	passion	for	mechanics.	He	had	a
little	 radio	 shop	 back	 in	 Sunderland,	 and	 he	made	 and	 repaired	 radios	 for	 the
Ordnance	Corps	before	his	capture.	He	was	well	built,	a	powerful	looking	man,
and	had	a	scarred	face,	but	he	had	acquired	 the	scar	 in	a	wartime	accident	and
the	 streetfighter’s	 appearance	 belied	 his	 other-worldly	 character.	 He	 loved	 the
craft	 of	 radio	 telegraphy,	 and	 dreamed	 of	 radios	 as	 I	 did	 of	 trains.	He	was	 an
extraordinary	and	luckless	man.

Our	single	long	hut	could	hold	about	a	hundred	men	and	was	little	more	than
ingenious	tents	made	from	local	vegetation:	bamboo	and	attap,	a	big	leaf-palm,



tied	 together	 with	 a	 rope-like	 creeper.	 The	 floor	 was	 trodden	 earth,	 which
became	 hard	 and	 solid,	 but	 under	 each	 bed-space	 was	 still	 raw	 clay,	 which
sprouted	even	in	the	dark	and	weedy	things	poked	up	through	the	planks	of	the
bed.	The	cool	dark	spaces	also	sheltered	wriggling	and	crawling	 life,	of	which
the	most	 terrifying	were	 scorpions	 and	 snakes.	Williamson	and	 I	used	 to	walk
around	the	camp,	talking	about	books	and	languages,	and	I	once	idly	tugged	on	a
creeper	hanging	from	a	tree;	the	snake	I	found	myself	holding	was	luckily	some
harmless	python.

For	nausea,	little	could	surpass	the	big	hairy	centipedes	which	seemed	about
a	 foot	 long,	 if	 you	 could	 imagine	 them	 ever	 lying	 still	 and	 straight	 enough	 to
measure	instead	of	undulating	and	trembling.	Lesser	creatures	we	learned	to	take
in	 our	 stride:	 cockroaches	 scurried	 like	metal	mice	 and	 if	 you	 stepped	 on	 one
with	a	calloused	bare	foot	it	burst	with	a	sound	like	a	plastic	bottle.	The	thatch
was	riddled	with	beetles,	ants	and	spiders,	dropping	on	to	our	sleeping	bodies	at
night.

Since	 Nong	 Pladuk	 was	 the	 point	 of	 origin	 of	 the	 new	 railway,	 the	 yards
were	full	of	 track-laying	equipment	which	needed	constant	repair	at	Ban	Pong,
given	the	breakneck	speed	at	which	it	was	being	used.	The	equipment	consisted
of	 road-rail	 lorries,	which	could	 run	on	flat	 road	surfaces	or	on	railway	 tracks,
and	what	at	 first	 looked	 like	 long	 low	wagons	on	which	 rails	were	 stacked.	 In
fact	these	wagons	were	a	couple	of	four-wheeled	bogies	held	together	by	bolting
in	 position	 two	 ordinary	 steel	 rails.	 This	 created	 a	 rigid	 eight-wheeled	wagon
body	on	which	rails	and	sleepers	were	loaded,	and	pushed	up	the	line	behind	the
tracklaying	gangs.	When	they	had	emptied	it,	they	would	dismantle	the	two	rails
holding	it	together	and	lay	the	bogies	by	the	side	of	the	track,	and	the	inexorable
tractor	would	push	up	another	wagonload	until	all	the	wagons	were	empty.	The
bogies	would	then	be	replaced	on	the	track	and	pulled	back	to	Nong	Pladuk	for
the	next	load.

The	pace	of	work	was	intense,	the	prisoners	driven	by	Japanese	guards	under
a	hot	sun	on	a	patchy	diet	that	was	just	about	adequate	in	Ban	Pong,	where	food
was	relatively	easily	available	outside	the	camp,	but	got	progressively	poorer	the
further	 up	 the	 line	 you	 went.	 The	 tracklaying	 gangs	 were	 thus	 unknowingly
working	themselves	to	death.

A	 flat-bottomed	 steel	 rail	 weighed	 about	 70	 pounds	 per	 yard,	 and	 usually
came	in	24-foot	lengths.	A	rail	is	therefore	a	massive	thing	for	hungry	men	to	lift
and	manoeuvre	 into	position,	and	one	rail	 followed	another	relentlessly	on	 this



criminal	 folly	 of	 a	 line.	 The	 steel	 rails	 were	 spiked	 directly	 to	 the	 wooden
sleepers	by	hammering	in	big	steel	nails.	This	is	brutally	heavy	work:	exhausted
and	ill-fed	city	boys	and	dragooned	Asian	labourers	did	not	have	a	chance.	Rest
periods	were	rare,	and	any	slackening	was	met	with	abuse	or	violence.

Railways	have	always	broken	the	bodies	and	spirits	of	their	builders,	I	knew
that	already:	the	Panama	Railway	cost	the	lives	of	one	in	five	of	its	workforce;
the	 railroads	across	 the	Rockies	had	demanded	appalling	sacrifices;	 the	Alpine
tunnels	were	 considered	 to	 be	 death	 traps,	 even	 for	 the	well-fed	 peasant	 boys
who	built	them.	Yet	the	Burma-Siam	railway	was	unique;	to	a	mind	haunted	by
images	 from	biblical	 times	 it	 recalled	 the	 construction	of	 the	Pyramids;	 it	was
not	 only	 the	 last	 cruel	 enterprise	 of	 the	 railway	 age,	 but	 the	 worst	 civil
engineering	disaster	in	history.

Of	 course	 I	 write	 this	 in	 retrospect,	 but	 even	when	 I	 reached	 Ban	 Pong	 I
knew	there	was	something	careless	and	therefore	evil	about	the	project.	Though
my	own	luck	still	held:	all	I	had	to	do	was	to	help	repair	the	lorries,	the	bogies
and	the	engines.	We	were	working	for	Japanese	railway	fitters,	turners,	welders,
most	of	them	humane	men	interested	in	getting	a	job	done,	and	their	workshops
were	 not	 cruelly	 managed.	 I	 could	 respect	 them	 and	 they	 let	 me	 and	 my
comrades	alone.

Some	way	out	of	camp,	however,	you	could	 see	 the	 reality	of	a	hand-built
railway.	 Soon	 after	 I	 got	 there	 I	 walked	 out	 one	 day	 –	 I	 had	 been	 appointed
Messing	Officer	by	Major	Smith,	or	rather	by	Williamson	acting	through	Smith,
so	 I	 could	move	 around	 fairly	 freely	 in	 search	 of	 food	 –	 and	 came	 to	 a	 place
where	 a	 gap	 had	 been	 torn	 out	 of	 a	 hill.	 Hundreds	 of	 half-naked	 men	 were
passing	the	earth	in	baskets	to	one	end	of	the	cutting,	and	were	using	the	soil	to
build	 an	 embankment	 on	 the	 far	 side,	 one	 big	 basket	 between	 two	 struggling
men.	There	was	scarcely	a	piece	of	machinery	among	them,	they	were	working
with	 saws	 and	 axes	 and	picks.	They	were	 clearing	 bamboo	 clumps	 fifty	 yards
wide,	 feathery	 bamboo	 with	 deep	 roots	 that	 had	 to	 be	 torn	 out	 by	 hand	 with
ropes,	and	chopping	out	tropical	hardwoods	with	blunt	implements.	I	knew	from
Bukit	Timah	Hill	what	that	was	like:	a	fight	with	tools.	Perhaps	some	of	Stalin’s
canals	were	built	like	this;	few	railways	have	been.

In	order	to	keep	our	group	fed,	I	used	some	of	the	ten	cents	a	day	we	were
paid	 by	 the	 Japanese	 to	 buy	 food	 from	 the	 local	 peasants	 and	 traders.	 Rice,
cooking	oil,	some	eggs	and	bits	of	fish;	fresh	vegetables	when	we	could	afford
them;	and	sometimes	a	few	ducks	or	even	a	pig.	Flesh	could	only	be	paid	for	in



the	wages	of	theft.	I	used	a	44-gallon	drum,	with	one	end	replaced	by	a	door,	as
an	oven;	we	had	huge	shallow	iron	bowls	for	cooking	masses	of	rice.

Occasionally	I	would	have	to	go	down	to	the	town	with	a	couple	of	men	and
a	Japanese	guard.	He	turned	these	occasions	into	an	outing	for	a	different	kind	of
sustenance.	 He	 would	 stop	 us	 at	 a	 coffee	 shop	 and	 hand	 me	 his	 rifle	 and
disappear	into	the	back	of	the	shop.	I	would	stand	there	in	the	shade	at	the	front
of	 the	store,	a	prisoner	holding	my	enemy’s	 loaded	rifle	as	he	visited	a	whore.
Out	in	the	hot	sun,	Siamese	villagers	walked	by,	the	street	stretched	away	to	the
edge	of	town.	The	guard	knew	and	I	knew	there	was	nothing	I	could	do	with	his
gun	and	that	I	had	nowhere	to	go.

It	was	 at	Ban	 Pong	 that	 I	 discovered	 an	 uncanny	 bureaucratic	 oddity.	Bill
Williamson	and	I	were	called	to	the	Japanese	administrative	office	one	day.	The
Japanese	officer	had	a	huge	stack	of	POW	registration	forms,	several	 thousand
of	them,	piled	on	his	desk.	I	saw	that	mine	was	on	top	of	 the	heap.	I	had	been
allocated	Serial	Number	1;	 the	numbers	 allocated	 ran	well	 into	 the	20,000s.	 It
made	me	 feel	 exposed,	 important	 in	 a	way	 that	 I	would	 have	 shunned.	 In	 the
lottery	of	war	 soldiers	 talk	about	 their	numbers	coming	up	and	 this	 singularity
was	an	unpleasant	joke.

We	 were	 surviving,	 but	 that	 was	 not	 enough.	 All	 that	 energy	 which	 the
surrender	had	stifled	was	still	there,	we	were	rebellious	and	eager	to	know	what
was	happening	in	the	war.	We	wanted	to	know	if	 the	tide	had	been	turned;	we
wanted	 to	win,	 even	 if	 only	 vicariously.	 Since	we	were	 young	 and	 clever	 and
knew	 about	 machines,	 since	 most	 of	 us	 had	 been	 reared	 on	 enthusiasm	 for
popular	mechanics	and	 loved	 the	 idea	of	 transport	and	communication,	we	did
the	logical	thing,	and	started	to	build	a	radio.

Enthusiasts	had	taken	bits	of	radios	from	Changi,	broken	down	and	scattered
among	a	number	of	men	so	that	each	had	only	a	tiny	piece	to	be	responsible	for.
We	also	had	headphones.	But	making	one	was	still	like	assembling	a	mechanical
jigsaw	 puzzle.	We	 settled	 on	 an	 incredibly	 modest	 attempt	 to	 build	 a	 battery
operated	set	 that	could	receive	All	 India	Radio	from	New	Delhi.	But	even	 this
was	 a	 tall	 order.	 We	 had	 to	 reinvent	 wireless	 telegraphy,	 scouring	 a	 tropical
prison	camp	for	the	materials	we	needed.	We	bartered	stolen	Japanese	tools	with
a	 local	 trader	 for	 valves.	 I	 worked	 out	 the	 optimum	 length	 for	 an	 aerial	 for
receiving	 the	 correct	 wave-length	 of	 the	 station;	 but	 we	 could	 not	 afford	 to
display	a	full	length	antenna,	so	we	had	to	make	do	with	a	‘quarter-wave	aerial’.
Men	would	be	given	 strange	 tasks:	 to	 find	 flat	 unfolded	 silver	 paper,	 or	 small



pieces	of	flat	aluminium;	or	lengths	of	wire	of	a	certain	gauge;	or	quantities	of
wax.	No-one	asked	any	questions;	the	prisoners’	discretion	was	wonderful.

Thew	was	our	radio	maker.	He	was	in	many	ways	a	dotty	amateur	scientist,
absent-minded	and	insensitive	to	risk.	Making	a	radio	at	that	time	required	a	lot
of	 soldering,	 and	 arrangements	were	made	 in	 the	 cookhouse	 for	 the	 soldering
iron	to	be	heated	under	conditions	of	great	secrecy.	But	how	can	you	carry	a	red-
hot	iron	in	secret?	Thew	once	solved	the	problem	simply	by	forgetting	where	he
was.	He	walked	across	the	main	square	holding	the	glowing	iron,	as	though	for	a
prisoner-of-war	the	most	natural	thing	in	the	world	was	to	be	wandering	around
with	this	essential	tool	of	electronics	in	his	hand.

We	arranged	a	security	system	in	the	main	hut.	POWs	apparently	engaged	in
reading	 or	 doing	 their	 woodwork	 were	 stationed	 in	 strategic	 places,	 on	 the
lookout	 for	 guards,	while	Thew	worked	 in	 his	 bed-space	with	 assistance	 from
the	 others.	We	 finished	 one	 night,	 and	 Thew	 crawled	 under	 his	 blankets	 and
tuned	 his	 primitive	 detector.	He	 had	 a	 pencil	 in	 his	 hand,	 I	 remember,	 and	 he
emerged	 smiling	 from	 ear	 to	 ear	 with	 some	 scribbled	 notes.	 It	 had	 worked
beautifully.	He	had	heard	the	crisply	modulated	English	voice	of	the	announcer
cutting	through	the	static.

The	 radio	 was	 primitive,	 little	 more	 than	 a	 crystal	 set,	 tuned	 to	 a	 single
frequency	and	incapable	of	sending	a	signal;	it	was	also	a	simple	masterpiece.	It
was	about	9	inches	long	by	4	inches	wide,	and	fitted	snugly	into	a	coffee	tin	with
a	false	top,	which	we	filled	with	ground	nuts.	It	sat	there	innocently	by	Thew’s
bed,	a	rusty	silver	tin	can	hiding	the	valves	and	condensers.

The	routine	was	the	same	each	evening.	Prisoners	would	be	detailed	to	stand
around	the	camp	and	warn	us	about	the	approach	of	any	Japanese,	many	of	them
not	even	being	 told	why	 they	were	doing	 it.	Thew	would	couple	 the	set	 to	 the
aerial,	which	was	hidden	in	the	rafters,	switch	on	the	apparatus	and	burrow	down
under	his	blanket	with	the	headphones	on.	He	was	always	the	operator,	since	he
was	by	far	the	best	person	to	deal	with	any	tuning	problems	if	the	signals	were
lost	or	distorted.	The	news	bulletin	 took	about	 ten	minutes,	and	he	would	note
down	the	main	items	with	his	pencil	as	he	listened.	The	precious	scrap	of	paper
was	 handed	 around	 a	 small	 group	 afterwards,	 as	Thew	dismantled	 the	 set	 and
placed	it	back	in	its	hiding	place.	I	still	remember	his	strong,	careful	handling	of
the	crude	little	machine,	the	tenderness	of	the	true	craftsman.

We	were	 stealing	 back	 information	 from	 our	 captors.	We	 heard	 about	 the
victories	of	the	Solomon	Islands,	of	New	Guinea	and	Guadalcanal,	and	that	the



Germans	 had	 been	 stopped	 in	 Russia	 and	 driven	 back	 in	 North	 Africa.	 From
November	1942,	when	our	radio	started	operating,	we	felt	again	 that	we	might
eventually	be	liberated,	that	we	were	on	the	winning	side.

Lance	Thew	could	be	a	hair-raising	innocent.	We	were	free	to	ramble	around
the	area,	and	often	came	upon	small	Siamese	settlements.	Thew	had	stumbled	on
an	 ‘empty	Buddhist	 temple’,	 as	 he	 put	 it	wonderingly,	with	 a	 small	 gold-leaf-
covered	statue	of	Buddha	 in	a	dusty	niche,	and	a	 few	dead	 flowers	around	 the
image.	 He	 helped	 himself	 to	 the	 statue:	 a	 nice	 souvenir	 of	 Siam.	 When	 we
discovered	it	in	his	bed-space,	we	ordered	him	vehemently	to	return	it.	We	were
afraid	of	some	frightening	chain	of	repercussions;	less	rationally,	we	dreaded	the
fixed	 smile	of	 the	deity	 and	 the	 feeling	of	 bad	karma	 that	 grew	around	him.	 I
wondered	later,	and	not	idly,	whether	what	happened	was	a	kind	of	punishment
for	this	blasphemy.

Perhaps	 what	 Thew	 did	 was	 just	 another	 symptom	 of	 our	 devil-may-care
attitude,	 our	 defiance	 of	 the	 Japanese	 and	 of	 imprisonment.	 We	 still	 felt
invincible.	Surrender	hadn’t	brought	weakness	and	submission.

All	that	winter,	however,	the	long	trains	kept	coming	to	Ban	Pong	station,	a
mile	 to	 the	west	 of	 our	workshop.	Covered	 goods	wagons	 packed	with	 filthy,
hungry	men	were	 pulled	 from	Singapore	 and	 unloaded	 their	 freight	 of	 captive
labour.	The	chugging	Japanese	and	British	engines	had	to	use,	in	place	of	coal,
the	 local	wood,	which	sent	up	a	characteristic	 thin	and	aromatic	smoke,	and	at
least	twice	a	week	we	would	see	trails	of	it	drifting	over	the	trees	when	the	noise
of	an	arriving	train	had	died	away	and	the	locomotive	would	be	standing	in	the
station,	quietly	expiring.	The	railway	was	burning	men.



CHAPTER	FIVE

THE	OFFICIAL	MEDIATOR	between	gaolers	and	prisoners	at	Ban	Pong	was	a	young
Japanese	interpreter	with	an	American	accent,	whom	we	called	Hank	the	Yank.
He	was	a	friendly	enough	man,	and	when	early	in	February	1943	he	came	and
told	us	that	we	should	be	ready	to	move	the	following	day,	the	instruction	caused
no	more	than	the	usual	spasm	of	anxiety.

At	least	we	knew	where	we	were	going:	Kanchanaburi,	a	 town	about	thirty
miles	to	the	north	west	of	Ban	Pong	on	the	new	railway’s	route	to	Burma	over
the	 Three	 Pagodas	 Pass.	 We	 were	 now	 pretty	 certain	 that	 the	 railway	 was
destined	to	reach	Moulmein	in	Burma,	where	the	river	Salween	empties	into	the
Gulf	of	Martaban.	Relieved,	therefore,	that	we	were	not	being	sent	much	further
up	the	line,	from	which	horrific	rumours	were	already	coming	back	as	the	work
parties	went	 deeper	 into	 the	wild	 hilly	 country	 of	Kanchanaburi	 Province,	we
packed	 our	 gear	 with	 aggressive	 good	 humour.	 We	 had	 our	 cookhouse
equipment,	our	medical	stores	such	as	they	were,	and	our	bits	of	furniture	–	the
odd	 stool	 or	 home-made	 table,	 a	 little	 unit	 of	 shelving	 made	 from	 discarded
boxes:	 things	we	had	 scavenged	 and	put	 together	 over	 the	past	 few	months	 to
make	our	huts	orderly	and	bearable.

We	were	cocky,	taking	risks	and	laughing	at	our	captors	because	we	did	not
yet	 fully	 understand	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 risks	 we	 were	 running.	 Life	 could	 still
seem	 the	 kind	 of	 game	 it	 always	 becomes	 when	 young	 men	 are	 cooped	 up
together	 and	 before	 they	 discover	 they	 are	 trapped.	 We	 almost	 flaunted	 our
stolen	goods.	 I	had	a	 saw	strapped	 to	 the	outside	of	a	canvas	bag	which	 I	had
acquired	before	leaving	Changi;	we	had	whole	workboxes	of	tools	hidden	in	our
baggage:	chisels,	hammers,	screwdrivers,	that	soldering	iron	…	If	it	had	been	a
matter	of	cutting	through	bars	to	escape	this	prison,	we	would	have	flown	away
long	ago.

We	piled	into	a	lorry	driven	by	a	British	private	soldier.	I	sat	in	front,	with	a



Japanese	guard	between	me	and	 the	driver.	A	small	 convoy	of	vehicles	 turned
westwards	out	of	 the	camp,	 leaving	 the	bamboo	fence	and	 the	 long	hut	behind
us.	Halfway	to	Kanchanaburi,	or	‘Kanburi’	as	it	was	universally	known	among
the	English	prisoners,	our	driver	slipped	his	foot	on	the	clutch	in	the	sticky	heat
and	 bumped	 into	 the	 lorry	 in	 front	 of	 us.	 The	 Japanese	 guard	 went	 berserk,
screaming	 incoherently	 at	 the	 driver,	 pushing	 him	 out	 of	 the	 cab.	 I	 got	 down
carefully	 on	 the	 other	 side,	 keeping	 my	 distance	 but	 looking	 at	 the	 guard
intently.

This	was	a	man	full	of	rage	and	fear	and	resentment.	No	older	than	me,	and
outnumbered	by	his	prisoners,	he	nevertheless	had	absolute	power	over	us	and
now	he	was	close	to	losing	control.	Retribution	would	be	his,	no	matter	what	we
did.	He	went	on	berating	the	driver.	I	thought	about	the	stories,	about	the	nurses’
bodies	in	the	surf	at	Banka	Island.	He	gripped	his	rifle	so	that	his	knuckles	paled
under	 the	 olive	 brown	 of	 his	 skin.	 But	 he	 calmed	 in	 time,	 and	 no	 blow	 was
struck.	He	ordered	us	back	into	the	cab	and	the	lorries	moved	off	again.

Until	 now,	 all	 our	 contact	 with	 Japanese	 violence	 had	 somehow	 been	 at
second	hand,	for	even	the	severed	heads	of	the	poor	Chinese	back	in	Singapore
were	not	a	direct	threat	to	us	as	British	prisoners.	I	had	never,	until	that	moment,
seen	 any	 fellow	 prisoner	 threatened	 with	 assault,	 though	 of	 course	 the
tracklaying	gangs	were	being	grossly	abused	simply	by	the	nature	of	their	work.
It	is	true	that	I	had	seen	men	forced	to	stand	hour	after	hour	in	the	full	blaze	of
the	sun	for	some	infringement	of	camp	discipline;	but	no	direct	physical	attack.	I
felt	now	that	I	had	come	very	close	to	violence	that	morning.	It	was	hard	to	tell	if
this	was	one	unstable	man,	or	whether	his	nerves	were	fraying	because	of	some
larger	 calamity;	 perhaps	 a	 foreknowledge	 of	 eventual	 defeat.	 This	 weird
confrontation	on	the	road,	with	the	green	of	the	big	mango	trees	and	nipah	palms
for	a	backdrop,	seemed	a	step	further	towards	danger,	and	away	from	the	shreds
of	civilization	and	comfort	we	were	still	clinging	to.	Milepost	zero	of	the	railway
was	 just	 east	 of	 Ban	 Pong.	 I	 began	 to	 fear	 that	 the	 higher	 numbers	would	 be
negative	ones,	measured	on	a	brutal	new	scale.

At	 first,	we	 seemed	 to	 have	 landed	 on	 our	 feet	 again.	Kanburi	was	 then	 a
little	town	surrounded	by	the	remains	of	a	defensive	brick	wall.	Within	it	was	a
main	street,	with	the	river	Mae	Klong	parallel	to	it	on	the	far	side	of	the	walls.
There	were	shops	here,	and	some	substantial	wooden	buildings,	corrugated-iron
huts	 and	 patches	 of	 overgrown	 waste	 land.	 Some	 buildings	 backed	 on	 to	 the
river,	their	yards	running	down	to	its	banks,	which	were	high	above	the	muddy



brown	flood.
A	 little	 way	 outside	 town	 was	 the	 main	 ‘Airfield	 Camp’,	 as	 the	 Japanese

called	 it,	 and	 to	 the	 south	 lay	 the	 railway	 workshops	 where	 our	 technical
knowledge	would	once	again	shelter	us	from	the	worst.	The	workshop	camp	was
known	 to	 the	 Japanese	 as	 the	 ‘Sakamoto	Butai’,	meaning	 the	 camp	 under	 the
command	of	Major	Sakamoto.	It	consisted,	as	usual,	of	a	series	of	bamboo	huts
thatched	with	 attap	which	were	 used	 as	workshops,	 stores	 and	 offices,	 similar
quarters	 for	 the	prisoners	 in	 a	 separate	 compound,	 and	a	 small	group	of	better
huts	 for	 the	 Japanese.	Between	each	hut	was	a	 space	about	a	hut’s	width.	The
latrines	 were	 at	 right	 angles	 to	 the	 hut:	 deep	 trenches	 (though	 never	 deep
enough)	with	planks	across	them	and	sheltered	by	a	bamboo	and	attap	cabin.	A
not	very	convincing	bamboo	fence	ran	around	the	entire	site,	with	a	guardroom
at	the	main	entrance	near	the	road.	One	bored	guard	stood	at	the	other	side	of	the
camp	perimeter,	a	few	hundred	yards	from	the	railway.

Sidings	had	been	 laid	out	near	 the	 town;	 closer	 in,	 there	was	a	 locomotive
yard	with	a	wooden	water	tower	and	a	huge	firewood	dump.	All	of	these	engines
burned	wood,	and	steam	engines	are	voracious	consumers	of	timber.	Once	again,
our	 camp	was	 a	 repair-shop	 for	 the	 construction	 gangs’	 tractors,	 the	 road-rail
lorries	and,	as	time	went	on,	the	locomotives	themselves.

Our	group	was	joined	by	officers	and	NCOs	from	other	camps.	Fred	Smith,	a
sergeant	 in	 the	Royal	Artillery,	was	one	of	 them;	 a	 regular	 soldier,	 a	 first-rate
technician	and	a	person	who	combined	stoicism	and	good	humour	with	immense
physical	toughness.	Later	I	would	realize	that	he	was	one	of	the	most	impressive
men	 I	 was	 ever	 likely	 to	 meet.	 Here	 too	 were	 Major	 Jim	 Slater,	 a	 textile
machinery	manufacturer	 turned	 artilleryman	who	 immediately	 superseded	 Bill
Smith	as	our	senior	officer	and	whose	droll	and	unquenchable	pessimism	made
him	 the	 camp	 Jeremiah;	Harry	Knight,	 an	 easygoing	Australian	 engineer	 from
one	 of	 the	 Malayan	 mining	 companies,	 a	 useful	 and	 trustworthy	 man;	 and
Alexander	 Morton	 Mackay,	 another	 artillery	 officer,	 who	 had	 been	 born	 in
Scotland	but	spent	a	lot	of	time	in	Canada.	He	was	in	his	early	forties,	vigorous
and	companionable,	more	youthful	in	spirit	than	his	age	seemed	to	allow.	Of	all
my	 fellow-prisoners	 ‘Mac’	 or	Morton,	 as	 he	was	 usually	 known,	was	 the	 one
who	became	closest	to	me.

Two	other	men	in	our	hut	at	Kanburi	can	now	only	be	thought	of	 together,
though	they	had	nothing	in	common	at	all:	Captain	Jack	Hawley	and	Lieutenant
Stanley	 Armitage.	 The	 latter	 was	 a	 quiet	 studious	 Irishman;	 Hawley	 was	 his



polar	 opposite,	 a	 smooth	 and	 showy	 character	 who	 modelled	 himself	 on
romantic	film-stars	like	Ronald	Colman	–	a	man	who	enjoyed	the	clubs	and	the
ease	 of	 pre-war	 Singapore,	 where	 he	 had	 worked	 for	 the	 British	 American
Tobacco	Company.

*	*	*

In	 the	 workshops,	 we	 found	 subtle	 ways	 of	 keeping	 overworked	 lorries	 in
apparently	 good	 mechanical	 condition,	 but	 with	 an	 unfortunate	 tendency	 to
break	down	a	week	after	they	left	our	hands.	I	was	learning	the	arts	of	subterfuge
and	quiet	resistance,	and	I	was	becoming	a	competent	thief.

I	took	on	the	job	of	unofficial	camp	carpenter,	making	wooden	paths	so	that
the	frequent	rain	would	not	force	us	to	wade	through	liquid	mud.	I	found	that	by
far	the	easiest	way	to	acquire	materials	and	tools	was	to	walk	into	the	workshop
stores	 in	 broad	 daylight	 and	 to	 walk	 out	 again	 with	 the	 goods	 prominently
displayed.	I	was	never	challenged.	Little	did	I	know	that	I	was	profiting	by	their
carelessness,	and	that	it	had	another	darker	side	to	it.

The	Japanese	were	already	making	us	conform	to	Tokyo	time,	which	meant
that	we	 usually	 rose	 in	 the	 dark.	When	 they	 also	 declared	 that	 officers	 had	 to
work,	they	made	me	timekeeper	and	signwriter.	My	job	was	to	sound	the	gong	in
the	main	workshop	as	the	signal	for	starting	and	stopping	work.	This	gong	had	to
be	sounded	eight	 times	a	day,	and	 the	clock	 that	was	supposed	 to	guide	me	 in
issuing	 my	 reverberant	 signals	 was	 a	 small	 Japanese	 timepiece	 perched	 on	 a
shelf	by	the	generating	plant.

I	soon	realized	that	the	working	day	could	be	ten	hours	long,	yet	contain	less
than	ten	hours.	I	conformed	carefully	to	the	official	starting	and	finishing	times
in	the	morning	and	evening,	but	in	between	them	I	began	to	fiddle	with	the	clock
and	 as	 each	 day	 passed,	 each	 intermediate	 starting	 time	 got	 later,	 while	 the
intermediate	finishing	times	got	earlier	and	earlier.	Now	we	were	stealing	time
as	well	 as	 information	 from	our	gaolers.	This	was	a	popular	and	 revolutionary
approach	to	labour	control,	and	even	some	of	the	Japanese	mechanics	approved
of	it.	Unfortunately,	I	was	found	out,	and	a	Japanese	soldier	was	given	my	job.
My	only	punishment	was	to	be	told	to	stick	to	signwriting	and	painting.

More	than	anything	else,	we	wanted	to	delay	them,	to	hinder	their	efforts,	to
do	shoddy	work	in	such	a	way	that	the	origin	of	the	nuisance	could	not	be	traced
back	 to	 one	 man	 or	 group.	 Even	 people	 who	 were	 working	 on	 tasks	 like
stonebreaking	–	which	was	considered	a	‘light’	job	–	would	work	unbelievably



slowly,	 giving	 the	 absolute	 minimum	 of	 co-operation.	 I	 think	 every	 prisoner
became	a	slacker,	a	saboteur,	and	of	course	some	of	us	are	doing	it	to	this	day,
having	spent	so	much	time	creating	quiet	havoc	in	our	early	manhood.

We	could	not	surrender	 the	hope	of	escape.	The	country	was,	 in	a	sense,	a
vast	open	prison,	and	we	thought	that	there	might	with	luck	be	a	way	out	through
the	north	of	Siam.	But	 in	order	 to	go	anywhere	after	 the	 first	 couple	of	miles,
information	would	be	vital	–	information	in	the	form	of	a	map.

It	was	always	very	important	for	me	to	know	where	I	was,	to	locate	myself
precisely	on	a	grid:	to	record,	list,	and	categorize	the	world	around	me	as	far	as
possible.	 It	 was	 a	 way	 of	 creating	 certainty	 in	 a	 world	 now	 robbed	 of	 all
certainty.	Of	all	of	us	in	the	camp,	it	was	characteristic	of	me	to	make	the	map.
As	official	 signwriter,	 I	 had	 access	 to	pencils,	 and	 there	was	 always	paper	 for
mechanical	drawing	 in	 the	workshop.	 I	 took	a	 large	 sheet	of	plain	paper,	 over
two-feet	 square,	 from	 the	 chief	 engineer’s	 desk.	 In	 the	 storehouse	 I	 noticed	 a
small	atlas	that	included	much	of	South	East	Asia	and	Siam;	I	‘borrowed’	it	and
slowly	copied	the	relevant	pages	with	a	pencil,	working	on	a	scale	of	about	50
miles	 to	 the	 inch.	It	was	too	small	for	practical	purposes	really,	but	 it	gave	me
such	hope	as	 I	 filled	 in	details	gleaned	 from	POW	lorry	drivers	who	had	been
some	distance	up	 the	 railway,	and	memorized	 topographic	 facts	 from	Japanese
plans	and	documents	left	lying	around	the	stores.

The	map	also	showed	the	route	of	the	railway,	which	I	was	able	to	work	out
as	we	had	a	chain	of	 informants	all	 the	way	up	 the	 line.	The	 track	hugged	 the
river	for	a	considerable	stretch,	and	if	we	stayed	close	to	both	we	might	be	able
to	scavenge	food	more	easily	if	we	made	a	run	for	it.	But	mapping	the	railway
had	its	own	intrinsic	pleasures.

This	 was	 a	 clandestine	 piece	 of	 artistry,	 but	 at	 the	 time	 the	 secrecy	 was
instinctive,	an	expression	of	prisoner’s	caution	rather	than	any	real	awareness	of
the	 risks	 I	 was	 running.	No-one	 had	 told	 us	 not	 to	make	maps,	 yet	 it	 was	 so
obviously	a	deadly	business	that	I	took	great	care	to	conceal	mine.	I	kept	it	in	a
bamboo	tube	and	hid	it	 lovingly.	It	was	covered	in	neat	pencilled	place-names,
the	 boundaries	 of	 Siam	 and	 its	 rivers	 drawn	 as	 elegantly	 as	 I	 knew	 how.	The
paper	took	on	an	antique	texture,	softened,	with	wavy	edges	from	my	handling
of	it	and	the	moisture	it	absorbed	from	the	humid	air.

*	*	*

If	anyone	wanted	to	walk	out	of	the	camp,	there	was	very	little	to	stop	them,	and



we	had	soon	explored	the	whole	area.	Dense	feathery	bamboo	covered	much	of
the	ground;	big	fruit	trees	were	so	abundant	we	hardly	knew	what	to	do	with	the
fruit	–	mangos,	durians,	pawpaws.	Beyond	us	 to	 the	north	and	west	you	could
see	broken	and	densely-green	hills.

Kanburi	and	its	markets	were	less	 than	a	mile	away.	We	had	permission	to
buy	food	in	the	town,	so	we	did	not	starve,	even	if	the	staple	diet	was	still	rice
and	a	basic	stew.	We	sometimes	bought	Siamese	delicacies	 like	a	fried	banana
concoction	made	by	peasant	women	over	a	pan	of	hot	oil,	or	dried	fish.

It	was	becoming	clearer	all	the	time	that	the	Japanese	engineers	had	decided
to	take	a	most	difficult	route	for	the	railway,	and	that	they	were	going	to	stay	as
close	to	the	river	Kwae	Noi	as	possible;	this	allowed	them	to	supply	the	labour-
gangs	by	boat.	This	also	meant	that	they	were	imposing	terrible	demands	on	our
comrades,	for	the	limestone	hills	came	right	down	to	the	river	along	this	part	of
its	 meandering	 course,	 and	 the	 prisoners	 and	 labourers	 would	 have	 to	 hack
through	 them.	 Viaducts	 and	 cuttings	 and	 trestle	 bridges	 would	 be	 needed	 to
support	the	track,	and	would	have	to	be	built	with	axes,	saws,	spades	and	hands
–	and	nothing	else.	We	were	not	sorry	to	be	where	we	were.

We	could	still	find	humanity	among	our	gaolers.	In	Kanburi	there	was	a	very
reasonable	 officer	 called	 Ishi,	 a	Cambridge	graduate	 by	his	 own	 account	who,
whether	or	not	he	had	ever	been	near	the	fens,	spoke	excellent	English.	He	liked
to	talk	engineering	with	us,	and	even	to	argue	about	the	war.	We	could	ask	him
what	was	 happening,	 and	 he	would	 give	 us	 some	 official	 version	 of	 events	 in
New	 Guinea,	 though	 he	 admitted	 that	 they	 had	 already	 lost	 the	 island	 of
Guadalcanal	in	the	Solomons.	One	day	he	said	in	his	anglicized	drawl	that	if	we
were	 really	 so	 interested	 in	 the	 war	 why	 didn’t	 we	 take	 out	 a	 newspaper
subscription?	Thinking	that	we	were	victims	of	some	deadpan	sense	of	humour
different	 to	our	own,	we	gave	him	 the	money	he	asked	 for	–	 saved	out	of	our
‘pay’.	Within	a	week,	we	were	taking	delivery	of	the	English-language	Bangkok
Chronicle,	by	post.	This	paper	was	now	a	Japanese	organ,	full	of	disinformation,
but	by	reading	it	critically	we	could	still	learn	a	lot.	One	stirring	article	told	how
German	 forces	 were	 ‘advancing	 westwards’	 in	 North	 Africa,	 which	 was	 a
strange	way	for	Rommel	 to	 fulfil	his	objective	of	capturing	 the	Suez	Canal.	 In
this	 way	 we	 followed,	 with	 increasing	 pleasure,	 the	 Axis	 retreats	 in	 Russia,
Africa	and	Asia.

But	 we	 should	 have	 been	 much,	 much,	 more	 careful	 than	 we	 were	 of	 an
increasingly	 cornered	 and	 baffled	 enemy.	At	 the	workshop	 camp	 the	 Japanese



with	whom	we	came	most	into	contact	were	reasonable	men.	But	not	all	of	our
captors	were	decent	human	beings	caught	up	despite	themselves	in	a	war	which
had	taken	them	thousands	of	miles	from	home.	We	had	a	pet	kitten	in	the	camp,
a	seductive	black	stray,	and	we	doted	on	it.	It	was	a	creature	more	helpless	than
ourselves	 that	we	 could	 look	 after.	 One	 day	 it	 was	 playing	 in	 the	 dust	 of	 the
compound	when	a	Korean	guard	was	passing.	He	unslung	his	rifle	with	its	long
fixed	bayonet	and	skewered	the	little	animal,	as	though	he	were	going	to	toast	it.

*	*	*

We	 had	 a	 radio	 working	 again,	 and	 the	 set	 now	 had	 a	 few	 refinements.	 Fred
Smith	 had	 become	our	 second	 radio	maker.	He	 had	 stolen	 an	 old	mains	 radio
from	 a	 house	 on	 the	 Bukit	 Timah	 road	 in	 Singapore	 and	 repaired	 it	 back	 at
Changi	with	a	few	valves	which	he	had	also	somehow	acquired,	and	before	he
was	sent	up	the	railway	had	taken	his	improvised	set	to	pieces	and	hidden	it	to
evade	the	Japanese	searches.	Lance	and	Fred	were	using	a	modified	buzzer	from
a	field	telephone	set	with	an	old	battery	as	a	power	supply,	and	after	many	hours
of	 tinkering	 they	could	 tune	 the	 set	 to	 the	 right	 frequency	and	damp	down	 the
sound	so	that	the	BBC	voices	were	intelligible.

It	was	still	the	same	ritual	every	night:	the	tense	guard	around	the	hut,	Thew
huddled	 under	 his	 blanket,	 the	 earnest	 discussion	 of	 the	 news	 afterwards.
Unfamiliar	names	on	hazily	remembered	maps:	Kharkov,	Kursk,	 the	Trobriand
Islands.	Lines	of	victory	as	well	as	lines	of	defeat	were	now	connecting	us	to	the
world	at	war.

The	 news	was	 passed	 along	 by	 trusted	men,	 through	 hundreds	 of	 different
mouths,	around	the	workshop	compound	and	up	the	miles	of	railway	track	to	the
real	death	camps.	We	made	sure	that	one	reliable	man,	Gunner	Tomlinson,	was
placed	on	the	ration	train	going	up	the	line	and	briefed	him	on	what	 to	 tell	 the
men	suffering	there.	It	was	difficult	for	them	and	for	us	to	distinguish	truth	from
rumour,	to	know	how	much	to	believe.	Who	knows	how	the	news	was	distorted
as	 it	 went	 along,	 how	 truth	 became	 legend	 and	 vice	 versa;	 but	 having	 these
scraps	of	information	was	a	wonderful	boost	 to	our	morale	and	to	our	sense	of
connection	with	the	world	we	had	lost.	The	radio	meant	more	to	prisoners	than
anyone	can	 imagine:	 it	 literally	gave	meaning	and	normality	 to	our	 lives;	now
we	felt	we	knew	what	we	were	living	for.

Reading	was	an	important	part	of	that	normality	and	dignity.	I	had	a	Bible,
an	 Authorized	 Version,	 which	 I	 read	 constantly.	 Later,	 I	 swapped	 it	 with	 an



Australian	 called	Harkness	 for	 the	Moffatt	 edition	 of	 1926.	 I	 still	 have	 it:	 the
book	 survived	 everything.	 The	 once-black	 boards	 are	worn	 down	 to	 soft	 grey
fibre,	with	smudges	of	black	ink	traceable	on	it;	the	spine	board	is	gone.	It	was
underlined	almost	throughout	by	Harkness	in	blue	fountain-pen,	meticulous	neat
small	capitals	annotating	every	column	of	every	page	of	every	book	of	the	Bible.
The	widow	 pages	 at	 the	 end	 of	 each	 book	 are	 covered	 in	 the	 same	 tidy	 blue
script.	My	own	Bible	in	Ban	Pong	and	Kanburi	was	annotated	in	the	same	way
as	I	read	the	New	Testament	consecutively	through	with	a	bookmark,	again	and
again.

The	Book	of	Revelation	continued	to	exalt	me.	‘I	am	Alpha	and	Omega,	the
beginning	 and	 the	 ending	…’	 Its	 vision	 of	 apocalypse	 and	 of	 last	 things,	 of	 a
world	falling	apart	only	to	be	recomposed	in	light	and	happiness,	had	been	at	the
heart	 of	 the	 Chapel’s	 belief	 and	 of	 those	 long	 sermons	 at	 Charlotte	 Street.
Nothing	 since	my	 arrival	 in	Malaya	 had	 persuaded	me	 that	 disaster	 could	 not
strike;	 that	empires	could	not	disintegrate;	or	 that	human	beings	could	not	find
themselves	helpless	in	extreme	situations.

Perhaps	 only	 prisoners	 held	 at	 an	 enemy’s	 pleasure,	without	 fixed	 term	 or
rules,	can	understand	Job’s	bafflement	with	his	God:

I	 am	 full	of	 confusion;	 therefore	 see	 thou	mine	affliction;	 for	 it	 increaseth.
Thou	huntest	me	as	a	fierce	lion;	and	again	thou	showest	thyself	marvellous
upon	 me.	 Thou	 renewest	 thy	 witnesses	 against	 me,	 and	 increasest	 thine
indignation	upon	me;	changes	and	war	are	against	me.

We	could	not	talk	about	many	intimate	things	together,	but	we	could	talk	about
religion,	even	though	most	of	my	fellow	prisoners	were	members	of	the	Church
of	 England	 and	 I	 was	 a	 member	 of	 a	 Baptist	 sect.	 I	 recall	 exchanges	 of
passionate	 letters	 between	 young	 men	 in	 the	 camp	 exhorting	 each	 other	 to
greater	spiritual	effort.	It	was	a	way	of	encouraging	the	best	in	our	humanity,	and
it	all	helped	us	to	survive.

I	 still	 wanted	 to	 learn,	 to	 improve.	 I	 remember	 making	 careful	 notes	 on
Hindustani	 on	 green	 scrap	 paper,	 neat	 columns	 of	 vocabulary	 and	 tenses;	 and
even	 collaborating	 with	 my	 friend	 Williamson	 to	 learn	 some	 Japanese.	 We
mastered	 a	 bit	 of	 basic	 vocabulary,	 enough	 to	 help	 us	 catch	 some	of	what	 the
guards	were	saying.

The	year	1943	wore	on,	the	balminess	of	spring	giving	way	to	the	ovenlike
temperatures	of	summer.	We	grew	almost	accustomed	to	the	humidity,	the	rains,



the	rich	black	mud	which	they	created,	and	we	maintained	our	elusive	inner	life
which	the	Japanese	couldn’t	touch.	We	were	now	used	to	walking	around	half-
naked,	 our	 thin	 bodies	 browned	 in	 the	 sun,	 and	 to	 the	 permanent	 itch	 and
rawness	of	ingrained	dirt	on	the	skin	that	comes	when	there	is	never	enough	soap
to	go	round.

The	 camp	 at	 Kanburi	 was	 uncomfortable	 and	 oppressive;	 on	 the	 whole,
however,	it	was	a	‘good’	camp.	Almost	all	the	work	was	skilled;	there	were	few
calls	on	us	for	outside	work,	and	relatively	little	hard	labouring;	the	Japanese	in
charge	were,	as	at	Ban	Pong,	engineers	rather	than	professional	Imperial	Army
soldiers,	some	of	whom	were	ideological	fanatics,	or	Korean	camp	guards	who
took	 out	 on	 their	 prisoners	 the	 contempt	 with	 which	 they	 were	 themselves
treated	 by	 the	 Japanese;	 and	 we	 could	 get	 to	 Kanburi	 and	 its	 precious	 food
markets	in	half	an	hour.

Others	were	not	so	well	situated.	One	evening	in	April,	I	noticed	some	filthy,
depressed	 and	 tired	 British	 soldiers	 collapsed	 against	 their	 packs	 outside	 the
main	gate	of	the	camp,	on	the	road	to	the	north.	As	I	walked	out,	I	realized	that
there	were	 hundreds	 of	 them.	They	 lay	 around	with	 the	 unmoving	 stillness	 of
men	who	are	already	in	a	bad	way,	and	know	that	there	is	worse	to	come.	One	of
the	men	told	me	that	 they	had	just	walked	thirty	miles	from	Ban	Pong	with	no
food	 and	 very	 little	 water,	 driven	 by	 aggressive	Korean	 guards,	 and	 that	 they
were	supposed	to	keep	walking	up	country.	None	of	them	knew	how	far,	or	what
awaited	them	when	they	got	there.

This	ragged	army	of	neglected	soldiers	scattered	around	the	grass	by	the	side
of	 the	 road	 was	 a	 stark	 reminder	 of	 the	 Japanese	 Army’s	 capacity	 for	 that
carelessness	which	is	really	an	indifference	to,	a	crime	against,	humanity.	These
exhausted	 men	 formed	 the	 advance	 guard	 of	 ‘F’	 and	 ‘H’	 Forces,	 sent	 from
Singapore	 to	 Ban	 Pong	 in	 special	 trains.	 The	 trains	 from	 there	 to	 the	 higher
reaches	of	the	Burma-Siam	line,	which	was	now	nearing	completion,	were	filled
night	and	day	with	new	rails	and	equipment,	 so	 these	men	–	 ‘on	 loan’,	one	of
them	explained,	from	the	Japanese	Malayan	Administration	–	were	expected	to
hump	themselves	and	their	equipment	to	their	work	stations	in	the	hills.

For	the	next	two	months,	columns	of	bedraggled	men	passed	the	front	of	the
workshops	 at	 Kanburi.	 We	 did	 what	 we	 could,	 sharing	 food	 and	 water	 with
them,	but	they	were	already	lost.	Through	some	crazy	oversight,	they	were	never
transferred	to	the	Japanese	Siamese	Administration	which,	accordingly,	did	not
feel	obliged	to	look	after	them.	Those	responsible	for	their	feeding	and	care	sat



in	offices	in	Singapore,	a	thousand	miles	away.
I	have	tried	not	to	anticipate,	to	use	hindsight	too	much	in	my	telling	of	this

story	 so	 far,	 but	 the	 fate	 of	 these	 already	 half-addled	men	 deserves	 recording
here.	‘F’	and	‘H’	Forces	had	the	highest	casualty	rates	of	all	the	POW	drafts	on
the	railway.	They	were	to	give	the	work	a	final	boost,	to	complete	the	line	earlier
than	planned	–	a	kind	of	expendable	shock	force.	Some	of	them	would	walk	two
hundred	miles	up	into	the	hills;	one	in	three	of	them	would	die,	and	many	of	the
rest	be	crippled	for	the	rest	of	their	lives	by	illness	or	injury.

We	speculated	even	then	that	there	may	have	been	some	cruel	method	in	this
madness.	Admiral	Yamamoto,	 the	 strategist	 of	 the	 attack	 on	Pearl	Harbor	 and
probably	 the	greatest	naval	commander	 in	 the	history	of	Japan,	was	shot	down
over	Bougainville	Island	in	the	Solomons	on	18th	April,	just	before	‘F’	and	‘H’
Forces	were	sent	out	 to	walk	 to	 the	end	of	 the	railway.	Was	what	happened	 to
them	 some	 demented	 form	of	mass	 punishment?	Did	 the	 death	 of	 their	 leader
provoke	 in	 the	 Japanese	 a	 desire	 for	 some	 further	 vast	 humiliation	 of	 their
prisoners?	 These	 were	 the	 kinds	 of	 questions	 with	 which	 we	 tormented
ourselves,	and	to	which	I	still	have	no	answers.

The	 men	 passing	 the	 camp	 would	 spend	 the	 night	 in	 the	 open,	 with	 no
protection	from	the	mosquitos	that	plagued	us	after	dark.	When	they	walked	on,
they	 left	 bits	 of	 kit	 behind	 them	 to	 lighten	 their	 loads.	How	much	would	 they
have	left,	I	wondered,	by	the	end?

At	 about	 the	 same	 time	 the	 first	 of	 the	 civilian	 labourers	 arrived.	 At	 first
there	 were	 thin	 columns	 of	 Asians,	 Chinese,	 Indians,	 Malays,	 Indonesians,
straggling	along	the	main	road	from	Ban	Pong	towards	Kanburi.	Later	on	there
was	a	flood,	a	 tide	of	unhappy	men,	and	sometimes	even	women	and	children,
streaming	 towards	 the	 upper	 reaches	 of	 the	 Kwae	 Noi	 and	 the	 most	 distant
camps	 on	 the	 railway	 route.	 Like	 the	 POWs,	 they	 had	 been	 summoned	 to
accelerate	 the	 completion	 of	 the	 railway.	 Unlike	 the	 POWs,	 however,	 the
labourers	 had	 no	 organization.	 They	 were	 individuals,	 or	 families,	 with	 no
structure	or	chain	of	command.

It	was	possible	even	 then,	with	my	small	knowledge	of	 the	scale	of	events
overtaking	all	of	us,	to	guess	that	these	pathetic	labourers	would	die	in	enormous
numbers	and	be	the	biggest	victims	of	the	railway.

Yet	 even	 here,	 in	 a	 prison	 camp	 close	 to	 men	 responsible	 for	 organized
cruelty	 on	 this	 huge	 scale,	 and	 capable	 of	 unthinking,	 spontaneous	 cruelty	 to
individuals,	I	was	still	able	to	take	pleasure	in	the	machines	I	loved	and	to	which



I	was	now	so	unwillingly	close.	We	retain	more	innocence	than	people	imagine,
even	when	death	is	yards	away.	One	day,	soon	after	the	departure	of	‘F’	and	‘H’
Forces,	from	the	direction	of	the	new	Burma	line,	a	column	of	smoke	and	steam
rose	up.	There	had	not	been	a	locomotive	on	these	new	tracks	before,	and	I	was
immediately	 aroused.	The	 train,	which	was	 a	 small	 one	of	 three	or	 four	 stores
wagons,	came	right	into	the	camp.	It	was	propelled	by	one	of	the	most	amazing
steam	engines	I	had	ever	seen.	It	was	a	beautifully	preserved,	turn-of-the-century
machine	built	by	Krauss	of	Munich,	its	origin	described	on	a	magnificent	brass
plate.	 I	 remember	 the	 joy	of	 its	sudden	appearance	on	 that	dusty	and	degraded
siding	under	 the	palm	 trees.	 Its	 cowcatcher	 stood	out	 proudly	beneath	 its	 high
waisted	chimney;	its	gleaming	black	boiler	and	brass	trim	brought	with	it	ghosts
of	journeys	between	spa	towns,	perfumed	goodbyes	and	lives	gambled	away.

*	*	*

My	 time	as	an	 involuntary	professional	 railway	man	came	 to	an	abrupt	 end	 in
August	1943.

Whether	we	were	betrayed,	or	the	Japanese	just	got	lucky,	I	will	never	know;
I	have	spent	many	nights	awake,	in	the	past	half	century,	piecing	it	all	together,
trying	to	trace	the	leak.	Perhaps	someone	boasted	in	the	hearing	of	a	guard	about
an	Allied	victory;	perhaps	some	fool	was	keeping	a	diary	of	the	news	passed	to
him	by	the	drivers	who	were	our	couriers.	It	mattered	desperately,	once	upon	a
time,	to	know	who	had	betrayed	us,	for	in	our	eyes	he	was	as	much	a	traitor	as	if
he	had	informed	on	us	knowingly.	After	the	war,	the	survivors	would	have	gone
after	him	with	deadly	intent	–	if	we	could	have	been	sure.	But	all	we	had	was	the
endless,	painful	uncertainty,	rubbing	like	sandpaper	on	tender	skin.

On	 29th	 August	 1943,	 instead	 of	 dismissing	 us	 from	 the	 normal	 early
morning	roll	call,	 the	Japanese	guards	kept	every	POW	standing	at	attention	in
the	assembly	area.	 It	was	still	half	dark,	quite	chill	 in	 the	strengthening	sun.	A
group	of	them	walked	back	into	the	huts;	the	rest,	unusually	alert	and	aggressive,
surrounded	us	with	 fixed	bayonets.	We	could	hear	 them	moving	around	 inside
the	huts,	at	first	with	no	great	energy	or	purpose;	then	something	happened	to	set
them	off.	A	crescendo	of	pulling,	clattering	and	dragging	began.

An	hour	passed.	The	sun	was	now	high	and	hot,	but	we	were	 forbidden	 to
move.	Over	a	hundred	of	us	stood	rigidly	in	our	vests	and	scraps	of	uniform.	The
search	went	on	and	on,	belongings	piling	up	behind	us	as	they	threw	and	carried
things	 outside	 the	 hut.	 I	 couldn’t	 see	 very	 much,	 but	 soon	 there	 was	 a	 small



haystack	 of	 objects.	 And	 a	 lot	 of	 activity	 seemed	 to	 be	 centred	 near	 Thew’s
corner	of	the	long	hut.

After	 about	 three	 hours	 Thew	 was	 called,	 a	 Japanese	 guard	 shouting	 his
name.	 He	 went	 into	 the	 hut.	 We	 were	 dismissed,	 and	 turned	 to	 see	 piles	 of
motorcar	 batteries,	 dynamos,	 boxes	 made	 of	 wood	 and	 tin,	 and	 an	 incredible
variety	of	tools	–	all	of	them	Japanese,	and	the	remnant	of	what	we	had	already
sold	to	the	local	Siamese	and	Chinese	villagers	through	the	camp	fence.	A	lorry
drove	up,	and	the	whole	heap	of	contraband	was	taken	away.	Thew	was	allowed
to	 return	 to	 us;	 his	 shock	 was	 dreadful	 to	 behold.	 The	 guards	 had	 found	 the
radio.

One	of	 the	men	had	been	standing	so	 that	he	could	see	 inside	our	hut.	The
search	party	had	seemed	to	take	the	whole	business	fairly	casually,	at	first.	They
walked	 down	 the	 entire	 length	 of	 the	 dark	 space,	 picking	 up	 only	 a	 few	 odd
articles.	One	Japanese,	passing	Thew’s	bed,	saw	something	in	the	folds	of	a	dark
blanket.	 It	 probably	 looked	 like	 a	 tiny	 triangle	 of	 white	 paper,	 as	 small	 as	 a
postage	stamp	in	that	weak	morning	light,	but	it	must	have	stood	out	against	the
neatly-folded	wool	of	Thew’s	bedding	like	a	coy	invitation	 to	mischief:	a	 little
paper	something	out	of	place.

The	guard,	still	possibly	all	innocence,	flicked	it	with	his	finger	and	pulled.	It
was	 a	 small	 sheet	 of	 paper,	 and	 I	 knew	 it	well.	On	 it	was	 a	 rather	 nice	 hand-
drawn	map	of	 the	Solomon	 Islands.	We	had	copied	 it	 from	an	 illustration	 in	a
Japanese	newspaper	which	we	had	lifted	from	a	guard,	in	order	to	help	us	follow
the	references	on	All	India	Radio	to	the	savage	fighting	on	Rendova,	Munda	and
New	Georgia	in	the	Solomons.	The	blanket	was	whipped	off	the	bed	and	there,
stark	 and	 unmistakable,	 lay	 a	 pair	 of	 wireless	 headphones,	 the	 green	 canvas
webbing	and	the	black	steel	of	the	earpieces	curled	like	a	small	sleeping	animal.

In	the	ransacking	they	found,	as	we	knew	they	must,	not	one	but	four	small
wireless	 sets	 in	 various	 stages	 of	 completion.	We	had	kept	 busy,	 and	 lavished
much	care	and	attention	on	 replicating	our	 first	 success.	Like	 the	original	one,
the	new	 sets	were	 also	neatly	 and	beautifully	made	 and	 fitted	 into	 coffee	 tins.
The	bottom	of	each	tin	was	detachable	and	formed	the	bottom	of	the	radio.	It	all
fooled	the	casual	observer,	but	these	observers	had	now	become	sharply	focused.

When	we	got	back	inside	the	huts,	we	found	them	in	chaos.	Every	man	went
to	 look	 for	his	particular	cache	of	 forbidden	goods,	and	 found	 it	barren.	Every
bag	 and	 box	 had	 been	 turned	 over;	 every	 sleeping	 space	 inspected.	 Even	 the
passion-fruit	 creeper	outside	 the	officers’	hut	had	been	pulled	off	 the	wall	 and



torn	apart.
The	 day	 had	 turned	 black.	 The	 pessimists,	 Jim	 Slater	 their	 gloomiest

spokesman,	 said	 that	 the	 entire	 camp	 would	 be	 exterminated.	 The	 optimists
hoped	 that	 the	 discovery	 by	 itself	might	 satisfy	 the	 Japanese,	 but	 they	 looked
haggard	as	they	said	it,	and	the	camp	went	to	work	that	day	in	fear	and	silence.
Thew	 was	 the	 centre	 of	 a	 great	 fog	 of	 helpless	 sympathy	 as	 he	 worked,
unsmiling	and	tense,	on	a	diesel	engine	in	the	shop.	There	was	very	little	sleep	in
the	hut	that	night.	Whispered	speculation	ran	among	the	bed-spaces	like	the	bugs
as	they	dropped	on	to	the	wooden	floor	from	the	roof	thatch	and	scurried	away.

Early	 next	 morning	 Thew	 and	 one	 other	 soldier,	 who	 was	 found	 to	 have
more	 stolen	 Japanese	 stores	 than	 most	 of	 the	 others,	 were	 summoned	 by	 the
Japanese	Camp	Commander	 and	 after	 a	 brief	 time	 inside	 his	 hut	were	 seen	 to
emerge	into	the	sunlight,	which	was	now	100	degrees	in	the	shade.	They	stood	to
attention,	a	guard	posted	near	them,	and	were	still	there	a	few	hours	later.	This
was	standard	punishment,	we	knew,	and	could	last	for	a	whole	day	or	longer.

That	afternoon,	Thew	disappeared	for	a	little	while,	but	reappeared	carrying
a	heavy	 iron	sledge-hammer.	He	was	stationed	out	 in	 the	open	again,	 far	 from
the	 nearest	 shadow,	 beside	 a	 great	 block	 of	 wood	 and	 began	 to	 swing	 the
hammer	down	on	to	the	block,	over	and	over	again,	blow	after	blow,	hour	after
hour.	 The	 dull	 thud	 of	 metal	 on	 wood	 could	 be	 heard	 all	 over	 the	 camp,
underneath	all	 the	other	 sounds,	 as	men	walked	 to	and	 from	 the	workshops.	 It
was	like	a	drum	beat	announcing	some	terrible,	nameless	event.

Thew	was	not	a	weak	man,	but	none	of	us	were	fit,	and	certainly	not	fit	for
this	 kind	 of	 mindless	 mortar-and-pestling	 of	 a	 dead	 log.	 In	 the	 evening	 the
officer	 in	charge	of	 the	 Japanese	guards	 sent	 to	 the	POW	cookhouse	 for	 some
food	 for	 Thew.	 The	 cooks	 did	 him	 proud:	 they	 prepared	meat	 and	 vegetables
representing	rations	for	a	number	of	men,	raiding	our	meagre	stocks	of	protein,
and	 packed	 them	 into	 a	 large	 mess-tin,	 completely	 covered	 with	 a	 heap	 of
innocuous	boiled	rice.	The	commander	inspected	the	tin	and	passed	it:	the	sticky
white	mass	must	have	looked	like	additional	punishment.	Thew	got	his	meal.

Late	 that	 night	 he	was	 released,	 blistered,	 bruised	 and	 exhausted,	 and	very
burnt	by	the	sun.	How	we	saw	so	clearly	that	this	was	not	the	end	of	it	I	can’t	be
sure	 –	 some	 instinct	 of	 foreboding,	 some	 accumulated	 knowledge	 of	 the
Japanese	habit	of	referring	serious	matters	to	new	levels	and	departments,	with
each	handing	out	 its	 response	–	or	punishment.	This	system,	we	 thought,	must
now	be	in	operation.



It	is	impossible	to	describe	the	emotional	state	of	POWs	at	a	time	like	this,	as
retribution	 gathered	momentum.	Work	 and	 feeding	went	 on	 as	 if	 nothing	 had
happened,	but	there	was	everywhere	a	desperate	haunting	fear,	superimposed	on
the	normal	perpetual	uncertainty	which	filled	the	mind	of	every	prisoner.	Little
groups	 of	 men	 sat	 in	 odd	 corners	 of	 the	 huts	 or	 out	 in	 the	 yard,	 endlessly
chewing	over	grim	alternatives.

The	first	move	was	against	Bill	Williamson.	He	was	summoned	and	told	to
accompany	a	party	of	men	being	sent	up	the	railway.	At	 the	time	it	seemed	he
should	be	envied:	the	Japanese	had	clearly	decided	he	was	not	important	to	our
enterprise.	 He	 had	 been	 a	 good	 friend,	 but	 partings	 in	 wartime	 had	 to	 be
conducted	 according	 to	 rules	 that	 averted	 too	 much	 emotion.	 Reticence	 was
safer.

A	week	later	Thew	was	taken	away	from	the	camp	with	all	his	kit.	Though
he	had	been	 allowed	 to	 go	on	working	 after	 the	 first	 round	of	 punishment,	 he
never	for	a	moment	imagined	he	was	off	the	hook.

Two	 days	 after	 his	 removal	 a	messenger	 from	 the	main	 camp	 at	Kanburi,
about	a	mile	away,	came	to	the	officers’	hut.	It	had	started,	we	heard,	as	soon	as
Thew	got	 to	 the	 camp;	 a	 long	 interrogation	 followed	by	 a	 terrible	 beating.	He
was	then	made	to	come	to	attention,	barely	able	to	stand,	and	forced	to	hold	this
position	for	fifty	hours	outside	the	guardroom,	all	day	and	all	night	for	two	days.

On	10th	September,	Fred	Smith	followed	Thew	to	the	airfield	camp.	He	was
not	attacked	violently,	but	he	 too	was	forced	to	stand	to	attention	–	for	no	less
than	four	days,	falling	over	asleep,	kicked	awake,	and	dragged	upright	again	and
again.	Smith	was	an	incredibly	tough	man,	physically,	but	one	hundred	hours	of
agonizing	forced	alertness	is	more	than	any	body	can	bear.

As	always,	this	information	came	back	in	second-	or	third-hand	form,	made
worse	by	distance.	What	we	could	not	see	with	our	own	eyes	took	on	dreadful
proportions.	The	 possibilities	 twisted	 off	 like	 threads	 into	 the	 future,	 each	 one
more	painful	 than	the	last,	a	maze	in	which	there	could	be	no	good	outcome.	I
have	written	of	 the	uncertainty	 that	eats	at	a	prisoner’s	mind	and	 fills	his	days
with	anxious	tension:	those	three	weeks	were	the	hell	of	uncertainty	–	the	only
sure	thing	was	that	we	were	on	the	edge	of	the	pit.

Any	 feeling	 of	 security	 was	 utterly	 false.	 We	 imagined	 them	 doing	 their
paperwork,	telephoning	each	other,	wondering	what	to	do	next.	It	was	like	being
on	 death	 row	 without	 a	 formal	 sentence.	 And	 in	 all	 this	 time,	 their	 curious
mixture	 of	 carelessness	 and	 obsessive	 attention	 to	 detail	 revealed	 itself:	 there



were	no	further	searches.	For	all	they	knew,	we	had	other	radios	and	could	easily
have	disposed	of	them	during	those	weeks.

Nor	 could	 we	 forget	 the	 stories	 about	 Pomeroy,	 Howard	 and	 Kelly.	 In
February	two	escape	parties,	one	consisting	of	Captain	Pomeroy	and	Lieutenant
Howard,	the	other	of	three	men	led	by	a	Sergeant	Kelly,	had	left	the	railway	near
Kanburi.	The	two	officers	got	quite	far,	but	they	would	have	had	to	walk	through
rough	 limestone	 country,	 stumbling	 over	 creepers,	 dense	 rough	 grass	 and
thickets	of	bamboo.	They	probably	did	not	have	even	a	map	as	good	as	mine:
what	chance	did	they	ever	have?

Sergeant	Kelly’s	group	was	 the	 first	 to	be	 recaptured,	 followed	by	Howard
and	Pomeroy.	All	six	officers	and	men	were	then	murdered,	without	any	form	of
trial	or	court	martial.	We	heard	 that	 they	had	been	shot	out	of	hand;	we	heard
that	they	had	been	killed	slowly,	bayoneted	to	death	one	by	one	after	being	made
to	dig	their	own	graves.	No-one	knew	what	to	believe.

Day	after	day	the	officers	in	their	hut	in	the	Sakamoto	Butai	wondered	and
worried,	 inventing	 and	 cancelling	 different	 versions	 of	 the	worst.	 I	 have	 often
wondered	 why,	 under	 these	 circumstances,	 I	 kept	 my	 own	 map.	 It	 was	 now
rolled	up	in	a	hollow	bamboo	tube	in	the	back	wall	of	our	latrine	behind	the	hut.
It	represented,	I	suppose,	a	slim	chance	–	a	remote	glimmer	of	hope.	It	was	the
only	carefully	drawn	general	map	of	the	area	in	the	hands	of	any	prisoner,	as	far
as	I	knew,	and	I	kept	it	in	case	we	needed	to	run	for	it,	in	case	we	needed	to	set
out	 on	 that	 thousand-mile	 walk	 to	 the	 Burma	 Road.	 And	 it	 was	 a	 beautifully
drawn	map.

On	21st	September	we	found	out	what	they	intended	for	us.
Early	 in	 the	morning	 four	unshaven	and	untidy	Japanese	 soldiers	 filed	 into

the	officers’	hut.	 I	 recall	 that	one	of	 them	was	 fat.	One	of	 the	others	said	 they
were	 here	 to	 remove	 five	 officers	 to	 ‘another	 camp’.	There	were	 nine	 officers
living	in	our	hut,	and	it	so	happened	that	seven	of	us	were	there	when	they	came.
This	was	what	we	had	been	waiting	 for;	 the	 end	was	 coming	with	 a	 group	of
squalid,	indifferent	camp	guards.	We	did	not	need	to	speak	among	ourselves	to
feel	intensely	of	the	same	mind	about	what	was	happening.	I	sat	down.	The	fat
Japanese	 read	 out	 the	 names	 of	 those	 he	 wanted:	Major	 Smith,	Major	 Slater,
Major	Knight,	Lieutenant	Mackay	and	Lieutenant	Lomax.

As	he	 spoke,	 a	 truck	drew	up	outside.	 In	 the	background,	Captain	Hawley
and	Lieutenant	Armitage	sat	still.	They	said	nothing	for	 there	was	nothing	 that
they	could	say	or	do.	The	Japanese	gave	us	instructions	to	pack	up	at	once	and	to



get	 into	 the	 truck	 waiting	 outside.	 Beyond	 the	 reference	 to	 another	 camp	 we
hadn’t	a	clue	where	we	were	going.

The	next	few	minutes	were	quiet	panic.	I	dismantled	my	battered	mosquito
net	and	my	old	canvas	camp	bed	and	rolled	them	up.	Everything	else	went	into
my	kitbag,	with	some	clothing	and	smaller	 things	in	a	big	shoulder	pack	and	a
haversack.	 The	 fragments	 of	 furniture	 made	 and	 collected	 over	 such	 a	 long
period	were	discarded	in	 the	space	of	a	moment;	 the	rickety	 table,	 the	bamboo
stool,	 the	clothes	line	and	hooks	and	shelves:	they	had	all	become	useless.	The
only	thing	of	interest	now	was	survival.

While	 bustling	 about	 I	 had	 to	 do	 some	 very	 quick	 thinking,	 which	 is	 not
always	good	thinking.	Since	we	were	now	in	very	great	danger	the	prospects	for
us	were	poor,	if	the	initiative	was	left	in	the	hands	of	the	Japanese.	I	knew	that
there	was	a	good	chance	of	a	firing	squad	or	hanging	party	at	the	end	of	the	road
they	 would	 bring	 us	 down.	 I	 considered	 –	 if	 you	 can	 call	 such	 an	 impulsive
decision	 considered	 –	 that	 if	 we	 were	 going	 to	make	 a	 break	 for	 it	 and	 head
northwards,	 up	 country	 towards	 the	Burma	Road,	 then	we	would	be	better	 off
with	a	map	than	without	one.	 I	decided	 to	carry	 it	with	me,	wherever	we	were
going.	It	was	my	talisman	of	certainty;	it	gave	a	sense	of	direction	to	the	blind
steps	we	were	now	taking.

I	 asked	 permission	 to	 use	 the	 latrine	 and	 walked	 back	 to	 the	 attap	 and
bamboo	 shelter	 around	 the	 hole	 in	 the	 ground.	 In	 my	 shirt	 pocket	 I	 had	 my
‘diary’,	 notes	 on	 books	 and	 incidents	 since	 the	 fall	 of	 Singapore	 written	 in
minute	 script	 on	 small	 pieces	 of	 toilet	 paper,	 and	 I	 thought	 about	 throwing	 it
down	the	latrine;	but	it	seemed	a	pity	to	lose	it,	and	it	was	so	harmless.	I	could
not	 think	 straight.	After	peeing	 for	 the	 sake	of	 appearances,	 I	 reached	 into	 the
hollow	 bamboo	 in	 the	 back	 wall	 where	 I	 kept	 the	 map.	 It	 came	 out	 without
difficulty,	 and	with	 it	 a	 black	 scorpion,	 very	 irritated,	 darting	 and	wriggling.	 I
shook	 it	 to	 the	 ground	 from	 the	 folded	 edges	 of	 the	 paper	 and	 it	 lunged	 at
nothing	with	 its	venomous	tail.	The	black	ones	were	more	dangerous,	I’d	been
told.	I	have	often	wondered	what	would	have	happened	to	me	if	I	had	been	stung
by	that	insect.

No	 one	 saw	 me	 retrieve	 the	 map,	 which	 I	 tucked	 into	 my	 shirt.	 When	 I
returned	 to	 the	 hut	 I	 slipped	 it	 into	 a	 Royal	 Signals	 instrument	 mechanic’s
leather	bag	in	which	I	kept	the	smaller	items	of	my	kit.	The	scruffy	guards	kept	a
little	way	off.	Their	lack	of	interest	in	us	screwed	the	tension	up	even	further.	It
was	as	though	we	were	being	called	by	some	large	and	slovenly	organization	for



a	job	interview.
The	 five	 of	 us	 boarded	 the	 truck	 and	 sat	 on	 our	 untidy	 heaps	 of	 baggage.

Japanese	guards	came	and	sat	very	close	to	us;	they	made	us	understand	that	any
attempt	 at	 escape	would	 have	 fatal	 consequences.	 The	 truck	 banged	 into	 gear
and	pulled	off.

POWs	 moaned	 and	 groaned	 about	 everything,	 all	 day	 and	 every	 day;
probably	the	whole	British	Army	complained	endlessly.	It	was	a	way	of	getting
through	 the	 boredom	 of	 warfare	 and	 the	 worse	 tedium	 of	 captivity.	 Our	 men
were	 nevertheless	 very	much	 aware	 that	 their	 officers	 did	 the	 best	 they	 could,
and	that	officers	often	had	to	take	real	risks	on	their	behalf	in	standing	up	to	the
Japanese	camp	administration,	and	of	course	 they	knew	about	 the	discovery	of
the	radio.	When	something	went	wrong,	and	they	knew	that	something	had	now
obviously	gone	very	wrong,	the	‘other	ranks’	closed	firmly	behind	us	and	gave
us	unshakable	support.	All	the	prisoners	in	the	vicinity	of	our	hut	waved	us	off.
Some	saluted	raggedly;	some	saluted	us	magnificently.	Most	of	them	never	saw
us	again.

We	were	driven	quickly	out	past	 the	guardroom,	 the	hard	wooden	 seats	of
the	lorry	jolting	us	around,	and	then	to	the	right,	along	the	main	Kanburi	road.
Driving	panic	and	tension	seized	me;	you	feel	as	you	approach	extreme	danger	a
throbbing	 in	 the	head	and	a	heaviness	 in	 the	 limbs,	 the	 impulse	 to	 flight	being
held	down	by	a	weight	you	can’t	shift.	We	barely	spoke	to	each	other;	we	barely
had	time.	After	a	mile	we	were	driven	through	the	entrance	to	the	main	camp	at
Kanburi,	where	 they	had	 taken	Thew	and	Smith.	This	main	camp	held	 several
hundred	 men	 and	 the	 Japanese	 military	 here	 were	 in	 charge	 of	 all	 the	 POW
camps	on	the	lower	stretch	of	the	railway.

The	truck	pulled	up	just	inside	the	main	camp	entrance,	near	the	guardroom.
We	were	ordered	down	and	our	kit	was	dumped	on	the	ground.	They	told	us	to
sort	 it	 out,	 and	 we	 gathered	 our	 pitifully	 shabby	 belongings	 and	 took
responsibility	 for	 every	 piece	 of	 baggage.	 After	 a	 long	 delay	 some	 Korean
guards	searched	our	kit,	but	there	was	now	little	left	which	would	be	of	interest
to	 even	 the	 most	 diligent	 searcher	 –	 except	 for	 one	 thing.	 The	 Korean	 who
rummaged	through	my	kit	failed	to	find	it.

The	guards	conducted	the	five	of	us	to	the	main	guardroom	where	we	were
brusquely	ordered	 to	 stand	 to	attention,	 a	 few	 feet	 in	 front	of	 the	building	and
well	 away	 from	 any	 shade	 or	 protection	 from	 the	 sun.	 The	 guardroom	was	 a
flimsy	 three-sided	 wood	 and	 thatch	 structure,	 open	 in	 the	 front,	 with	 a	 table



across	the	gap.	A	guard	stood	at	attention	on	the	side	nearest	the	camp	entrance;
a	few	more	were	seated	behind	the	table.	Among	them	was	a	large,	fat	and	rather
elegantly-dressed	white-haired	man,	who	now	proceeded	to	address	us	in	fluent
American	English.	He	ordered	us	forward.	His	attitude	was	aggressive,	sneering
and	 hostile	 as	 he	 checked	 our	 identities,	 making	 contemptuous	 references	 to
Western	duplicity	and	cowardice	throughout	the	short	procedure.

He	ordered	us	back	into	the	sun.	There	we	stood	beside	a	long	ditch,	neatly
spaced	 like	 five	 telegraph	poles	along	a	 road.	The	 time	was	 ten	o’clock	 in	 the
morning.

The	morning	and	afternoon	dragged	on,	every	minute	almost	an	hour.	When
you	are	forced	to	stand	stiffly	to	attention	in	a	blazing	hot	sun	you	have	nothing
to	do	but	think;	yet	thought	is	a	process	that	should	be	directed	by	the	will,	and
under	extreme	stress	 thoughts	 spin	away	on	 their	own,	 racing	 faster	 and	 faster
like	a	machine	out	of	control,	one	that	has	lost	the	touch	of	a	human	hand.

There	was	nothing	we	could	do	about	it	now:	we	stood	there,	knowing	it	was
coming.	 The	 wretched	 little	 guardroom	was	 no	 bigger	 than	 a	 domestic	 living
room,	and	 the	 few	guards	sprawling	 inside	 it	or	on	guard	behind	us	controlled
the	lives	of	several	hundred	men.	So	few	to	hold	so	many.

We	stood	for	twelve	hours	with	our	backs	to	that	hut.	The	nerves	and	flesh	of
the	back	become	terribly	sensitive	and	vulnerable	when	turned	to	an	enemy.	At
any	moment	I	expected	to	feel	a	rifle-butt	on	my	spine,	a	bayonet	thrust	between
my	shoulder-blades.	All	we	heard	was	their	talk,	their	occasional	rough	laughter.

The	intense	heat	of	 the	sun,	 the	irritation	of	flies	and	mosquitos	feeding	on
sweat,	itching	skin,	the	painful	contraction	of	eyes	against	the	light	and	even	the
fear	 of	 violent	 death	 had	 been	 superseded,	 by	 the	 evening,	 by	 the	 even	more
powerful	 sensation	of	 a	burning	 thirst.	They	gave	us	nothing	 to	drink,	 all	day,
but	 they	 allowed	 us	 occasionally	 to	 go	 to	 the	 latrine.	On	 one	 of	 these	 visits	 I
regretfully	disposed	of	my	diary.	The	 flimsy	pages	covered	with	neat	notes	on
books,	 on	 grammar,	 on	 lists	 of	 collectible	 stamps	 fluttered	 into	 the	 stinking
trench.

As	dusk	fell	the	five	of	us	were	moved	into	a	closer	and	more	compact	group
in	front	of	the	guardroom.	The	darkness	came	on	with	singular	abruptness.	We
were	 lit	 by	 a	weak	 light	 from	behind	 us	 in	 the	 guardroom.	A	 time	 signal	was
heard	 as	 a	 noisy	 party	 of	 Japanese	 and	Koreans	 approached	 through	 the	 dark
from	the	direction	of	 the	camp	offices.	They	looked	like	NCOs,	 their	uniforms
dishevelled,	one	or	two	of	them	unsteady	on	their	feet.	All	of	them	carried	pick-



helves.	 They	 stopped	 to	 talk	 to	 the	 guards,	 as	 though	 exchanging	 ideas	 about
what	to	do	with	us.

Major	Smith	was	 called	out	 in	 front	of	our	 line,	 and	 told	 to	 raise	his	 arms
right	 up	 over	 his	 head.	 His	 tall,	 gaunt	 figure,	 his	 thin	 arms	 held	 out	 like	 a
scarecrow’s,	looked	terribly	weak	and	pitiful.	He	stood	there	on	the	edge	of	the
circle	of	light.	I	thought	for	a	moment	–	a	last	gasp	of	hope	–	that	this	was	the
beginning	 of	 an	 advanced	 form	 of	 their	 endless	 standing	 to	 attention.	A	 hefty
Japanese	 sergeant	moved	 into	 position,	 lifted	 his	 pick-handle,	 and	 delivered	 a
blow	across	Smith’s	back	that	would	have	laid	out	a	bull.	It	knocked	him	down,
but	he	was	trodden	on	and	kicked	back	into	an	upright	position.	The	same	guard
hit	him	again,	hard.	All	the	thugs	now	set	to	in	earnest.	Soon	little	could	be	seen
but	the	rise	and	fall	of	pick-helves	above	the	heads	of	the	group	and	there	were
sickening	 thuds	 as	 blows	 went	 home	 on	 the	 squirming,	 kicking	 body,
periodically	pulled	back	on	to	its	feet	only	to	be	knocked	down	again.	Bill	Smith
cried	out	repeatedly	that	he	was	fifty	years	of	age,	appealing	for	mercy,	but	to	no
avail.	 The	 group	 of	 attackers	 seemed	 to	move	 in	 concert	 with	 their	 crawling,
bloodied	 victim	 into	 the	 darkness	 beyond	 the	 range	 of	 the	 miserable	 lighting
from	the	guardroom,	but	the	noises	of	wood	on	flesh	continued	to	reach	us	from
the	dark	of	the	parade	ground.

They	were	using	pickaxe-shafts:	like	solid,	British	Army	issue	handles,	and
perhaps	that	is	indeed	what	they	were.	The	guards	behind	us	did	not	move.	There
was	no	expectation	that	we	ourselves	would	move,	intervene,	run	away:	merely
the	slack,	contemptuous	knowledge	that	we	were	trapped.	That	first	blow:	like	a
labourer	getting	into	the	rhythm	of	his	job,	then	the	others	joining	in,	a	confused
percussive	 crescendo	of	 slaps	 and	 thuds	on	 flesh	 and	bone.	They	kept	 kicking
him,	 getting	 him	 up,	 putting	 him	 down	 –	 until	 he	 stopped	moving	 altogether,
unconscious	or	dead,	I	could	not	tell.	Nor	could	I	tell	how	long	it	all	took.	How
does	one	measure	such	time?	Blows	had	replaced	the	normal	empty	seconds	of
time	passing,	but	I	think	it	took	about	forty	minutes	to	get	him	to	lie	still.

The	gang	came	back	out	of	the	night.	My	special	friend	Morton	Mackay	was
called	 forward.	 I	was	 next	 in	 line.	As	 they	 started	 on	Mackay	 and	 the	 rain	 of
fearful	blows	commenced	 I	 saw	 to	 the	 side	another	group	of	guards	pushing	a
stumbling	 and	 shattered	 figure	 back	 towards	 the	 guardhouse.	 Smith	 was	 still
alive;	he	was	allowed	to	drop	in	a	heap	in	the	ditch	beside	the	entrance.

Mackay	went	down	roaring	like	a	lion,	only	to	be	kicked	up	again;	within	a
matter	of	minutes	he	was	driven	into	the	semi-darkness	and	out	of	the	range	of



the	lights,	surrounded	by	the	flailing	pick-helves	which	rose	and	fell	ceaselessly.
I	 remember	 thinking	 that	 in	 the	 bad	 light	 they	 looked	 like	 the	 blades	 of	 a
windmill,	 so	 relentless	 was	 their	 action.	 In	 due	 course	 Mackay’s	 body	 was
dragged	along	and	dumped	beside	Smith’s	in	the	ditch.

The	moments	while	 I	was	waiting	my	 turn	were	 the	worst	of	my	 life.	The
expectation	 is	 indescribable;	 a	 childhood	 story	 of	 Protestant	martyrs	watching
friends	die	in	agony	on	the	rack	flashed	through	my	mind.	To	have	to	witness	the
torture	of	others	and	to	see	the	preparations	for	the	attack	on	one’s	own	body	is	a
punishment	in	itself,	especially	when	there	is	no	escape.	This	experience	is	 the
beginning	of	a	form	of	insanity.

Then	me.	It	must	have	been	about	midnight.	I	took	off	my	spectacles	and	my
watch	 carefully,	 turned	 and	 laid	 them	 down	 on	 the	 table	 behind	 me	 in	 the
guardroom.	It	was	almost	as	if	I	was	preparing	to	go	into	a	swimming-pool,	so
careful	was	the	gesture	of	folding	them	and	laying	them	down.	I	must	have	had
to	take	a	couple	of	steps	backward	to	perform	this	neat	unconscious	manoeuvre.
None	 of	 the	 guards	 made	 a	 move	 or	 said	 a	 word.	 Perhaps	 they	 were	 too
surprised.

I	was	called	 forward.	 I	 stood	 to	attention.	They	stood	 facing	me,	breathing
heavily.	There	was	a	pause.	It	seemed	to	drag	on	for	minutes.	Then	I	went	down
with	a	blow	that	shook	every	bone,	and	which	released	a	sensation	of	scorching
liquid	pain	which	 seared	 through	my	entire	 body.	Sudden	blows	 struck	me	 all
over.	I	felt	myself	plunging	downwards	into	an	abyss	with	tremendous	flashes	of
solid	light	which	burned	and	agonized.	I	could	identify	the	periodic	stamping	of
boots	on	 the	back	of	my	head,	crunching	my	face	 into	 the	gravel;	 the	crack	of
bones	snapping;	my	teeth	breaking;	and	my	own	involuntary	attempts	to	respond
to	deep	vicious	kicks	and	to	regain	an	upright	position,	only	to	be	thrown	to	the
ground	once	more.

At	 one	 point	 I	 realized	 that	my	hips	were	 being	 damaged	 and	 I	 remember
looking	 up	 and	 seeing	 the	 pick-helves	 coming	 down	 towards	 my	 hips,	 and
putting	my	arms	in	the	way	to	deflect	the	blows.	This	seemed	only	to	focus	the
clubs	on	my	arms	and	hands.	I	remember	the	actual	blow	that	broke	my	wrist.	It
fell	right	across	it,	with	a	terrible	pain	of	delicate	bones	being	crushed.	Yet	the
worst	 pain	 came	 from	 the	 pounding	 on	 my	 pelvic	 bones	 and	 the	 base	 of	 my
spine.	I	think	they	tried	to	smash	my	hips.	My	whole	trunk	was	brutally	defined
for	me,	like	having	my	skeleton	etched	out	in	pain.

It	 went	 on	 and	 on.	 I	 could	 not	 measure	 the	 time	 it	 took.	 There	 are	 some



things	 that	you	cannot	measure	 in	 time,	and	 this	 is	one	of	 them.	Absurdly,	 the
comparison	that	often	comes	to	my	mind	is	that	torture	was	indeed	like	an	awful
job	interview:	it	compresses	time	strangely,	and	at	the	end	of	it	you	cannot	tell
whether	it	has	lasted	five	minutes	or	an	hour.

I	 do	 know	 that	 I	 thought	 I	 was	 dying.	 I	 have	 never	 forgotten,	 from	 that
moment	 onwards,	 crying	 out	 ‘Jesus’,	 crying	 out	 for	 help,	 the	 utter	 despair	 of
helplessness.	 I	 rolled	 into	 a	 deep	 ditch	 of	 foul	 stagnant	 water	 which,	 in	 the
second	 or	 two	 before	 consciousness	was	 finally	 extinguished,	 flowed	 over	me
with	the	freshness	of	a	pure	and	sweet	spring.

I	awoke	and	found	myself	standing	on	my	feet.	I	do	not	recall	crawling	out
of	that	ditch	but	the	sun	was	already	up.	I	was	an	erect	mass	of	pain,	of	bloody
contusions	 and	 damaged	 bones,	 the	 sun	 playing	 harshly	 on	 inflamed	 nerves.
Smith	 and	 Slater	 were	 lying	 on	 the	 ground	 beside	 me,	 blackened,	 covered	 in
blood	 and	 barely	 conscious.	Mac	 and	Knight	were	 in	 a	 like	 state	 a	 few	 yards
further	away.	We	were	only	a	 few	feet	 from	the	guardroom,	close	 to	 the	point
where	we	had	been	standing	the	previous	night.	Slater	was	nearly	naked;	a	pair
of	shorts	and	some	torn	clothing	lay	on	the	ground	behind	him,	mud-stained	and
blood-stained.

The	 guards	 simply	 ignored	 us.	 They	 stood	 in	 front	 of	 a	 barely	 moving,
battered	pile	of	human	beings	under	the	fierce	sun	and	acted	as	though	we	were
not	there.

By	 the	middle	of	 the	morning	 I	must	have	 felt	brighter	because	 I	began	 to
wonder	why	I	should	stay	standing	up	when	 the	other	 four	were	 lying	down.	I
sagged	at	the	knees	and	sprawled	out	beside	Smith	and	Slater.	There	was	still	no
response	from	the	guards.

About	 noon,	 the	 large	 American-speaking	 Japanese	 interpreter	 sauntered
over	 from	 the	 camp	 offices,	 squatted	 down	 beside	 us	 and	 inspected	 us	with	 a
critical	eye.	He	sent	a	guard	for	a	bucket	of	tea,	which	he	offered	to	each	of	us
from	 a	 mess-tin.	 Vague	 stirrings	 of	 life	 from	 the	 others;	 bodies	 in	 various
horizontal	postures	managed	to	drink	quite	a	quantity	of	tea.	I	was	sitting	up.	I
tried	to	take	the	tin,	only	to	find	that	my	wrists	and	hands	were	so	swollen	and
useless	that	they	couldn’t	hold	it.	The	Japanese	interpreter	solved	the	problem	by
pouring	warm	tea	down	my	throat.	I	gagged	on	the	acid	lukewarm	liquid,	but	it
was	a	huge	relief	to	my	dreadful	thirst.

The	Japanese	man	lectured	us,	his	sneering	voice	triumphant	over	our	heads.
He	told	us	that	Thew	and	Smith	had	been	through	his	hands	a	little	while	before,



that	it	had	been	necessary	to	give	them	a	certain	amount	of	‘treatment’;	that	they
had	told	the	story	of	the	manufacture	of	the	wireless	sets	and	the	reception	and
distribution	of	 the	news,	 that	 the	Japanese	knew	 the	extent	of	our	 involvement
and	that	we	would	shortly	be	questioned.	He	said	that	we	might	get	off	lightly	if
we	made	suitable	full	confessions,	but	that	if	we	were	difficult	or	obstructive	in
any	way	there	would	have	to	be,	regrettably,	a	repetition	of	the	previous	night’s
‘incident’.	Then	the	interpreter	looked	at	us	in	a	strange	half-respectful	way	and
said	with	 considerable	dignity:	 ‘You	are	very	brave	men;	yes,	 indeed,	 you	 are
very	brave	men.’

He	moved	away	and	we	collapsed	again.	The	sun	was	now	high	and	we	had
no	protection.	Slater	told	me	afterwards	that	he	felt	himself	naked	in	the	burning
sunlight,	unable	to	move,	and	felt	someone	trying	to	cover	him	with	a	scrap	of
shirt	and	some	shorts.	 I	remember	scraping	them	up	somehow	with	my	broken
arms	and	pushing	 them	 towards	his	body:	his	nakedness	 looked	so	vulnerable.
He	didn’t	betray	any	interest	at	the	time	and	appeared	to	be	in	a	kind	of	coma.
We	 lay	 around	 in	 that	 state	 until	 late	 afternoon,	 when	 the	 guard	 commander,
suddenly	inspired	by	the	thought	that	we	had	had	enough	rest,	shouted	at	us	to
get	up.	He	became	quite	violent,	his	voice	screaming	at	us,	full	of	petty	vanity
and	 anger,	 so	we	 tried	 to	 respond.	Slater	 and	 I	managed	 to	 rise	 but	 the	 others
continued	to	lie	there	mutely.	The	guard	commander	ignored	us	again	after	that.
We	remained	outside	and	at	the	side	of	his	hut	throughout	the	afternoon,	evening
and	night	of	22nd	September.

Early	the	following	morning	the	main	POW	workforce	in	the	camp	gathered
into	squads	and	prepared	to	march	out	on	to	the	railway	and	towards	the	bridge
they	were	building	over	the	river.

Every	squad	which	marched	out	of	any	camp	was	required	by	the	Japanese
to	salute	and	to	give	an	‘eyes	right’	or	‘eyes	left’	to	the	guardroom	as	it	passed.	It
was	 always	 a	matter	 of	 pride	with	 every	 POW	 that	 this	 should	 be	 done	 in	 as
slovenly	a	manner	as	possible,	often	with	an	outbreak	of	coughing	or	sneezing	as
a	detachment	neared	the	guards.

That	morning,	the	leading	squad	looked	just	as	a	POW	detail	usually	did,	a
group	 of	 half-starved	 and	 angry	men	wearing	 the	weirdest	 of	 garments;	 some
wore	ragged	shorts,	some	what	we	called	G-strings;	some	were	in	dirty	shirts,	or
army-issue	string	vests,	and	most	of	them	had	old	hats	or	home-made	headgear
against	 the	 vertical	 sun.	 They	 shuffled	 along	 preparing	 to	 express	 the	 usual
defiance.	This	 time,	however,	 the	man	 in	charge	of	 the	squad	called	out	 ‘Eyes



Right!’	 as	 his	 men	 approached	 the	 five	 of	 us,	 before	 they	 even	 reached	 the
guardroom.	 The	 shuffling	 bunch	 of	 malcontents	 disappeared;	 every	 man
marched	 past	 stiff	 and	 erect;	 each	 man	 gave	 his	 ‘eyes	 right’	 with	 faultless
precision.	 Sandhurst	 cadets	 could	 not	 have	 done	 any	 better.	 Each	 successive
squad	 took	 the	hint.	Can	any	group	of	officers	anywhere	ever	have	had	such	a
tribute?

Later	 that	morning	we	saw	what	appeared	 to	be	a	 small	 funeral	procession
approaching.	It	stopped	at	the	guardroom.	Up	close	it	showed	itself	to	consist	of
a	 POW	with	 a	 red	 cross	 on	 his	 sleeve,	 two	 teams	 of	 stretcher	 bearers	 and	 a
Japanese	guard.	This	guard	spoke	to	the	commander,	the	stretcher	parties	lifted
up	the	two	bodies	which	looked	worst,	while	the	rest	of	us	were	told	to	follow	on
foot.	The	POW	with	the	red	cross	introduced	himself	as	a	Dutch	doctor	from	the
Netherlands	forces	in	Java.	He	took	us	to	the	camp	hospital	and	told	us	that	his
instructions	were	to	repair	us.

The	 ‘hospital’	 was	 a	 small	 attap	 building	 with	 an	 earthen	 floor,	 a	 central
passageway	 flanked	by	 low	bamboo	platforms	down	each	 side	of	 the	hut.	The
quiet	medical	orderlies	helped	us	up	on	to	one	of	the	platforms	and	laid	us	out
like	sardines.	The	remains	of	our	clothing	was	stripped	off	and	they	washed	us
gently	from	head	to	toe	with	warm	water.	They	gave	us	freshly-made	lime	juice
to	 drink,	 and	 we	 had	 to	 be	 prevented	 from	 slaking	 ourselves	 to	 the	 point	 of
nausea.	Nothing	has	ever	tasted	so	refreshing.

When	most	of	 the	dirt	and	blood	had	been	removed	 it	was	possible	 for	 the
doctor	 to	 assess	 the	 damage.	For	my	part,	 both	my	 forearms	were	 broken	 and
several	of	my	 ribs	were	 cracked.	One	hip	was	 clearly	damaged.	There	did	not
seem	to	be	any	skin	on	my	back.	What	astonished	even	the	doctor	was	that	there
was	not	a	single	patch	of	white	skin	visible	between	my	shoulders	and	my	knees,
down	both	sides	of	my	chest,	hips	and	legs.	Most	of	the	skin	was	in	place,	but	it
had	turned	a	uniform	blue-black,	swollen	and	puffy,	like	velvet	in	texture.	I	was
in	such	pain	I	could	not	begin	to	locate	its	source.	The	four	others	were	in	as	bad
a	condition;	everyone	had	broken	ribs;	but	by	some	chance	I	was	 the	only	one
with	fractured	limbs.

The	medical	staff	soon	had	us	bandaged	up,	while	the	doctor	himself	set	the
broken	bones	in	my	arms	and	put	them	in	splints.	There	was	no	anaesthetic,	but
the	 additional	 pain	 hardly	 seemed	 noticeable.	 It	 struck	 me	 that	 this	 was	 the
second	 time	 my	 bones	 had	 been	 reset	 without	 the	 muffling	 of	 drugs.	 That
scoutmaster	in	Edinburgh	had	not	known	the	half	of	it.



We	tried	to	settle	down	and	sleep	for	the	remainder	of	the	day,	sipping	lime
juice	whenever	we	wished,	but	we	were	half-paralysed	with	pain.	The	astringent
fruit	juice	was	almost	the	only	medicine	that	the	doctor	had	in	his	little	hospital.
Somebody	meanwhile	must	have	gathered	up	our	scattered	kit	from	around	the
guardroom	and	brought	it	over	to	us.	My	spectacles	and	watch	were	still	intact.

The	 Japanese,	 we	 learned,	 had	 ordered	 that	 under	 no	 circumstances	 was
anyone	to	talk	to	us	except	the	hospital	staff	and	that	even	this	contact	was	to	be
confined	 to	 discussion	 of	 our	wounds.	 So	 of	 course	we	 spent	 hours	 talking	 to
that	 wonderful	 doctor.	We	 heard	 how	 Smith	 and	 Thew	 had	 been	 treated,	 and
how	 they	 had	 now	 vanished.	 The	 beating	 they	 gave	 us	 was	 premeditated
carefully:	 the	 Japanese	 had	 given	 instructions	 that	 no-one	 in	 the	 camp	was	 to
leave	his	hut	that	evening,	and	that	anyone	doing	so	would	be	shot	on	sight.	All
that	 night	 armed	 guards	 had	 patrolled	 the	 camp	 boundaries	 and	 the	 lanes
between	the	huts.

When	the	beating	started,	the	doctor	had	begun	to	prepare	for	us.	He	sat	up
all	night	listening	in	order	to	gauge	what	our	condition	would	be	if	and	when	we
were	 handed	 over	 to	 him.	 He	 had	 counted	 the	 blows	 of	 the	 pick-helves,	 and
counted	nine	hundred	strokes	by	the	time	the	beating	ended	just	before	dawn.

I	woke	up	 in	 the	afternoon	 to	be	 told	 that	 there	was	again	a	 little	group	of
officers	 standing	 outside	 the	 guardroom	 and	 that	 they	 had	 come	 from	 the
Sakamoto	Butai.	From	 their	descriptions	 it	was	obvious	 that	 it	was	 the	 turn	of
Hawley,	Armitage,	Gilchrist	 and	 an	 officer	 called	Gregg,	who	 I	 did	 not	 know
well.	 They	 stood	 there	 all	 day,	 the	 medical	 orderlies	 coming	 back	 with
unchanging	reports	of	their	stiff,	flyblown	discomfort	in	the	sun.	Once	again,	at
about	ten	o’clock	at	night	the	squad	of	thugs	went	into	action.

We	could	see	nothing,	but	we	heard	a	lot.	We	listened	to	the	dull	sounds	of
wood	 on	 flesh,	 to	 the	 tramping	 of	 heavy	 feet	 on	 the	 ground,	 to	 the	 roars	 and
screams	of	anguish,	and	to	the	shouts	of	the	drunken	NCOs.	It	went	on	and	on;
we	lay	awake	for	hours.

Early	 the	next	morning	 the	doctor	was	called	out	by	a	guard.	He	was	gone
for	a	while,	and	when	he	 returned	he	said	 that	 two	of	 the	men	were	 in	 trouble
and	that	he	would	do	what	he	could	for	them.	His	voice	was	tense,	and	even	in
our	pain	we	could	see	he	was	holding	something	back.	We	kept	expecting	our
four	friends	to	be	brought	into	the	hut,	but	no-one	arrived.

There	 was	 nothing	 our	 Dutch	 medical	 man	 could	 do	 for	 Hawley	 and
Armitage.	 He	 saw	 a	 squad	 of	 Japanese	 soldiers	 carry	 away	 the	 broken	 and



lifeless	bodies	and	drop	them	down	a	deep	latrine	in	the	Japanese	section	of	the
camp.

Gilchrist,	 possibly	 because	 he	 was	 so	 small,	 possibly	 because	 of	 his
advancing	 age,	 or	 possibly	 because	 of	 that	 inexplicable	 capriciousness	 of	 the
fanatic	 mind,	 was	 not	 touched	 at	 all.	 Gregg,	 the	 fourth	 man,	 also	 escaped	 a
beating.	The	doctor	had	again	sat	up	late	at	night	and	counted	the	number	of	the
strokes.	This	time	he	reached	four	hundred	before	being	called	out.

For	 two	or	 three	days	we	 lay	 in	our	 refuge,	 too	stiff	and	sore	 to	move,	but
with	thoughts	racing	through	our	heads,	idea	succeeding	idea	until	we	were	sick
with	mere	speculation.	We	could	tell	that	they	were	not	finished	with	us.	Lying
there,	 unable	 to	move,	we	 expected	 them	 to	 come	 and	 finish	 us	 off.	 Suspense
became	a	cruel	insult	added	to	physical	injury.	We	knew	that	there	was	a	whole
sequence	of	steps;	that	each	one	of	them	would	be	unpleasant	and	that	we	could
not	 look	 ahead,	 could	 not	 say	 to	 ourselves	 ‘that’s	 the	 end	 of	 it	 now,	we	 have
reached	some	kind	of	sanctuary’.	All	we	had	was	the	agony	of	fear	of	worse	to
come.

Our	 food	 was	 very	 good,	 the	 best	 the	 camp	 could	 supply.	 Many	 little
delicacies	were	 smuggled	 to	us	by	 the	other	POWs,	and	we	drank	gallon	after
gallon	of	 lime	juice.	With	each	passing	day	we	felt	better.	We	each	found	that
our	skin	was	losing	the	intense	black	of	the	bruising;	pale	patches	began	to	show
up	as	our	bodies	mended	themselves.	The	physical	healing	happens	so	fast;	it	is
the	rest	that	takes	time.

One	morning	a	party	of	smartly-turned-out	Japanese	officers	walked	without
warning	 into	 the	 hospital	 hut.	 Among	 them	 was	 the	 foppish	 white-haired
interpreter.	They	 inspected	us	aggressively,	made	a	 remark	 to	 the	doctor	about
there	being	no	permanent	damage	and	swept	out	again.	We	were,	evidently,	still
very	much	on	their	minds.

When	 I	went	 through	my	 kit	with	 the	 help	 of	Mackay	 and	 Slater,	 I	 found
only	one	 thing	missing:	my	hand-drawn	map	of	Siam	and	Burma	 showing	 the
route	of	the	railway.



CHAPTER	SIX

AT	FOUR	O’CLOCK	in	the	morning	of	7th	October	1943	the	five	of	us	were	roused
from	our	sleep.	Three	or	four	figures	were	standing	quietly	in	the	shadows	at	the
door	 of	 the	 hospital	 hut.	 I	 caught	 glimpses	 of	 them	 as	 they	 paced	 about.	 The
insignia	 on	 their	 collars	was	 unfamiliar	 to	me,	 but	 it	was	 unmistakable	 for	 all
that;	 these	were	men	whose	presence	was	more	 terrifying	 than	 any	number	 of
drunken	 sergeants	 running	 amok.	 They	 represented	 something	 colder,	 more
calculating,	an	organization	that	lurked	on	the	edges	of	the	worst	imaginings	of
all	 the	 prisoners	 on	 the	 railway.	 The	 Kempeitai’s	 reputation	 was	 like	 the
Gestapo’s;	worse,	for	us,	because	we	knew	more	about	what	this	Japanese	secret
police	unit	had	done	in	China	during	the	1930s.

A	lorry	was	waiting	outside.	I	was	the	last	out.	I	tried	to	pack	such	kit	as	still
survived,	 the	 long	 splints	 on	 both	 arms	making	 every	 small	 task	 painful.	Mac
helped	me	to	get	my	things	together,	as	he	had	been	doing	for	days	now.	I	joined
the	 others	 outside	 and	we	 climbed	on	 to	 the	 truck.	As	 dawn	was	 breaking	we
were	driven	swiftly	through	the	main	gates	of	Kanburi	POW	camp.	We	thought
that	this	could	easily	be	our	last	journey,	and	the	cold	light	was	perfect.

The	track	again	took	us	only	a	very	short	distance;	we	were	moving	tortoise-
like	 through	 their	circles	of	punishment.	We	found	ourselves	being	driven	 into
the	town	of	Kanburi	 itself	and	along	a	narrow	street	parallel	 to	 the	Mae	Klong
River.	 The	 street	 consisted	 of	 a	 long	 row	 of	 sizeable	 buildings,	 the	 houses	 of
Siamese	 and	 Chinese	 merchants.	 I	 had	 seen	 it	 many	 times	 in	 daylight.	 The
ground	 floors	 were	 normally	 used	 as	 shops,	 warehouses	 and	 offices,	 and	 the
upper	 floors	 as	 living	 accommodation.	We	 stopped	 at	 one	of	 these	merchant’s
premises,	a	tall	building	which	had	a	special	protective	wall	built	out	on	to	the
street,	with	 an	 armed	 sentry	 at	 the	 narrow	 entrance.	We	were	 not	 aware	 until
then	 that	 the	Kempei	 had	 a	 local	 headquarters.	Our	war	had	 suddenly	become
one	in	which	secrecy,	suspicion	and	paranoia	were	weapons.



We	were	quickly	hustled	out	of	the	truck	and	through	a	gloomy	passage	into
the	yard	at	the	back	of	the	building.	The	yard	was	a	long	narrow	one	which	ran
as	far	as	the	river	bank.	Although	we	seemed	so	close	to	the	broad	slick	expanse
of	muddy	water,	 the	banks	were	high	and	the	river	far	below	us.	The	left-hand
side	of	the	yard	was	bounded	by	a	wall;	and	along	part	of	its	length	there	were
blocks	 of	 little	 hutch-like	 cells	 or	 cages.	 They	 resembled	 drawers	 in	 a	 filing
cabinet.	We	were	each	ushered	into	one	of	these	cells	through	a	small,	low	door
about	two	feet	square.	The	front	of	each	cage	was	made	of	bamboo	lattice-work;
each	cell	was	about	five	feet	 long,	 little	more	than	two	and	half	feet	wide,	and
less	than	five	feet	high.	The	top	was	solid,	a	flat	surface	presenting	itself	to	the
sunlight	like	a	hot	plate.

We	were	allowed	 to	 take	 into	our	box	one	blanket	 each,	 a	drinking	cup	or
mug	and	the	shirts	and	shorts	which	we	happened	to	be	wearing.	The	rest	of	our
kit	and	our	footwear	were	removed.	They	had	taken	away	the	last	shreds	of	our
dignity	and	caged	us	like	animals.

The	 little	 doors	 were	 locked	 and	 we	 were	 left	 to	 our	 own	 thoughts.	 I	 lay
down	on	the	floor,	diagonally	across	the	cell;	I	am	over	six-foot	tall,	and	I	had	to
lie	 cramped,	 my	 arms	 held	 up	 to	 prevent	 my	 own	 weight	 crushing	 the	 unset
bones;	but	there	didn’t	seem	to	be	anything	else	to	do.	The	cumbersome	wooden
splints	 and	 bandages	were	 desperately	 constraining,	 and	 there	was	 no	 point	 in
crouching	upright	under	the	roof.	The	heat	was	suffocating	after	the	sun	came	up
and	it	seemed	to	suck	the	air	out	of	the	cage.

We	couldn’t	 communicate	with	 each	other	 –	 shouting	was	 certainly	 out	 of
the	question,	as	there	was	a	hard-faced	sentry	in	the	yard,	the	long	spike	on	the
end	of	his	 rifle	casting	a	shadow	across	 the	ground	 in	 front	of	 the	cells.	 In	 the
forenoon,	 they	 gave	 us	 a	 small	 bowl	 of	 heavily-salted	 rice	 formed	 into	 leaden
balls.	There	was	another	helping	of	this	dehydrating	mush	in	the	evening.	I	was
very	suspicious	of	this	and	I	ate	as	little	as	possible	of	the	rice;	I	thought	it	might
be	a	way	of	making	us	ragingly	thirsty	and	of	breaking	us	down;	but	two	bowls
of	intensely	salty	rice	daily	was	all	we	got	for	the	rest	of	our	stay	in	that	place.	I
felt	more	and	more	hungry,	and	was	thirsty	all	the	time.

At	least	I	was	supping	with	the	Japanese	with	a	very	long	spoon.	One	of	the
medical	officers	 in	Kanburi	camp	had	made	me	a	 spoon	 fastened	 to	a	wooden
handle	so	that	the	whole	thing	was	about	eighteen	inches	long.	This	was	the	only
way	I	could	feed	myself,	since	I	couldn’t	raise	my	arms	enough	to	use	a	normal
spoon,	 and	 the	 Japanese	 wanted	 me	 alive	 enough	 to	 let	 me	 keep	 my	 special



utensil.
The	 cell	 became	 literally	 an	 oven	 by	 the	 afternoon,	 an	 enclosed	 box

containing	heat.	Ants,	vicious	large	red	ones,	crawled	all	over	it	and	over	me;	the
immobility	 of	my	 arms	 in	 their	 splints	was	 a	 fierce	 frustration,	 preventing	me
from	sweeping	away	insects	from	my	legs	and	back.

It	is	impossible	to	account	precisely	for	the	next	few	days;	I	could	not	even
account	for	the	normal	interchange	of	night	and	day	and	my	mind	was	confused,
sometimes	even	to	the	point	of	oblivion.

I	 think	that	 there	 is	no	doubt	 that	one	full	day	and	night	elapsed	before	 the
interrogation	 started,	 but	 after	 that	 time	 became	 a	 blur.	 Sometime	 early	 in	 the
morning	I	was	taken	by	two	guards	into	the	main	building.	I	passed	some	of	the
other	cages	and	was	able	to	see	dim	figures	reclining	inside,	but	they	did	not	stir.
Once	in	the	house	I	was	pushed	towards	the	front,	and	into	a	room	constructed
entirely	of	wood,	a	dark	 tropical	hardwood	that	gave	 the	chamber	a	permanent
twilit	 atmosphere.	Across	 a	 plain	 narrow	 table,	 also	made	of	 dark	 timber,	 two
Japanese	were	seated.

One	of	them	was	a	large,	broad,	muscular,	shaven-headed	man	wearing	the
uniform	 of	 a	 Japanese	 NCO,	 his	 face	 and	 thick-set	 neck	 full	 of	 latent	 and
obvious	 violence.	 The	 other	 figure,	 in	 an	 ordinary	 private’s	 uniform,	 was	 far
smaller,	almost	delicate.	He	had	a	good	head	of	very	black	hair,	a	wide	mouth
and	 defined	 cheekbones,	 and	 looked	 very	 unmilitary	 beside	 his	 rounded	 and
thuggish	colleague.	There	was	no	ease	between	them;	it	was	obvious	who	was	in
charge.

The	smaller	man	opened	up,	speaking	a	heavily-accented,	uncertain	but	quite
fluent	English.	He	introduced	himself	as	an	 interpreter	whose	 job	was	 to	assist
the	 NCO	 of	 ‘the	 special	 police’,	 as	 he	 put	 it,	 in	 his	 investigation	 into	 the
‘widespread	 anti-Japanese	 activities’	 which	 had	 been	 occurring	 in	 the	 POW
camps	 in	 the	 neighbourhood.	 They	 knew,	 he	 said,	 that	 these	 illegal	 activities
were	being	directed	by	officers	in	the	Sakamoto	Butai.

The	NCO	 then	 spoke,	 or	 rather	 shouted	 in	 a	 series	 of	 short	 barks,	 and	 the
small	 man	 began	 his	 task	 of	 translation.	 Their	 styles	 of	 delivery	 were,	 and
remained	 almost	 to	 the	 end,	 very	 different:	 the	 NCO	 relishing	 his	 own
aggression,	assuming	my	guilt	and	utter	worthlessness	in	the	contemptuous	way
he	put	his	questions,	the	younger	man	speaking	like	a	mechanical	conversational
voice	 doing	 its	 duty,	with	 almost	 no	 inflection	 of	 interest.	He	 seemed	 to	 be	 a
little	 afraid	 of	 the	NCO	–	 or	 perhaps	 I	 just	 hoped	 that	 he	was	 even	 a	 little	 as



afraid	 as	 I	 was.	 He	 now	 interpreted	 a	 long	 speech	 in	 choppy,	 menacing
segments.	This	introduction	was	more	or	less	to	the	effect	that	‘Lomax,	we	have
already	 examined	 your	 colleagues	 Thew	 and	 Smith.	 They	 have	 made	 full
confessions	of	the	extent	of	their	activities	in	making	and	using	wireless	sets	in
the	Sakamoto	Butai.	They	have	fully	admitted	circulating	news	sheets.	Lomax,
they	 have	 already	 told	 us	 all	 about	 the	 part	 you	 have	 played,	 about	 the
collections	of	money	to	buy	parts	 from	Bangkok	for	 the	radios	and	about	your
passing	on	 the	news	 to	other	 camps.	We	are	 satisfied	you	 are	guilty.	Some	of
your	fellow	POWs	have	used	wireless	sets	before	and	they	have	been	caught	and
executed.	Lomax,	you	will	be	killed	shortly	whatever	happens.	But	it	will	be	to
your	advantage	in	the	time	remaining	to	tell	the	whole	truth.	You	know	now	how
we	can	deal	with	people	when	we	wish	to	be	unpleasant.’

You	will	 be	killed	 shortly	…	A	 flat	 neutral	 piece	of	 information,	 almost	 a
conversational	remark.	I	had	just	been	sentenced	to	death	by	a	man	of	my	own
age	who	looked	as	 if	he	were	a	 little	detached	from	his	surroundings,	and	who
seemed	completely	indifferent	to	my	fate.	I	had	no	reason	to	doubt	him.

I	knew	 that	 I	was	 the	only	Royal	Signals	officer	 for	miles	 around	Kanburi
and	 it	 had	 already	 occurred	 to	 me	 that	 with	 my	 obvious	 knowledge	 of
communications,	they	would	be	particularly	suspicious	of	me;	so	the	indictment
delivered	by	the	interpreter	was	as	unsurprising	as	it	was	unanswerable.

The	 questioning	 started.	 They	 wanted	 to	 know	 about	 my	 family	 history:
detailed	 and	 precise	 questions	 about	 my	 grandparents	 and	 other	 relatives,	 my
mother	and	father	and	their	occupations.	The	room	was	close,	and	I	was	already
very	 tired	 and	 sore.	 The	 pointlessness	 of	 what	 we	 were	 doing	 began	 to
overwhelm	me.	Here	 I	was	 trying	 to	explain	 the	migrations	of	my	Lancastrian
and	 Scottish	 ancestors	 to	 a	 couple	 of	 uncomprehending	 Japanese	 men	 in	 a
Siamese	village.

They	wanted	to	know	about	my	work	before	the	war,	my	schooling,	my	war
record	up	to	the	capitulation	of	Singapore	in	February	1942.	From	that	date	my
movements	were	questioned	in	really	minute	detail;	when	they	finally	placed	me
in	the	Sakamoto	Butai,	after	several	hours	of	halting	progress,	I	had	to	account
for	almost	every	hour	of	my	time.

They	 also	 asked	 about	 my	 spare-time	 activities	 before	 the	 war.	 I	 tried	 to
explain	my	interest	in	trains	and	railways,	tried	to	make	them	understand	some
of	 the	 fascination	 of	 living	 in	 the	 country	 that	 had	 started	 the	 industrial
revolution.	The	 young	 interpreter’s	 face	was	 a	 cold	mask	 of	 bafflement.	 They



exchanged	staccato	comments	about	my	response,	but	moved	on.
They	moved	to	larger	and,	given	the	circumstances,	more	abstract	questions:

Who	 is	going	 to	win	 the	war?	Why?	Where	will	 the	Allied	 landings	be?	Then
they	 would	 shift	 suddenly	 to	 specifics,	 asking	 me	 why	 we	 wanted	 to	 get	 the
radio	news,	demanding	to	know	why	we	could	not	accept	the	news	given	in	the
English-language	 Japanese	bulletins	 and	 in	 the	 local	 newspapers.	There	would
be	a	banal	question	like	‘Do	you	enjoy	eating	rice?’	And	so	on,	and	on,	and	on
again.

Their	real	interest	was	anti-Japanese	activities	in	the	camp,	and	still	more	in
any	contacts	we	might	have	had	with	resistance	forces	or	agents	outside	it.	They
hammered	away	at	this	endlessly,	and	I	could	see	that	for	them	I	was	a	piece	in
some	 crazed	 jigsaw	 puzzle	 that	 linked	 Singapore,	 Malaya,	 Thailand	 and
elsewhere	–	wherever	 they	were	having	trouble	or	 there	was	resistance	 to	 their
occupation.	 I	 knew	 that	 to	 give	 even	 the	 appearance	 of	 having	 such	 contacts
would	be	absolutely	fatal;	and	of	course	we	had	none.

They	 tried	 to	 cross-check	 whatever	 they	 had	 already	 got	 from	 Smith	 and
Thew,	which	was	not	much,	so	they	wanted	to	know	the	date	on	which	we	first
received	the	radio	news,	what	the	items	were,	and	how	often	we	worked	the	set.
I	 tried	to	be	vague,	non-committal	and	prolix	all	at	 the	same	time.	Then,	once,
the	 interpreter	 let	 slip	 that	 Fred	 and	 Lance	 were	 in	 fact	 still	 being	 kept
somewhere	in	the	building.	It	was	a	brief	surge	of	hope	to	know	that	they	were
still	alive.

Where	 I	 knew	 they	 knew	 something,	 I	 gave	 them	 straight-forward
corroboration,	 but	 of	 course	 this	 in	 turn	 allowed	 them	 to	 produce	 a	 list	 of
apparent	discrepancies	between	my	version	and	previous	versions	of	events,	and
so	it	started	all	over	again.

I	 thought	during	one	suffocating,	endless	session	–	it	may	have	been	in	 the
afternoon	of	 the	second	day,	 though	I	had	 lost	all	 sense	of	 time	by	 then	–	 that
introducing	a	diversion	might	be	a	good	tactic.	There	was	something	earnest	and
studious	about	the	young	interpreter,	something	in	the	way	he	seemed	to	relish	–
or	was	I	imagining	this?	–	our	exchanges	about	British	life	and	culture.	I	found	it
hard	 to	 tell	 because	 I	 loathed	 his	 endless	 sing-song	 questions,	 his	 dreadful
persistence	 and	 smug	 virtuous	 complicity	 with	 what	 they	 were	 putting	 me
through;	I	was	beginning	to	feel	that	he	and	I	had	been	in	this	room	for	months.
But	 I	 asked	 him	 anyway	 to	 tell	me	 something	 about	 the	 Japanese	 educational
system	 during	 some	 exchanges	 about	 my	 own	 education,	 to	 which	 they	 had



returned,	as	 though	the	clue	 to	 the	crumbling	of	 their	 imperial	ambitions	could
be	found	in	the	teaching	of	the	Royal	High	School.	He	volunteered	some	account
of	 his	 own	 schooling,	 and	 we	 had	 an	 interesting	 little	 chat	 about	 language
teaching.	At	that	moment,	and	there	were	others,	he	became	a	hated	intimate,	a
sort	 of	 lifeline	 –	 simply	 because	we	 could	 share	 a	 language	 and	 a	moment	 of
curiosity	about	each	other.

The	 Kempei	 NCO	 slowly	 became	 suspicious	 and	 began	 to	 interrogate	 the
interpreter,	who	reminded	me	that	it	was	he	who	was	supposed	to	be	asking	the
questions.	The	interpreter	was	simply	meant	to	be	a	channel	of	communication,
and	when	it	got	blocked	or	distorted	the	NCO	would	shout	at	him	too.	Although
I	felt	that	the	interpreter	was	in	some	way	a	human	being	like	me,	I	hated	them
both;	hated	the	interpreter	more,	because	it	was	his	voice	that	grated	on	and	that
would	give	me	no	rest.

They	were	 obsessed	with	 radios,	 of	 course,	 but	waited	 a	 long	 time	 before
introducing	the	subject	of	 transmitters.	Then	they	went	at	me.	‘Did	you	have	a
transmitter?	Tell	us	how	you	would	make	a	 transmitter.	What	materials	would
you	need?	 If	you	made	a	 receiver	why	didn’t	you	make	a	 transmitter?	Lomax,
could	 you	 make	 a	 transmitter?	 You	 made	 a	 transmitter.	 Tell	 us	 what	 you
transmitted.’	It	was	in	these	questions	that	they	revealed	their	extreme	ignorance
about	radio	equipment	in	general,	wanting	to	know	how	a	simple	receiver	could
be	converted	into	a	transmitter,	for	example	–	which	can’t	be	done.

Answering	 these	 questions	 was	 easy	 enough,	 but	 trying	 to	 make	 them
understand	the	truth	I	was	telling	was	a	different	matter.	I	was	floundering	in	the
gap	 between	 their	 knowledge	 and	 mine,	 and	 was	 suddenly	 the	 victim	 of	 my
whole	 upbringing	 and	 culture;	 for	 my	 interrogators	 were	 from	 a	 relatively
backward	 society.	 It	 is	 hard	 to	 imagine	 this	 now,	 after	 half	 a	 century	 of
astonishing	technological	development	in	Japan,	but	in	1943	the	Japanese	Army
was	a	technically	primitive	organization,	reflecting	in	this	the	partly	feudal	state
of	 its	homeland.	The	 two	men	 sitting	across	 the	 table	 from	me	 simply	did	not
know	 enough	 to	 judge	 what	 I	 was	 telling	 them,	 which	 was	 that	 the	 technical
problems	of	making	a	transmitter	were	too	great,	and	that	no	group	of	prisoners
with	the	pathetic	materials	available	to	them	could	work	a	miracle.

At	some	point	they	brought	in	a	different	NCO,	the	first	one	having	failed	to
get	the	answers	they	were	looking	for.	So	far	they	had	not	laid	a	finger	on	me,
but	 the	 endless	 disorienting	 abuse	 relayed	 by	 the	 impassive	 young	 man,	 the
barrage	of	 ludicrous	questions	and	 the	deprivation	of	sleep	were	bad	enough.	 I



sat	hour	after	hour	balancing	my	broken	arms	on	my	thighs,	longing	for	rest.	It
all	became	a	featureless	blur,	eighteen	hours	a	day	from	what	seemed	like	early
in	 the	morning	 till	 well	 after	 dark.	Once	 or	 twice	 they	woke	me	 at	 night	 and
brought	 me	 to	 the	 room.	 The	 endless	 wearisome	 repetition	 wore	 on	 and	 on.
There	was	so	little	inflection	in	the	interpreter’s	voice,	it	filled	my	dreams	with
its	flat	repetitive	questions.

I	 thought	 that	I	must	be	the	first	English	person	he	had	spoken	to,	after	his
training.	His	first	interlocutor	in	another	language	a	person	he	is	helping	to	break
down:	would	this	make	him	feel	proud?	I	hated	him	more	and	more.	He	was	the
one	asking	the	questions,	driving	me	on.	I	was	sick	of	the	sight	of	him,	I	would
have	killed	him	for	his	endless	insistence,	his	boring	mechanical	curiosity	about
things	I	thought	he	would	never	understand.

I	remembered	all	that	POW	talk	about	the	moment	when	you	are	absolutely
doomed	and	you	 take	one	of	 them	with	you.	 It	was	easier	 said	 than	done	with
two	broken	arms,	but	it	came	to	me	all	the	time	now	and	I	wanted	to	do	it.	It	was
the	interpreter	I	would	have	tried	to	kill.

I	could	not	spin	them	a	yarn,	of	course,	or	go	into	complete	fantasy	because	I
feared	their	violence	when	they	found	me	out.	I	did	not	know	for	sure	what	they
knew,	 only	 what	 they	 wanted	 to	 know;	 my	 task	 was	 to	 give	 them	 sufficient
information	to	satisfy	them	without	incriminating	any	other	person.	You	have	a
fraction	of	a	second	in	which	to	think	up	answers	and	I	felt	so	close	to	disaster
all	the	time,	through	one	careless	word.	They	wanted	to	know	who	our	contacts
were,	how	the	 information	was	sent	up	the	railway,	who	we	were	buying	parts
from,	so	I	would	say	that	it	was	a	man	who	wore	a	shirt	without	insignia	so	we
could	 not	 tell	 what	 unit	 he	 was	 in;	 that	 it	 wasn’t	 me	 who	 passed	 on	 the
information,	 it	was	 another	 soldier	 in	 another	 hut	whose	 name	 I	 didn’t	 know;
that	we	left	a	note	outside	our	hut	and	never	saw	who	picked	it	up.

I	was	trapped.	I	did	not	think	at	the	time	that	there	was	anything	heroic	about
refusing	 to	 give	 information,	 or	 the	 names	 of	my	 friends,	 but	 I	 was	 certainly
stubborn,	and	perpetually	vigilant.	I	had	to	say	something,	and	yet	if	I	had	given
the	slightest	indication	of	the	membership	of	the	wider	network	they	could	have
rolled	it	up,	torturing	each	man	to	reveal	his	contacts.	Gunner	Tomlinson	would
have	been	 forced	 to	 reveal	 the	 names	of	 the	men	 to	whom	he	gave	 the	 edited
news-bulletins,	and	these	innocent	 listeners	 to	 the	BBC	at	fourth	hand	made	to
suffer.	So	far,	I	seemed	to	be	the	only	one	in	our	group	being	questioned	in	such
detail:	I	was	in	the	net	because	they	thought	that	the	Royal	Corps	of	Signals	was



the	organizer	of	all	communicative	evil.
It	 is	 a	 strange	 feeling,	 being	 sentenced	 to	 death	 in	 your	 early	 twenties.	 It

made	me	feel	relaxed,	in	a	strange	way,	to	know	that	I	was	living	on	borrowed
time.	Yet	day	after	day	the	psychological	torment	continued.	With	Pomeroy	and
Howard	 in	mind,	 I	did	not	 expect	 any	other	outcome	except	–	 at	best	–	 a	 few
Japanese	soldiers	 facing	me	in	 the	forest,	being	 tied	 to	a	post,	 then	a	volley.	 It
occurred	to	me	that	my	family	would	never	be	able	to	find	my	grave.

They	left	me	my	imagination,	and	it	was	a	worse	tormentor	than	they	could
ever	be.	I	expected	death,	but	had	no	clear	image	of	an	ending	that	would	make
sense	 to	me.	 I	was	now	 living	 in	 a	world	without	 rules	 –	 they	 could	make	up
their	own,	and	there	were	no	grids	or	points	of	reference	at	all.	The	world	I	knew
was	 one	 in	 which	 regularity	 was	 almost	 sacred,	 a	 world	 of	 predictable	 and
marvellous	organization;	arrivals	and	departures	were	significant,	but	ultimately
controllable	events.	Mine	was	a	world	in	which	all	kinds	of	communication	were
revered	 and	 I	 had	 become	 dedicated,	 in	 my	 own	 way,	 to	 improving	 and
understanding	it.	All	this	had	been	burst	apart	by	violence.	Communication	and
movement	 between	 places	 had	 fallen	 into	 the	 service	 of	 horror	 in	 the	 place
where	I	found	myself.

When	I	was	not	being	questioned	I	lay	in	that	cage.	We	had	not	been	allowed
to	 wash	 or	 shave	 since	 we	 arrived	 here,	 and	 I	 was	 now	 filthy.	My	 cage	 was
worse.	I	was	not	allowed	to	visit	the	latrine	at	night,	and	we	were	living	on	a	rice
diet.	 I	 think	 it	 was	 Slater,	 in	 the	 next	 cage	 to	 mine,	 who	 was	 not	 being
interrogated	very	much,	who	badgered	the	little	interpreter	as	he	passed	his	cage
and	persuaded	him	 that	 it	was	not	good	 for	 them	or	us	 that	we	should	have	 to
foul	our	mugs	and	cages.	We	were	eventually	given	closed	lengths	of	bamboo	to
pee	into	during	the	night.	But	I	never	saw	the	interpreter	outside	that	hot	wooden
room.	Slater	and	I	could	not	compare	notes	because	of	the	constant	presence	of
the	guard;	in	any	case,	the	less	we	told	each	other	the	better	we	knew	it	would
be.

There	 was	 no	 light	 at	 night	 and	 I	 just	 lay	 across	 the	 floor	 of	 the	 cell,
unutterably	 depressed.	 I	 tried	 to	 keep	 count	 of	 the	 passage	 of	 time	by	making
scratches	 on	 the	wall	 of	 the	 cage	with	 a	 fish	 bone	which	 I	 found	 in	 the	 rice.
Squadrons	of	mosquitos	from	the	river	droned	all	round	and	over	me	during	the
hours	 of	 darkness	 and	 the	 only	 possible	 sanctuary	 from	 them	 was	 inside	 the
blanket,	but	that	was	so	suffocating	that	I	had	to	endure	the	bites	of	the	insects
instead.



In	the	nightly	delirium	I	had	weird	exalted	visions,	lying	there	in	my	shorts
and	shirt	with	my	long-handled	spoon	for	company.	My	mind	was	turning	into	a
machine	 that	 produced	 texts,	 words	 and	 images,	 cutting	 them	 up	 and	 feeding
them	to	me	in	disconnected	and	confused	snatches,	slogans,	scenes,	fantasies.	I
became	 a	 screen	 with	 bits	 and	 pieces	 unfolding	 across	 me.	 Sometimes	 the
messages	had	a	sound,	quite	loud;	sometimes	they	were	intensely	visual.	Most	of
them	were	 religious,	or	at	 least	came	full	of	 immense	and	comforting	majesty;
they	were	based,	mainly,	on	the	most	exalted	literature	I	knew,	which	was	that	of
the	Protestant	seventeenth	century:	phrases	like

Behold	I	stand	at	the	door	and	knock
if	any	man	hear	my	voice,	and	open	the	door,	I	will	come	in	to	him	…

lives	there	who	loves	this	pain	…	break	loose	from	hell
How	many	miles	to	Babylon?
Three	score	and	ten
Can	I	get	there	by	candlelight
Yes,	and	back	again.

I	am	Alpha	and	Omega	the	beginning	and	the	end	the	first	and	the	last	and
did	 those	feet	 in	ancient	 time	walk	upon	England’s	mountains	green.	O	for
that	warning	voice	which	he	who	saw/The	Apocalypse	heard	cry	in	Heaven
aloud.	Yet	man	is	born	unto	trouble,	as	the	sparks	fly	upward.

At	 the	 worst	 moments	 time	 became	 completely	 separated	 from	 my	 inner
world	 of	 pain	 and	 sleeplessness.	 Once	 I	 came	 out	 into	 the	 yard,	 after	 what	 I
thought	was	an	all-night	interrogation	and	saw	the	dawn	light	oiling	the	river	at
the	end	of	 the	yard,	 filling	our	cages	with	 luminous	 shadow.	Then	 suddenly	 it
went	dark	and	I	realized	that	I	had	been	watching	the	sun	set.

They	 brought	 back	 the	 first	NCO.	He	would	 bang	 on	 the	 table	with	 a	 big
wooden	ruler,	waving	it	threateningly	to	get	my	attention.	‘Lomax,	you	will	tell
us.’	He	was	becoming	more	and	more	aggressive.

One	morning	 I	was	 taken	 into	 that	 room	and	 there	on	 the	 table,	 spread	out
carefully,	 was	 my	 map.	 It	 looked	 so	 fine,	 so	 neatly	 done.	 The	 NCO	 and	 the
interpreter	 stood	 at	 the	window	with	 their	 backs	 to	me.	 The	 room	was	 silent.
They	left	me	standing	there	for	a	long	time.



Then	they	turned	and	from	both	of	 them	came	a	storm	of	fake	anger.	They
had	obviously	known	about	it	all	along,	but	were	now	trying	to	shock	me.	This	is
a	very	good	map	…	why	did	you	make	it?	From	where	did	you	steal	the	paper,
where	did	you	get	your	information?	There	must	be	other	maps	from	which	you
got	your	information	…	Where	are	they?	Were	you	planning	to	escape	on	your
own?	With	 others?	Who	 are	 they?	And	 then	 they	 kept	 returning	 to	 one	 thing:
who	we	were	planning	 to	meet	up	with,	whether	 there	were	villagers	who	had
promised	to	help	us,	whether	we	received	instructions	by	wireless,	whether	any
villagers	had	radios.	Were	you	in	contact	with	the	Chinese?	And	so	on.

The	young	interpreter	was	now	getting	deeper	into	his	role	as	interrogator,	as
though	 he	 were	 enjoying	 it.	 They	 were	 really	 worked	 up.	 I	 could	 feel	 their
frustration	at	being	sent	around	in	circles	by	my	stubborn	refusals.	There	was	a
violent	electricity	in	the	air.

They	wanted	 to	 know	why	 I	 had	drawn	 the	 railway	on	my	map.	 I	 tried	 to
convince	them	that	I	was	a	railway	enthusiast,	that	I	had	made	the	map	so	that	I
would	 have	 a	 souvenir	 of	 Siam	 and	 the	 railway,	 and	 know	where	 the	 stations
were.	They	could	not	imagine	that	this	was	partly	true:	I	had	not	lost	my	instinct
to	 record	and	 list	and	 trace.	 I	 spoke	 to	 them	about	 trains,	 loaded	 them	up	with
information	 about	 British	 standard	 gauge	 and	 how	 interesting	 it	 was	 to	 see	 a
metre-gauge	 railway	 in	 operation,	 and	 the	 problems	 of	 exporting	 locomotives
designed	 for	 one	 system	 to	 countries	 with	 different	 systems.	 The	 interpreter
struggled	 to	 find	 the	 right	 terms,	 about	 gauges	 and	 boiler	 sizes	 and	 engine
weights.

He	kept	saying	to	me:	‘You	are	railway	mania?’,	meaning,	I	think,	‘maniac’
or	‘fanatic’,	his	voice	expressing	genuine,	angry	puzzlement,	and	then	he	would
try	 to	 explain	 this	 incredible	 excuse	 to	 his	 colleague,	 who	 looked	 darker	 and
more	brutal	by	the	minute.

Suddenly	the	NCO	grabbed	my	shoulder	and	pulled	me	out,	half	stumbling,
the	relentless	force	in	his	powerful	arm,	his	fingers	pinching	my	flesh	where	he
grabbed	my	shirt.	I	remember	seeing	the	yard,	and	the	river	bank,	and	the	wide
brown	 river	 flowing	past	 as	we	 stood	 there.	 I	 remember	 seeing	 the	 cages,	 and
noticing	Major	Smith	and	Mac	and	Slater,	and	seeing	that	Thew	and	Smith	were
now	in	cages	too.	But	I	was	told	fifty	years	later,	by	someone	who	should	know,
that	I	was	first	taken	to	a	bathroom,	and	that	there	was	a	big	metal	tub	in	it,	full
of	 water,	 and	 that	 my	 head	 was	 shoved	 under	 the	 water	 again	 and	 again.	 I
believe	 my	 informant,	 but	 to	 this	 day	 I	 can’t	 honestly	 say	 I	 remember	 this.



Nothing:	 a	 strange	 selective	 filter	 allows	 us	 to	 hold	 some	 thing	 back	 from
ourselves.	But	I	do	remember	the	rest.

A	bench	had	been	placed	out	in	the	open.	I	was	told	by	the	interpreter	to	lie
down	 on	 it,	 and	 I	 lay	 on	my	 front	 to	 protect	my	 bandaged	 arms	 by	wrapping
them	under	the	seat.	But	the	NCO	quickly	hauled	me	upright	again	and	made	me
lie	on	my	back	while	he	tied	me	to	the	bench	with	a	rope.	My	arms	were	loose.
The	questioning	recommenced.	The	interpreter’s	voice:	‘Lomax,	you	will	tell	us
why	you	made	 the	map.	You	will	 tell	us	why	you	made	a	map	of	 the	 railway.
Lomax,	were	you	in	contact	with	the	Chinese?’

The	NCO	picked	up	a	big	stick,	a	rough	tree	branch.	Each	question	from	the
small	man	 by	my	 side	was	 immediately	 followed	 by	 a	 terrible	 blow	with	 the
branch	from	above	the	height	of	the	NCO’s	head	on	to	my	chest	and	stomach.	It
is	so	much	worse	when	you	see	it	coming	like	that,	from	above,	when	it	is	slow
and	deliberate.	I	used	my	splinted	arms	to	try	to	protect	my	body,	and	the	branch
smashed	 on	 to	 them	 again	 and	 again.	 The	 interpreter	 was	 at	 my	 shoulder.
‘Lomax,	you	will	tell	us.	Then	it	will	stop.’	I	think	I	felt	his	hand	on	my	hand:	a
strange	gesture,	the	obscene	contrast	between	this	gesture	almost	of	comfort	and
the	pitiless	violence	of	what	they	were	doing	to	me.

It	is	difficult	to	say	how	long	the	beating	lasted,	but	for	me	it	went	slowly	on
for	far	too	long.	The	NCO	suddenly	stopped	hitting	me.	He	went	off	to	the	side
and	I	saw	him	coming	back	holding	a	hosepipe	dribbling	with	water.	From	the
facility	with	which	he	produced	it	and	the	convenient	proximity	of	a	water	tap	I
guess	he	had	used	it	before.

He	 directed	 the	 full	 flow	 of	 the	 now	 gushing	 pipe	 on	 to	 my	 nostrils	 and
mouth	at	a	distance	of	only	a	few	inches.	Water	poured	down	my	windpipe	and
throat	and	filled	my	lungs	and	stomach.	The	torrent	was	unimaginably	choking.
This	 is	 the	 sensation	 of	 drowning,	 on	 dry	 land,	 on	 a	 hot	 dry	 afternoon.	 Your
humanity	bursts	from	within	you	as	you	gag	and	choke.	I	tried	very	hard	to	will
unconsciousness,	 but	 no	 relief	 came.	 He	 was	 too	 skilful	 to	 risk	 losing	 me
altogether.	When	 I	was	 choking	uncontrollably,	 the	NCO	 took	 the	 hose	 away.
The	flat,	urgent	voice	of	 the	 interpreter	resumed	above	my	head,	speaking	into
my	ear;	 the	other	man	hit	me	with	 the	branch	on	 the	 shoulders	and	 stomach	a
few	more	times.	I	had	nothing	to	say;	I	was	beyond	invention.	So	they	turned	on
the	 tap	 again,	 and	 again	 there	was	 that	 nausea	 of	 rising	water	 from	 inside	my
bodily	cavity,	a	flood	welling	up	from	within	and	choking	me.

They	 alternated	beatings	 and	half-drownings	 for	 I	 know	not	 how	 long.	No



one	was	ever	able	to	tell	me	how	long	all	this	lasted,	and	I	have	no	idea	whether
it	 finished	 that	 day,	 or	 there	 was	 more	 the	 following	 day.	 I	 eventually	 found
myself	back	in	my	cage.	I	must	have	been	dragged	there.

After	dark	–	perhaps	that	same	evening,	or	was	it	some	other	evening?	How
can	 I	 be	 a	 reliable	 witness	 about	 time?	 –	 the	 Kempei	 NCO	 made	 a	 special
journey	to	my	cage	and	handed	through	the	bars	a	mug	of	hot	milk,	made	from
sweetened	condensed	milk.	This	was	an	incredible	delight,	but	even	at	the	time	I
knew	it	was	not	an	act	of	kindness:	 it	was	a	way	of	maintaining	ambiguity,	of
keeping	a	prisoner	off-balance.

The	 interrogations	 stopped.	One	morning,	without	warning	 or	 explanation,
our	cages	were	opened	and	the	small	interpreter	took	charge	of	us.	Our	kit	was
brought	out	of	the	building	and	into	the	yard.	All	seven	of	us	were	told	to	pack
one	 bag,	 for	 we	 were	 moving	 again.	 This	 was	 a	 further	 shrinkage	 of	 our
belongings	and	of	our	humanity.	We	asked	a	lot	of	questions,	but	there	were	no
replies	from	the	young	translator-interrogator.	A	truck	drove	up,	with	a	number
of	guards	on	board.

We	 had	 to	 show	 the	 interpreter	what	we	were	 packing.	 I	 showed	 him	my
Bible,	and	he	nodded.	Then	I	displayed	a	mounted	photograph	of	my	fiancée.	He
decided	 that	 space	 was	 at	 a	 premium,	 carefully	 tore	 the	 photograph	 from	 its
mount,	threw	the	frame	away	and	handed	me	back	the	photograph.

Then	 Slater	 asked:	 ‘Can	 we	 take	 money	 with	 us?’	 I	 was	 too	 disturbed	 to
work	 out	 whether	 he	meant	 it	 satirically	 or	 not.	 The	 interpreter	 replied:	 ‘You
won’t	need	money	where	you	are	going.’

As	I	was	climbing	aboard	the	truck,	with	Mac’s	help,	the	interpreter	walked
up	close	to	me	and	said	gravely:	‘Keep	your	chin	up.’	He	stood	there	in	the	yard,
a	tiny	figure	standing	among	the	larger	regular	soldiers.	The	truck	pulled	away.

During	 the	 journey	we	were	 able	 to	 speak	quietly	beneath	 the	noise	of	 the
engine	 as	 the	 guards	 spoke	 among	 themselves.	 We	 spoke	 about	 our
interrogations;	I	told	them	about	my	treatment	with	the	hosepipe.	Their	warmth,
and	the	solidarity	of	their	anger,	was	worth	so	much.	There	was	an	extraordinary
urgency	about	this	whispered	conversation:	we	were	sure	that	this	time	we	were
about	 to	die.	Slater’s	 incurable	hopelessness	 seemed	 the	 right	 attitude	 to	all	of
us.

But	instead	we	were	taken	to	Ban	Pong	station,	thirty	miles	away,	back	to	the
beginning	 of	 the	 railway,	 and	 got	 off	 at	 the	 eastbound	 platform.	 It	 looked	 as
though	our	destination	must	be	Bangkok.



A	train	arrived	quite	soon,	an	ordinary	local	passenger	train,	full	of	Siamese
civilians.	Seats	were	easy	to	find:	local	people	moved	rather	than	sit	next	to	the
Kempeitai.

The	 train	 moved	 off	 eastwards.	 After	 a	 while	 we	 passed	 the	 big	 camp	 at
Nong	 Pladuk,	 on	 the	 north	 side	 the	 line,	 which	 was	 one	 of	 the	 largest	 POW
camps	 in	Siam.	On	 the	 south	 side	were	 the	 extensive	new	 railway	yards,	with
rows	of	wagons,	flatcars	and	shunting	engines,	and	a	large	number	of	Japanese
C56	steam	locomotives.	I	had	first	seen	one	of	these	at	Prai,	on	the	way	here,	but
that	seemed	a	very	long	time	ago.	The	presence	of	all	this	machinery	could	only
mean	 that	 the	 Burma-Siam	 Railway	 had	 been	 completed	 in	 record	 time.	 The
engineers	must	have	felt	proud	of	themselves.

I	wondered	whether	many	 people	who	 travelled	 through	 to	Burma	 on	 that
line	across	the	viaducts	cut	into	the	hills	by	hand	would	know	what	it	had	cost;
and	I	wondered	how	long	it	would	remain	intact.

Despite	 what	 had	 been	 done	 to	 us,	 most	 of	 the	 information	 about	 the
construction	 and	 operation	 of	 the	 radios,	 and	 our	 lines	 of	 communication	 for
distributing	 the	 news,	 and	 even	 the	 purpose	 of	my	map,	 remained	 our	 secret.
Silence	was	the	only	reprisal	we	could	take.	Now,	apart	from	the	assumption	that
we	were	on	a	train	on	our	way	to	the	royal	capital	of	Siam,	we	had	no	idea	what
was	facing	us.



CHAPTER	SEVEN

AT	THE	MAIN	railway	station	in	Bangkok	the	Kempei	agents	led	us	out	on	to	the
platform,	 among	 the	 Siamese	 travellers	 in	 their	 vivid	 sarongs,	 and	 handed	 us
over	to	a	squad	of	soldiers.	Their	numbers	and	their	attitude	of	alert	defiance,	as
though	 challenging	 us	 to	 try	 to	 escape,	 signalled	 our	 importance	 to	 some
security-obsessed	bureaucrat	further	up	their	hierarchy.	My	six	companions	were
immediately	handcuffed,	while	 I	had	a	 rope	 tied	around	my	waist,	with	one	of
the	guards	holding	the	loose	end.	They	paraded	us	through	the	midday	throng,	in
which	 life	was	hurrying	along	 to	 its	normal	 imprecise	 schedules.	The	civilians
barely	glanced	 at	 us,	 or	 studiously	 ignored	us,	 for	 the	 sight	 of	 a	man	with	his
arms	 held	 out	 in	 front	 of	 him	 in	 splints	 being	 led	 like	 a	 donkey	 on	 a	 rope,
accompanied	by	six	bruised	wretches	in	handcuffs,	was	not	something	to	notice
too	openly.	We	moved	through	that	crowded	station	like	ghosts.

A	 Japanese	 truck	was	waiting	 for	 us.	We	were	 driven	 away,	 and	 it	was	 a
strange	feeling	to	be	in	one	of	the	few	motorized	vehicles	on	the	streets.	War	had
subdued	 this	 city,	 leaving	 it	 practically	 no	 traffic	 except	 bicycles	 and	 the
occasional	cart.	The	quiet	was	oppressive	as	our	truck	roared	through	banging	its
gears	 and	 trailing	 dirty	 fumes.	 We	 passed	 the	 German	 Embassy,	 a	 big	 stone
building	picked	out	by	 the	 fire-engine	 red	of	 the	swastika	 flag	 fluttering	on	 its
roof.	 For	 a	 while	 we	 ran	 parallel	 to	 one	 of	 the	 electric	 tramway	 routes,	 with
elderly	single-deck	tram	cars	clanging	slowly	along.	They	made	a	homely	noise.

We	 reached	a	 large	nondescript	 building,	with	guards	 standing	 to	 attention
outside	it	on	an	entirely	empty	street.	The	Kempeitai	ran	this	place,	judging	from
the	 uniforms	 of	 the	 men	 who	 took	 us	 inside	 and	 led	 us	 to	 our	 cells.	 I	 was
separated	 from	 the	 other	 six	 and	 put	 into	 a	 cell	 packed	 with	 desperately
frightened	Siamese	and	Chinese	civilians,	some	of	 them	in	 tears.	 I	noticed	that
the	cell	was	square,	and	this	seemed	very	strange;	later	I	realized	that	most	cells
are	 oblong.	 I	was	 reduced	 already	 to	 noting	 the	 smallest	 changes	 in	 the	 small



spaces	in	which	I	was	imprisoned	wherever	I	now	went.
I	 have	 never	 been	 able	 to	 discover	 where	 that	 building	 was.	 Next	 day	 all

seven	 of	 us	were	 reassembled	 and	moved	 again,	 this	 time	 to	 the	 grounds	 of	 a
grand	 house,	 some	 other	 requisitioned	mansion	 in	 the	 Japanese	Army’s	 secret
estate.	 There	 were	 various	 outbuildings	 in	 the	 grounds,	 and	 one	 of	 them	 had
been	turned	into	a	large	cell	with	a	walkway	for	a	guard	along	the	front	of	it	and
bars	 through	which	he	 could	 see	 and	 speak	 to	us.	We	were	hustled	 inside	 and
told	to	sit;	when	we	did,	 the	Japanese	officer	shook	his	head	and	demonstrated
the	 posture	 he	 wanted	 us	 to	 adopt:	 he	 was	 determined	 to	 make	 us	 sit	 cross-
legged.

We	occupied	 that	cell	 for	 thirty-six	days,	sitting	with	our	knees	spread	and
ankles	locked,	from	seven	in	the	morning	until	ten	at	night,	with	the	exception	of
a	bare	hour	of	daily	exercise	in	the	yard.	They	did	not	expect	us	to	move	or	to
talk	 during	 those	 hours	 in	 the	 cell.	 We	 suffered	 the	 cramps	 and	 rigors	 of
unsupple	muscles	forced	into	 this	unfamiliar	position.	You	discover	 the	weight
of	your	own	body	in	surprising	ways:	the	crushing	pressure	of	your	leg	on	your
heel	becomes	unbearable,	for	example,	and	comfort	is	a	minute	shift	of	position
that	gives	momentary	 relief	before	 the	new	alignment	begins	 to	ache.	My	hips
were	still	very	painful,	and	I	had	to	hold	out	my	broken	arms	and	rest	them	on
my	knees,	so	that	is	how	I	sat	–	like	a	caricature	of	a	praying	Buddhist.

Major	 Smith,	 so	 much	 older	 than	 the	 rest	 of	 us,	 could	 not	 manage	 the
position	at	all,	and	his	distress	was	acute,	his	knees	splayed	out	at	the	weirdest
angles	and	he	was	constantly	in	such	pain	that	he	was	ready	to	risk	the	guards’
anger	and	abuse	by	sticking	his	 legs	out	straight	 in	front	of	him.	After	a	while
even	 the	 guards	 gave	 up	 trying	 to	 bend	 him	 into	 the	 shape	 they	 desired	 and
allowed	him	to	sit	as	he	normally	would.	In	this	as	in	all	other	situations,	poor
Smith	was	the	most	vulnerable	of	us.

Some	of	the	army	guards	who	had	to	enforce	these	absurd	secret-police	rules
of	deportment	were	better	than	the	average	run	of	men	doing	prison	duties.	One
of	them	tried	to	talk	to	us	in	English,	which	was	not	only	a	welcome	relief	from
sitting	 cross-legged	 in	 depressed	 silence,	 but	 gave	 us	 hope	 that	 we	 could	 get
information	from	him.	He	was	a	‘Gunso’,	a	sergeant,	a	regular	army	professional
with	no	interest	in	petty	cruelty.	He	asked	us	questions	about	the	British	Army,
and	 about	 our	 food	 and	 climate,	 and	 we	 tried	 to	 pump	 him	 about	 what	 was
waiting	for	us	in	the	big	house.	He	couldn’t	say,	and	probably	had	very	little	idea
himself;	 I	 wondered	 whether	 he	 would	 be	 a	 member	 of	 our	 firing-party,	 if	 it



came	to	that.
One	of	the	guards	told	us	one	day	that	the	previous	occupant	of	our	cell	had

been	a	POW,	a	Scotsman	named	Primrose.	He	described	his	uniform	as	though	it
had	 a	 skirt,	 and	 said	 that	 he	 had	 been	 charged	 with	 the	 murder	 of	 a	 fellow-
prisoner.	 We	 were	 deeply	 curious	 about	 this	 Scottish	 soldier	 in	 his	 kilt	 and
probed	our	guard	as	much	as	we	dared.	The	story	that	came	out	was	one	of	those
legends	that	later	circulated	around	the	network	of	prisons	and	camps,	a	rumour
that	was	so	strange	it	could	be	true.	Primrose	was	a	lieutenant	in	the	Argyll	and
Sutherland	Highlanders,	and	in	the	middle	of	1943	had	been	in	a	camp	far	up	the
railway.	The	Japanese	sent	in	a	huge	labour	force	of	Tamils,	who	were	as	usual
treated	like	atomized	slaves,	starved	and	brutalized	and	dying	in	handfuls	every
week.	 Cholera	 broke	 out	 in	 the	 Tamil	 camp,	 and	 the	 Japanese	 railway
administration	 found	 a	 novel	 way	 of	 containing	 the	 epidemic:	 they	 shot	 its
victims.

When	a	single	British	POW	caught	the	disease	he	was	moved	to	an	isolation
tent	on	the	outskirts	of	the	camp,	to	await	‘disposal’.	Primrose	happened	by	the
tent	 in	 time	 to	see	 two	Japanese	guards	carry	 the	feverish	soldier	out	 to	a	 tree.
One	of	them	prepared	to	shoot	him,	from	a	considerable	distance;	the	guard	was
clearly	 nervous	 and	 incompetent,	 and	 would	 almost	 certainly	 only	 wound	 the
prisoner,	 prolonging	his	 agony	needlessly.	Primrose	grabbed	 the	 rifle	 and	 shot
the	man	himself	with	a	 single	 round	 to	 the	heart.	And	 for	 this	he	was	charged
with	murder.

I	wondered	what	had	happened	 to	him:	had	 they	already	killed	him	for	his
act	 of	 loving	violence?	For	 years	 I	 remained	 fascinated	by	what	Primrose	 had
done,	his	decisiveness	and	compassion.	It	seemed	so	symbolic	of	what	they	had
reduced	us	to,	that	he	should	have	to	kill	one	of	his	own	men	out	of	kindness.

The	 days	 dragged	 slowly	 by	 in	 mindless	 boredom	 and	 discomfort.	 Apart
from	 our	 more	 humane	 guards,	 we	 had	 no	 distractions	 or	 stimulation	 of	 any
kind.	 They	 fed	 us	 rice	with	 some	 nondescript	 fishy	 sauce,	 and	 lukewarm	 tea.
Apart	from	our	trips	to	the	toilet	hole,	we	squatted	on	the	ground.

Thew	 muttered	 under	 his	 breath	 once:	 ‘I	 can’t	 think	 of	 anything	 to	 think
about.’	Fred	Smith	hissed	back:	 ‘Have	you	 thought	 about	everything	 already?’
‘Yes,’	said	Thew.	‘Well,	start	again,’	Fred	suggested.	But	after	a	time	recycling
your	memories	 is	beyond	a	 joke,	and	 the	mind	chews	 itself	painfully	over	and
over,	cud	without	nutrition.

The	exercise	period	was	always	a	 relief	because	 there	was	plenty	of	water,



and	we	could	wash	out	there	in	the	sun.	They	even	gave	us	a	hosepipe,	which	in
that	yard	had	almost	certainly	seen	some	strange	uses,	and	the	others	would	turn
the	gush	of	water	on	to	me	because	I	could	not	lift	the	hose	with	my	bound	arms.
The	cold	water	swilling	over	me	washed	out	some	of	the	sweat	and	a	little	of	the
tension.

On	 the	 morning	 of	 22nd	 November	 we	 were	 abruptly	 told	 to	 smarten
ourselves	 up.	 They	 gave	 us	 what	 was	 left	 of	 our	 kit	 and	 we	 had	 to	 get	 into
uniform,	as	far	as	that	was	possible	any	more,	an	instruction	that	rattled	us.	This
sudden	formality	was	disturbing,	as	change	of	any	kind	had	become	to	us	in	our
helpless	situation.

We	 were	 taken	 into	 the	 main	 building	 and	 into	 a	 large	 room	 with	 long
windows.	Several	Japanese	officers	sat	along	a	table	with	their	backs	to	the	light.
They	clearly	formed	a	court	martial.	The	president	of	the	court	appeared	to	be	a
lieutenant-general,	 wearing	 the	 most	 remarkable	 whiskers	 I	 have	 ever	 seen,
drooping	 down	 far	 below	 his	 chin.	 Our	 reception	 at	 the	 railway	 station	 was
indeed	intentional;	we	were	a	prize	catch.

There	 was	 an	 interpreter,	 but	 his	 English	 was	 more	 halting	 than	 my
interrogator’s	 had	 been	 at	 Kanburi.	 He	 read	 out	 the	 charges.	 The	 prosecuting
officer	 wished	 to	make	 it	 clear	 to	 the	 judge	 that	 the	 seven	 tattered	 characters
standing	in	front	of	him	were	the	most	dangerous	anti-Japanese	group	they	had
ever	had	to	deal	with,	that	the	group	was	experienced	in	and	had	been	involved
in	 subversion,	 sabotage,	 secret	 radio-operation,	 illegal	 trading	 with	 Siamese
civilians,	 organization	of	 escapes,	 theft,	 dissemination	of	British	 propaganda	–
and	 so	 on.	 The	 ultimate	 accusation	 was	 read	 out	 with	 great	 melodramatic
expressions	 of	 indignation:	 we	 were,	 collectively,	 accused	 of	 being	 a	 ‘bad
influence’.	This	catalogue	was	flattering,	and	had	we	not	felt	sure	that	they	were
about	 to	 shoot	 us	 we	 would	 have	 enjoyed	 the	 compliment	 even	 more.	 A
stenographer	carefully	recorded	the	prosecutor’s	speech.

An	officer	representing	the	defence,	who	was	a	complete	stranger	to	us,	gave
a	rather	half-hearted	address	which	seemed	to	be	to	the	effect	that	we	were	sorry
for	 our	 anti-Japanese	 activities	 and	 had	 not	 intended	 to	 cause	 trouble.	 The
defence	speech	was	not	recorded	for	posterity.

The	presiding	general	asked	us	if	we	had	anything	to	say.	Jim	Slater	spoke
up,	 with	 considerable	 courage,	 and	 suggested	 to	 the	 court	 that	 whatever
conclusion	 they	might	 come	 to,	we	 had	 surely	 been	 punished	 enough	 already.
The	 judge	 asked	 what	 he	 meant.	 Slater	 attempted	 to	 describe	 quickly	 and



neutrally	 the	 beatings	 at	 Kanburi,	 pointing	 to	 my	 broken	 arms	 and	 our	 still
visible	cuts,	and	my	torture	by	the	Kempeitai.	If	the	judge	had	not	been	aware	of
our	treatment	before,	he	certainly	betrayed	no	interest	now.

After	 conferring	 with	 his	 colleagues,	 the	 judge	 pronounced	 sentence,	 his
whiskers	 lending	 the	moment	a	 suitably	 farcical	air	of	gravity.	Thew	and	Fred
Smith,	 ten	 years’	 imprisonment	 each;	 Bill	 Smith,	 Slater,	 Knight,	Mackay	 and
Lomax,	five	years	each.

We	were	taken	back	to	the	cell,	and	resumed	our	cross-legged	squatting.	Our
relief	was	so	intense	that	it	amounted	almost	to	joy.	For	the	first	time	since	the
discovery	of	 the	 radio	 in	Thew’s	bed	at	Kanburi,	 the	 imminent	 threat	of	death
had	been	lifted.	We	sat	there	no	longer	like	condemned	men,	and	Slater’s	elation
at	our	reprieve	was	almost	palpable	in	the	stuffy	air	of	the	cell.	For	the	first	time,
we	began	to	think	that	for	us	the	physical	and	mental	ill	treatment	might	be	over.

*	*	*

A	few	days	after	our	trial,	the	radio	party	was	told	to	get	itself	ready	for	another
move.	The	guards	did	not	 tell	us	where	we	were	being	 taken,	but	 they	ordered
Thew	 to	 stay	behind,	 and	no	amount	of	pleading	and	questioning	would	make
them	explain	his	detention	to	us.	This	was	the	second	time	he	had	been	separated
from	us,	our	radio	buff,	and	we	were	desperately	afraid	for	him.	Fred	later	told
me	that	Thew	had	blandly	informed	the	white-haired	interpreter	at	Kanburi	that
he	needed	a	 radio	because	he	worked	for	 the	BBC.	The	man	had	beaten	Thew
around	 the	 head	with	 the	 flat	 of	 his	 sword.	He	might	 have	 annoyed	 them	 too
much,	once	too	often;	or	perhaps	they	had	singled	him	out	again	for	additional
torture	 and	 questioning;	 or	 they	 felt	 he	 was,	 after	 all,	 too	 dangerous	 to	 keep
alive.	It	was	dreadful	to	have	to	walk	out	of	that	cell	and	leave	him	sitting	there
alone.

We	were	 put	 into	 uniform	 again;	my	 five	 comrades	 were	 handcuffed;	my
arms	were	still	in	splints	and	the	guards	decided	that	I	was	sufficiently	restricted
without	the	cuffs.	Yet	another	truck	rolled	up	and	we	were	driven	back	through
the	dead	streets	of	Bangkok	to	the	railway	station.	Our	weird	group	once	more
attracted	a	certain	amount	of	attention	as	we	were	taken	to	a	waiting	train.	As	I
walked	 along	 the	 platform	 I	 remember	 looking	 with	 pleasure	 at	 a	 perfectly
ordinary,	shabby	passenger	train	and	hoping	that	we	were	going	to	be	allowed	to
sit	 on	 seats,	 like	 ordinary	 travellers,	 now	 that	 we	 were	 convicted	 subversives
instead	 of	 battered	 prisoners.	 Instead	 we	 were	 shoved	 into	 the	 guard’s	 van,



which	was	 at	 least	 empty	 and	 spacious	–	 an	 improvement	on	 the	 foul	 covered
goods	vans	 in	which	we	had	 travelled	from	Singapore	 to	Ban	Pong	just	over	a
year	before.	The	escort	told	us	to	sit	on	the	floor	with	our	backs	to	the	end	of	the
van.	We	spread	out	our	kit	and	settled	down.	Slater	thought	we	would	be	taken
to	Japan;	others	assumed	we	would	serve	out	our	sentence	working,	under	closer
supervision,	 back	 at	 Kanburi	 or	 somewhere	 else	 on	 the	 railway.	 One	 of	 the
guards	 settled	 the	 question	 of	 our	 destination	 by	 saying:	 ‘Shonan.’	 Singapore.
We	were	starting	all	over	again.

Singapore	 is	 1200	 miles	 from	 Bangkok,	 and	 there	 are	 more	 comfortable
ways	of	travelling	between	the	cities	than	sitting	on	the	steel	floor	of	a	luggage
van	 for	 three	 days	 and	 nights.	 But	 this	was	 a	 better	 journey	 than	most	 in	 our
experience	as	prisoners,	even	 though	my	five	companions	were	handcuffed	for
most	 of	 the	 way.	 For	 once,	 the	 Japanese	 administrative	 arrangements	 worked
well.	 Food	 appeared	miraculously	 at	 certain	 stops,	 and	 it	 had	 obviously	 come
from	Japanese	cookhouses.	We	ate	exactly	the	same	food	as	the	guards.	It	was
among	the	best	we	had	eaten	for	two	years.

Bill	Smith’s	frailty	singled	him	out	yet	again	for	embarrassment,	or	perhaps
we	 were	 simply	 a	 little	 embarrassed	 by	 him.	 He	 clearly	 had	 a	 slight	 bladder
problem	and	the	regular	stops	were	not	enough	for	him.	There	was,	as	usual,	no
latrine	on	board	 to	which	we	were	allowed	access,	and	Smith	was	once	 in	real
discomfort.	The	rest	of	us	immediately	began	to	calculate	the	speed	of	the	train,
the	 time	 to	 the	next	 stop,	whether	we	could	 risk	holding	him	out	 the	door	–	 a
manoeuvre	 I	 suggested	 reluctantly,	 remembering	 my	 own	 humiliation	 on	 the
way	 to	Ban	Pong	–	but	 the	 train	was	moving	 too	 fast	 and	 the	other	 four	were
afraid	of	dropping	him.	Smith	interrupted	us	with	great	suppressed	urgency	and
begged	 for	 a	more	 immediate	 solution.	 He	 could	 not	 bear	 to	 foul	 his	mug	 or
mess-tin,	so	someone	suggested	that	he	use	his	footwear.	So	it	was	that	the	poor
man	urinated	into	his	own	boot,	which	was	large	enough	and	watertight	enough
for	 the	 purpose:	 there	 was	 no	 leakage	 at	 all.	 It	 is	 the	 strangest	 tribute	 to	 the
quality	of	British	shoemaking	that	I	can	think	of.

The	 journey	was	monotonous	and	uneventful,	perhaps	because	we	were	 so
exhausted	by	letting	go	the	tension	and	uncertainty	that	had	gripped	us	since	our
arrest	at	Kanburi.	The	guards	kept	us	sitting	against	the	back	wall	of	the	coach,
so	we	saw	almost	nothing	of	the	view,	only	the	occasional	glimpse	of	forest	at	a
sharp	 angle	out	 of	 the	open	door.	We	 tried	 to	 sleep	 as	 the	wagon	 swayed	 and
rolled,	pounding	the	metal	of	the	rail	with	the	metal	of	its	wheels	in	that	smooth,



lunging	rhythm	of	train	travel.	Unless	some	violent	force	intervened,	we	were	as
trapped	as	those	flanged	wheels	on	our	own	iron	road.

We	reached	Singapore	railway	station	on	30th	November,	 in	 the	afternoon,
and	 were	 picked	 up	 by	 an	 unusually	 strong	 force	 of	 guards.	We	 still	 did	 not
know	where	 we	were	 going.	 Once	 the	 truck	 was	 on	 the	move,	 however,	 Bill
Smith,	who	had	spent	years	in	and	around	the	island	and	knew	the	city	well,	said
quietly	that	he	thought	we	were	heading	for	Outram	Road	Gaol.

We	pulled	up	outside	high,	grey	gates	set	in	massive,	mock-gothic	walls	and
waited.	It	looked	from	the	outside	as	British	and	as	Victorian	a	prison	as	any	in
London	or	a	provincial	English	town,	a	reassuring	and	solid	symbol	of	legality
and	justice.	The	huge	doors	swung	open	from	the	inside,	the	truck	drove	in	and
the	doors	boomed	shut.	Little	did	we	realize	that	we	had	left	all	justice	behind.



CHAPTER	EIGHT

THE	SIX	OF	us	were	led	into	a	reception	area	where	there	was	an	obviously	well-
practised	routine.	We	were	told	to	strip,	and	stripped	totally	of	all	our	miserable
things,	 clothes,	 books	 and	 pictures.	 All	 I	 was	 allowed	 to	 keep	 was	 my	 long
spoon	and	my	pair	of	spectacles,	which	had	survived	everything,	though	hardly
intact;	they	were	held	together	with	surgical	tape	and	gentle	handling.	I	always
treated	them	as	though	my	life	depended	on	it	–	which	it	did,	in	some	ways,	for
semi-blindness	 added	 to	what	 I	 had	 gone	 through	would	 surely	 have	 been	 the
last	straw.	At	 least	I	could	trust	 the	witness	of	my	eyes,	at	a	 time	when	what	I
heard	was	often	humanly	incredible.

I	was	 still	wearing	my	 splints,	 but	 a	warder	 inspected	my	hair,	which	was
now	long	and	tangled,	along	with	all	the	others’,	and	our	ears.	I	never	found	out
what	 strange	 information	 he	 was	 expecting	 to	 find	 in	 men’s	 ears,	 though
presumably	he	was	checking	for	hacksaw	blades	 in	our	anal	passages	when	he
poked	around	in	there.

We	were	each	given	an	extremely	small	pair	of	shorts,	a	shirt,	a	cap	and	a	so-
called	towel,	which	was	not	much	bigger	than	the	shorts.	Each	of	these	items	had
been	worn	out,	patched	and	worn	out	again,	as	though	a	whole	company	of	men
had	slept	in	them.	We	felt	ragged	enough	when	we	walked	into	that	prison,	but
these	 clothes	 made	 us	 look	 like	 castaways.	 They	 took	 away	 our	 shoes;	 of
washing	materials	 and	 toothbrushes	we	 had	 none.	 I	wondered	whether	 our	 kit
would	truly	be	kept	in	store	for	when	we	were	released	in	five	or	ten	years’	time.

Finally	we	were	told	that	our	names	were	abolished	and	that	we	were	to	have
new	identities.	Mine	was	rokyaku	ju-go,	which	sounded	splendid	but	translated
merely	as	No.	615.	The	former	Prisoner	No.	1	was	slipping	fast.	They	made	us
memorize	and	repeat	our	numbers	over	and	over	again	until	we	got	them	right,
and	all	of	us	managed	except	the	hapless	Bill	Smith,	who	could	never	cope	with
even	a	single	word	of	Japanese.	The	warders	gave	up	on	him.



These	gaolers	appeared	to	be	Japanese	military	prison	service	men,	wearing
white	 epaulettes	 to	 distinguish	 them	 from	 their	 regular	 colleagues	 outside.
Others,	including	many	of	the	warders,	it	would	turn	out,	were	ordinary	Japanese
soldiers	convicted	of	disciplinary	offences.	Even	to	be	a	warder	in	Outram	Road
was	a	punishment.

The	 initial	 ceremony	 of	 degradation	 over,	 we	 were	 marched	 outside.	 We
headed	in	a	line	out	of	the	reception	area	into	a	cell-block.	I	noticed	a	large	letter
‘D’	 at	 the	 entrance.	 As	 we	 came	 into	 that	 long	 gloomy	 hall,	 with	 iron	 stairs
stretching	before	us	 and	galleries	 up	 above	us	 in	what	 seemed	 like	 level	 upon
level,	I	was	aware	of	a	total	silence.	Our	bare	feet	and	the	guards’	boots	were	the
only	sounds	in	that	high	arcade.	There	were	cell	doors	on	each	side,	and	another
floor	of	cells	above	that,	but	I	was	too	agitated	to	notice	properly	whether	there
was	a	third	floor.	The	hall	looked	more	or	less	as	I	imagined	a	British	Victorian
prison	would	 look,	 on	 the	 inside,	with	 cliff	 faces	 of	 cells	 opposing	 each	other
across	empty	 space.	The	air	 in	 the	hall	was	close,	 as	 though	 it	were	a	morgue
rather	than	a	place	that	held	living	men.

Fred	Smith	and	I	were	put	into	Cell	No.	52;	the	others	into	Nos.	53	and	54.
The	guards	told	us,	with	menaces,	that	talking	was	forbidden,	even	between	men
sharing	 a	 cell,	 and	 that	 attempts	 to	 communicate	 between	 cells	 would	 be
punished	 severely.	 The	 door	 was	 then	 shut,	 and	 we	 looked	 around	 our	 new
home.	It	was	totally	empty:	a	stark	oblong	space,	about	nine	feet	 long,	six	feet
across	 and	 with	 a	 very	 high	 ceiling.	 The	 walls	 were	 peeling,	 had	 once	 been
thickly	painted	 in	white	 and	were	utterly	blank.	The	door	was	 solid	 and	 steel-
clad,	 with	 a	 rectangular	 slot	 like	 an	 English	 post-box.	 There	 was	 a	 small
window,	very	high	up	 in	 the	end	wall,	 through	which	we	could	see	 the	sky.	 It
seemed	to	be	a	nice	day	outside.

We	were	very,	very	 tired.	The	anti-climax	of	 the	 trial	and	our	survival	was
still	 having	 its	 effect	 and	 we	wanted	 to	 rest	 and	 to	 be	 left	 alone.	 I	 could	 not
remember	when	I	had	last	slept	in	a	real	bed,	so	I	 lay	down	on	my	side	on	the
bare	cement	floor,	and	immediately	went	to	sleep.

Fred	and	I	were	woken	by	the	door	banging	open;	a	guard	handed	in	a	set	of
three	wooden	planks	and	a	strange	wooden	block	and	a	blanket	for	each	of	us,
followed	by	a	wooden	latrine	bucket	with	a	lid.	We	were	puzzled	by	the	wooden
blocks,	 until	 we	 realized	 that	 these	were	 our	 pillows.	 Our	 cell	 was	 now	 fully
furnished.

Later	in	the	evening	there	was	a	rattling	at	the	cell	door;	the	slot	was	banged



down	and	a	bowl	of	rice,	a	small	saucer	of	tea	and	a	pair	of	chopsticks	for	each
of	 us	 were	 handed	 in	 through	 the	 slot.	 Even	 on	 our	 first	 day,	 the	 complete
absence	 of	 colour,	 of	 sound	 and	 variation	 were	 such	 that	 the	 arrival	 of	 this
wretched	meal	was	 an	 event.	We	 tried	 to	make	 it	 last	 as	 long	 as	 possible,	 but
eating	a	bowl	of	overcooked	rice	can	only	take	so	long.

The	first	day	ended	like	that,	with	barely	enough	food	to	keep	us	alive	and
nothing	like	enough	to	dull	the	appetite.	I	thought	I	already	understood	hunger,
but	this	was	a	new	level	of	craving.	Fred	and	I	spoke	in	whispers,	trying	to	make
sense	of	our	deprivation,	wondering	whether	they	seriously	intended	to	leave	us
in	this	condition	for	our	entire	sentences.	We	were	waiting	for	sleep,	expecting
to	be	switched	into	darkness	when	the	electric	 light	bulb	high	above	our	heads
was	turned	off;	but	it	stayed	on	all	night,	and	we	fell	asleep	in	the	glare	of	our
empty	cell.

*	*	*

No-one	 had	 told	 us	 where	 we	 were;	 indeed	 had	 Bill	 Smith	 not	 identified	 the
place	as	Outram	Road	we	might	have	been	left	wondering	where	we	were	for	a
long	time.	All	we	knew	was	that	Outram	Road	had	been	the	main	civil	prison	in
Singapore	until	the	new	gaol	at	Changi	was	opened	late	in	the	1930s.	It	was	now
clearly	being	 run	as	a	punitive	military	prison,	an	extreme	version	of	what	 the
British	Army	would	call	a	‘glasshouse’.

We	were	kept	 in	our	cells	almost	all	 the	 time.	The	only	 interruption	to	 this
incarceration	 was	 that	 on	 most	 days,	 at	 different	 times,	 the	 cell	 doors	 were
opened	for	a	form	of	roll	call.	We	were	each	required	to	call	out	our	numbers,
and	we	all	managed	this	except	Bill	Smith.	Sometimes	someone	else	would	call
out	his	number	for	him;	sometimes	he	would	reply	‘Twinkle,	twinkle,	little	star’,
which	the	warders	seemed	to	find	acceptable.

The	 main	 events	 apart	 from	 this	 were	 the	 delivery	 of	 the	 so-called	 meals
three	times	a	day.	Each	consisted	of	rice	and	tea,	or	at	least	a	quantity	of	slightly
discoloured	hot	water	which	looked	like	tea.	This	was	our	main	fluid	intake	for
the	day,	and	thirst	usually	preceded	it	by	many	hours.	The	rice	came	in	a	large
aluminium	bowl,	the	tea	in	a	small	enamel	dish.	The	other	big	moment	was	the
handing	out	of	 the	 latrine	bucket	 to	a	squad	of	prisoners	supervised	by	guards,
and	the	return	of	the	bucket,	emptied	and	washed,	later	in	the	morning.

One	morning,	 at	 last,	 Fred	 and	 I	were	 taken	 out	 of	 the	 cell	 apparently	 for
some	purpose	other	than	the	roll	call.	When	we	reached	the	open	yard	at	the	end



of	D	Block	we	realized	that	we	were	here	for	exercise,	but	what	we	saw	was	a
glimpse	 of	 the	 underworld.	 In	 the	 yard	 were	 about	 twenty	 prisoners,	 most	 of
them	apparently	unable	to	walk.	Some	lay	flat	out;	some	were	crawling	on	their
hands	 and	 knees.	 Several	 were	 totally	 naked.	 Almost	 all	 had	 one	 thing	 in
common:	 they	 were	 living	 skeletons,	 with	 ribs	 and	 bones	 protruding	 from
shrunken	 flesh.	 Since	 we	 had	 not	 seen	 ourselves	 in	 a	 mirror	 or	 looked
objectively	at	each	other	for	a	long	time,	it	was	a	terrible	shock	to	realize	that	we
must	look	like	these	damned	creatures	–	or	soon	would.	One	man	was	blown	up
like	 a	 balloon,	 his	 face	 so	 inflated	 that	 his	 features	were	 unrecognizable.	 This
was	 what	 advanced	 beri-beri	 looked	 like,	 while	 others	 seemed	 to	 have	 the
disease	 in	 earlier	 or	 less	 severe	 forms,	 but	 still	 with	 dreadful	 body	 swelling.
Their	 skins	were	 raw,	 pustular	 and	 peeling;	 some	men	were	 covered	 in	 angry
scabby	patches.	We	thought	these	tragic	figures	must	be	British	and	Australian,
but	they	were	almost	beyond	recognition.

Fred	 and	 I	were	 told	 to	 join	 a	 small	 group	of	 nearly	 naked	prisoners,	who
were	 being	 exercised	 by	 a	 Japanese	 soldier.	 The	 exercises	 consisted	 only	 of
standing	 still	 and	 waving	 our	 arms	 about,	 by	 number,	 in	 response	 to	 the
instructions	 ‘ich,	 ni,	 san,	 shi,	 go,	 rok,	 shich,	 hach’,	 and	 periodically	 walking
around	 in	a	circle.	The	six	of	us	 from	Kanburi	were	 in	better	shape	 than	 those
POWs	who	 had	 been	 any	 length	 of	 time	 in	Outram	Road,	 and	we	 hardly	 felt
robust.	Very	occasionally,	when	we	were	out	 in	 that	yard,	we	were	allowed	 to
have	a	wash.	There	were	taps	in	the	walls	of	the	yard;	there	were	buckets,	but	it
was	 forbidden	 to	 touch	 them	 without	 orders.	 So	 these	 filthy,	 scabrous	 men
walked	or	 crawled	within	 a	 few	 feet	 of	 the	water	 that	 could	have	 cleaned	 and
eased	them	even	a	little.

Without	my	 cellmate,	 a	 sight	 like	 this	might	 have	 destroyed	me.	But	 Fred
Smith	was	an	absolute	hero,	and	I	have	never	forgotten	him.	I	can	still	quote	his
army	 number	 from	 memory:	 1071124.	 He	 was	 an	 incredibly	 fit,	 strong	 man,
shorter	 than	me	but	very	sturdy,	and	he	survived	 the	cumulative	mistreatments
astonishingly	 well.	 He	 could	 never	 understand	 why,	 although	 he	 had	 been
interrogated	 three	 times	 at	 Kanburi,	 he	 had	 not	 been	 tortured	 or	 beaten.	 So
certain	 did	 it	 seem	 that	 he	 was	 going	 to	 get	 what	 Thew	 had	 been	 given	 that
Lance	had	passed	him	his	short	puttees,	and	he	had	wrapped	the	strips	of	cloth
around	his	body	under	his	shirt	to	make	a	thin	barrier	against	the	pick-helves;	but
perhaps	because	 some	 Japanese	officer	 decided	 that	 a	mere	 artilleryman	 could
not	be	central	to	the	conspiracy	of	signals	and	ordnance	officers	which	they	had
imagined	for	us,	Fred	never	had	to	test	his	cotton	armour.



Fred	was	a	good	and	considerate	companion.	His	father	had	been	an	engine
driver	–	 the	 irony	was	 lost	on	me	at	 the	 time	–	at	Stewart’s	Lane	 rail	depot	 in
south	London.	He	had	grown	up	around	 there,	 and	 just	before	being	posted	 to
Singapore	had	been	assigned	to	the	Coastal	Battery	at	Pembroke	Dock,	in	West
Wales.	 Because	 he	 was	 an	 artilleryman,	 a	 regular	 soldier	 with	 experience	 of
coastal	guns,	he	had	been	sent	to	help	man	the	mythic	15-inchers	on	the	southern
coast	of	Singapore	Island.	He	would	talk	about	his	wife	and	son,	and	his	worries
about	his	wife’s	neglect	of	his	 son,	and	 I	detected	some	bitter	 suspicion	of	his
wife’s	 fidelity	 beneath	 the	 coded	 language	 men	 used	 in	 wartime	 about	 their
loved	ones.

Fred	 was	 an	 uneducated	 working-class	 man,	 a	 ‘rough	 diamond’	 in	 the
language	of	 the	day,	 but	 in	 the	 situation	we	 found	ourselves	 in	 rank	 and	 class
counted	 for	 nothing.	 Character,	 decency	 and	 loyalty	 counted	 for	 more	 than
previous	 good	 fortune	 or	 the	 possession	 of	 a	 commission.	 Fred	was	 simply	 a
good	man.	(Only	once,	in	all	my	time	at	Outram	Road,	did	I	ever	pull	rank.	I	told
two	characters	to	stop	arguing	with	each	other,	afraid	that	they	would	draw	down
the	 Japanese	 guards	 and	 pay	 heavily	 for	 their	 irritation	 and	 boredom.	 They
ignored	me.	 It	would	 take	more	 than	an	officer	 to	put	a	 lid	on	 the	anger	 these
men	were	forced	to	swallow	every	day.)

We	 looked	 after	 each	 other	 as	 best	 we	 could,	 and	 watched	 each	 other’s
physical	 deterioration	 carefully;	 but	 the	 only	 physical	 weakness	 that	 I	 can
remember	Fred	 ever	 revealing,	 despite	 the	 thin	 starvation	 rations	 and	 the	 filth,
was	a	terrible	boil	on	his	back,	below	his	shoulders	and	out	of	reach	of	his	hands.
It	got	so	bad	that	I	kept	showing	it	to	the	guards,	and	it	became	a	huge	angry	red
swelling	 threatening	 to	 poison	 Fred’s	 blood.	 One	 day,	 without	 warning,	 a
Japanese	man	came	importantly	into	our	cell	clutching	a	naked	razor-blade,	the
kind	used	for	shaving.	This	was	 the	medical	orderly.	He	looked	at	Fred’s	back
with	as	much	interest	as	he	would	have	devoted	to	a	cockroach	and	ordered	him
to	 lie	 flat	 on	 his	 stomach.	With	 a	 swift	 gesture	 he	 cut	 an	X	 into	 the	 abscess.
Blood	and	pus	spurted	on	 to	 the	wall	and	floor	of	 the	cell.	Fred	didn’t	make	a
sound.

The	 worst	 new	 enemy	 which	 we	 faced,	 even	 compared	 to	 the	 dirt	 and
hunger,	was	perhaps	 the	most	 formidable	of	all:	 silence.	 It	was	often	absolute.
There	could	be	a	sick,	deadly	hush	throughout	the	entire	prison,	so	quiet	that	you
could	hear	 the	metallic	 twisting	of	a	key	 in	a	 lock	echoing	up	the	 levels	 to	 the
long	 roof.	A	warder’s	 boots	would	make	 a	booming	 sound	on	 the	 stone	 floor,



and	I	would	be	afraid	that	the	sound	of	a	whisper	would	carry	all	the	way	along
to	him.

For	 they	were	 serious	 about	 their	 decree	 of	 silence.	 It	 seemed	 particularly
sadistic	 to	make	us	share	a	cell	and	forbid	us	 to	speak	to	each	other	and	at	 the
same	time	deprive	us	of	books	and	distractions	of	any	kind.	There	was	precisely
nothing	to	do	in	that	room.

Sometimes	 the	 slot	 would	 fall	 open	 when	 we	 were	 talking	 quietly	 and	 a
voice	would	shout	at	us	in	Japanese	to	shut	up;	at	other	times	the	door	would	be
thrown	 back	 and	 a	 guard	 rush	 in,	 his	 sheathed	 sword	 whipping	 down	 on	 our
heads	and	shoulders	like	a	hard	rod,	the	shock	worsened	by	fear	that	the	blade	of
the	sword	was	only	a	thickness	of	leather	away	from	slicing	us	apart.

By	 listening	 to	 the	 sound	 of	 the	warder’s	 fading	 footsteps	 or	 hearing	 their
voices	we	could	tell	when	we	were	more	or	less	safe	for	a	few	minutes,	and	talk
in	low	tones.	We	worked	out	what	the	arrangements	were	for	warders’	shifts	and
meal-breaks,	and	learned	to	tell	where	they	were	from	the	strength	of	the	sound
their	 feet	 made	 on	 the	 floor.	 Our	 hearing	 seemed	 to	 grow	 more	 acute	 in	 the
silence.	Before	long,	we	were	able	to	identify	each	warder	by	his	footsteps.	We
seldom	 found	 out	 their	 names,	 instead	 identifying	 each	 by	 some	 nickname:
Horseface,	or	Mary	–	a	guard	who	we	thought	effeminate	for	his	very	quiet	feet,
who	we	hated.	He	was	one	of	those	who	wore	rubber-soled	boots	to	deaden	the
sound	of	his	coming.

We	 were	 here	 because	 we	 had	 broken	 a	 taboo	 on	 listening	 to	 forbidden
words,	 and	 their	ban	on	 talking	had	an	obscene	aptness	 about	 it,	whether	 they
were	aware	of	it	or	not.	We	had	survived	two	years	in	the	camps	only	by	endless
talk;	and	our	need	to	know	what	was	happening	around	us	was	now	greater	than
ever.

When	 we	 were	 taken	 to	 work	 we	 were	 usually	 on	 different	 squads,	 in
different	areas,	and	so	Fred	and	I	could	swap	notes	of	the	snatches	of	whispered
conversation	we	had	had,	and	talk	about	what	we	had	seen.	Everyone	on	these
work-details	 was	 trying	 as	 hard	 as	 possible	 to	 talk	 to	 everyone	 else,	 and	 the
regime	of	silence	was	undermined	by	these	countless	small	dialogues.

Our	 conversation	was	 necessarily	 about	 our	most	 immediate	 surroundings.
Who	 has	 been	moved	 into	 the	 cell	 down	 the	 corridor?	What	 are	 people	 being
made	to	work	on	now?	Who	are	those	new	arrivals?	Is	Bill	at	death’s	door?	Why
is	a	prisoner	sitting	bolt	upright	in	a	bath	out	in	the	yard	at	the	end	of	the	block?

Piecing	together	 information,	very	slowly,	very	gradually,	was	 like	rubbing



at	a	dirty	window	with	a	tiny	rag,	making	blurred	peepholes	that	allowed	us	to
catch	glimpses	of	the	world	outside	D	Block,	but	also	confirmed	to	us	how	bad
our	situation	was,	how	dangerous	it	was	to	be	in	Outram	Road	at	all.	We	did	not
know	what	 the	death	 rate	was,	but	we	knew	 that	 some	people	had	got	out	and
had	never	been	seen	again.	Nobody	knew	where	they	went	to,	whether	there	was
an	even	worse	cell	somewhere	–	underground	in	the	dark,	perhaps	–	or	whether
they	were	murdered.	All	we	knew	for	certain	was	that	we	were	living	with	risk
day	after	day	in	this	vast	tomb.

By	 the	 middle	 of	 December	 1943	 we	 had	 established	 that	 Outram	 Road
consisted	of	parallel	blocks,	and	that	the	military	section	occupied	two	of	them,
Blocks	C	 and	D;	 beyond	 a	 very	 high	wall	were	 the	 other	 blocks,	which	were
being	 run	 by	 the	 Japanese	Army	 as	 a	 prison	 for	 civilians,	 for	what	 crimes	we
could	not	then	imagine.	As	far	as	we	could	tell,	there	were	about	thirty	prisoners
in	our	block.	The	infallible	indication	that	a	cell	was	occupied	was	its	inclusion
in	the	list	for	a	latrine-bucket	visit	in	the	morning.	Everyone	in	the	block	seemed
to	 have	 been	 convicted	 by	 Japanese	 court	martials	 of	 ‘anti-Japanese	 offences’
ranging	 from	 escape	 attempts	 and	 sabotage	 to	 more	 spectacular	 crimes.	 The
rumour	was	that	one	man	was	here	for	attempting	to	steal	an	aircraft	and	fly	it
towards	Allied	territory.

We	also	discovered	that	in	the	past	some	men	in	our	block	had	become	so	ill
that	they	had	died	quietly	in	their	cells,	from	a	combination	of	disease,	brutality
and	starvation.	And	still	 the	most	 tantalizing	 information	was	 that	occasionally
prisoners	 who	 were	 on	 the	 point	 of	 death	 were	 sent	 away	 from	 the	 gaol
altogether.	 The	 best	 rumour	 was	 that	 they	 were	 sent	 to	 Changi,	 to	 a	 special
hospital	 there.	 The	 other	 rumours	 came	 to	 seem	 less	 important,	 remote
probabilities	compared	to	 the	certainty	 that	nothing	could	be	worse	 than	where
we	were.

*	*	*

If	it	seems	absurd	to	send	prisoners	to	gaol,	what	our	captors	were	in	fact	doing
was	consigning	us	to	a	lower	circle	of	hell.	This	was	a	place	in	which	the	living
were	turned	into	ghosts,	starved,	diseased	creatures	wasted	down	to	their	skeletal
outlines.

But	 as	 always,	whether	 on	 the	 railway	 or	 in	 the	 camps,	 there	were	 people
who	were	humane	enough	to	take	risks	to	help	us.	Some	of	the	Japanese	prison
staff	tried	to	do	nothing	to	add	to	our	squalor	and	unhappiness.	I	remember	that



the	 same	Gunso	who	had	guarded	us	 before	 our	 trial	 in	Bangkok	 ended	up	 in
Outram	Road	shortly	after	we	arrived,	and	that	he	personally	removed	my	splints
when	the	bones	of	my	arms	seemed	to	be	set,	and	took	away	my	long	spoon	but
only	 after	 I	 had	 assured	 him	 that	 I	 could	manage	without	 it.	 But	 some	 of	 his
colleagues	were	bored,	slovenly	and	brutal	Japanese	private	soldiers.	They	were
randomly	abusive,	and	could	beat	us	at	will	for	minor	or	imagined	infractions	of
the	rules.	There	was	a	good	deal	of	this	casual	violence.

Among	the	warders,	we	were	astonished	to	discover	that	there	were	two	men
who	appeared	to	be	English.	Before	long	they	identified	themselves	in	whispers
through	 our	 door-slot	 as	 Penrod	 Dean,	 an	 Australian	 Army	 officer	 and	 John
O’Malley,	a	British	signalman.	They	had	been	among	the	first	POWs	to	be	sent
to	Outram	Road	and	had	been	nominated	by	the	Japanese	as	tobans,	or	trusties.
They	 collected	 food	 from	 the	 kitchens,	 making	 deliveries	 to	 the	 cells	 and
collecting	 the	 empty	 dishes.	 So	 far	 as	 was	 practicable	 they	 looked	 after	 the
interests	of	the	prisoners,	slipping	us	extra	rations	or	insistently	bringing	illness
to	 the	 attention	 of	 the	 indifferent	 guards,	 at	 least	making	 it	more	 difficult	 for
them	to	ignore	us.	I	saw	O’Malley	carry	paralysed	men	into	the	sunshine	of	the
exercise	 yard	 in	 a	 desperate	 attempt	 to	 keep	 them	 alive,	 cradling	 those	 frail
creatures	of	skin	and	bone	in	his	own	emaciated	arms.

But	 there	 was	 very	 little	 a	 toban	 could	 do	 in	 the	 face	 of	 such	 systematic
neglect.	 We	 had	 no	 toothbrushes,	 for	 example;	 my	 teeth	 were	 ruined	 by	 the
middle	of	1944.	We	were	allowed	no	shaving	kit	either.	A	month	or	so	after	we
arrived	we	were	taken	for	a	haircut.	A	Japanese	barber	set	up	outside	a	cell	on
the	ground	floor	and	every	prisoner	in	turn	was	ordered	to	sit	in	front	of	him.	He
grasped	my	neck	in	his	left	hand	and	took	up	a	large	set	of	clippers	in	his	right,
and	 started	 snipping	 the	 hair	 on	 the	 nape	 of	 my	 neck,	 working	 the	 clippers
around	and	up	and	across	my	head	in	a	single	movement,	down	my	sideburns	to
my	beard	which	showered	its	wirier	hair	on	to	the	softer	filaments	of	my	head,
never	 lifting	 the	 clippers	 once.	 I	 could	 feel	 the	 cold	 metal	 bumping	 on	 my
exposed	 skull,	 which	 felt	 as	 fragile	 as	 an	 egg.	 It	 was	 like	 being	 shorn	 by	 a
skilful,	rough	sheep-farmer.	That	shave	was	the	only	regular	hygienic	attention
we	received.

In	return	we	were	expected	to	do	irregular	work.	There	was	no	pattern	to	it,
because	I	think	that	they	wanted	us	to	spend	as	much	time	as	possible	in	blank
isolation.	The	work	could	 involve	 floor-washing,	gardening,	 carrying	 firewood
to	the	cookhouse	or	–	the	task	we	dreaded	most	–	cleaning	the	Japanese	toilets.



The	 condition	 of	 those	 rows	 of	 holes	 was	 appalling.	 There	 is	 something
unbearably	sickening	about	cleaning	other	men’s	ordure.

Or	else	they	would	ask	us	to	shift	100	kg	sacks	of	rice,	which	was	crippling
work	for	men	in	our	condition.	But	the	most	bizarre	task	was	one	that	allowed	a
group	 of	 us	 to	 stay	 together	 for	 a	 while	 in	 the	 sunshine	 out	 in	 the	 yard.	 The
guards	 produced	 a	 great	 heap	 of	 rusty	 and	 extremely	 dirty	 army	 equipment
which	we	 suspected	 had	 either	 been	 stored	 in	 the	 open	 or	 had	 been	 salvaged
from	a	ship.	There	were	mess-tins,	and	buckets	and	containers	of	all	kinds,	caked
in	 rust	 and	 dirt.	 Our	 job	 was	 to	 clean	 all	 these	 and	 restore	 them	 to	 pristine
beauty.	The	trouble	was	that	the	only	tools	we	were	given	were	large	rusty	nails,
bits	of	wire	and	handfuls	of	earth.	With	 these	primitive	 resources	 the	Japanese
expected	sparkling	results.

A	 dozen	 prisoners	 were	 gathered	 in	 the	 open,	 sitting	 on	 concrete	 under	 a
lean-to	 attap	 roof	 that	 deflected	 the	 fierce	 heat	 a	 little.	 We	 sat	 cross-legged,
hunched	over	the	filthy	utensils.	If	somebody	looked	sideways	instead	of	down,
a	guard	would	lean	over	and	punch	him	in	the	face.

Even	under	these	circumstances	we	managed,	with	care,	to	talk.	I	had	always
been	close	to	Mackay,	and	we	sat	beside	each	other	while	we	scraped	junk	metal
with	 wire	 in	 the	 hope	 that	 gleams	 of	 steel	 would	 start	 to	 appear	 beneath	 the
grime.	 For	 much	 of	 the	 time	 we	 worked	 naked,	 partly	 to	 try	 to	 get	 fresh	 air
around	our	unwashed	and	itching	bodies	and	partly	because	we	had	very	little	to
wear	anyway.	One	day	I	noticed	that	Mac,	who	had	been	a	well-built	man,	had
become	so	thin	that	his	anus	stuck	out	like	a	short	pipe.

I	then	discovered	that	I	could	close	my	hand	around	my	own	upper	arm	and
that	my	stomach	was	very	close	to	my	spine;	there	seemed	to	be	no	solid	body
on	me	anywhere.	My	ribs	were	sticking	out.	I	asked	Mac	how	I	looked,	and	he
said	that	I	looked	like	a	skeleton	with	skin	stretched	over	it.	I	had	become	one	of
the	living	dead	who	had	so	frightened	me	when	I	first	came	to	Outram	Road.	I
knew	then	that	I	was	close	to	death,	and	that	I	had	to	get	out	of	Outram	Road	at
all	costs.

It	wasn’t	only	the	decline	in	my	physical	condition	that	led	me,	eventually,	to
take	 the	 risk	 of	making	myself	 deliberately	worse	 so	 that	 they	would	 have	 to
move	 me.	 The	 balance	 of	 probabilities	 seemed	 just	 to	 be	 in	 favour	 of	 the
assumption	 that	 they	 were	 not	 quietly	 murdering	 the	 sick	 prisoners,	 and	 I
convinced	 myself	 that	 the	 percentage	 prospect	 of	 survival	 if	 I	 stayed	 was
virtually	 nil;	 but	 this	 rationalism	 was	 beside	 the	 point:	 beyond	 reason	 or



calculation,	I	wanted	out	of	this	place.
Certain	 events	 weakened	 me,	 but	 toughened	 my	 resolve.	 Early	 on,	 on

Christmas	Day	 1943,	 I	was	 given	 a	 fish	 head	with	my	 evening	 rice.	 I	 ate	 the
head,	but	I	could	not	manage	to	eat	the	eyes.	They	lay	on	my	plate,	little	tough
jellies	staring	up	at	me.	I	longed	then	for	the	winter	feast	of	northern	Europe,	for
my	 family	 and	 for	 my	 mother	 in	 particular,	 and	 the	 contrast	 between	 my
memories	of	them	and	this	tropical	black	hole	was	acutely	depressing.

I	found	a	definition	for	‘hunger’	when	I	was	sent	on	a	rare	errand	without	a
guard	to	take	an	empty	pan	to	the	cookhouse,	and	as	I	was	walking	through	the
main	hall	I	saw	a	single	grain	of	rice	on	a	cell	doorstep.	I	went	over	and	picked	it
up	and	ate	it.

Then	there	was	 the	 itch.	We	were	used	 to	diseases	of	 the	skin,	which	were
rampant	in	the	camps	because	of	the	lack	of	soap,	but	this	was	an	itch	the	like	of
which	neither	Fred	nor	 I	had	encountered	before.	The	 slightest	 touch	on	one’s
skin	produced	an	urge	 to	 scratch	 savagely.	To	succumb	 to	 this	 temptation	was
disastrous,	 and	made	 the	 itch	worse	 than	 ever,	 so	we	 sat	motionless	with	 our
skins	on	fire.

The	itch	developed	into	a	horrible	skin	condition,	perhaps	an	extreme	form
of	 scabies.	 Each	 of	 us	 in	 turn	 found	 little	 pimples	 appearing	 on	 our	 skin.	 To
begin	 with	 they	 were	 clear	 and	 transparent;	 then	 the	 clear	 liquid	 turned	 into
yellow	pus,	 the	pimples	burst,	 erupted	 and	 the	 fluid	dried	 into	horrible	yellow
scabs.	Picking	them	off	meant	losing	a	patch	of	skin.	I	myself	lost	every	inch	of
skin	on	my	body	with	the	curious	exception	of	the	skin	on	my	face	and	the	tips
of	 my	 fingers	 and	 toes.	Worse	 still,	 as	 fast	 as	 one	 picked	 off	 the	 scabs	 new
eruptions	 appeared.	 Those	men	who	were	 too	 ill	 and	weak	 to	move	 and	were
unable	to	do	anything	for	themselves	gradually	became	encased	in	a	brownish-
yellow	crust	of	pus,	a	spectacle	that	still	wakes	me	at	night,	the	nausea	still	fresh.

O’Malley	and	one	or	two	others	voluntarily	took	on	the	task	of	cleaning	up
the	most	helpless	men	by	patiently	picking	off	the	encrusted	scabs	and	washing
their	bodies	in	cold	water.	What	they	did	deserves	the	adjective	‘heroic’	as	much
as	bravery	under	fire.

Partly	 as	 a	 result	 of	 their	 efforts,	 the	 Japanese	 began	 to	 take	 note	 of	 the
disease.	A	liquid	which	they	described	as	‘creosote’	was	brought	into	the	block
in	large	containers,	and	they	produced	a	few	metal	tubs.	Those	of	us	who	were
badly	infected	were	allowed	to	have	what	was	almost	a	bath,	our	first	in	several
months,	though	still	without	soap,	in	the	yard	outside	the	block.	I	sat	in	a	tub	for



hours.	 It	did	not	noticeably	 improve	my	skin,	but	 the	 feel	of	 the	water	 lapping
around	me	was	worth	the	pretence.

When	 the	 ‘creosote’	 did	 not	 work,	 the	 Japanese	 administration	 gave	 us	 a
paste	or	ointment	which	 looked	suspiciously	 like	saddle-soap.	We	were	 told	 to
strip	 and	 to	 coat	 every	 inch	 of	 our	 bodies	with	 the	 ointment,	 telling	 ourselves
that	 at	 least	 it	 might	 suffocate	 the	 tiny	 maggots	 or	 whatever	 it	 was	 that	 was
causing	the	 trouble.	Perhaps	 it	did;	or	perhaps	 the	epidemic	had	run	its	course,
for	the	disease	slackened	off	soon	afterwards.

By	 the	 end	of	April	 1944	my	 three	British	 fellow-officers,	Bill	Smith,	 Jim
Slater	 and	 Morton	 Mackay	 were	 all	 seriously	 ill,	 and	 Harry	 Knight,	 the
Australian	 major,	 looked	 no	 better.	 When	 I	 caught	 glimpses	 of	 them	 I	 was
terrified	 for	all	of	us.	Only	Fred	Smith	 seemed	 to	 retain	 some	strength	despite
the	starvation	diet.	The	guards	sent	a	stretcher	party	one	day	and	removed	three
of	the	others,	but	left	Fred,	Harry	and	me.	The	fact	that	we	could	totter	across	a
yard	must	have	excluded	us.	I	was	now	the	only	officer	left	in	the	entire	block,
apart	from	Knight.

The	old	anxiety	and	fear	surged	back	with	renewed	force.	Although	we	had	a
sentence,	we	could	not	imagine	this	term	of	imprisonment	coming	to	an	end.	The
uncertainty	 was	 gross	 and	 desperately	 stressful.	 We	 didn’t	 think	 we	 could
survive	 years	 of	 this,	 and	 even	 if	 we	 did	 there	 was	 no	 guarantee	 of	 being
‘released’	into	anything	but	a	larger	and	perhaps	relatively	more	humane	prison
camp.	We	were	 prisoners	 within	 a	 world	 that	 was	 itself	 a	 prison.	 That	 larger
sentence	of	servitude	was	completely	indeterminate,	for	who	could	say	when	the
war	would	end?	And	if	the	Japanese	won	it,	what	would	they	do	to	us?

I	found	this	uncertainty	particularly	difficult.	I	was	afflicted	with	the	strange
combination	of	 a	 vivid	 imagination	 and	 a	 need	 to	 locate	myself	 exactly,	 to	 be
sure	of	where	I	was	and	where	I	was	going	–	I	had	the	character	of	a	mapmaker,
a	 listmaker,	 of	 one	 who	 knew	 about	 dates	 and	 classes	 and	 varieties.	 Being
thrown	into	the	pit	and	not	knowing	whether	I	could	ever	find	a	ladder	to	climb
out	of	it	did	me	no	good	at	all.	Without	reading,	writing	or	bearings	of	any	kind	I
felt	that	I	was	living	through	the	end	of	whatever	time	had	been	given	to	me;	the
delirium	of	the	last	days	was	closing	in.

We	could	not	measure	time,	let	alone	occupy	it.	Our	time	was	now	entirely
theirs.	We	could	identify	Sundays	because	the	guards	took	time	off	on	Sundays,
and	O’Malley	or	Penrod	Dean	could	sometimes	identify	the	hour	or	date	for	us,
but	that	was	never	enough.	When	the	evening	came,	there	were	twelve	hours	of



utter	emptiness	to	get	through.	Outside	it	was	dark;	inside,	the	electric	light	was
on	continuously.	During	those	long	nights	I	sharpened	my	desperation	to	get	out,
even	though	it	felt	like	jumping	from	a	window	in	the	dark,	not	knowing	where	I
might	land.	And	in	the	end,	I	used	time	itself	against	them.

*	*	*

They	gave	me	my	chance	when	they	took	the	unprecedented	step	of	separately
identifying	extremely	sick	men	and	classifying	them	as	‘byoki’	They	were	then
placed	in	a	group	of	cells	on	the	ground	floor	furthest	from	the	door	of	the	block.

I	had	discovered	that	I	could	drive	up	my	pulse	rate	by	deep	and	accelerated
breathing,	 so	 producing	 a	 state	 that	 frightened	my	 cellmate	 and	 even	me;	 and
that	 there	was	one	 exception	 to	our	 complete	 lack	of	 any	means	of	measuring
time.	 In	 very	 still	 and	 very	 quiet	 conditions	 the	 faint	 chimes	 of	 a	 clock
somewhere	 in	 the	 distance	 could	be	 heard,	 though	 it	was	 a	 long	 time	before	 I
was	aware	of	it.	I	imagined	it	as	a	public	clock	on	some	tower,	for	it	struck	the
quarters	as	well	as	the	hours.

I	disciplined	myself	to	count	the	little	beats	of	blood	in	my	wrist	for	fifteen
minutes	 at	 a	 stretch.	 It	 was	 not	 that	 hard,	 really;	 what	 else	 did	 I	 have	 to	 do?
Forcing	 myself	 to	 concentrate	 on	 nothing	 but	 my	 pulse	 –	 the	 effort	 alone
probably	 put	 me	 into	 a	 kind	 of	 agitated	 trance,	 and	 I	 was	 already	 near
hallucinating	from	starvation	and	weakness.	They	had	taken	all	sense	of	normal,
filled	time	away	from	me	and	I	focused	my	panic	in	on	myself	in	a	fever	of	self-
control.

I	would	count	carefully	all	the	time	I	was	doing	this	and	divide	the	resulting
figure	by	fifteen,	giving	the	pulse	rate	per	minute.	The	normal	rate	is	about	76;	I
got	mine	up	to	a	figure	which	was	so	high	that	I	could	not	count	properly	and	I
was	confident	that	I	could	repeat	this	whenever	I	wanted	to	do	so.

One	day,	when	 I	was	 lying	down	and	 there	was	a	warder	within	earshot,	 I
worked	my	pulse	up,	cried	out	and	twisted	and	clutched	myself.	My	performance
had	an	effect:	the	warder	took	a	look	at	me	and	had	me	carried	down	to	one	of
the	 ‘sick’	 cells.	 And	 so	 I	 lost	 sight	 of	 Fred	 Smith,	 who	 seemed	 resigned	 to
survival	 in	 Outram	 Road	 and	 whose	 extraordinary	 resilience	 could	 not	 be
disguised	 long	 enough	 even	 to	pretend	weakness.	He	had	 supported	me	 to	 the
hilt	and	told	me	I	was	doing	the	right	thing,	but	I	hated	leaving	him	alone	in	that
horrible	bare	cell.



In	the	sick	cells	the	doors	were	left	open	during	the	day,	which	was	a	slight
improvement,	and	you	did	not	have	to	take	part	in	work	squads.	I	was	joined	in
the	cell	by	an	Australian	called	Stan	Davis,	who	was	not	officially	sick	–	he	was
supposed	 to	 look	 after	 me,	 and	 save	 the	 therapeutic	 energies	 of	 the	 medical
orderly.	Stan	probably	knew	as	much	about	medicine	as	that	 individual,	 in	any
case,	and	when	we	were	able	to	talk	we	plotted	the	best	way	for	both	of	us	to	get
beyond	the	sick	cell	to	the	hospital	at	Changi	–	if	indeed	it	was	not	a	dangerous
mirage.	Stan	was	another	radio	man,	even	 luckier	 than	we	had	been.	A	private
soldier	 in	a	motor-transport	 company,	he	had	been	part	of	a	group	operating	a
radio	in	the	POW	camp	in	Sandakan,	in	British	North	Borneo,	and	planning	an
escape.	 This	 group	 really	 had	 been	 in	 subversive	 communication	 with	 local
civilians.	The	Japanese	shot	his	officer,	Captain	L.C.	Matthews	of	the	Australian
Army	Signals.

Stan	and	I	agreed	that	I	would	eat	all	the	food	which	came	into	the	cell	other
than	rice	and	that	Stan	would	eat	all	the	rice,	and	nothing	but	rice,	and	we	swore
that	we	would	stick	to	our	diet	until	the	end,	whatever	it	might	be.	My	resolution
was	not	as	suicidal	as	it	may	sound	because	by	May	1944	the	food	had	improved
slightly,	and	the	rice	now	came	with	a	few	soya	beans	or	fragments	of	fish,	but	I
very	quickly	became	even	 thinner	while	Stan	got	more	 and	more	bloated,	 and
looked	as	though	he	had	real	wet	beri-beri.

We	each	made	exaggerated	shows	of	trying	to	move	about,	taking	care	to	fall
over	or	otherwise	to	collapse	whenever	we	left	the	cell,	and	so	after	a	while	we
were	 spending	 twenty-four	 hours	 in	 the	 cell	with	 nothing	but	 determination	 to
drive	us	on.	We	had	nothing	to	distract	us	from	our	self-destructive	will	to	live,
and	only	the	faint	chiming	of	that	mysterious	clock	to	mark	the	passing	of	time.

Stan	 and	 I	 exchanged	 anecdotes	 of	 the	 campaigns	 in	 Malaya	 and	 life	 in
Borneo,	 the	 fall	 of	 Singapore	 and	 the	 early	 days	 of	 captivity.	 He	 had	 been
brought	up	 a	Catholic	 in	Western	Australia	 and	 entertained	me	with	 stories	of
the	fierce	angry	discipline	handed	out	by	the	Christian	Brothers,	a	religious	order
that	specializes	in	teaching	poor	children;	and	he	spoke	about	distances	I	could
barely	 imagine,	 deserts	 taking	 weeks	 to	 cross	 and	 farms	 measured	 in	 square
miles.	I	 tried	to	find	a	way	of	explaining	lowland	Scotland	to	this	hard	man	of
the	outdoors,	 for	whom	life	 in	 these	cells	must	have	been	 terribly	constricting;
we	compromised	by	 reciting	poems	 like	 James	Henry	Leigh	Hunt’s	Abou	Ben
Adhem,	which	seemed	to	declaim	something	beautiful	and	defiant	to	us:

‘What	writest	thou?’	–	The	vision	raised	its	head,



And	with	a	look	made	of	all	sweet	accord,
Answered,	‘The	names	of	those	who	love	the	Lord.’
‘And	is	mine	one?’	said	Abou.	‘Nay,	not	so,’
Replied	the	angel.	Abou	spoke	more	low,
But	cheerly	still;	and	said,	‘I	pray	thee	then,
Write	me	as	one	that	loves	his	fellow-men.’

I	tried	to	sleep	as	much	as	possible,	but	it	was	difficult	to	find	a	comfortable
position.	 When	 the	 body	 is	 so	 thin	 that	 your	 prominent	 bones	 stick	 out	 like
handles	there	is	no	ease	to	be	had	on	three	wooden	planks,	and	my	hips	were	still
in	 poor	 shape.	 I	 would	 drift	 into	 a	 kind	 of	 coma,	 full	 of	 dreams	 and
hallucinations	and	waking	impressions	that	were	clear	and	completely	unreal.	As
at	Kanburi	after	the	beatings,	my	mind	was	churning	and	spewing	disconnected
fragments	of	learning	and	memory;	bits	of	rage	at	our	treatment	at	Kanburi	came
up,	the	cages,	the	beatings,	the	repetitious	stupid	refrain	of	‘Lomax	you	will	tell
us’	and	 the	 little	 interrogator	with	his	 thuggish	friend.	 I	 felt	 I	had	been	dead,	 I
had	 been	 sentenced	 to	 death,	 ‘Lomax,	 you	 will	 be	 killed	 shortly’,	 I	 was
suspended	 between	 life	 and	 death	 in	 my	 delirium.	 Often	 it	 was	 a	 brain	 fever
spinning	out	automatic	rhymes	and	strange	biblical	nursery	verses.	One	of	these
at	least	I	wrote	down	later:

At	the	beginning	of	time	the	clock	struck	one
Then	dropped	the	dew	and	the	clock	struck	two
From	the	dew	grew	a	tree	and	the	clock	struck	three
The	tree	made	a	door	and	the	clock	struck	four
Man	came	alive	and	the	clock	struck	five
Count	not,	waste	not	the	years	on	the	clock
Behold	I	stand	at	the	door	and	knock.

There	were	non-stop,	intensely	tactile	visions,	so	real	that	I	could	smell	and
see	the	places	they	presented	to	me:	a	procession	of	ocean-going	ships	slipping
down	 the	Clyde	 past	Greenock;	 the	 unbelievably	 delicate	 evening	 light	 of	 the
West	Highlands;	a	summer	lake	in	Kashmir,	with	vast	snow	mountains	above	it.
My	mind	wandered	back	along	 the	 roads	 I	 had	 cycled	 in	my	 search	 for	 steam
engines,	but	it	was	a	jagged,	confused	and	chaotic	reprise	of	those	long	journeys.



I	walked	with	S.’s	hand	in	mine	on	an	Edinburgh	street	past	dark	high	buildings
with	glimpses	of	steps	plunging	down	into	old	courtyards.

I	had	one	vivid	and	frequent	dream	with	a	scene	that	seemed	utterly	perfect
and	 unattainable,	 a	 vision	 of	 impossible	 beauty.	 It	 was	 the	 image	 of	 an	 old
English	 garden	 in	 summer,	 near	 a	 cathedral,	 with	 banks	 of	 honeysuckle	 and
roses	 under	 oak	 and	 willow	 trees,	 the	 cathedral	 spire	 rising	 above	 them.	 It
seemed	 so	 entirely	 real,	 and	 at	 the	 same	 time	 a	 romantic	 painting	 of	 such	 a
scene,	as	though	I	was	looking	at	it	from	the	side	so	that	the	smooth	lawn	swept
away	 from	 me	 in	 a	 great	 green	 triangle.	 There	 was	 an	 old	 brown-red	 brick
cottage	hidden	in	the	trees;	it	felt	like	order	and	wealth	and	safety.

The	visions	became	more	frightening	and	grotesque.	One	evening,	 the	long
wall	of	the	cell	began	to	dissolve.	The	cracked	cement	and	the	brickwork	melted
away.	Far	away	was	an	immense	figure,	standing	erect	with	many	waving	arms,
emerging	 from	a	heaving	 sea	of	 flame	and	 smoke,	 and	growing	 larger,	until	 it
seemed	 to	 fill	 the	 entire	 view.	 It	 seemed	 to	 be	 standing	 above	 a	 lake,	 and	 the
surface	changed	into	distinct	waves,	and	then	into	human	figures	tiny	against	the
mass	of	the	giant.	They	seemed	to	be	worshipping,	chanting,	praising,	calling	out
‘Kali,	Kali,	Kali’.	I	felt	sheer	terror	as	the	figure’s	eyes	looked	down	directly	at
me,	 the	 terror	mounting	like	choking	until	 I	woke	up	to	find	myself	 looking	at
the	bare	light	bulb	and	the	cell	walls.

*	*	*

After	two	months	of	dogged	persistence	in	our	dreadful	routine,	and	by	then	we
were	 both	 in	 a	 bad	 way,	 I	 made	 another	 attempt	 to	 frighten	 the	 warders	 by
working	myself	 into	a	crisis,	my	pulse	 racing	and	my	body	shaking	–	and	 this
time	the	symptoms	hardly	needed	to	be	simulated.	It’s	not	too	difficult	to	feign
imminent	death	when	you	already	look	like	a	corpse.	Stan	called	a	warder,	who
looked	at	me,	and	then	called	someone	else.	He	may	not	have	wanted	a	death	on
his	watch	without	checking	with	a	superior.

Usually,	they	shut	the	cell	door	at	night,	but	that	night	they	left	it	open	and	a
warder	 looked	 in	 several	 times	 to	 check	 on	 me.	 I	 acted	 up	 enthusiastically
whenever	I	heard	him	coming.	The	following	morning	there	were	sounds	of	an
unusually	 large	group	walking	 towards	our	 cell.	 It	 turned	out	 to	be	 a	 stretcher
party.	I	was	bundled	on	to	the	stretcher,	calling	out	for	Stan	to	be	taken	too,	but
they	stumbled	out	of	the	cell	without	him.	Once	again	I	was	leaving	a	friend.

I	kept	my	eyes	shut,	but	could	 tell	 that	we	made	our	way	down	the	central



hall,	 across	 the	 sunlit	 yard	 and	 into	 the	 administration	 offices,	 where	 I	 was
dumped	on	the	floor.	My	kit	was	loaded	on	top	of	me	and	the	stretcher	was	lifted
again,	out	into	the	open	air.	I	could	hardly	believe	it	when	I	realized	that	I	was
being	put	into	the	back	of	a	vehicle,	an	open	truck	of	some	kind.	I	was	about	to
learn	what	happened	to	the	men	who	had	gone	out	of	here	before	me,	and	take
the	consequences	of	my	leap	in	the	dark.	The	truck	drove	off.

I	could	look	up	through	half-closed	eyelids	and	see	the	sky,	and	smell	the	air
of	a	city	again.	The	sun	was	warming	and	the	vault	of	blue	looked	imponderably
beautiful	 and	 limitless.	 I	 heard	 Chinese	 voices,	 Malay	 voices	 when	 the	 truck
slowed,	even	women	and	children’s	voices	–	the	first	I	had	heard	for	a	long	time.

The	 truck	 seemed	 to	 leave	 the	 traffic	 and	 traffic	 noises	 and	 drove	 through
what	smelled	 like	countryside.	 I	was	beyond	fear,	but	 I	hoped	dully	 that	 I	was
not	being	driven	to	some	lonely	execution	ground.	After	about	half	an	hour	there
was	 a	 silent	 length	 of	 road,	 then	 a	 right-hand	 turn,	 another	 short	 road,	 a	 near
stop,	 another	 right-hand	 turn	 which	 interrupted	 the	 sunlight	 –	 and	 then,	 an
English	voice.	Almost	immediately,	the	stretcher	was	lifted	off	the	truck,	I	was
transferred	to	another	stretcher	and	carried	away.

I	opened	my	eyes	fully	for	the	first	time.	I	was	still	a	prisoner,	and	around	me
I	saw	the	functional	and	naked	walls	of	a	modern	gaol.	But	this	was	what	I	had
been	trying	to	achieve	for	months:	I	was	inside	Changi	at	last.



CHAPTER	NINE

IT	 IS	 UNLIKELY	 that	 many	 people	 have	 regarded	 a	 notorious	 POW	 camp	 as
heaven,	but	I	felt	that	that	is	where	I	had	arrived	within	a	few	hours	of	being	at
Changi.

When	I	finally	opened	my	eyes,	with	almost	superstitious	caution,	I	did	not
see	a	 single	 Japanese	 soldier.	 I	was	 surrounded	by	 the	concerned	and	grinning
faces	of	ragged	British	and	Australian	prisoners.	My	stretcher	was	the	centre	of
caring	bustle	and	activity	and	after	a	few	minutes	I	was	carried	into	the	ground
floor	 of	 a	 two-storey	 block	 which	 my	 bearers	 called	 HB.	 I	 was	 in	 the	 safest
possible	hands,	in	the	care	of	sympathetic	and	supportive	British	and	Australian
servicemen.	Then	I	began	 to	cry,	an	uncontrollable	cascade;	 tears	of	 relief	and
joy.

I	was	given	a	bed,	a	real	iron	bed	with	a	mattress,	sheets	and	a	pillow.	The
bedding	 was	 hardly	 needed,	 given	 the	 sweltering	 atmosphere	 of	 a	 Malayan
summer,	but	the	feel	of	cotton	on	my	filthy	skin	was	beautiful.	Someone	brought
me	some	real	 tea.	Then	 they	began	 to	appear	around	my	bedside,	bags	of	skin
and	bones	I	was	half-convinced	had	been	dumped	by	the	Japanese	on	some	city
rubbish	heap:	Bill	Smith,	‘Mac’,	Slater,	explaining	that	they	were	in	the	upstairs
ward	and	 that	HB	was	one	of	 the	 two	hospital	blocks	 inside	 the	gaol	 and	was
reserved	for	us,	for	men	from	Outram	Road.	I	would	be	moved	upstairs	shortly,
they	said.	It	was	an	astonishing	coming-together,	and	I	felt	a	calming	wave	wash
over	me,	knowing	that	we	had	all	survived	so	far.

A	man	called	Jim	Bradley	 introduced	himself.	 I	 thought	 I	had	not	met	him
before,	until	he	explained	that	he	had	been	in	solitary	confinement	in	Cell	41	in
Outram	Road	 and	 had	 been	 carried	 out	 on	 a	 stretcher	 just	 before	Christmas.	 I
remembered	 the	 stretcher	 which	 had	 been	 carried	 through	 the	 main	 hall	 of
Outram	Road	that	day,	bearing	a	stick	figure	with	a	huge	matted	black	beard,	as
though	 the	hair	had	grown	wild	as	 the	body	wasted.	Bill	Anker	 also	came	up,



and	Ian	Moffatt	and	Guy	Machado,	who	had	all	been	carried	out	of	solitary	cells,
in	 each	 case	 with	 their	 faces	 lost	 in	 a	 mass	 of	 hair	 and	 beard.	 No-one	 was
allowed	to	cut	the	hair	of	those	in	solitary	confinement.	There	were	more	petty
levels	of	cruelty	than	I	had	imagined.

At	 first	 no-one	 bothered	 about	 medical	 attention	 for	 me,	 but	 I	 didn’t	 feel
neglected:	being	in	Changi	was	the	best	psychological	lift	that	a	body	could	wish
for.	My	bed	was	just	inside	the	ward,	near	the	entrance;	it	was	a	little	like	being
in	bed	on	a	railway-station	platform,	with	crowds	and	movement	to	and	fro.	Yet
I	 slept	 well	 that	 night,	 from	 utter	 exhaustion,	 and	 from	 the	 effort	 of	 talking
loudly	and	freely	to	so	many	people.

HB	was	run	by	an	Australian	Army	doctor	from	Hobart	called	Bon	Rogers.
He	was	 an	 outstanding	 and	 truly	 dedicated	man,	 remembered	 by	 thousands	 of
POWs	who	passed	through	Changi.

When	he	examined	me	 in	 the	morning,	 the	 first	 thing	he	did	was	 to	weigh
me.	I	was	put	on	an	old	scales	and	discovered	that	I	weighed	105	pounds,	about
60	 pounds	 less	 than	my	 normal,	 pre-war	weight.	 Rogers	 gave	me	 a	 course	 of
vitamin	pills,	and	prescribed	milk	and	even	the	occasional	egg	for	me.	This	was
a	really	rich	diet:	 the	food	that	came	into	the	hospital	was	the	best	 that	Changi
could	provide,	but	it	was	still	mostly	rice.

Just	being	there	was	the	real	cure.	With	the	relative	peace,	the	predictability
of	the	routine,	a	little	extra	food,	the	cleanliness,	the	kindness	of	the	male	nurses,
and	the	comradeship	and	support	from	the	other	refugees	from	Outram	Road,	I
slowly	but	steadily	began	to	gather	strength	and	to	put	on	a	little	weight.

The	 Japanese	 had,	 I	 discovered,	 restored	 my	 Bible	 to	 me.	 They	 were	 as
meticulous	about	prisoners’	property	as	they	were	careless	of	their	bodies.	I	even
got	my	watch	back.	But	when	I	 tried	 to	 reawaken	 the	spirituality	 I	had	always
experienced	 in	 reading	 that	 sonorous	 seventeenth-century	 prose,	 I	 found	 that	 I
had	nearly	 forgotten	how	 to	 read,	 and	 the	page	was	a	blur;	my	eyes	could	not
focus	properly.	I	had	not	seen	a	single	word	of	print	for	over	seven	months.	My
acquaintance	with	language	had	shrunk	to	the	letter	‘D’.

I	was	 reduced	 to	 spelling	out	 the	 captions	 and	garish	headlines	 in	 a	bound
volume	 of	 Lilliput,	 a	 gossip	 and	 pin-up	 magazine	 of	 the	 day,	 and	 later	 a
children’s	 spelling	 book,	 from	which	 I	 slowly	 copied	 out	 simple	words.	 I	 had
lost	my	mind,	and	spent	days	digging	about	for	some	memory	of	script.	To	my
intense	relief,	the	skill	of	reading	came	back	fast.

After	a	few	days	I	was	moved	upstairs	to	HB2.	There	were	ten	of	us	in	that



ward,	five	on	each	side	of	a	central	passage.	At	 the	end	furthest	 from	the	door
were	the	nursing	staff	and,	equally	important,	the	shower	heads.	I	luxuriated	in
the	abundant,	clean,	cold	water	that	came	on	twice	a	day,	for	there	were	times	in
Outram	Road	when	the	stink	of	one’s	own	body	and	its	rotting	covering	seemed
ineradicable.	Just	 to	stand	with	water	pouring	over	me	was	 lovely.	In	 the	ward
there	 were	 also,	 at	 the	 entrance,	 two	 lavatories,	 real	 WCs	 with	 flushing
mechanisms	that	actually	worked.

Despite	 the	 cramped	 conditions	 and	 our	 shattered	 emotions	 we	 got	 on
extremely	well;	there	was	never	so	much	as	an	outbreak	of	bad	temper.	We	had
all	travelled	a	very	long	way	along	the	valley	of	the	shadow	of	death	and	we	had
all	 emerged,	 so	 we	 had	 no	 time	 for	 small	 irritations.	 Some	 of	 us	 had	 taken
extreme	measures	to	get	out	of,	and	extreme	boldness	had	put	some	of	us	into,
Outram	Road.

Jim	Bradley,	for	example,	had	escaped	from	Song	Krai,	a	camp	at	 the	very
top	of	the	railway.	He	was	among	ten	prisoners	who	had	walked	into	the	jungle
and	 into	Burma,	where	high	ridges	ran	at	 right	angles	 to	 their	 line	of	march	 to
the	sea.	It	must	have	been	like	stumbling	up	and	down	through	uncurbed	bush	on
the	 sides	of	 steep	 rocky	 trenches.	Five	of	 the	party	died	 in	 the	wilderness;	 the
survivors	were	captured.	They	were	about	 to	be	 shot	out	of	hand	at	 the	prison
camp,	 but	 Captain	 Cyril	 Wild,	 who	 had	 been	 Percival’s	 interpreter	 at	 the
surrender	 of	 Singapore	 and	 had	 been	 banished	 to	 this	 last	 ditch	 of	 the	 prison
world,	addressed	a	passionate	and	eloquent	appeal	to	Lieutenant-Colonel	Banno,
the	 local	 Japanese	 commander.	 Jim	 was	 only	 alive	 thanks	 to	 the	 fluency	 of
Wild’s	Japanese.

Jack	Macalister’s	 life	was	even	more	charmed.	He	was	the	Australian	flyer
we	had	heard	about	at	Outram	Road.	Shot	down	over	Timor,	he	had	attempted
twice	 to	 steal	 a	 Japanese	 plane,	with	 the	 help	 of	 the	 local	 resistance;	 on	 each
occasion	 he	 hadn’t	 succeeded	 in	 taking	 off.	 Escapers,	 radio	 spies,	 stealers	 of
planes:	crucially	for	our	harmony,	we	knew	we	were	all	still	in	extreme	danger.
The	prison	chiefs	at	Outram	Road	would	never	 forget,	or	be	allowed	 to	 forget
about	 us.	 As	 far	 as	 they	 were	 concerned,	 we	 were	 simply	 in	 Changi	 to	 gain
enough	 strength	 to	 be	 recalled	 to	 finish	 our	 sentences,	 and	we	were	 thus	 in	 a
strange	conflict.	Bon	Rogers	wanted	us	to	regain	our	health,	and	so	did	we,	but
the	last	 thing	we	wanted	was	to	be	well	enough	to	return	to	Outram	Road.	We
were	ghosts	on	holiday.

There	was	 in	 any	case	 a	 limit	 to	what	 could	be	 achieved	 in	 the	hospital	 at



Changi.	Some	of	us	could	not	get	our	limbs	to	work	properly.	My	arms	were	in
bad	 condition,	 as	 I	 discovered	 for	 myself	 when	 I	 tried	 to	 write	 or	 move	 my
fingers	 quickly	 without	 lifting	 my	 arms	 high.	 Some	 men’s	 eyes	 had	 been
weakened	 dangerously:	 those	 who	 had	 lost	 their	 glasses	 suffered	 from	 near-
blindness.	 Stomach	 illnesses	 were	 endemic.	 Slater	 had	 appalling	 dysentery.
Nevertheless,	slowly,	our	physical	condition	improved.

Bon	 Rogers	 came	 around	 every	 morning	 in	 the	 best	 hospital	 tradition,
exuding	authority	and	reassurance,	and	he	 took	 the	closest	personal	care	of	us.
The	nurses	gave	us	whatever	medicine	was	available.	I	was	given	an	enormous
daily	dose	of	 rice-polishings	 in	a	kind	of	broth.	These	are	 the	 fibrous	husks	of
rice,	 removed	 in	 the	normal	processing	of	white	 rice	and	contain	vitamins	and
roughage.	They	were	difficult	to	consume,	so	light	and	dry	that	they	floated	in	a
heap	 on	 the	 surface	 of	 water.	 However,	 I	 packed	 the	 ticklish	 flakes	 down
diligently.

On	 his	 rounds,	 Dr	 Rogers	 also	 began	 to	 give	 us	 snapshots	 from	 the	 war.
Since	we	had	been	 in	Outram	Road	 the	English	 and	Americans	 had	 landed	 in
Europe,	 the	 Russians	 had	 forced	 the	 Germans	 back	 towards	Warsaw	 and	 the
Japanese	were	 being	wiped	 out	 in	 the	 Pacific	 and	 pushed	 back	 in	Burma	 and
China.	This	was	exalting	news,	but	it	was	not	unmixed	with	fear.	Only	if	the	war
came	 to	 an	 end	quickly	had	we	any	 real	 chance	of	 survival,	 but	 even	 then	we
were	worried	about	 the	vengeance	 the	Japanese	might	exact	 if	 they	saw	defeat
on	 the	 horizon	 in	 the	 form	 of	 an	 invasion	 fleet.	 Even	 if	 the	 Allies	 started
bombing	 Singapore	 in	 earnest,	 there	 might	 be	 reprisals	 on	 prisoners,	 and	 on
convicted	criminals	among	them	first	of	all.	The	best	we	could	do,	therefore,	was
to	 live	 a	 day	 at	 a	 time,	 but	 no	matter	 how	 hard	we	 tried,	 and	 no	matter	 how
soothing	 our	 friends	 at	 Changi	 tried	 to	 be,	 we	 could	 never	 throw	 off	 the
permanent	burden	of	continuous	fear	 that	 the	warders	from	Outram	Road	were
liable	 to	 appear	 at	 any	 moment	 to	 conduct	 their	 own	 so-called	 medical
examinations.

It	was	clear	to	us,	though	we	were	careful	not	to	ask	or	learn	anything	we	did
not	 need	 to	 know,	 that	Bon	Rogers	was	 not	 getting	 his	 victory	 bulletins	 from
obliging	Japanese	guards.	Where	 the	 radio	was	and	who	was	operating	 it	were
interesting	 secrets,	 but	 we	 prayed	 that	 the	 group	 running	 it	 would	 be	 more
careful,	or	just	luckier,	than	we	had	been.	It	was	one	more	proof	of	how	hard	it	is
to	shut	down	speech.

In	 the	 afternoon	we	 tried	 to	 read	 and	 to	 rest.	There	were	 enough	books	 in



Changi	to	provide	an	amazing	and	eclectic	library,	endlessly	circulating	until	the
books	 fell	 to	 pieces:	 religious	 tracts,	 Victorian	 novels,	 the	 works	 of	 Hugh
Walpole,	Somerset	Maugham,	the	Powys	brothers	and	Arnold	Bennett,	moving
from	 hand	 to	 hand	 in	 a	 hot,	 sweaty	 prison-city.	 For	 the	 population	 of	 Changi
never	 fell	 below	 about	 3000,	 and	 frequently	 rose	 to	 5000,	 and	 because	 the
Japanese	 allowed	 the	 POWs	 to	 run	 it	 internally	 more	 or	 less	 at	 their	 own
discretion,	there	was	more	cultural	activity	here	than	in	most	small	towns.

Changi	had	stamp-collecting	clubs,	debating	societies,	literary	circles,	even	a
dry	land	yacht	club	for	commodores	nostalgic	about	the	sea.	Everyone	was	using
memories	to	support	themselves	and	entertain	each	other.

Up	on	 the	second	floor	of	HB,	we	could	not	 take	part	 in	debates	about	 the
shape	of	 the	post-war	world	or	 the	meaning	of	evolution,	but	we	certainly	had
books.	There	was	 a	book	bindery	at	 the	prison,	 and	 the	 tattered	volumes	were
kept	together	with	heavy,	home-made	gums	made	from	rice	and	water	or	stewed
bones,	 and	 patched	 up	 with	 cannibalized	 prison	 records,	 of	 which	 there	 were
reams.	 Charge	 sheets	 for	 Indian	 privates	 written	 in	 copperplate	 in	 happier
colonial	days	became	the	endpapers	of	works	by	Bunyan,	Blake	or	Defoe.	The
adhesive	still	feels	solid,	heavy,	and	crude,	but	also	very	strong;	I	have	some	of
these	books	with	me	now.	They	are	the	most	well-thumbed,	eroded	books	I	have
ever	seen,	worn	to	a	softness	and	fragility,	and	made	compact	by	sheer	use,	but
they	seem	indestructible.

One	of	the	books	I	still	have	is	a	Gibbon’s	stamp	catalogue	for	1936,	Stamps
of	the	British	Empire,	Part	One.	I	remembered	how	not	long	ago	I	was	spreading
out	hundreds	of	these	stamps	on	the	floor	of	an	Edinburgh	house	with	a	young
friend.	 The	 thought	 of	 the	 order	 and	 beauty	 of	 these	 franked	 bits	 of	 serrated,
squared	paper	was	extraordinarily	comforting	to	me:	there	was	once	a	world	of
regularity,	 punctuality	 and	 neat	 categories.	 I	 made	 careful	 pencilled	 notes	 on
African	and	Malayan	stamps,	columns	of	different	prices,	colours,	devices	and
monarchs’	heads.	It	was	a	therapy	of	lists;	 it	was	a	way	of	forgetting	arbitrary,
unpredictable	hell.

It	was	during	this	time	in	Changi	that	I	swapped	my	Authorized	Version	of
the	Bible	 for	 the	Moffatt	 translation	which	 I	 still	 have,	 because	 I	was	 curious
about	 this	 new	 and	 celebrated	 edition,	 and	 so	Harkness	 got	my	 tiny	marginal
commentaries	 and	 underlining	 and	 I	 got	 his.	 Between	 rereading	 the	 Bible,
learning	 Hindustani	 –	 which	 I	 was	 also	 trying	 to	 do,	 from	 a	 grammar	 –	 and
classifying	 things	 in	 order	 to	 remember	 them,	 the	 afternoons	 and	 the	 months



passed	quickly	for	me.
Bon	 Rogers	 told	 us	 that	 as	 a	 safety	 measure	 we	 must	 never	 go	 out	 in

daylight,	but	he	allowed	us	out	for	walks	around	the	gaol	after	dark.	It	meant	we
were	still	in	a	prison	within	a	prison,	but	the	restriction	was	worth	it.	There	were
no	 Japanese	 inside	Changi	 –	 except	when	 they	 came	 in	 to	 seize	 a	 prisoner	 or
negotiate	with	 the	senior	officers	–	so	Bradley	and	 I	made	slow	circuits	of	 the
complex	while	we	looked	up	at	the	night	sky	and	breathed	the	air	of	our	heaven.
Outside	the	walls	thousands	of	Allied	prisoners	were	living	at	Selarang,	at	Kranji
and	in	other	makeshift	camps,	but	we	were	dangerous,	so	we	were	in	the	prison
itself.	Our	favourite	walkway	was	the	road	between	the	inner	and	the	high	outer
walls,	because	it	was	so	secluded;	it	made	a	blank	concrete	channel,	and	it	was
like	walking	along	 the	bottom	of	a	drain.	The	Japanese	were	at	 the	main	gate,
but	not	on	the	walls,	and	we	walked	unmolested	for	hours.

For	many	prisoners,	Changi	was	a	dreadful	place:	only	Outram	Road	made	it
seem	homely	to	us.	I	was	relieved	to	see	the	shockingly	swollen	figure	of	Stan
Davis,	ill	with	beri-beri,	arriving	at	Changi	soon	after	my	own	arrival;	and	Harry
Knight	was	carried	in	on	a	stretcher	one	day.	This	reminded	us	that	we	were	on
leave	 from	 obscenity.	 He	 was	 at	 rock	 bottom;	 barely	 recognizable,	 his	 frame
reduced	to	weak	bones	in	loose	pale	skin,	his	eyes	sunk	in	his	head.	Rogers	had
him	moved	immediately	to	another	hospital	wing	inside	Changi,	but	within	ten
days	Harry	was	dead.

Jack	Macalister	 thought	 that	 his	 own	 recovery	 had	 gone	 far	 enough	 to	 be
dangerous.	He	 talked	 to	one	of	 the	medical	officers,	quietly	and	privately,	 and
one	day	they	put	their	plan	into	operation.	It	was	all	done	calmly,	as	though	the
MO	were	about	to	give	him	an	injection.	Jack	sat	on	a	chair	and	held	a	length	of
2-inch	steel	pipe	vertically	over	his	left	foot.	The	other	man	lifted	a	big	hammer
and	smashed	it	down	on	the	open	top	of	the	pipe.	Macalister	was	in	bad	pain	as
the	MO	wrapped	 his	 foot	 in	 plaster,	 but	 he	 had	 bought	 himself	 an	 extra	 few
weeks	of	companionship	and	humane	treatment.

Knight’s	 death	 prepared	 me	 all	 too	 well	 for	 leaving	 what	 Macalister	 was
determined	 to	keep.	The	POWs	on	duty	at	 the	prison	entrance	would	 instantly
send	a	message	 to	HB	 if	 any	of	 the	 Japanese	 from	Outram	Road	appeared,	 so
that	 we	 might	 have	 at	 least	 a	 few	 minutes’	 warning	 in	 which	 to	 arrange
ourselves.	On	25th	January	1945	the	blow	fell,	and	the	warnings	were	useless.	A
party	 of	 Japanese,	 including	 one	 who	 we	 thought	 might	 be	 a	 doctor	 of	 some
kind,	 came	 without	 warning	 into	 the	 hospital	 block.	 Their	 medical	 officer,



accompanied	 by	 Bon	 Rogers,	 walked	 around	 every	 bed	 on	 both	 floors	 and
looked	 closely	 at	 the	 occupants.	 Dr	 Rogers	 outlined	 each	 person’s	 medical
history	 and	 listed	 their	 various	 ailments	 and	 demonstrated	 their	 disabilities.
Unfortunately,	 I	was	 betrayed	 by	my	 own	 cursed	 vitality.	 I	was	 looking	 quite
well	 that	 day,	 for	 a	 sick	 prisoner,	 and	 the	 Japanese	 officer	 decided	 that	 I	was
well	enough	for	Outram	Road.

Within	a	matter	of	minutes	I	had	to	pack	my	kit,	say	goodbye	to	the	fortunate
ones	and	climb	on	to	a	truck	where,	for	the	second	time,	the	Imperial	Japanese
Army	Prison	Service	took	charge	of	me.

We	drove	quickly	into	Singapore	and	headed	straight	for	Outram	Road.	I	had
expected	 this	 for	 weeks,	 but	 the	 thought	 that	 my	 clean,	 relaxed	 body	 would
shortly	be	reduced	to	scrapings	and	dirt,	and	that	my	time	at	Changi	was	about	to
pass	away	like	water	was	unutterably	lowering.	The	truck	drove	up	to	the	huge
doors,	they	opened	like	the	jaws	of	a	beast	and	shut	with	me	inside.

*	*	*

I	 knew	 the	 routine;	 stripping	 off,	 laying	 small	 items	 on	 a	 table,	 handing
everything	over	for	storage,	and	being	inspected	and	examined	in	every	orifice.

They	allocated	me	a	new	number.	This	 time	I	was	No.	540,	otherwise	Go-
hyaku	yon-ju.	I	wondered	what	had	happened	to	the	last	540,	whose	number	had
come	and	gone.	Then	we	were	taken	across	to	D	Block.	I	knew	the	way.	I	was
allocated	 a	 cell	 almost	 opposite	No.	 52,	my	old	 address,	 and	 found	 that	 I	was
sharing	with	a	young	Indonesian	from	the	island	of	Celebes,	or	Sulawesi.

We	 communicated	 haltingly,	 for	 his	 English	was	 not	 good,	 but	we	 got	 on
well	together.	He	was	the	first	Asian	person	I	had	ever	been	close	to	as	an	equal,
and	so	my	forced	education	in	other	ways	of	life	continued.	He	had	been	a	Dutch
East	Indies	soldier	in	Sumatra,	and	the	Japanese	had	suspected	him	(rightly,	as	it
turned	out)	of	membership	in	a	resistance	group.	He	was	lucky	to	be	alive	at	all.
He	talked	about	his	village,	about	the	fishing	and	farming	his	people	lived	off.	I
told	him	about	the	Shetlands,	of	which	his	island	seemed	a	tropical	reflection.

Some	 things	 had	 changed	 for	 the	 better	 in	Outram	Road.	 Cell	 doors	were
now	 open	 nearly	 all	 day,	 although	 this	 meant	 that	 we	 had	 to	 be	 even	 more
careful	about	talking.	The	food	had	improved	a	little.	The	worst	of	the	diseases
which	we	had	had	to	suffer	a	year	earlier	seemed	to	have	been	eradicated.	Meals
were	now	taken	 in	silence	at	a	 long	 table	 in	 the	middle	of	 the	main	hall.	Most



prisoners	 were	 out	 of	 their	 cells	 for	 a	 good	 part	 of	 the	 day.	 Presumably	 the
Japanese	had	suddenly	realized	that	in	D	Block	they	had	a	potential	labour	force
which	was	not	 only	 docile	 but	which	did	 not	 have	 to	 be	 paid.	About	 thirty	 or
forty	men	were	taken	out	on	most	days	in	trucks	to	excavate	tunnels	in	a	hillside
some	miles	away,	preparations	for	some	suicidal	resistance	to	invasion.	We	did
not	feel	good	about	those	tunnels.

They	also	enlisted	us	as	gardeners.	There	was	now	a	high-ranking	officer	in
Outram	Road,	a	Colonel	Parker	of	the	Indian	Army.	He	and	I	were	assigned	to
the	care	and	manuring	with	our	human	dung	of	the	vegetable	gardens	which	ran
down	the	outside	of	 the	blocks,	and	supplied	 the	kitchens.	The	smell	of	 faeces
was	overpowering	in	the	heat	as	we	watered	and	hoed	and	pulled	up	vegetables.
The	 stink	permeated	our	 clothes	 as	 I	moved	doggedly	 along	 the	 rills	with	 this
senior,	rather	patrician	figure	by	my	side.

They	 once	 took	 us	 to	 the	 potato	 garden	 and	 told	 us	 that	 we	 could	 help
ourselves,	but	the	potatoes	were	not	ripe	and	we	contented	ourselves	with	eating
the	 tops,	which	someone	 later	 told	me	are	poisonous.	They	did	not	seem	to	do
our	stomachs	much	additional	harm.	Parker	remarked	 that	we	must	be	 the	first
British	Army	officers	to	be	turned	out	to	graze	a	potato	patch.

The	 sheer	 horror	 of	 the	 prison	 had	 only	 diminished.	 It	 was	 still	 a	 ghastly
place.	 The	 daily	 routine	 was	 still	 composed	 of	 near-starvation,	 brutality,
frustrating	 and	 heavy	work,	 lack	 of	medical	 attention	 and	 confinement	 in	 our
cells	 for	 fourteen	 hours	 a	 day.	 The	 psychological	 burden	 of	 living	 under	 an
arbitrary	 regime	 was	 still	 too	 heavy	 for	 comfort.	 The	 slight	 improvement	 in
health	 had	 created	 a	 new	 problem:	 the	 prospects	 of	 getting	 out	 on	 grounds	 of
illness	were	drastically	reduced.

I	was	determined	to	do	it	again,	for	all	that.	I	loathed	the	thought	of	dying	in
this	 cesspit	 and	 began	 to	 consider	 alternatives.	 Escape	 over	 the	 wall	 was
probably	 feasible,	 but	 a	 half-naked,	 ragged	 and	 crazy	 British	 prisoner	 on	 the
roads	around	Singapore	would	be	extremely	conspicuous.

I	 tried	 to	 plan	 rationally,	 to	 list	 the	 attractions	 of	 various	 possibilities	 and
eliminate	the	unattractive	options.	The	basic	problem	was	information,	or	rather
a	lack	of	it.	Despite	the	usual	chain	of	whispers,	serious	communication	was	out
of	 the	question.	 It	was	still	nearly	 impossible	 to	 find	out	who	was	 in	 the	gaol;
new	prisoners	would	appear	and	familiar	faces	disappear	without	warning.

It	was	very	unusual	to	be	ordered	to	go	on	an	unsupervised	errand.	One	day	I
was	told	to	go	to	the	next	block	to	pick	up	some	buckets	and	as	I	turned	a	corner



there	was	Lance	Thew,	similarly	unaccompanied.	We	stood	in	that	silent	yard	in
amazement	 at	 each	 other’s	 presence.	 The	 fluke	 of	 meeting	 without	 guards
allowed	him	 to	 tell	me	quietly	 that	 the	Japanese	had	kept	him	behind	after	 the
court	martial	 to	 repair	 their	 radios,	 in	 a	 fairly	 comfortable	workshop	where	he
could	 probably	 have	 seen	 out	 the	 war	 tinkering	 with	 radio	 receivers	 and
transmitters,	 but	 he	 didn’t	 fancy	 that	 and	 had	 escaped.	 After	 ‘taking	 a	 look
around	Bangkok’	 he	 realized	 that	 his	 chances	 of	 getting	 further	were	 not	 very
good,	 and	 gave	 himself	 up.	 Thew	 was	 a	 man	 who	 didn’t	 just	 tempt	 fate,	 he
thought	 he	 knew	 its	 frequency	 and	 could	 tune	 in	 to	 it,	 but	 now	he	 too	was	 in
Outram	Road.

*	*	*

I	 decided	 that	 one	 of	 the	 best	 steps	 I	 could	 take	 towards	 escaping	 once	more
would	be	to	get	on	to	the	Binki	Squad.	The	squad	consisted	of	six	or	eight	men
who	were	called	out	from	their	cells	every	morning,	and	collected	from	a	store
the	broad	wooden	stretchers	on	which	they	carried	the	latrine	buckets,	and	then
opened	up	 a	manhole	 in	 the	 yard	 outside	D	Block.	On	 a	 command,	 the	 squad
broke	up	into	pairs	and	set	off,	visiting	every	occupied	cell	on	their	routes.	While
prisoners	 were	 supposed	 to	 set	 their	 buckets	 on	 their	 doorsteps,	 they	 did	 not
always	 do	 so,	 and	 with	 three	 or	 four	 pairs	 of	 prisoners	 on	 the	 move
simultaneously	 and	 only	 one	 guard,	 there	were	 opportunities	 for	 quick	 spoken
exchanges.	The	binki	men	had	 access	 to	water,	 and	 information,	 and	 they	had
mobility.

I	told	one	of	them	that	I	would	like	to	join	the	squad,	and	a	few	days	later	I
was	called	out	and	told	to	join	the	group	just	going	on	duty,	apparently	replacing
someone	who	was	ill.

I	 got	 used	 to	 the	 smell	 of	 full	 latrine	 buckets	 swinging	 on	 the	 stretchers
around	my	shoulders.	Over	the	next	few	weeks	I	slowly	and	patiently	established
from	my	 brief	 conversations	with	 prisoners,	 bending	 down	 over	 their	 stinking
buckets	of	waste,	that	there	was	no	scope	at	all	for	getting	out	through	sickness,
but	that	one	or	two	people	had	been	taken	away	following	accidents	at	work.

I	also	discovered	that	there	was	something	up	on	the	first	floor	which	was	off
limits	to	other	prisoners.	We	were	never	allowed	to	go	up	there,	except	on	latrine
duty.	The	cell	doors	there	were	shut	all	the	time.	In	the	silence	you	would	have
expected	small	sounds	to	betray	the	presence	of	other	men,	but	even	though	the
guards	were	heard	to	go	up	the	stairs	we	never	heard	so	much	as	the	rattle	of	a



bowl.	Yet	somewhere	up	above	us,	we	were	convinced,	were	comrades	of	ours
undergoing	a	punishment	even	more	extreme	than	the	one	that	applied	to	us.

I	had	almost	nothing	 to	do	but	 think,	and	so	 I	 thought	about	escape	all	 the
time;	 it	 became	 the	 single	 overriding	 concern	 of	my	 life.	 But	 for	 a	 long	 time
nothing	useful	came	to	me.

I	kept	thinking	about	the	stairs.	At	the	end	of	the	main	hall,	furthest	from	the
main	door,	was	the	large	iron	staircase	leading	up	to	the	first	floor.	No	prisoner
had	ever	mounted	 them	during	my	first	period	 in	Outram	Road,	but	now	there
were	those	mysterious	and	very	special	prisoners	up	there.	Only	one	pair	of	binki
men	 was	 needed	 to	 collect	 their	 latrine	 buckets,	 empty	 and	 return	 them.	 I
arranged	to	have	a	place	on	the	first	floor	gang.

For	several	days	I	examined	the	stairs	closely.	The	treads	were	made	of	iron,
English	 cast	 iron,	 but	 there	 were	 no	 backs	 to	 the	 steps.	 I	 counted	 the	 steps
obsessively	 as	 I	 walked	 up	 and	 down,	 and	 checked	 my	 arithmetic	 to	 make
absolutely	 sure.	 I	 needed	 to	 know	 the	 exact	 number	 of	 steps,	 as	 though	 the
numbers	 held	 some	 promise	 in	 themselves.	 I	 came	 to	 the	 conclusion	 that	 if	 I
were	to	trip	or	fall	on	the	17th	step	from	the	ground,	which	was	almost	at	the	top
of	a	straight	run	of	steps,	I	would	have	a	long	way	to	bump	down	to	the	bottom,
which	might	do	enough	damage	to	make	an	official	accident	without	killing	me.
Then	I	 thought	 that	 if	 I	were	 to	 include	 the	stretcher	and	 the	 latrine	buckets	 in
my	fall,	the	accident	would	be	much	more	impressive.	In	my	desperate	urgency
to	escape	I	was	quite	prepared	to	stage	the	fall	on	the	way	down,	which	would
leave	me	awash	in	foulness.	I	decided,	however,	 to	arrange	the	accident	on	the
upward	journey,	with	the	load	of	cleaned	empty	buckets.

I	 nerved	 myself	 hard.	 I	 planned	 it,	 as	 I	 liked	 to	 do	 with	 everything;	 for
several	 days	 I	 rehearsed	 loading	 empty	 buckets	 on	 the	 stretcher	 so	 that	 there
would	 be	 as	much	weight	 as	 possible	 at	my	 end	 at	 the	 right	moment;	 getting
behind	 the	stretcher,	 stepping	on	 the	 first	 step	with	 the	 right	 foot,	counting	 the
steps,	 then,	while	putting	my	weight	on	my	right	foot	on	the	17th	step,	putting
my	left	foot	through	the	open	back	of	the	step	and	falling.

One	morning	I	woke	up	and	decided	that	I	was	going	to	throw	myself	down
the	metal	prison	stairs	that	day.	As	we	left	the	yard,	I	wedged	my	spectacles	as
securely	as	I	could	behind	my	ears,	jammed	my	cap	on	tight	to	protect	my	ears
and	the	glasses,	and	entered	the	block.	I	told	the	man	in	front	of	me	not	to	hold
on	to	his	end	of	the	stretcher	too	tightly	and	to	let	go	altogether	immediately	he
felt	it	being	pulled	out	of	his	hands.



We	moved	 sedately	 through	 the	main	 hall	 and	 came	 to	 the	 bottom	 of	 the
stairs.	I	counted	as	we	went	up,	then	as	we	neared	the	turn	of	the	stairs,	with	my
right	foot	on	the	17th	step	I	lifted	my	left	foot	towards	the	18th,	shoved	my	leg
through	the	open	back	and	pulled	the	stretcher	down	on	top	of	me	with	its	load
of	empty	buckets	and	lids.

The	 noise	 of	 crashing	 wood	 and	 metal	 in	 that	 huge	 silent	 gallery	 was
frightful.	I	roared	with	pain	and	relief,	and	sprawled	out	at	the	bottom	mixed	up
in	the	heap,	trying	to	look	as	contorted	as	I	could.	My	spectacles	survived	even
this,	and	were	still	wedded	 to	my	nose.	 I	was	hurting,	but	 I	could	not	 take	 the
risk	of	checking	how	much	damage	had	been	done.

I	 heard	 both	 Japanese	 and	 English	 voices.	 Willing	 and	 gentle	 hands,
obviously	English	or	Australian,	picked	me	up	and	carried	me	off	to	my	cell.	My
bearers	 laid	me	out	 on	my	planks.	 I	 did	 not	want	 to	move	but	 I	wriggled	 just
enough	to	check	that	I	could	move	my	fingers	and	toes,	and	they	seemed	to	be	in
working	 order;	 I	 had	 been	 terrified	 of	 damaging	 my	 spine.	 I	 was	 badly	 and
painfully	bruised,	but	even	my	ribs	still	seemed	to	be	in	 the	right	places.	I	had
got	off	very	lightly	–	perhaps	too	lightly	for	my	own	good.

Guards	came	in	to	have	a	look	at	me.	I	kept	my	head	still.	One	of	them	took
my	 pulse	 and	 poked	 about	 my	 chest	 and	 legs.	 Another	 figure	 arrived,	 out	 of
range	 of	my	 eyes	 deliberately	 narrowed	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 blotchy	 ceiling.	 I	 lay
there,	 ignored	 the	 evening	meal	 and	 remained	 semi-conscious	 for	most	 of	 the
night.	I	was	determined	not	to	move;	lying	motionless	became	steadily	more	and
more	uncomfortable.

Days	and	nights	followed	each	other.	It	is	incredibly	difficult	to	remain	in	a
single	 position	 for	 so	 long,	 but	 I	was	waiting	 for	 the	 Japanese	 guards	 to	 start
imagining	 strange	 paralyses	wasting	my	body	until	 I	was	 beyond	 suspicion	 of
malingering.	My	 Indonesian	 cellmate	 was	 magnificent,	 attending	 on	 my	 rigid
figure	 uncomplainingly,	 helping	 me	 to	 eat	 and	 drink.	 I	 asked	 for	 the	 latrine
bucket	 to	 be	 brought	 to	me,	 since	 it	would	 be	 unwise	 to	 be	mobile	 enough	 to
stagger	 to	 the	other	 end	of	 the	 cell.	Sometimes	he	washed	me	down,	when	he
could	get	some	water.

Two	weeks	 passed,	miserable	 and	difficult	weeks;	 I	was	 beginning	 to	 find
the	near-starvation	difficult,	especially	as	I	was	deliberately	rejecting	food	that	I
could	see	and	smell.	Sometimes	I	ate	a	little,	just	to	keep	my	shut-down	faculties
alive.	 But	 nothing	 eased	 the	 abrasion	 of	 bones	 on	 skin	 without	 fat	 –	 I	 felt
encased	in	a	paper-thin	membrane	irritated	and	chafed	by	the	very	act	of	 lying



still.	The	urge	to	move	was	unbearable.	All	that	time	I	wore	the	same	shirt	and
shorts,	which	became	dirty	rags	congealed	to	my	body.

As	a	 step	 towards	 forcing	 the	 issue	 I	 allowed	my	 rice	bowl	 to	drop	with	a
clatter	one	evening,	spilling	the	white	grains	over	me	and	the	floor.	I	lay	on	my
back	 and	 tried	 to	 urinate.	 It	 isn’t	 that	 easy	 to	 foul	 yourself	 voluntarily;	 but
eventually	 and	 degradingly,	 persistence	 was	 rewarded	 and	 a	 large	 puddle
expanded	across	the	floor.

The	 guard	 on	 that	 shift	must	 have	 noticed	 something,	 for	 after	 only	 a	 few
hours	the	medical	orderly	appeared.	He	nudged	and	pinched	me	and	then	walked
away.

The	following	morning	a	stretcher	party	picked	me	up	and	brought	me	to	the
administration	block.	I	was	dumped	on	the	floor.	The	medical	orderly	appeared
at	 my	 side.	 I	 was	 careful	 not	 to	 turn	 my	 head,	 lying	 in	 profile	 like	 a	 lanky
mummy.	A	metal	 instrument	 tinkled	 as	 he	 picked	 it	 up,	 and	 then	 I	 felt	 sharp
pressure	and	a	prick	inside	my	mouth,	a	needle	jabbing	into	my	gum.	It	felt	like
a	 long	needle	 piercing	my	 jaw.	 I	 could	 feel	 it	 forcing	 through	on	 to	 the	bone,
filling	my	face	with	iron.	As	this	was	clearly	the	medical	examination	I	had	to
remain	deadpan	 for	 another	 few	minutes;	 if	 I	had	 reacted	 I	would	have	 ruined
weeks	of	plotting.

He	drew	out	the	needle,	and	soon	my	kit	was	dumped	on	me,	as	before,	and	I
was	moved	on	to	the	stretcher	and	loaded	on	to	a	vehicle.	Once	again	there	was
the	long	run	past	Kallang,	the	right-hand	turn,	the	slow	run	of	about	a	hundred
yards	and	another	right-hand	turn.	When	I	heard	a	Scottish	voice	say	‘It’s	Lomax
again!’	and	recognized	the	speaker	as	Robert	Reid,	 late	of	5	Field	Regiment	at
Kuantan,	 the	 voice	 of	 the	Angel	Gabriel	 could	 not	 have	 been	more	welcome.
Within	minutes	I	was	among	friends	in	the	hospital	block.

*	*	*

The	 physical	 and	 psychic	 relief	 was	 once	 again	 immense.	 This	 time	 I	 was
determined	 that	 I	 would	 leave	 Changi	 as	 a	 free	 human	 being	 or	 not	 at	 all.	 I
discovered	that	the	date	was	10th	April	1945.

Bradley	 and	Macalister	were	 still	 there,	Bill	 Smith,	Alex	Mackay	 and	 Jim
Slater	 too.	 But	 the	 malevolent	 shuttle	 between	 the	 two	 prisons	 kept	 working
right	to	the	end.	Macalister,	despite	his	terrible	preventive	measures,	was	taken
back	to	Outram	Road	four	days	after	my	arrival	for	the	second	time	at	Changi.



Bon	Rogers	was	as	calm	and	dedicated	as	ever,	a	man	living	out	his	medical
oath.	He	put	me	on	a	grass	diet.	I	did	not	actually	have	to	chew	the	stuff,	but	had
to	drink	at	least	a	pint	of	grass	‘soup’	each	morning.	It	was	a	revolting	liquid,	but
like	everyone	else	privileged	to	receive	it,	I	drank	it	down.

They	also	gave	me	the	hot	bath	treatment.	In	the	open	yard	a	domestic	bath
was	 set	 up	with	 an	 attendant	who	went	 back	 and	 forth	 fetching	 hot	water	 for
each	new	bather.	His	task	in	my	case	was	to	help	me	remove	some	of	the	near-
solid	scum	and	dirt	which	I	had	again	brought	with	me	from	Outram	Road.

I	 got	 back	 into	 the	 routine	 of	HB2,	 reading	 and	 talking.	 Sometimes	 in	 the
evenings	the	Australians	Russell	Braddon	and	Sydney	Piddington	came	into	the
ward	to	talk.	They	were	experimenting	with	telepathy	and	asked	for	volunteers
to	 attend	 their	 demonstrations.	 It	was	 eerie,	 in	 a	darkened	prison	block,	 to	 see
them	guess	 the	 contents	 of	 a	 prisoner’s	 pockets	 or	 the	 name	 of	 a	man’s	wife,
calling	up	invisible	energies	as	mysterious	as	radio	waves	had	been	to	me	as	a
child.	We	were	probably	appallingly	credulous,	but	what	they	did	seemed	to	us
real	magic	 in	 those	 last	months	 of	 the	war,	 as	 the	 tension	mounted	 towards	 a
barbaric	last	stand	by	the	Japanese	military	rulers.

Bon	Rogers	told	us	that	in	Europe	the	Nazi	armies	were	nearly	destroyed	and
Berlin	was	under	attack	from	east	and	west.	But	around	the	overcrowded	blocks
and	 yards	 of	 Changi	 there	 were	 rumours	 of	 trenches	 being	 dug	 nearby,	 of
preparations	for	mass	murder.	When	we	heard	that	Rangoon	had	been	captured
on	 3rd	 May,	 our	 exhilaration	 was	 poisoned	 by	 fear.	 Now,	 surely,	 was	 the
moment	of	Japanese	vengeance.

As	though	I	had	created	a	gap	in	the	scheme	of	things,	after	all	my	efforts	to
fake	 an	 accident,	 I	 had	 a	 real	 accident	 that	 may	 have	 saved	 me	 from	 being
returned	 to	Outram	Road.	The	 only	way	we	 could	 get	 salt	was	 by	 distilling	 it
from	 seawater.	 Every	 day	 a	 party	would	 go	 down	 to	 the	 shore,	 fill	 up	 old	 oil
drums	and	bring	seawater	back	to	camp,	which	was	then	distributed	among	the
blocks.	 We	 got	 a	 quantity	 one	 day	 in	 HB2	 and	 I	 volunteered	 –	 I	 had	 learnt
nothing,	 after	 all	 –	 to	boil	 it	 down	 to	 salt.	 I	 had	an	army	mess-tin,	 and	an	old
electric	 fire	 element	 twisted	 to	 make	 a	 hot	 ring	 linked	 up	 to	 the	 mains,	 and
eventually	I	had	a	tin	threequarters	full	of	semi-liquid	salt	and	assorted	grit.

Sitting	on	the	edge	of	my	bed,	I	was	adjusting	the	apparatus	when	I	caught
my	arm	on	the	long	handle	of	the	tin	and	tipped	it	off	my	makeshift	electric	ring.
It	landed	neatly	on	my	right	knee.	The	salt	sludge,	which	was	near	boiling	point,
flowed	like	lava	down	my	leg,	 taking	the	skin	with	it.	The	pain	was	so	intense



that	 I	 lost	 touch	 with	 the	 situation	 for	 a	 while,	 but	 I	 remember	 Jim	 Bradley
tenderly	dabbing	the	salt	off	with	warm	water,	and	an	orderly	injecting	me	with
morphine,	and	then	floating	in	the	clouds.	It	was	a	long	time	before	they	took	the
bandages	off.

One	 evening	 early	 in	August	Bon	 gathered	 us	 round	 him	on	 our	 beds	 and
told	an	incomprehensible	story,	which	he	could	not	credit	himself.	He	said	that	a
new	 type	of	 bomb	had	been	used	over	 Japan,	 that	 it	 had	destroyed	 the	 city	of
Hiroshima,	 that	 it	 was	 a	weapon	 of	 terrible	 power	 developed	 in	 secret	 by	 the
Allies,	 and	 that	 there	 was	 talk	 of	 surrender,	 but	 none	 of	 us	 believed	 it.	 False
optimism	was	at	a	premium	in	Changi	by	late	1945.

The	Japanese	medical	inspections	continued	even	now.	On	9th	August	eight
men	were	judged	fit	to	return	to	Outram	Road	and	that	evening	the	reports	from
the	 secret	 radio	 spoke	 of	 another	 bomb	 of	 almost	 cosmic	 power	 and	 another
Japanese	city	destroyed.	I	was	passed	over	in	the	selection.

Six	days	later	Japan	surrendered.	Four	days	after	that,	the	gates	of	hell	were
opened	from	the	inside	and	all	the	surviving	Allied	prisoners	were	brought	from
Outram	Road	to	Changi.	One	or	two	of	them	died	a	few	hours	after	they	arrived.
Fred	Smith	was	all	right,	surviving	twenty-two	months	in	Outram	Road	without
a	 break,	 his	 unyielding	 stamina	 holding	 his	 shrunken	 body	 together,	 his	 spirit
seemingly	 unbroken.	 But	 then	 we	 all	 tried	 to	 be	 patterns	 of	 courage	 to	 each
other,	and	the	price	we	paid	would	not	be	exacted	in	full	until	much	later.

That	same	day	a	 radio	 loudspeaker	appeared	on	 the	outside	wall	of	Changi
Gaol.	 Suddenly	 All	 India	 Radio	 was	 blaring	 gloriously	 out	 all	 over	 the
compound,	 excited	 British	 voices	 describing	 the	 scale	 of	 the	 Allied	 victory.
Thousands	 upon	 thousands	 of	 light-headed,	 delirious	 prisoners	 came	 from	 the
outlying	camps	and	danced	under	the	walls,	their	hilarity	coming	as	much	from
hunger	as	from	joy.	The	Japanese	guards	stared	at	the	loudspeaker	in	disbelief.
Hundreds	 of	 men	 sat	 beneath	 the	 speaker	 cheering	 every	 item	 of	 news	 and
revelling	in	the	sullen	depression	of	the	guards.	In	HB2	we	exulted,	but	we	were
aware	that	the	real	victory	for	us	was	to	have	survived.

Two	or	three	Liberator	bombers	came	over	and	dropped	a	quantity	of	parcels
and	 medical	 supplies	 and	 crates	 of	 food.	 Then	 a	 lone	 bomber	 dropped	 three
parachutists.	We	watched	them	float	down,	unclip	their	harness	and	walk	up	to
the	front	entrance	of	the	gaol.	They	looked	terribly	young	to	us:	a	British	officer
each	 from	 the	 airforce,	 the	 navy	 and	 the	 army,	 with	 a	 priggish	 and	 bossy	 air
about	them	of	coming	to	take	charge	of	us.	We	did	not	feel	helpless	or	in	need	of



rescue	by	such	inexperienced	young	men.	The	army	captain	was	told	by	a	POW
that	he	had	been	in	school	when	we	were	first	locked	up	and	that	if	he	liked,	we
would	give	him	lunch,	but	that	was	the	only	co-operation	we	were	going	to	give
him.

The	 Japanese	 retired	quietly	 to	 their	 barracks,	 and	handed	over	 their	 arms.
More	 of	 our	 troops	 dropped	 from	 the	 sky	 and	 arrived	 by	 sea	 and	 found	 our
prison-city	 organizing	 and	 feeding	 itself	 and	 reconstituting	 itself	 as	 an	 army.
They	let	us	get	on	with	what	we	were	doing.

As	we	 restored	 our	 contact	with	 the	 army	 and	 the	world	we	began	 to	 find
endings	 for	some	of	 the	stories	 that	we’d	had	 to	 tell	each	other	over	and	over,
never	 certain	 of	 their	 proper	 outcome,	 for	 the	 past	 three	 years.	The	Australian
nurses	at	Banka	Island,	for	example:	fifty	of	them	had	died,	even	more	than	we
thought,	 but	 two	 had	 survived.	 Primrose,	 the	 humane	 murderer	 of	 his	 own
soldier,	was	not	executed	but	returned	to	the	railway,	and	he	had	survived.	The
silent	prisoners	on	 the	 first	 floor	of	Outram	Road	were	men	who	had	attacked
ships	in	Singapore	Harbour	in	September	1943	–	just	after	our	arrest	–	and	got
clean	away,	and	returned	a	year	later,	when	they	were	detected;	ten	officers	and
men	were	captured.	They	were	beheaded	on	9th	July,	near	Bukit	Timah,	a	bare
month	before	the	war	ended;	they	had	provided	the	occasion	for	my	second	exit
from	Outram	Road,	and	I	never	had	the	chance	to	thank	them.

I	heard	about	other	radios	in	other	camps,	hidden	in	broomheads,	in	bamboo
tubes	and	water-bottles,	and	what	had	happened	to	some	of	the	men	who	made
them.	We	already	knew	that	the	Australian	Captain	Matthews	had	been	executed
in	 Borneo.	 Now	 I	 heard	 that	 a	 captain	 called	 Douglas	 Ford	 had	 been	 shot	 in
Hong	Kong	 for	 the	 sort	 of	 thing	we	 had	 done	 at	Kanburi.	 The	 name	 sounded
familiar;	he	had	been	at	school	with	me	in	Edinburgh.	Ford	and	Matthews	had
both	operated	radios	and	made	contact	with	civilians	outside	their	camps.	If	the
Japanese	had	once	been	sure	 that	we	had	done	the	same	at	Kanburi,	we	would
never	have	come	through.

Lance	 Thew	 had	 disappeared	 again,	 removed	 from	Outram	 Road	 in	May.
The	 Japanese	must	have	been	desperate	by	 then	 for	 skilled	 radio	men.	 I	never
saw	 or	 heard	 from	 Thew	 again,	 though	 I	 know	 he	 survived.	 But	 of	 Bill
Williamson,	the	calm	and	competent	linguist	who	had	escaped	our	punishment	at
Kanburi,	there	was	no	trace	at	all.	It	was	as	though	he	had	vanished,	somewhere
up	the	railway.

I	 tried	 to	 draw	 up	 a	 full	 record	 of	 prisoners	 who	 had	 passed	 through	 the



military	section	of	Outram	Road,	determined	to	log	all	the	names	so	that	others
could	account	for	them.	I	read	the	medical	records	and	spoke	to	all	the	survivors.
I	 wanted	 to	 get	 the	 facts	 on	 paper	 and	 into	 the	 hands	 of	 South-East	 Asia
Command	before	we	were	all	dispersed.	We	were	being	split	up	and	assigned	to
different	units	around	Changi	in	preparation	for	going	home.	When	I	started	to
type,	 on	 an	 ancient	manual	machine,	 I	 discovered	 that	my	 right	 arm	and	hand
would	not	work	properly,	so	I	tapped	away	very	slowly.

I	 also	 drew	 up	 detailed	 complaints	 about	 our	 treatment	 at	 Kanburi,	 taking
statements	 from	 the	 survivors.	Major	 Slater,	 as	 the	 senior	 officer	 among	 us	 –
suddenly	 ranks	 mattered	 again	 –	 signed	 the	 statement.	 The	 Kanburi	 Radio
Affair,	 we	 called	 it	 in	 our	 statement	 after	 we	 agreed	 a	 final	 version;	 the
designation	began	to	seem	a	kind	of	euphemism.	We	were	becoming	history,	and
we	could	tell	how	close	we	were	to	being	forgotten	already.

The	good	can	be	forgotten	as	easily	as	 the	bad,	even	more	easily,	so	I	also
typed	 out	 a	 commendation	 for	 Signalman	 O’Malley,	 that	 heroic	 toban	 from
Outram	Road.	I	described	what	he	had	done	in	the	unemotional	language	of	an
army	memo,	but	 it	 still	 recalled	him	carrying	paralysed	men	 into	 the	sunshine,
caring	for	the	sick	and	doing	his	utmost	to	ease	conditions	for	the	damned.

This	 meticulous,	 orderly	 registration	 of	 witnesses	 and	 participants	 and
descriptions	 of	 the	 criminals	 was	 a	 wonderful	 displacement	 of	 anger	 and
revenge.	It	still	astonishes	me	that	there	were	not	more	spontaneous	outbursts	of
summary	justice	on	the	guards,	but	our	normality	reasserted	itself	very	quickly,
and	that	did	not	include	lynchings.

I	kept	 copies	of	 all	 these	documents.	Today	 they	are	almost	 faded,	but	not
quite.	O’Malley’s	commendation	is	typed	in	faint	pale	violet	on	the	back	of	an
Admiralty	 telegram	form;	 the	complaint	against	 the	Kanburi	Aerodrome	Camp
Commander	and	his	NCOs	on	some	heavy	green	ledger	paper,	and	you	can	see
the	 jumping	 keys	 and	 how	 faded	 the	 ribbon	was.	 I	 have	 a	 list	 of	 some	 of	 the
civilian	prisoners	from	the	blocks	at	Outram	Road	which	we	seldom	saw,	written
on	POW	 toilet	 paper	 –	 a	 thin,	 fibrous	 transparency	 covered	 in	 small	 pencilled
capitals.	The	 typed	 list	of	prisoners	evacuated	 from	Outram	Road	 to	Changi	 is
almost	 illegible,	 with	 neat	 dotted	 lines	 separating	 the	 categories,	 on	 thin	 tan
paper	 which	 once	 surrounded	 a	 toilet	 roll,	 the	 black	 serifs	 of	 the	 type	 nearly
cutting	 through	 it.	 You	 can	 still	 read	 the	 label:	 ‘Red	 Cross	 Onliwon	 Toilet
Tissue’.



CHAPTER	TEN

THE	RANDOM	HAZARDS	of	captivity	gave	way	to	the	orderly	regime	of	the	army.	I
was	once	more	a	serving	officer,	and	I	was	being	sent	home.	I	had	not	seen	my
family	for	over	four	years;	I	had	been	around	the	world	and	had	witnessed	things
that	had	not	been	dreamed	of	 for	 centuries	 in	 the	world	 I	 had	 left	 behind.	My
‘unpleasantness’,	 as	 I	 often	 called	 it,	 for	 we	 survivors	 almost	 competed	 with
each	other	 in	 laconic	understatement,	seemed	to	have	ended	with	 the	surrender
of	 Japan.	 I	 was	 more	 worried	 about	 my	 physical	 injuries:	 my	 arms,	 my
exhaustion,	 the	 skin	diseases	which	 I	 could	not	 eradicate;	 I	 still	had	 ringworm
when	I	left	Changi.	I	didn’t	understand	yet	that	there	are	experiences	you	can’t
walk	 away	 from,	 and	 that	 there	 is	 no	 statute	 of	 limitations	 on	 the	 effects	 of
torture.

The	rush	of	reorganization,	the	excitement	of	departure	and	the	concentration
on	gathering	 the	evidence	 for	 the	high	command	of	what	had	been	done	 to	us
held	other	thoughts	at	bay.	The	past	two	years	had	seen	so	many	fresh	invasions
of	 fear	 and	 anxiety	 that	 it	 was	 difficult	 for	 the	 mind	 to	 dwell	 on	 particular
episodes,	and	although	I	had	had	enough	angry	hours	to	think	about	Kanburi,	the
discovery	and	betrayal	and	the	Kempeitai	 interrogations,	I	was	now	almost	 too
busy	 to	 remember.	 Instead	 there	 were	 the	 latest	 and	 the	 last	 of	 the	 wartime
partings	 from	friends	 I	had	come	 to	admire.	 Jim	Bradley,	who	was	 in	 the	next
bed	to	mine	in	HB2,	was	still	very	ill	and	was	sent	to	a	hospital	ship;	Macalister
rejoined	 the	 Australian	 Air	 Force;	 Fred	 Smith	 and	 the	 others	 were	 sent	 to
different	parts	of	the	jigsaw-puzzle	army	around	Changi.	After	we	were	broken
up,	many	of	us	never	saw	each	other	again.

My	5th	Field	Regiment,	which	had	been	left	in	the	lurch	at	Kuantan	in	1941,
was	by	then	in	Formosa,	but	we	were	expected	to	be	attached	to	some	body	of
men	and	to	make	ourselves	useful,	so	I	was	sent	to	help	take	charge	of	the	Indian
troops,	of	whom	 there	were	 thousands	 in	 the	city,	 leaderless	and	disorganized.



Colonel	 Parker,	 with	 whom	 I	 had	 grazed	 potato	 leaves,	 was	 now	 my
commanding	 officer.	 We	 organized	 some	 big	 parades,	 checking	 names	 and
identities	of	men	who	had	been	used	as	labourers	and	survived,	remnants	of	the
once-proud	 Imperial	 Indian	Army.	Some	of	 the	 assembled	men	had	 joined	 the
Japanese-sponsored	 Indian	 National	 Army,	 and	 could	 have	 taken	 part	 in	 the
abortive	 invasion	 of	 India	 in	 early	 1944;	 these	 men	 were	 denounced	 by	 their
comrades	 who	 had	 stayed	 loyal	 to	 their	 original	 commitment.	 The	 INA	 men
were	arrested	and	passed	from	our	hands.

One	day	I	was	simply	told	to	get	down	to	the	docks	with	about	fifty	men	and
to	take	them	to	Calcutta.	I	said	goodbye	to	Malaya,	as	abruptly	as	that.	We	sailed
on	a	converted	liner	called	the	Devonshire	and	reached	India	in	less	than	a	week.

In	Calcutta	 I	was	 sent	 to	a	place	called	Belvedere,	 a	magnificent	 residence
used	by	the	Viceroy	of	India	when	he	stayed	in	Calcutta,	which	had	been	turned
into	a	reception	centre	for	returning	POWs.	It	resembled	an	enormous	Italianate
English	 country	 house,	 the	 sweeping	 staircases	 and	 colonnades	 of	 the	 façade
rearing	 massively	 in	 the	 heat	 of	 Bengal.	 The	 loggias	 and	 caryatids	 of	 this
massive	palace	were	now	shrouded	 in	purplish	camouflage.	The	ballroom	with
its	 acres	 of	 springy	 wooden	 flooring	 had	 been	 divided	 into	 offices	 for	 a
paymaster	and	the	Red	Cross,	a	canteen,	a	bar	and	a	post	office.	It	had	splendid
rooms,	 full	 of	 heavy	 English	 chairs	 with	 thick	 legs,	 long	 polished	 tables	 and
sideboards	 laden	with	 blue	 china.	 The	windows	were	 enormous,	 letting	 in	 the
afternoon	 light	 of	 an	 Indian	 autumn	 on	 to	 young	men	 unable	 to	 believe	 their
luck.

It	was	run	by	‘lady	volunteers’,	brisk	self-confident	women	used	to	servants
and	to	getting	their	own	way	but	on	the	whole	wonderfully	kind	to	us.	Most	of
them,	at	 least.	One	afternoon	a	woman	 joined	me	and	another	officer	who	had
been	on	the	railway	as	we	drank	tea	on	the	veranda,	looking	out	over	the	green,
watered	grass	and	 the	 rose	bushes	and	 still	marvelling	at	our	 recovery	and	 the
sheer	 pleasure	 of	 amenities	 that	 made	 this	 place	 a	 paradise	 to	 us.	 She	 was	 a
vigorous	breezy	memsahib,	and	thought	it	right	to	speak	her	mind,	as	she	would
no	 doubt	 have	 described	 it.	 She	 was	 sure,	 she	 said,	 that	 as	 we	 had	 been
prisoners-of-war	 during	 most	 of	 the	 fighting	 she	 expected	 that	 we	 would	 be
eager	‘to	do	our	bit’	now.	There	wasn’t	a	 trace	of	 irony	in	her	voice.	 In	 it	you
could	sense	her	picture	of	the	camps	in	Siam	and	Malaya	as	places	full	of	bored,
underemployed	and	shameful	men.	We	held	 the	sides	of	our	chairs	 tightly	and
said	nothing.	At	 the	 time	 I	 thought	 that	 this	was	one	 insensitive	civilian,	but	 I



soon	discovered	 that	 you	have	 to	have	 seen	 things	with	your	own	eyes	before
you	believe	them	with	any	intimacy,	and	that	there	are	some	things	which	many
people	do	not	want	to	know.

After	 a	 few	 days	 of	 rest	 I	 began	 to	 feel	 weak,	 fainting	 and	 generally
exhausted.	 The	 sudden	 requirement	 to	 do	 nothing	 was	 more	 than	 my	 system
could	bear.	A	doctor	 put	me	 to	 bed	 for	 three	days	 in	 a	military	hospital	 and	 I
slept	for	fourteen	hours	a	day.

After	my	brief	convalescence	I	was	sent	on	to	Mhow,	in	central	India,	where
the	kit	I	had	left	in	1941	had	been	kept	in	a	store	manned	by	Italian	prisoners-of-
war.	From	 there	 I	 sent	my	mother	a	birthday	 telegram.	The	prospect	of	 seeing
my	family	again	was	becoming	real,	 the	remoteness	of	 their	faces	diminishing,
but	it	was	still	hard	to	see	across	the	gulf	that	the	war	and	Outram	Road	had	put
between	us.	I	looked	forward	to	my	parents’	house	in	Edinburgh	as	one	does	to	a
bracing	plunge	into	a	clean,	cold	pool;	it	represented	normality	and	the	pleasure
of	an	unexciting	kindness.

I	 felt	other	anticipations	 too.	In	Mhow	I	had	a	gold	wedding	ring	made	for
my	 fiancée.	 I	 assumed	 that	 she	would	 still	 be	 there,	 and	 that	 time	would	have
stood	still	for	her	while	so	much	had	happened	to	me.	I	had	no	idea	how	much
the	world	had	changed,	or	how	much	I	had	changed	–	and	how	little	some	people
had	moved	from	the	ruts	they	had	made	for	themselves	before	the	war.

From	Mhow	there	was	a	train	to	Deolali,	and	a	delay	while	I	and	other	stray
officers	were	 allocated	 to	 a	 ship	 returning	 to	England.	We	were	 sent	 down	 to
Bombay	and	found	ourselves	on	the	Johan	van	Oldenbarnevelt,	a	requisitioned
Dutch	ship	heading	for	Southampton.

On	 board	 I	 was	 approached	 by	 some	 former	 POWs	 from	 Siam	 who	 had
officers	in	charge	of	them	who	had	not	themselves	been	POWs.	They	were	being
allocated	ordinary	ship’s	duties	by	regimental	officers	who	had	no	conception	of
what	these	men	had	been	through.	My	robust	lady	volunteer	back	in	Calcutta	had
co-thinkers	 in	 the	army,	 it	 seemed.	The	ex-prisoners	 felt	 that	 they	had	done	as
much	forced	labour	in	the	previous	three	years	as	they	wanted	to	do	for	a	while:
they	wished	these	officers	in	hell.	These	were	broken-down	men,	ill	and	in	need
of	rest	and	great	care.	I	went	to	the	ship’s	adjutant	and	argued	that	they	should
be	treated	as	passengers,	not	as	working	soldiers.	He	agreed,	but	carelessly	and
offhandedly,	an	ominous	sign	of	 the	complete	 ignorance	 that	was	being	drawn
over	our	experiences	like	a	veil.

Apart	from	this	the	voyage	was	eventless.	I	read	day	after	day.	We	reached



Southampton	on	31st	October	1945.	The	band	had	played	‘There’ll	Always	Be
An	England’	when	we	arrived	at	Singapore	in	1941,	but	our	 landfall	was	quiet
and	 subdued,	 in	 the	 chill	 grey	weather	of	 the	English	 coast	 at	 the	 approach	of
winter.	Some	mail	came	on	board	and	my	name	was	called.	I	was	handed	a	letter
from	my	father	telling	me	that	my	mother	had	died	three	and	a	half	years	before,
about	a	month	after	the	fall	of	Singapore.	She	was	sixty-four	years	old.	She	had
died	 thinking	 that	 I	 was	 dead,	 because	 I	 had	 been	 reported	missing.	 And	my
father	also	told	me	he	had	married	again.

I	 knew	 the	woman	 he	 had	married.	 She	 had	 been	 an	 old	 family	 friend	 for
years;	 or	 rather,	 a	 friend	 of	 his.	 I	 had	 never	 liked	 her	 much;	 she	 had	 always
seemed	an	 insincere	and	acquisitive	person.	All	 the	calmly-constructed	 images
of	home	which	I	had	been	nurturing	on	the	voyage	back	simply	vanished.	I	was
so	 shocked	 that	 I	 could	 not	 tell	 grief	 and	 anger	 apart,	 sorrow	 for	 my	mother
almost	eclipsed	by	my	response	to	what	seemed	like	a	betrayal	by	my	father.	It
was	a	quick	and	brutal	 indication	 that	 I	was	not	 returning	 to	anything	 I	would
find	 familiar.	 I	 felt	 exhausted	 again,	 physically	 and	 emotionally,	 remembering
her	 seeing	me	off	 in	 that	 darkened	 street	 in	Scarborough;	 remembering	 all	 the
times	 I	 had	 thought	 of	 her,	 and	 her	 already	 dead.	 There	 were	 things	 I	 could
probably	have	told	her	that	proved	hard	to	share	with	others.

I	spent	 ten	hours	on	the	train	the	next	day	too	numb	to	plan	much.	When	I
got	 to	Edinburgh	there	was	no-one	to	meet	me,	and	this	may	have	decided	my
course	 of	 action.	 I	 did	 not	 go	 home.	 I	 couldn’t	 bring	 myself	 to	 turn	 up	 as	 a
stranger	to	find	my	mother’s	place	taken,	and	be	dependent	on	that	woman	and
my	father,	so	at	the	station	I	took	one	of	the	cars	driven	by	women	volunteers	to
my	fiancée’s	family	and	went	down	the	next	day	to	my	father’s	house	in	Joppa,
my	base	secure.

My	 reserve	must	 have	 been	 palpable.	Over	my	 natural	 formality	was	 now
laid	 the	 instinctive	 caution	 and	 blankness	 of	 the	 prisoner	 used	 to	 hiding	 his
feelings.	I	hardly	knew	it	then,	but	I	had	begun	the	process	of	shutting	down	my
emotions,	 pulling	 back	 into	 cold	 anger	 at	 the	 first	 sign	 of	 confrontation	 rather
than	 expressing	 myself.	 My	 father	 and	 his	 new	 wife	 –	 I	 could	 hardly	 bring
myself	 to	 think	 of	 her	 as	my	 ‘stepmother’	 –	 were	 welcoming,	 but	 I	 was	 not.
They	wanted	me	and	my	 fiancée	 to	 come	with	 them	on	 a	holiday	 to	 the	Lake
District,	but	I	evaded	the	invitation.

I	don’t	mean	to	be	unkind	to	my	father.	He	was	in	his	sixties	then,	and	retired
from	the	Post	Office,	and	he	 told	me	 later	 that	his	 friend	had	saved	his	 life	by



marrying	him,	that	he	was	going	downhill	fast	after	my	mother	died	so	suddenly.
I	couldn’t	grudge	him	that,	but	I	could	not	reconcile	myself	to	what	he	had	done,
thinking	 that	 the	 second	Mrs	Lomax	 cannot	 have	 been	 indifferent	 to	 his	 good
pension	and	comfortable	house	when	she	took	him	on.	Within	two	days	I	was	in
a	world	 that	seemed	cynical	and	petty	compared	 to	 the	companionship	and	 the
seriousness	 that	 comes	 from	 facing	death	which	 I	had	 found	 in	 the	camps	and
Outram	Road.

Three	weeks	later	S.	and	I	were	married.	We	were	as	innocent	of	each	other
as	 could	 be,	 and	 I	 was	 led	 into	 it	 by	 my	 own	 docility,	 her	 eagerness	 and	 a
romantic	 idea	of	her	 that	 I	had	sustained	through	thick	and	 thin.	 I	was	 in	 love,
yes,	but	with	what?	I	was	taking	a	leap	in	the	dark	every	bit	as	risky	as	that	jump
on	 the	 stairs	 at	 Outram	 Road	 Gaol.	 I	 had	 been	 six	 years	 in	 another	 life	 –	 in
another	world,	for	all	she	knew	–	while	she	had	gone	on	in	the	quiet	certainties
of	 a	 strictly	 religious	 provincial	 family.	 Edinburgh	 had	 suffered	 the	 usual
privations	of	wartime	Britain	–	rationing,	blackout,	the	evacuation	of	children	–
but	it	was	not	as	damaged	as	parts	of	London	or	some	of	the	Midlands	towns	had
been	by	German	air	raids,	and	I	could	hardly	believe	that	it	had	been	in	the	war
at	all.

She	was	the	nearest	safe	haven	I	could	find	from	my	father’s	betrayal	and	the
pain	that	I	could	not	get	rid	of	or	understand.	I	was	already	living	in	a	world	of
my	own;	 the	privacy	of	 the	 torture	victim	is	more	 impregnable	 than	any	island
fortress.	I	could	not	have	begun	to	understand	that	in	1945,	for	I	did	not	have	the
words	to	describe	what	I	was	going	through.

Nor	did	anyone	I	knew;	and	certainly	not	the	army.	The	entire	extent	of	my
attention	 from	 the	 British	 Army	 after	 the	 war	 consisted	 of	 a	 brief	 medical
examination	 at	 an	 army	 centre	 in	Edinburgh	 in	November	 1945.	 I	 could	walk
across	the	room,	was	warm	to	the	touch	and	had	no	incurable	diseases,	so	they
turned	me	 loose.	Get	on	with	your	 life,	 the	doctor	 seemed	 to	 say,	 as	 though	 it
was	 the	 easiest	 thing	 in	 the	 world.	 The	 wounds	 were	 not	 on	 the	 surface,	 nor
detectable	 by	 stethoscope.	 My	 rush	 to	 marriage	 was	 a	 symptom	 of	 their
presence.

The	prison	camp	had	become	a	familiar	world	to	me.	I	had	hardened	myself
to	survive	in	it,	and	now	I	was	separated	from	it,	burdened	with	experiences	that
I	 could	 not	 describe,	 cursed	 with	 the	 gifts	 of	 deviousness,	 prevarication	 and
impassivity	 that	 had	 been	 so	 essential	 during	 my	 captivity,	 and	 expected	 to
resume	a	normal	life.



One	 of	 the	 principal	 difficulties	 of	 the	 ex-prisoner-of-war	 is	 finding	 the
strength	to	resist	the	force	of	circumstance,	to	say	‘no’	to	unwanted	suggestions
and	commands.	I	 think	that	I	had	particular	difficulty	finding	the	will	 to	dig	in
my	heels,	though	I	also	had	deep	reserves	of	stubborn	energy.	But	being	swept
along	by	events,	especially	 in	 those	first	months	of	 freedom,	demanded	 less	of
my	 depleted	 powers.	 And	 combined	with	 this	 negative	 force	was	 the	 positive
desire	to	settle,	to	find	an	emotional	sanctuary	as	caring	as	Changi	had	been	of
my	other	injuries	in	1944.

Prisoners-of-war	don’t	find	it	easy	to	settle.	Today,	fifty	years	after	the	end
of	the	war,	I	know	a	man	of	about	my	age,	who	was	also	a	prisoner	in	the	Far
East,	 and	 who	 leaves	 his	 house	 each	 morning	 and	 goes	 walking,	 walking,
walking	until	 it	 is	dark.	He	cannot	sit	and	relax.	He	has	become	a	well-known
figure	 in	 the	 town	where	 he	 lives.	 For	 years	 he	 controlled	 this	 agitation	 with
drink,	which	kept	him	close	to	the	pub	and	a	kind	of	peace,	but	his	alcoholism
began	to	destroy	him	and	he	sobered	up.	Work	was	always	difficult	for	him,	but
it	 too	 provided	 a	 kind	 of	 anchor.	Now	 that	 the	 alcoholic	 foundation	 has	 been
taken	away	and	he	has	retired,	he	drifts	like	a	boat,	always	moving	on	his	own
secret	current.	It’s	as	though	the	restlessness	which	he	has	been	suppressing	all
his	 life	since	his	return	from	the	Far	East	now	has	nothing	to	keep	it	 in	check,
and	it	has	taken	him	over.

My	experiences	had	put	a	huge	distance	between	me	and	my	previous	 life,
yet	I	behaved	–	was	expected	to	behave	–	as	though	I	were	the	same	person.	In
the	legal	and	civil	senses	I	suppose	I	was,	but	that	was	about	all.	Here	was	Eric
Lomax	playing	the	part	of	the	newly-wed,	pretending	he	was	what	he	had	been
in	 1941,	 before	 he	 left	 for	 the	 East,	 when	 his	 innocence	 and	 much	 of	 his
emotional	life	had	not	been	ripped	out	of	him.	That	young	man’s	life	had	been
mapped	out	 by	his	 obsession	with	 trains	 and	other	 relics	 of	 the	 industrial	 age,
which	 were	 more	 alluring	 to	 him	 than	 the	 history	 recorded	 by	 conventional
scholars.	The	cry	of	a	locomotive	had	been	like	an	invitation	to	get	away	from
himself,	but	the	obligation	undertaken	by	that	now	vanished	young	man	held	me
in	its	honourable	grip.	I	had	grown	up	appallingly	in	the	years	I	had	been	away.	I
was	much	harder,	less	able	to	enjoy	other	people’s	pleasures	easily	and	certainly
less	 able	 to	 sympathize	 with	 their	 smaller	 misfortunes.	 Yet	 I	 stepped	 back
confusedly	 into	 the	 tide	and	it	carried	me	away,	as	 it	did	so	many	other	young
men	in	that	winter	of	1945.

We	were	married	in	the	Chapel,	of	course,	and	I	was	as	passive	about	being



drawn	back	into	it	as	I	was	about	everything	else.	J.	Sidlow	Baxter	was	still	 in
command,	 still	 denouncing	 sin	 and	 evil	 with	 his	 evangelical	 bookkeeper’s
fervour,	and	he	was	glad	 to	enter	me	again	on	 the	credit	side	of	his	flock.	The
wedding	 ring	 I	 had	 commissioned	 in	 India	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 too	 small	 for	my
bride’s	finger.

We	were	happy,	at	 first,	as	excited	as	any	young	lovers	can	be,	but	we	did
not	know	each	other	well	 enough	 to	have	 signed	 away	our	 lives	 together.	She
was	pretty,	 articulate	 and	gifted	with	 a	 fine	 singing	voice,	 but	 her	 culture	was
limited	 by	 the	 nature	 of	 her	 upbringing.	 Her	 only	world	 had	 been	 that	 of	 the
Chapel	and	her	parents’	friends.	She	had	stood	still	in	the	quiet,	determined	way
that	 people	who	 are	 sure	 of	 themselves,	 and	who	 have	 never	 been	 exposed	 to
influences	from	outside	their	circle,	can	sometimes	do	for	their	entire	lives.

It	 cannot	 have	 been	 easy	 for	 her;	 she	 really	 had	 no	 idea	 of	what	 she	was
taking	on.	One	of	 the	 first	 things	 she	 found	herself	 doing	was	 rubbing	 special
cream	 into	 my	 infected	 skin.	 Ringworm	 and	 eczema	 were	 among	 my
contributions	 to	 the	 honeymoon.	 I	 can	 see	 how	 hard	 it	 was,	 despite	 our	 later
estrangement.	 I	 was	 broken	 down;	 her	 own	 romantic	 ideas	 were	 rubbed	 up
against	 the	reality	of	 this	nervous,	pale	and	debilitated	young	man.	She	was	as
much	a	victim	of	the	war	as	me.

One	of	the	first	unbridgeable	distances	between	us	was	created	simply	by	our
inability	to	talk.	I	have	spent	most	of	my	life	unable	to	talk	about	my	experiences
in	South-East	Asia,	but	I	am	pretty	sure	that	in	those	early	years	of	intimacy	with
my	wife	I	wanted	to	try	to	tell	her,	to	explain	to	her	what	it	had	been	like.	It	was
hard	for	her	to	be	interested.	I	was	expected	to	behave	as	though	my	formative
years	 had	 not	 happened.	 My	 fumbling	 attempts	 to	 begin	 a	 description	 of	 the
effects	of	what	my	comrades	and	I	had	experienced	in	Kanburi,	or	to	talk	about
the	Japanese	who	had	done	these	things	to	us,	were	brushed	aside.	She	naturally
felt	 that	 she	 had	 had	 a	 hard	 time	 of	 it	 too:	 for	 civilians	 there	 had	 been	 the
difficulty	of	getting	eggs,	the	air	raid	warnings,	the	waiting	in	lines.	She	simply
did	not	know,	and	I	am	sure	that	tens	of	thousands	of	returning	soldiers	walked
bewildered	 into	 the	 same	 incomprehension.	 It	 was	 as	 though	 we	 were	 now
speaking	a	different	language	to	our	own	people.	The	hurt	I	felt	silenced	me	as
effectively	as	a	gag.	It	was	hard	to	talk,	but	my	wife	made	it	easy	not	to.

The	nightmares	began	soon	after	my	return.	They	were	usually	about	Outram
Road.	I	would	be	left	in	a	cell	on	my	own,	with	no	food	or	water,	starving	and
suffocating	and	crying	out	 for	 release,	and	 in	 the	dream’s	compression	of	 time



months	would	 pass	while	 I	was	 ignored,	 and	 I	 knew	 I	was	 never	 going	 to	 be
released.	Or	I	would	be	doing	something	perfectly	innocent	and	would	suddenly
find	myself	back	in	Outram	Road,	the	victim	of	some	arbitrary	justice,	this	time
with	no	prospect	of	ever	getting	out	again	because	there	was	no	reason	for	me	to
be	 there.	 At	 other	 times	 I	 would	 fall	 endlessly	 and	 painfully	 down	 the	 iron
staircase	covered	in	disgusting	sores.	They	were	all	the	same	dream.

In	the	cold	light	of	day	my	anger	was	more	often	turned	to	the	Japanese	who
had	 beaten,	 interrogated	 or	 tortured	 me.	 I	 wanted	 to	 do	 violence	 to	 them,
thinking	quite	 specifically	of	how	 I	would	 like	 to	 revenge	myself	on	 the	goon
squad	from	Kanburi	and	 the	hateful	 little	 interrogator	 from	the	Kempeitai	with
his	 dreadful	 English	 pronunciation,	 his	 mechanical	 questions	 and	 his	 way	 of
being	 in	 the	 room	yet	seeming	 to	be	detached	from	it.	 I	wished	 to	drown	him,
cage	him	and	beat	him,	 to	 see	how	he	 liked	 it.	 I	 still	 thought	of	his	voice,	his
slurred	elocution:	‘Lomax,	you	will	be	killed	shortly’;	‘Lomax,	you	will	tell	us’;
you	 remember	 phrases	 from	 encounters	 that	 have	 hurt	 you,	 and	my	meetings
with	him	were	cast	in	a	harsh	light.

The	Kanburi	Radio	Affair	was	already	a	footnote	 to	 the	history	of	 the	war.
Lance	Thew	had	been	 awarded	 the	British	Empire	Medal	 and	 the	 rest	 of	 us	 –
living	and	dead	–	were	 ‘mentioned	 in	despatches’.	Then	one	morning	 I	 read	a
small	paragraph	in	the	Daily	Telegraph	stating	that	Captain	Komai	Mitsuo	and
Sergeant-Major	 Iijima	Nobuo	had	been	hanged	 the	day	before	 at	Changi	Gaol
for	 their	 part	 in	 the	 murder	 of	 two	 British	 POWs,	 Lieutenant	 Armitage	 and
Captain	Hawley.	Other	people	had	suffered	more	 than	we	had	–	 the	horrors	of
the	European	camps	and	the	scale	of	the	massacre	of	the	Jews	were	beginning	to
sink	 into	 the	 minds	 of	 an	 unbelieving	 population	 –	 but	 that	 did	 not	 entirely
explain	 the	relegation	of	our	experience	 to	 the	bottom	of	 the	page.	The	British
public	was	not	very	 interested	 in	 the	Far	Eastern	war	 crimes	 trials,	 in	general,
and	official	policy	was	to	downplay	them	for	the	sake	of	reconstructing	Japan	as
an	ally	of	the	West.	The	Kanburi	trial	was	a	very	minor	tribunal.

But	it	was	not	minor	and	not	a	footnote,	of	course,	to	anyone	concerned	with
the	crimes	which	it	judged.	I	knew	that	my	statements	had	helped	to	hang	these
men,	 and	 I	 felt	 a	 cold	 twinge	of	 satisfaction.	The	 trial	 seemed	 infinitely	 fairer
than	 any	 judgment	 they	 had	 ever	made	 on	 us.	 I	 regretted	 that	 there	 were	 not
more	 of	 them	going	 to	 the	 gallows;	 I	 felt	 that	 thousands	 of	 them	were	 guilty.
There	was	unfinished	business	between	me	and	the	Japanese	people	as	a	whole,
and	a	few	of	them	in	particular.	The	administrators	of	Outram	Road	and	the	men



who	coldly	worked	so	many	to	death	on	the	railway	were	more	guilty	than	the
drunken	sergeants	who	beat	us	at	Kanburi.	But	most	war	crimes	trials	were	about
cases	of	 actual	murder,	 so	 I	 felt	 satisfied,	 as	 far	 as	 this	one	went.	Hawley	and
Armitage	were	revenged.	I	was	not	sure	that	I	had	been.

No	trace	of	my	interrogator	or	his	brutal	superior	the	Kempei	NCO,	who	had
irritated	me	so	personally,	was	ever	reported.	I	had	never	even	made	a	statement
about	 them,	 though	 I	 remembered	 them	more	 than	 the	 killers	 of	 Hawley	 and
Armitage	 who	 to	me	were	 simply	 a	 faceless	 bunch	 of	 club-swinging	 thugs;	 I
remembered	the	faces	of	the	Kempei	men	almost	every	day.

*	*	*

The	army	was	my	other	safe	haven.	I	signed	on	for	another	two	years	after	my
return,	deferring	my	life	for	a	while;	I	was	not	in	a	good	state	to	make	important
decisions.	So	I	applied	for	and	got	the	post	of	Signals	Officer	at	the	Edinburgh
University	Senior	Training	Corps,	which	would	 allow	me	 to	 live	 at	 home	 and
continue	working	in	as	peaceful	a	military	environment	as	possible.	I	spent	the
next	two	and	a	half	years	teaching	undergraduate	officer	cadets	how	to	operate
radio	and	line	communications.

This	 organization	 for	 turning	 students	 into	 officers	 was	 an	 important	 and
active	part	of	the	University	–	Britain	still	maintained	powerful	armed	forces,	the
Cold	War	was	beginning	and	storm	clouds	were	already	gathering	over	Malaya
again,	as	the	communist	insurgency	gathered	strength.	Most	training	corps	had	a
full-time	army	commander	as	well	as	a	few	warrant	officers,	but	I	was	one	of	the
few	signals	staff	officers	in	any	university.	After	volunteering	for	so	many	things
that	had	caused	me	so	much	grief,	I	felt	I	deserved	this	less	arduous	posting.

It	was	a	genuine	respite	for	me.	I	lectured	the	cadets	about	radio	telegraphy,
and	 took	 them	away	 into	 the	Highlands	 to	 teach	 them	how	 to	 turn	 theory	 into
practice	 when	 hills	 intervened	 between	 receiver	 and	 transmitter,	 and	 how	 to
communicate	 in	 fog	 and	 rainstorms.	 I	 put	 them	 through	 it,	 organizing
programmes	that	gave	everybody	a	chance	to	discover	the	joys	of	cable-laying,
switchboard	work	and	despatch-riding.	Most	of	the	work	revolved	around	radios
now,	much	more	sophisticated	versions	of	the	sets	with	which	I	had	started	the
war.	I	could	barely	recognize	them	at	first,	and	had	to	teach	myself	how	to	use
them	 from	 the	manuals.	No	more	Line	Assisted	Wireless	 for	me;	 and	 I	 hoped
that	 these	 boys	would	 never	 find	 themselves	 stuck	 in	 a	 place	 like	Kuantan	 as
blind	 and	 deaf	 as	 we	 had	 been.	 Occasionally	 I	 took	 them	 for	 a	 fortnight	 to



Catterick,	 the	Royal	Signals	headquarters	camp,	 to	 show	 them	some	 real	army
life.

Not	 being	 able	 to	 share	 memories	 was,	 as	 I’ve	 said,	 a	 common	 affliction
among	 those	who	 returned	 from	 the	war	 and	 I	 could	 not	 talk	 about	what	 had
happened	 to	me	with	a	soul.	The	single	and	partial	exception	was	anyone	who
had	 been	 through	 similar	 experiences;	 but	 in	 the	 crush	 of	 everyday	 life	 there
were	 few	 encounters	 with	 ex-POWs.	 I	 became	 close	 to	 one	 former	 POW,
however,	and	we	could	talk	to	each	other,	guardedly	and	euphemistically.	I	saw
in	him	some	of	the	same	traits	that	I	had	developed,	his	capacity	for	enthusiasm
and	 joy	 replaced	 by	 surface	 coldness	 and	 docility.	 When	 I	 applied	 for	 an
appointment	 in	 the	 Colonial	 Administrative	 Service,	 he	 did	 too.	 I	 felt	 he	 was
drifting,	as	I	was	in	a	different	way,	and	I	had	become	briefly	part	of	the	tide	that
was	pulling	him	along.	He	was	 following	me	passively	 instead	of	determining
his	own	fate.

I	 wanted	 to	 enter	 the	 Colonial	 Service	 because	 I	 needed	 to	 move,	 and
because	 it	 offered	 variety	 and	 excitement,	 and	 an	 expansive	 alternative	 to	 the
stultifying	 routines	 of	 office	 life,	 which	 I	 now	 dreaded.	 The	 Service	 needed
people	who	were	self-reliant,	who	were	good	administrators	and	were	willing	to
learn	about	different	things,	and	of	course	it	would	allow	me	to	see	more	of	the
world.	I	had	not	lost	my	desire	to	escape	confinement.

As	if	to	remind	me	of	what	life	could	have	been	like,	I	had	as	a	formality	to
rejoin	the	Post	Office	Telephones	in	1948.	This	was	the	job	which	had	been	kept
for	me	since	I	left	it	in	1939,	and	I	had	to	turn	up	to	claim	it	so	that	I	could	be
transferred	away	from	it.	Such	are	the	ways	of	bureaucracies.	I	was	there	for	all
of	a	fortnight;	and	the	first	thing	that	was	handed	to	me	was	that	file,	full	of	my
notes	and	memos	on	garage	accommodation.	When	the	deluge	recedes,	the	most
banal	things	are	found	drying	out	in	the	light.

This	brief	return	to	my	old	life	also	produced	a	stain	on	my	character	which
has	not	been	removed	 to	 this	day.	When	I	was	demobilized	I	 took	 leave,	quite
properly,	 and	 calculated	 that	 I	 would	 have	 to	 report	 to	 the	 Post	 Office	 on	 a
certain	day.	Their	calculations,	however,	alleged	that	I	was	a	day	late	at	the	end
of	 this	 ‘post-demob’	 leave.	 Formally,	 I	 stood	 accused	 of	 being	 absent	without
leave.	 Nearly	 forty	 years	 later	 I	 asked	 for	 a	 record	 of	 my	 service,	 and	 my
transgression	is	still	shown	on	the	civil	service	records:	length	of	service:	twenty
years;	AWOL:	one	day.

The	Civil	Service	works	with	deliberate	 speed	and	before	 they	would	 send



me	 overseas	 I	 had	 to	 spend	 a	 year	 or	 so	 in	more	 homely	 duties.	 I	 became	 an
officer	of	the	Department	of	Agriculture,	and	attempted	to	become	an	expert	on
diseases	of	the	potato.	My	only	previous	experience	of	the	vegetable	had	been	at
Outram	Road,	when	Colonel	 Parker	 and	 I	 became	unwilling	 gardeners	 for	 the
Japanese.	 I	 could	 confirm	 now	 that	 the	 green	 leaves	 containing	 solanine	 are
indeed	poisonous.	 I	 read	up	on	potato	ailments,	and	drafted	memo	after	memo
about	menaces	 to	 the	 crop.	One	 of	my	main	 concerns	was	 to	 arrange	 trials	 of
new	brands	of	potatoes	 to	ensure	 their	suitability	 for	making	chips.	Every	new
variety	 of	 spud	 had	 to	 be	 registered	 and	 assessed.	 Fish-and-chip	 shops	 were
where	many	British	people	ate	their	main	meal,	so	the	quality	of	the	fried	chip
was	 of	 some	 concern	 to	 the	 government.	 One	 shop	 in	 Edinburgh	 co-operated
nobly	with	us	and	very	august	people	from	the	Department	would	solemnly	sit
around	a	table	and	taste	chips	made	with	different	potatoes.

Eventually	 the	 Colonial	 Office	 in	 London	 accepted	 me	 as	 an	 assistant
secretary,	 and	 told	me	 that	 I	would	be	 assigned	 to	 the	Gold	Coast,	 the	British
territory	 in	 West	 Africa	 now	 called	 Ghana.	 I	 knew	 that	 I	 was	 joining	 the
administration	of	an	Empire	which	was	more	or	less	gracefully	dissolving	itself,
in	one	of	the	world’s	more	remarkable	processes	of	decolonization.	Our	task	in
the	Gold	Coast	was	 to	hang	on	as	 long	as	we	could,	partly	 to	keep	 the	 radical
nationalist	 Kwame	 Nkrumah	 out	 of	 power	 as	 a	 matter	 of	 policy,	 and	 to	 put
certain	developments	 in	place	and	prepare	 the	way	for	an	efficient	and	orderly
handover	of	power	to	the	Africans.

Meanwhile,	 it	 had	 begun	 to	 dawn	 on	 me	 that	 my	 marriage	 had	 been	 a
mistake,	 for	both	parties.	After	our	 first	daughter	was	born	 in	December	1946,
my	wife’s	own	mother	did	not	see	us	or	the	child	for	about	six	years;	there	was
an	absolute	break.	Her	family	cultivated	feuds;	she	had	relatives	in	the	Scottish
borders,	for	example,	and	few	of	them	would	communicate	with	her.	She	would
often	say	that	people	in	her	family	would	never	let	a	slight	die	a	natural	death.	I
think	 this	side	of	her	character	may	have	been	developed	 in	 the	Chapel,	and	 it
was	certainly	not	discouraged.

The	pettiness	of	the	occasions	for	these	vendettas	was	staggering.	Certain	of
her	 relatives	would	 not	 speak	 to	 her	 because	when	we	 sent	 out	 the	 traditional
little	boxes	of	wedding	cake	to	our	friends	and	relatives	at	the	end	of	1945,	they
went	 out	 in	 two	 or	 three	 batches,	 and	 this	 meant	 that	 some	 people	 got	 theirs
before	 others.	And	 the	ones	who	were	 in	 the	 second	 and	 third	 deliveries	were
infuriated	because	it	implied	that	the	recipients	of	the	first	wave	of	little	sugary



wedges	 were	 considered	 more	 important	 than	 them.	 These	 were	 people	 who
were	not	even	aware	of	their	own	entrapment.

This	intolerance	over	things	so	surpassingly	trivial	was	very	hard	for	me	to
take.	I	had	felt	less	morbid	vindictiveness	towards	the	Japanese	guards	in	Changi
than	 these	 seemingly	 normal	 Scottish	 middle-class	 people	 were	 displaying	 to
their	own	blood	relatives.	Marriage	can	be	like	incarceration	without	a	key,	as	I
was	beginning	to	find	out.

Of	 course	 it	 takes	 more	 than	 one	 person	 to	 create	 what	 Milton	 called
‘disconsolate	 household	 captivity’,	 and	 my	 withdrawals	 into	 cold	 and	 blank
anger	 in	 the	 face	of	hostility,	 pulling	my	 shell	 around	me	and	 locking	 it	 tight,
cannot	 have	 made	 things	 easier.	 Confrontation	 threatened	 my	 whole	 being,
triggering	 flashes	 of	 memory	 that	 I	 could	 not	 articulate	 to	 anyone,	 and	 most
tragically	of	all,	not	even	to	my	wife.

The	 feeling	 of	 claustrophobia	 was	 worsened	 by	 the	 Chapel,	 where	 fierce
feuds,	outbreaks	of	ostentatious	remoteness	and	snorting	resentment	would	break
out	over	 the	 seating	priorities.	One	woman	who	had	been	going	 to	Chapel	 for
thirty	years	complained	loudly	one	day	when	my	wife	and	I	inadvertently	sat	in
what	she	regarded	as	her	personal	pew.	I	could	not	help	noticing	that	most	of	the
veterans	 had	 done	 very	 little	 in	 the	 war;	 their	 complaints	 about	 how	 awful
firewatching	duties	had	been	did	not,	under	 the	circumstances,	 engage	my	 full
sympathy.	I	became	impatient	at	their	ignorance	and	their	sheer	hypocrisy.	They
would	 never	 dream	 of	 going	 anywhere	 or	 learning	 anything	 new.	One	 couple
kept	such	a	tight	rein	on	their	unfortunate	daughters	that	these	grown-up	women
had	 no	 opportunity	 to	 meet	 young	 men,	 and	 you	 could	 see	 them	 ageing	 into
enforced	loneliness.

The	Gold	Coast,	when	 I	was	 sent	 there	 in	December	 1949,	was	 in	 part	 an
escape	 from	an	 increasingly	unhappy	existence.	 It	 laid	 the	groundwork	 for	my
later	 drift	 away	 from	 that	world,	Chapel	 and	 all.	The	 death	 of	my	 father	 soon
after	I	started	work	in	Africa	cut	other	ties	with	the	pre-war	past;	his	second	wife
went	on	living	in	the	house	overlooking	the	Firth,	and	I	never	went	back	there.

*	*	*

The	month	of	my	arrival	with	my	wife	and	young	child	was	the	beginning	of	the
most	 dramatic	 phase	 of	 the	 independence	 movement	 in	 the	 Gold	 Coast.
Nkrumah	had	just	 launched	his	‘Positive	Action’	campaign	for	 immediate	self-
government;	 the	 country	 was	 convulsed	 by	 mass	 rallies,	 riots	 and



demonstrations.	 Sir	 Charles	 Arden-Clarke,	 the	 governor,	 declared	 a	 state	 of
emergency	in	January	and	arrested	Nkrumah	in	an	attempt	to	break	the	headlong
rush	to	independence.	He	spent	the	next	fourteen	months	in	gaol.	But	the	leaders
favoured	by	the	British	failed	to	win	the	hearts	of	the	population,	and	eventually
Nkrumah	was	released,	hailed	as	the	undisputed	leader	of	his	people	and	became
our	partner	in	the	countdown	to	the	withdrawal	of	our	power.

I	was	assigned	to	the	Department	of	Rural	Development.	We	had	two	main
tasks:	to	initiate	the	Volta	River	Project,	and	the	construction	of	Tema	Harbour.
The	 first	was	a	plan	 to	build	a	huge	dam	across	 the	Volta,	 the	1000-mile-long
river	 that	 runs	 from	Upper	Volta,	 as	 it	was	 then	 called	 (it	 is	 now	 the	 state	 of
Burkina	Faso),	to	the	coast	east	of	Accra,	in	the	process	creating	the	largest	man-
made	lake	in	Africa	and	the	ability	to	generate	tremendous	quantities	of	hydro-
electric	power.	The	electricity	would	help	develop	 the	country	and	specifically
its	aluminium	industry;	there	are	vast	amounts	of	bauxite	in	West	Africa,	and	a
lot	 of	 electric	 power	 is	 used	 in	 the	 refining	 process.	 It	was	 a	 truly	 gargantuan
project.	 I	prepared	 the	first	contoured	map	showing	 the	reach	of	 the	water	 that
would	 flood	 out	when	 the	 dam	was	 built,	 joining	 up	 dozens	 of	 1-inch	 survey
maps	until	they	covered	the	floor	of	a	good-sized	room.	Many	of	my	colleagues
refused	to	believe	the	implications	of	what	we	were	doing,	and	I	saw	a	look	of
almost	terror	on	their	faces	when	they	saw	the	size	of	my	map	and	the	predicted
spread	of	the	water.

The	 Tema	 Harbour	 Project	 was	 intimately	 linked	 to	 the	 dam,	 and	 to	 the
ambitious	plans	for	an	aluminium	industry.	Outside	the	capital	Accra	there	was
an	 ideal	 spot	 for	 a	 major	 port,	 and	 we	 proposed	 to	 build	 one	 from	 scratch.	 I
remember	how	a	consultant	engineer	put	a	wooden	peg	in	the	sand	on	the	beach
and	announced	that	this	was	where	the	western	breakwater	of	the	harbour	would
start.

I	was	now	part	of	the	industrial	revolution	that	had	fascinated	me	for	so	long,
and	was	playing	a	small	role	in	the	great	post-war	wave	of	industrialization.	The
work	was	satisfying,	even	if	it	now	seems	touched	with	the	delusion	of	the	time
that	 chemicals	 and	 metals	 could	 solve	 almost	 any	 problem.	 Installing	 heavy
industries	in	what	we	now	call	Third	World	countries	proved	more	complicated
than	 anyone	 first	 thought,	 and	 the	 problems	 of	 post-independence	 Africa	 still
more	 difficult.	 But	 the	 work	 was	 well	 planned	 and	 well	 organized,	 and	 these
were	 pleasures	 in	 themselves.	 I	 was	 co-ordinating	 aspects	 of	 the	 plan	 for	 the
colonial	 administration	 and	 I	 met	 US	 consultants	 with	 experience	 of	 the



Tennessee	Valley	Authority	and	other	large	projects,	which	reawakened	my	old
passion	for	reading	about	the	great	railway	engineers	and	bridge	builders.

One	 element	 of	 the	 great	 scheme	was,	 inevitably,	 the	 building	 of	 new	 rail
lines.	 The	 most	 ambitious	 of	 these	 was	 the	 proposal	 to	 build	 a	 railway	 from
Kumasi,	 the	 inland	 capital	 of	 the	 old	 Ashanti	 kingdom,	 all	 the	 way	 north	 to
Ouagadougou	 in	 French-governed	Upper	Volta.	 This	would	 have	 been	 a	 bold
chapter	in	the	story	of	the	railway	age	–	600	miles	of	track	connecting	the	arid
savannah	 and	 semi-desert	 of	 the	 upper	 reaches	 of	 the	 Volta	 with	 the	 tropical
regions	 of	 the	 coast,	 but	 it	 never	 left	 the	 engineers’	 drawing-boards.	 Rivalry
between	French	and	British	aims	in	Africa	and	sheer	pressure	on	resources	killed
the	 project.	 But	 there	were	 other	 new	 railways,	 a	 branch	 line	 out	 of	Accra	 to
Tema	Harbour,	and	another	to	link	Accra	and	Takoradi,	respectively	the	capital
and	 the	 chief	 port	 on	 the	 western	 side	 of	 the	 country.	 The	 freight	 was	 still
construction	traffic	on	these	roads;	sturdy,	small	engines	hauled	wood	and	rocks
for	 embankments	 and	 breakwaters;	 they	 had	 none	 of	 the	 romance	 of	 my
childhood	icons,	but	they	were	steam	engines	for	all	that.

I	loved	seeing	this	little	railway	take	shape	under	my	partial	direction,	and	by
the	 time	I	 left	 the	country	some	of	 these	 lines	were	 in	operation	–	modest	3′6″
gauge	tracks,	only	a	little	broader	than	the	metre-gauge	tracks	that	I	had	grown
so	 familiar	with	 in	Malaya	and	Siam,	with	many	of	 the	same	kinds	of	engines
running	on	 them,	 for	 the	 same	Crown	Agents	bought	 them	for	 the	Gold	Coast
and	our	possessions	and	dependencies	in	South	East	Asia.

I	wrote	 to	 the	 general	managers	 of	 3′6″	 gauge	 railways	 all	 over	 the	world
begging	 them,	 if	 they	 had	 any	 surplus	 engines,	 to	 sell	 to	 us	 because	we	were
terribly	 short	 of	 them.	 One	 of	 the	 great	 networks	 built	 to	 this	 gauge	 was	 the
Japanese	system,	but	I	could	not	bring	myself	to	write	to	its	management.	I	had
had	no	contact	since	the	war	with	any	Japanese.	I	couldn’t	pretend	that	I	was	in	a
normal	trading	or	business	relationship	with	Japan.

Meanwhile,	my	wife	and	I	suffered	the	loss	of	our	son	Eric,	who	died	a	day
after	he	was	born	in	Takoradi.	It	was	terrible	for	her,	and	it	led	to	a	deepening	of
our	unspoken	estrangement.

I	stayed	in	my	post	for	six	years.	For	the	last	year	I	was	on	the	west	side	of
the	Gold	Coast	as	Assistant	Government	Agent	 in	Sekondi,	 acting	more	 like	a
traditional,	old-fashioned	district	commissioner.	I	had	my	own	district,	the	most
important	 in	 the	whole	 country	 at	 the	 time	 because	 it	 contained	Takoradi,	 the
principal	deep	sea	port.	I	was	a	little	governor;	I	was	magistrate,	deputy	coroner,



chairman	of	the	board	of	visitors	of	the	gaol	(which	looked	exactly	like	a	small
version	of	Outram	Road)	but	for	all	that	I	did	not	have	the	vice-regal	powers	of
an	old	DC,	who	ruled	his	district	with	absolute	power.	I	was	one	of	 the	last	of
the	 British	 colonial	 officers,	 and	 we	 knew	 we	 were	 on	 the	 way	 out.
Decolonization	was	an	agreed	strategy,	so	I	simply	improvised	my	various	roles
as	 best	 I	 could.	 As	 magistrate	 I	 had	 to	 assume	 that	 everyone’s	 evidence	 was
unreliable,	from	both	claimants	and	defendants,	and	sort	things	out	on	the	basis
of	common	sense.	In	child	custody	cases,	for	 instance,	I	would	let	 the	children
decide	who	they	wanted	to	be	with.

Kwame	Nkrumah	was	the	man	of	the	hour,	at	that	time	the	most	celebrated
nationalist	in	Africa	apart	from	Gamal	Abdel	Nasser	in	Egypt.	We	had	accepted
his	accession	 to	power	as	 inevitable,	his	popularity	 in	 the	country	 invincible.	 I
met	him	when	he	 came	 to	Sekondi.	My	 superior,	who	was	 responsible	 for	 the
whole	 of	 the	 western	 side	 of	 the	 country	 gave	 a	 dinner	 for	 him,	 and	 I	 was
invited.	I	found	him	amiable	and	articulate,	but	out	of	his	depth;	I	felt	he	had	no
training	 for	 the	 immense	 responsibilities	 he	 was	 about	 to	 take	 on,	 like	 many
demagogic	MPs	 in	Britain	and	elsewhere.	On	another	occasion	he	expressed	a
desire	 to	 go	 swimming,	 so	 I	 lent	 him	my	 trunks.	This	 is	 perhaps	 the	 closest	 I
have	come	to	the	seat	of	power!

*	*	*

We	 came	 home,	 finally,	 in	 1955,	with	work	 on	 the	 harbour	 and	 the	 dam	well
under	way,	the	grant	of	Ghanaian	independence	only	two	years	off.	I	took	early
retirement	–	I	was	thirty-six	years	old	–	and	cast	around	for	something	else	to	do.
Since	this	is	not	an	account	of	my	career,	I	will	record	briefly	that	I	went	on	a
personnel	management	course	in	Glasgow	for	a	year,	my	interest	in	what	these
days	 would	 be	 called	 ‘human	 resources’	 aroused	 by	 my	 experience	 of
marshalling	men	and	materials	in	West	Africa,	and	then	worked	for	the	Scottish
Gas	 Board,	 with	 their	 industrial	 relations	 branch.	 I	 became	 interested	 in	 the
teaching	of	better	industrial	relations,	and	at	the	end	of	the	Sixties	I	became	an
academic,	lecturing	at	the	University	of	Strathclyde	and	all	over	the	country	on
personnel	management.

I	had	 to	behave	all	 the	 time	as	 if	 the	past	had	not	occurred.	 I	did	not	 think
that	I	was	any	different	from	anyone	else,	despite	my	terrible	nightmares,	which
I	refused	to	acknowledge	as	a	problem.	I	wanted	to	believe	that	it	had	all	been
buried,	yet	Outram	Road	kept	coming	back,	night	after	night.	Silence,	disease,



hunger,	 fear,	 above	 all	 the	 intensity	 of	 the	 uncertainty	 and	 fear.	 It	was	 almost
always	that	terrifying	scenario	of	being	inside	the	gaol	again	after	the	war,	and
since	 there	 was	 no	 reason	 for	 my	 imprisonment,	 this	 time	 there	 could	 be	 no
reason	 for	 getting	 out.	My	wife	 did	 her	 best	 to	 reassure	me,	 but	 the	 distance
between	us	was	hard	 to	bridge.	 I	would	cry	out	 at	night,	wake	up	 sweating	as
though	I	had	run	up	a	hill	with	a	heavy	load	and	shake	with	relief	when	I	found
myself	in	the	damp	heat	of	Sekondi	or	the	cold	Edinburgh	night.

Curiously	I	recognized	the	symptoms	in	others,	especially	in	one	man	in	the
Gold	 Coast	 who	 had	 been	 in	 Germany	 as	 a	 POW,	 and	 was	 now	 nervous,
defensive,	in	bad	health.	But	nobody	ever	spoke	about	it	and	I	never	brought	it
up.	The	only	way	in	which	‘my	war’	came	up	would	be	around	the	subject	of	the
Japanese,	when	I	could	and	would	say	that	I	hated	them	with	absolute	totality.

It	 isn’t	 easy	 to	 describe	 the	 more	 subtle	 ways	 in	 which	 Kanburi	 and	 its
aftermath	lived	on	inside	me.	I	found	it	difficult	to	tolerate	grey	areas	in	my	life,
to	accept	ambiguity	or	uncertainty	of	any	kind,	and	I	could	not	easily	forgive	the
mistakes	 of	 others,	 what	 is	 euphemistically	 called	 not	 suffering	 fools	 gladly.
Trifles	 bothered	me,	 or	 perhaps	 it	 is	 truer	 to	 say	 I	 could	 not	 be	 bothered	with
them,	 and	 I	would	 find	ways	 of	 procrastinating	 over	 the	 small	 irritations	with
which	 life	 bombards	 us.	 For	 example,	 while	 my	 professional	 work	 was
extremely	 organized	 and	 I	 brought	 real	 energy	 and	 dedication	 to	 it	 –	 I	 could
organize	my	thoughts	and	speak	without	notes	with	military	precision	–	I	found
bills,	 circulars	 and,	 especially,	 demands	 for	 personal	 information	more	 or	 less
unbearable.	They	were	contingencies,	distractions,	irruptions	of	uncertainty	into
a	life	that	craved	regularity.	It	was	better	to	concentrate	on	one	thing	at	a	time.	I
would	 often	 ignore	 bills	 with	 mistakes,	 unable	 to	 face	 the	 confrontations	 and
idiotic	bureaucratic	obstruction	I	knew	I	would	have	to	go	through	to	sort	them
out.

I	 was	 often	 inward-looking,	 a	 victim	 of	 a	 strange	 passivity	 that	 made	 me
absorb	experiences	like	blotting-paper	but	which	made	it	difficult	for	me	to	give;
it	made	me	 appear	 slow,	 yet	 I	 was	 anything	 but	 lazy.	 I	 felt	 sometimes	 like	 a
guest	in	my	own	house.	When	confrontation	came,	I	would	resist	with	immense
stubborn	 energy,	 revenging	myself	 on	 the	 Kempeitai	 and	 the	 guards	 in	 every
encounter.	Although	I	could	not	have	admitted	it,	I	was	still	fighting	the	war	in
all	those	years	of	peace.

I	began	to	worry,	a	little	later,	that	the	sins	my	captors	had	sown	in	me	were
being	harvested	 in	my	 family	 in	more	ways	 than	one.	Among	Far	Eastern	 ex-



prisoners-of-war	there	is	a	rumbling	of	belief	that	our	children	are	damaged,	in
some	way	genetically	harmed.	It	seems	to	us,	when	we	get	together	now	as	older
men,	 that	 we	 have	 bequeathed	 some	 strange	 problems	 to	 our	 children.	 It	 is
interesting	 that	 some	 American	 scientists	 suggest	 that	 the	 notorious	 ‘middle
passage’	of	 the	 slave	 trade	may	have	caused	 intolerable	genetic	 stresses	which
damaged	the	immediate	descendants	of	slaves.	I	don’t	know	whether	it	 is	good
science,	but	we	murmur	 these	 things	among	ourselves,	caught	between	rumour
and	doubt.	Who	knows,	too,	what	effects	our	suppressed	feelings	may	have	had
on	the	psychic	development	of	our	children?

My	elder	daughter	Linda	fell	ill,	struck	by	a	brain	haemorrhage	at	the	age	of
twelve;	 to	begin	with	a	doctor	 thought	 that	 it	was	simply	a	fainting	fit,	but	she
did	 not	 recover	 consciousness.	 She	 lost	 the	 power	 of	 her	 right	 arm	 and	 hand;
mercifully,	 she	 was	 left-handed.	 She	 had	 been	 a	 promising	 pianist,	 with	 real
talent	at	the	age	of	ten;	and	now	she	would	never	do	anything	two-handed	again
in	her	life.

Linda	 then	 had	 a	 whole	 sequence	 of	 attacks,	 nearly	 dying	 on	 several
occasions,	 and	 she	 had	 to	 live	 the	 rest	 of	 her	 life	 aware	 of	 these	 little	 bombs
always	threatening	to	go	off	in	her	head.	She	achieved	her	aim	of	working	in	a
big	insurance	company,	investigating	suspicious	claims	and	worked	diligently	on
these	 cases.	 Her	 good	 humour,	 so	 terribly	 shadowed,	 could	 make	 her	 friends
forget	her	condition;	but	she	could	not	escape	her	congenital	weakness.	She	died
at	the	age	of	forty-six.

My	 second	 daughter	was	 born	 in	 1957.	 She	 enjoyed	 a	 normal	 and	 healthy
childhood	and	became	a	successful	nurse	and	mid-wife.

My	 frequent	 absences	 on	 the	 lecture	 circuit	were	 a	 contributory	 factor,	 no
doubt,	 to	 the	breakdown	of	my	marriage,	but	 they	were	also	a	 symptom	of	 its
failure.	I	wanted	to	get	away.	In	1970	I	moved	out	for	six	months,	later	drifting
back,	but	it	was	never	the	same	again.	In	1981	I	left	for	good.



CHAPTER	ELEVEN

WORK	 AND	 THE	 strong	 pull	 of	 the	 currents	 that	 run	 through	 everyday	 life	 –	 no
matter	 how	 threatening	 they	 can	 seem	 to	 someone	whose	memories	 are	 bad	 –
give	the	illusion	of	sweeping	us	away	from	the	past.	Like	many	men	who	went
through	 Japanese	prisons,	 I	 found	 I	 could	 allow	my	professional	 life	 to	 crowd
out	my	desire	to	settle	those	old	accounts.

Although	 I	 relived	 the	 past	 more	 often	 than	 I	 wished	 and	 had,	 again	 like
many	 of	 my	 wartime	 comrades,	 accumulated	 a	 library	 of	 books	 about	 the
campaigns	 in	 Malaya,	 the	 Burma-Siam	 Railway	 and	 the	 camps,	 I	 still	 felt	 a
certain	 reluctance	 to	 confront	 that	 past	 directly.	 In	 the	 1970s,	my	 friend	Alex
Morton	Mackay	–	by	then	living	in	Canada	–	found	my	address	through	an	ex-
POW	organization	and	wrote	me	an	affecting	letter	in	which	he	described	how	I
had	been	an	example	and	an	inspiration	to	him,	with	my	arms	in	splints	and	my
specs	taped	together;	but	if	I	recognized	myself	in	his	description,	I	knew	it	was
not	the	whole	story.	No	one	is	a	hero	to	themselves.	I	found	it	difficult	to	reply
to	 Mac,	 but	 we	 did	 eventually	 correspond	 and	 one	 day,	 after	 a	 service	 of
remembrance	 for	 those	 who	 had	 died	 in	 the	 Far	 Eastern	 war,	 we	 finally	 met
again.	Fred	Smith	 joined	us	 for	 lunch	 in	London.	 It	was	my	only	reunion	with
these	two	men	who	had	meant	so	much	to	me.

But	that	past	was	not	easily	denied.	The	need	to	know	more	about	what	had
happened	 to	 us	 in	 Siam	 was	 not	 some	 idle	 curiosity,	 and	 it	 asserted	 itself
powerfully	whenever	I	had	 time	 to	 think.	After	my	retirement	 in	1982,	 I	could
put	off	no	longer	the	need	to	know,	the	desire	became	more	intense	than	ever.	I
wanted	 to	 find	out	what	 had	 really	happened;	why	 the	 Japanese	had	made	 the
search	of	our	hut	on	that	particular	day,	and	if	somebody	had	tipped	them	off.	I
wished	to	establish	the	exact	sequence	of	events.	I	also	wanted	to	find	out	more
about	 the	 Japanese	 responsible	 for	 the	 beatings	 and	murders,	 apart	 from	 those
already	brought	to	justice,	and	above	all	more	about	the	Kempei	personnel	who



had	tortured	me	at	Kanburi.	I	knew	nothing	about	their	units,	their	names	or	their
fate	after	the	war.	The	prospects	of	finding	the	right	men,	of	finding	them	alive,
even	of	making	a	start	were	so	remote;	but	as	the	events	receded	the	obsession
grew.	It	was	like	trying	to	reconstruct	a	coherent	story	from	evidence	reduced	to
tattered	rags,	faded	documents,	bones	and	rusty	rails.	And	memories,	which	are
even	less	durable.

Perhaps	I	was	trying	to	recover	something	of	what	I	had	been	before	being
sent	to	war	and	put	to	work	on	an	insane	railway.	I	also	admit	that	I	wanted	to
make	them	pay,	pay	more	than	they	had	already	done.	The	more	I	thought	about
it,	and	thought	about	it,	the	more	I	wished	to	do	damage	to	the	Kempei	men	if	I
could	 ever	 find	 them.	Physical	 revenge	 seemed	 the	 only	 adequate	 recompense
for	 the	anger	 I	 carried.	 I	 thought	often	about	 the	young	 interpreter	 at	Kanburi.
There	was	no	single	dominant	figure	at	Outram	Road	on	whom	I	could	focus	my
general	hatred,	but	because	of	his	command	of	my	language,	the	interpreter	was
the	link;	he	was	centre-stage	in	my	memories;	he	was	my	private	obsession.	His
slurred	and	struggling	English;	his	endless	questions;	his	repetitiveness;	the	way
he	gave	voice	to	the	big	torturing	NCO:	he	represented	all	of	them;	he	stood	in
for	all	the	worst	horrors.

By	the	time	I	had	hardened	my	desire	to	search	out	the	truth,	I	had	already
met	 Patti.	 I	 was	 still	 lecturing	 to	 audiences	 about	 industrial	 relations	 around
Britain,	and	one	day	in	1980	I	found	myself	standing	on	the	platform	at	Crewe
Station,	that	great	and	historic	railway	junction	in	the	centre	of	England.	I	should
not	have	been	there	at	all.	I	had	gone	to	Chester	to	view	a	book	auction	–	the	old
collecting	urge	was	still	as	strong	as	ever	–	and	went	 to	 the	station	 to	 take	 the
train	back	 to	Manchester,	 then	on	 to	Edinburgh,	only	 to	find	 that	 the	 train	was
cancelled.	 I	 am	 still	 grateful	 for	 that	 blockage	 on	 the	 line,	 whatever	 it	 was.
Instead	I	took	a	train	to	Crewe,	where	I	knew	I	could	meet	a	train	going	up	the
west	 coast	 to	 Scotland.	 I	 had	 not	 spent	 a	 lifetime	 learning	 about	 railways	 for
nothing.

At	 Crewe	 I	 was	 just	 in	 time	 and	 as	 the	 Glasgow	 train	 pulled	 in	 at	 the
platform	I	ran	for	it	and	climbed	aboard.	I	had	a	first-class	ticket,	so	I	entered	an
old-fashioned	 carriage	 with	 a	 corridor	 and	 separate	 compartments.	 The	 third
compartment	was	occupied	by	a	pleasant,	good-looking	woman	sitting	alone	and
that	was	 the	 compartment	 I	 chose.	 I	was	 suddenly	 aware	 that	 I	 had	 let	myself
become	 a	 bit	 shabby,	 with	 my	 old	 prisoner’s	 teeth	 and	 good	 but	 wellworn
clothes,	 even	 though	 I	 looked	younger	 than	my	 sixty-one	years.	She	made	me



feel	 awkward,	 this	 slim,	 handsome,	 dark-haired	 person	 who	 looked	 at	 least
fifteen	 years	 younger	 than	 me,	 a	 glamorous	 and	 confident	 woman	 from	 a
different	world.	Her	 face,	 however,	 had	 so	much	 trusting	 kindness	 in	 it	 that	 I
forgot	about	age	and	fashion.

She	 was	 consulting	 a	 little	 book.	 The	 Observer’s	 Tourist	 Atlas	 of	 Great
Britain,	which	she	balanced	on	her	knee	as	she	 traced	her	 journey	up	 the	west
coast.	She	was	English,	and	had	worked	here	as	a	nurse,	but	had	lived	in	Canada
for	many	years,	and	this	was	a	journey	of	rediscovery	for	her.	I	was	pleased	to
learn	that	she	had	run	an	antiquarian	bookshop	in	Montreal.	She	was	on	her	way
to	 visit	 a	 friend	 in	 Glasgow.	 I	 was	 soon	 discoursing	 about	 the	 history	 of	 the
towns	we	were	passing	through,	hoping	that	I	was	not	boring	her.	But	there	was
a	kind	of	instant	rapport	between	us	that	made	me	go	on.

Two	 men	 got	 in.	 I	 refused	 to	 move	 my	 raincoat	 off	 the	 seat,	 coldly	 and
stubbornly.	The	captive’s	ability	to	obstruct	could	be	very	useful;	I	did	not	want
an	audience	 for	what	 I	now	realized	was	a	very	 important	conversation.	Three
hours	later	the	train	drew	into	Carstairs	and	I	screwed	my	courage	up	and	asked
her	if	she	would	have	lunch	with	me	the	next	day	in	Glasgow.	She	said	yes.

It	 emerged	 quickly	 that	 we	 were	 both	 living	 rootless	 and	 not	 altogether
happy	lives;	her	marriage	was	as	reduced	as	mine.	We	saw	a	lot	of	each	other,
and	spent	some	good	 time	 together	 in	Somerset,	where	she	was	staying	during
her	British	holiday.	And	then	she	went	back	to	Canada.	There	were	many	letters
and	 long-distance	 calls	 after	 her	 return.	At	 an	 age	when	 changes	 of	 emotional
direction	seemed	impossible,	and	when	I	was	already	brooding	on	my	vengeful
quest,	I	had	fallen	in	love.	And	then	we	were	together:	she	came	to	live	with	me
in	Edinburgh.	I	was	now	part	of	a	second	extended	family,	Patti’s	sons	Graeme,
his	wife	Jeanne,	Nicholas	and	Mark	welcomed	me.	They	gave	me	hope	for	the
future.	Quick	thinking	about	the	movement	of	trains	can	have	strange	outcomes,
though	it	failed	to	surprise	me	that	my	meeting	with	the	woman	who	would	play
so	great	a	part	in	changing	my	life	should	take	place	on	a	railway.

I	did	not	tell	Patti	all	at	once	about	Malaya	and	Siam	during	the	war,	but	it
came	 out	 slowly.	 She	 was	 discovering	 for	 herself	 that	 she	 was	 living	 with
someone	with	unusual	problems,	but	meanwhile	I	carried	on	with	my	quest.	In
January	 1985,	 I	 published	 an	 article	 in	 the	London	 ‘FEPOW	Forum’,	 a	 news-
letter	 for	 ex-prisoners-of-war,	 appealing	 ‘before	 it	 is	 too	 late’	 for	 information
about	 the	 events	 at	 Kanburi	 in	 1943.	 I	 asked	 for	 eyewitness	 accounts,	 for
information	 about	 the	 ‘American’	 interpreter	 and	 the	Dutch	 doctor.	As	 for	 the



seven	officers,	I	 looked	around	and	they	were	all	dead,	Mac	having	died	a	few
years	before,	and	‘Daddy’	Smith,	the	frailest	of	all	of	them,	living	until	the	age
of	ninety	before	passing	away	in	1984.	And	I	could	tell	that	Fred	was	dying:	‘My
chest	has	been	very	bad	lately	and	the	cough	is	getting	worse’,	he	wrote	to	me
that	year;	 in	 the	 same	 letter	he	 admitted	 something	which	he	had	always	been
able	 to	keep	concealed:	 ‘My	nerves	were	cracking	during	 the	nights,	always	at
night-time.’	 Fred’s	 heart	 –	 that	 indestructible	 rock	 of	 support	 –	 gave	 out	 five
years	ago.

About	 twenty	 letters,	 almost	 all	 of	 them	 kind	 and	 considerate,	 came	 back
after	 the	article	was	published.	One	of	 them	came	from	T.	C.	Brown,	who	had
been	a	sergeant	in	the	Royal	Norfolk	Regiment:

Your	 article	 in	 Forum	 brings	 back	 horrific	 memories	 of	 that	 night	 …	 I
remember	you	all	lined	up	in	front	of	the	Guard	Room	and	the	night	of	the
bashing	 the	 Kempei	 came	 rushing	 to	 our	 hut	 and	 pulled	 up	 the	 bamboo
bridge	over	the	drain	to	our	hut,	we	thought	we	were	in	for	a	bashing	but	of
course	you	were	the	victims,	what	a	night,	the	cries	of	mercy	was	terrible	and
there	we	lay	not	being	able	to	do	anything	but	pray	for	you,	it	was	dark	so	we
could	 not	 see	 what	 was	 going	 on	…	 The	 following	 day	 two	 of	 you	 were
missing	off	the	‘parade’	outside	the	Guard	Room	if	I	remember	right	it	was
the	 tall	 slim	 officer	 and	 a	 small	 officer	 in	 your	 party	 …	 After	 the	 Japs
surrender	 a	 Cpl	 Johnson	 of	 the	 Foresters	 told	 me	 that	 he	 knew	 the	 two
missing	 officers	 were	 buried	 behind	 Guard	 Room,	 apparently	 he	 was	 on
fatigues	 over	 the	 Jap	Quarters	 and	 found	 an	Officers	 Cap	 there	 soaked	 in
blood	…	Never	will	I	forget	the	mess	you	people	were	in	after	the	bashings,	I
was	NCO	 i/c	Sanitation	 and	 saw	quite	 a	 bit	 of	 you	on	your	 journey	under
escort	to	the	latrines.

There	 were	 many	 letters	 like	 this,	 which	 touched	 me	 but	 gave	 me	 no
information	of	the	kind	I	was	seeking.

Then	a	letter	came	from	Henry	Cecil	Babb	of	Oxford,	a	former	regular	army
chaplain	who	was	now	almost	eighty	years	old.	He	had	served	in	Malaya	since
December	 1940	 and	 been	 captured,	 like	 the	 rest	 of	 us,	 at	 the	 end	 of	 that
disastrous	campaign.	He	arrived	at	 the	main	POW	camp	at	Kanburi	 in	August
1945	 just	 as	 the	 war	 was	 coming	 to	 an	 end,	 and	 he	was	 told	 by	 some	 junior
officers	 that	 about	 two	 years	 earlier,	 two	 unidentified	 POWs,	 who	 had	 been
involved	in	the	operation	of	a	radio	in	the	railway	workshops	camp	nearby,	had



been	killed	and	their	bodies	dumped	in	a	latrine	near	the	guardroom.	The	officers
had	asked	him	if,	despite	the	passage	of	time,	he	would	conduct	a	formal	service.
Babb	agreed,	and	read	the	prayers	for	The	Burial	of	the	Dead,	the	first	time	he
had	 ever	 done	 so	 without	 knowing	 the	 names	 of	 the	 deceased.	 ‘For	 I	 am	 a
stranger	with	thee:	and	a	sojourner,	as	all	my	fathers	were.’	It	was	good	to	think
of	 poor	 Hawley	 and	 Armitage,	 the	 ladies’	 man	 and	 the	 scholar,	 being
commemorated	 in	 that	 squalid	place	where	no-one	 seems	 to	have	 remembered
them.

I	wrote	to	Babb	and	told	him	the	names	of	 the	men	he	had	prayed	for,	and
when	 he	 replied	 he	 told	me	 that	 after	 the	war	 he	 had	 not	 returned	 to	England
immediately,	 but	 had	 volunteered	 to	 take	 part	 in	 an	 official	 War	 Graves
Commission	 party	 which	 was	 setting	 out	 to	 travel	 the	 entire	 length	 of	 the
railway,	all	258	miles	of	it,	in	a	search	for	rough	cemeteries	and	for	the	bodies	of
missing	 men.	 The	 group	 had	 been	 organized	 by	 the	 Allied	 administration	 in
Bangkok	and	consisted	of	sixteen	British	and	Australian	troops,	together	with	a
young	Japanese	interpreter.	The	expedition	left	Bangkok	on	22nd	September	and
went	as	far	as	Thanbyuzayat	in	Burma,	travelling	on	open	wagons	fitted	up	with
attap	roofs,	and	returned	on	10th	October	1945	after	 locating	144	cemeteries	–
mostly	 trackside	graves	 in	 the	 jungle	–	 and	over	10,000	bodies.	Babb	 recalled
conducting	another	burial	service,	for	the	entire	crew	of	a	USAAF	B29	bomber
which	had	been	shot	down	just	before	the	end	of	the	war	in	the	mountains	on	the
Burmese	side	of	the	frontier.

Babb	had	lost	touch	with	all	the	members	of	the	search	party,	but	he	told	me
that	the	interpreter	had	recently	sought	him	out	and	that	he	might	be	able	to	help
me	in	my	search	for	information.	Would	I,	he	asked,	be	willing	to	let	him	make
enquiries	on	my	behalf?	I	asked	specifically	for	information	about	the	identity	of
the	 men	 who	 had	 beaten	 me	 so	 meticulously	 and	 of	 the	 hateful	 ‘American’
interpreter	who	had	supervised	the	beatings;	I	was	trying	to	tie	down	the	history
of	the	murders	first,	and	I	confined	the	questions	which	I	passed	to	Babb	to	that
night	in	the	main	Kanburi	camp.	I	hardly	expected	to	receive	any	news	from	so
unlikely	a	quarter	and	was	glad	that	Babb	was	acting	as	an	intermediary.	Direct
correspondence	with	a	former	Japanese	soldier	would	have	been	impossible	for
me.

This	man	was	called	Nagase	Takashi,	and	he	lived	in	the	city	of	Kurashiki.
He	wrote	 to	Babb,	 saying	 that	 he	 could	 not	 help	 him	with	 the	 information	 he
required,	but	that	he	thought	the	man	in	question	had	died	soon	after	the	war.



Babb	suggested	that	some	of	the	information	I	was	seeking	might	be	in	the
Public	Record	Office	 in	Kew,	where	 records	 of	 some	 of	 the	war	 crimes	 trials
were	 now	 held.	 In	 the	 spring	 of	 1985,	 I	 found	myself	 sitting	 at	 a	 quiet	 table
reading	fading	copies	of	old	documents	 in	File	WO235/822,	 the	official	record
of	 the	 trial	 of	 those	 held	 responsible	 for	 the	 deaths	 of	 Captain	 Hawley	 and
Lieutenant	Armitage	and	for	the	ill-treatment	of	my	colleagues	and	me.

It	was	 an	 extraordinary	 afternoon.	 I	 forgot	my	 surroundings,	 and	entered	 a
kind	of	trance	as	I	read,	visualizing	the	scene	in	Kanburi	almost	as	a	spectator.
There	was	 the	guardroom,	 the	Korean	 and	 Japanese	guards,	 the	wooden	 table,
the	drainage	ditches,	the	areas	of	raw	earth,	the	dust	and	heat	and	in	the	distance
the	hazy	mountains	which	were	a	barrier	between	us	and	the	friendly	west;	 the
row	of	British	army	officers,	beginning	 to	suffer	 terribly	from	several	hours	of
exposure	to	the	heat,	from	the	brilliance	of	the	sun	and	from	thirst,	still	standing
to	attention	with	great	difficulty,	and	then	from	the	dark	the	rabble	emerging	to
beat	the	men.

I	came	to	myself	after	several	hours	of	reading	and	rereading	the	evidence,
including	 some	 of	 the	 documents	 I	 had	 typed	 myself,	 feeling	 completely
exhausted.	 Perhaps	 the	 most	 remarkable	 element	 in	 this	 experience	 was	 the
curious	 sensation	 that	 I	was	 reading	 something	 in	which	 I	was	 not	 personally
involved.	 I	 was	 seeking	 these	 exact	 truths	 on	 behalf	 of	 some	 person	 I	 barely
knew.

Babb	moved	from	Oxford	to	Cambridge	late	in	1985,	and	I	went	to	visit	him.
He	was	very	old	and	ill,	but	clear-minded	and	articulate.	I	was	not	surprised	to
discover	that	he	was,	like	so	many	of	us,	ambivalent	about	that	part	of	his	past.
He	 had	 destroyed	 his	 POW	notes	 and	 papers	 in	 the	 1960s,	 and	 later	 regretted
doing	it;	he	tried	to	reconstruct	them	from	copies	in	the	Imperial	War	Museum.
His	faith	had	thinned	after	the	war;	he	had	exchanged	religion	for	the	certainties
of	mathematics,	and	 taught	 the	subject	 for	years,	 returning	 to	his	 role	as	padre
only	once,	on	a	visit	with	ex-POWs	to	modern	Thailand.

He	gave	me	some	information	about	his	correspondent	Nagase	Takashi,	who
claimed	to	have	become	active	in	charitable	causes	near	Kanburi	in	the	post-war
years,	and	who	had	just	built	a	Buddhist	temple	close	to	the	railway	there.	I	read
about	 his	 activities	 with	 cold	 scepticism	 and	 found	 the	 very	 thought	 of	 him
distasteful.	 I	 could	 not	 believe	 in	 the	 idea	 of	 Japanese	 repentance.	 He	 had
organized	 a	 meeting	 of	 ‘reconciliation’	 at	 the	 River	 Kwae	 Bridge,	 that	 too-
famous	structure	which	has	given	so	many	people	such	a	false	picture	of	POW



life	through	the	David	Lean	film	(who	ever	saw	such	well-fed	POWs?).	I	had	not
seen	 a	 Japanese	 since	 1945	 and	 had	 no	 wish	 ever	 to	 meet	 one	 again.	 His
reconciliation	assembly	sounded	to	me	like	a	fraudulent	publicity	stunt.

Padre	Babb	died	in	1987.	I	might	have	taken	up	direct	correspondence	with
his	 repentant	 Japanese	 ex-soldier,	 but	 it	would	 have	 been	 easier	 to	 cut	 off	my
arm.

*	*	*

It	was	becoming	more	and	more	difficult	for	the	person	I	loved	most	to	bear	with
me.	The	ex-prisoner,	even	after	several	decades	of	 ‘forgetting’,	can	puzzle	and
frighten	others.	 It	 is	 impossible	 for	 others	 to	 help	 you	 come	 to	 terms	with	 the
past,	if	for	you	the	past	is	a	pile	of	wounded	memories	and	angry	humiliations,
and	the	future	is	just	a	nursery	of	revenge.	At	times	my	good	qualities,	which	I
am	 self-aware	 enough	 to	 know	 that	 I	 have,	 could	 almost	 be	 crowded	 out	 by
sudden	triggerings	of	frightened	anger.	A	confrontational	edge	to	a	voice	could
bring	 all	my	 shutters	 down.	 All	 of	 this	made	 it	 difficult	 to	 imagine	 a	 way	 of
healing	my	wounds.

Patti	 had	 to	 suffer	 the	 sudden	 icy	 rages,	 the	 withdrawals	 of	 affection	 and
contact,	 of	 a	 man	 who	 could	 not	 stand	 being	 teased	 even	 lovingly.	 My	 hurt
response	 was	 never	 deliberate;	 it	 was	 a	 way	 of	 disappearing	 into	 myself,	 of
adopting	 the	 impassive	 hurt	 features	 of	 the	 victim;	 I	 shut	 down	 as	 a	 way	 of
protecting	myself.	Patti	was	bewildered	by	 it.	 I	 recall	not	speaking	 to	her	once
for	almost	a	week	because	of	some	imagined	insensitivity.	Another	time,	I	woke
from	an	afternoon	nap	after	some	wonderful	days	in	which	we	had	been	getting
on	so	well,	and	possessed	by	 the	spirit	of	 loving	 fun	 I	crept	downstairs	naked,
intending	 to	 surprise	 my	 wife	 as	 she	 prepared	 dinner	 in	 the	 kitchen.	When	 I
appeared	like	a	ghost	at	the	door	behind	her	she	turned	and,	matching	my	high
spirits,	 threw	 a	 wet	 dish-cloth	 at	 me	 to	 cover	 my	 indecent	 condition.	 That
harmless	 gesture	 pitched	me	 into	 a	 frightened	 remoteness,	 ruining	 a	 delightful
piece	of	hilarious	intimacy.

Everything	in	my	world	was	still	printed	in	black	and	white.	I	had	become	so
used	to	burying	the	truth,	the	real	pain,	that	I	preferred	to	hope	it	would	go	away:
as	I	thought	my	torture	had,	as	I	fooled	myself	Outram	Road	could	be	made	to
do.	My	unreasonable	docility	was	allied	to	immense	stubbornness.

Patti	 suspected	 that	 I	 had	 been	 seriously	 damaged	 by	 my	 wartime
experiences,	and	that	they	were	at	the	bottom	of	our	difficulties,	and	decided	that



something	had	 to	be	done	about	 it;	neither	of	us	could	bear	 the	 thought	of	our
relationship	breaking	down.

I	 had	 no	 idea	 where	 to	 turn.	 The	 thought	 of	 consulting	 a	 psychiatrist	 or
psychotherapist	had	never	entered	my	head.	The	ordinary	former	Far	East	POW
has	probably	never	talked	to	anyone	about	the	details	of	his	experiences,	except
perhaps	to	other	ex-POWs.	A	few	have	succeeded	in	writing	memoirs,	but	they
are	very	 few.	Not	 talking	becomes	 a	 fixed	habit,	 a	way	of	 shielding	ourselves
from	 those	 years,	 and	 this	 is	 doubly	 true	 for	 the	 victim	 of	 torture,	 who	most
certainly	does	not	talk.	I	can	write	this	now,	but	I	have	come	a	long	way	since
the	moment	I	first	determined	to	confront	my	memories.

We	 found	ourselves	pursuing	parallel	 lines	of	enquiry.	Patti	 read	an	article
about	 the	 long-term	 health	 of	 former	 POWs	 from	 the	 Far	 East	 by	 Dr	 Peter
Watson,	a	Senior	Medical	Officer	of	the	Department	of	Health.	He	had	studied	a
thousand	of	us,	and	listed	the	medical	problems	that	we	faced,	and	reported	that
over	half	those	he	investigated	had	obvious	psychological	problems.

She	wrote	to	Dr	Watson,	and	soon	I	was	on	my	way	to	the	RAF	Hospital	at
Ely,	 in	 Cambridgeshire,	 for	 a	 tropical	 disease	 investigation,	 with	 a	 special
request	 for	 psychiatric	 evaluation.	 I	was	 going	 to	 have	 to	 talk	 at	 length	 about
Siam	and	Malaya,	more	than	I	had	ever	done	at	one	time	to	anyone.	I	knew	that
for	the	treatment,	whatever	it	was,	to	have	any	effect,	I	would	have	to	talk,	but	I
could	not	bring	myself	to	do	it.	I	solved	the	problem	by	writing	the	story	of	my
misadventures	in	the	form	of	a	Memorandum,	which	ran	to	over	fifty	typewritten
pages.	 I	presented	 this	 to	an	astonished	Squadron-Leader	Bloor,	 the	consultant
psychiatrist	 at	 Ely.	 I	 could	 not	 possibly	 have	 told	 him	 any	 of	 it	 by	 word	 of
mouth,	but	the	Memorandum	gave	us	a	basis	for	discussion.	For	the	first	time	in
my	life,	I	felt	that	a	barrier	was	being	pushed	aside.

After	four	days	in	Ely	I	returned	home.	In	the	meantime	Dr	Bloor	called	to
confirm	 that	Patti	had	on	her	hands	a	 straight-forward	case	of	psychic	damage
arising	from	wartime	trauma,	a	kind	of	prolonged	battle-stress.	He	may	have	had
a	more	clinical	name	for	my	state	of	mind,	but	it	did	not	matter;	simply	to	have
the	problem	identified	and	named	was	in	itself	a	step	forward.

Meanwhile,	I	had	read	an	article	about	the	launching	of	a	new	organization.
It	was	called	the	Medical	Foundation	for	the	Care	of	Victims	of	Torture,	and	had
set	up	shop	in	a	disused	hospital	in	London.	I	knew	nothing	about	it,	but	wrote	to
its	director,	Mrs	Helen	Bamber,	and	early	in	August	1987	I	was	invited	to	visit
them.	Helen	Bamber	received	me	personally.	I	can	still	see	myself	sitting	at	the



end	of	her	desk	with	my	back	to	the	wall,	haltingly	describing	why	I	had	come	in
precise	sentences	that	hinted	at	things	I	could	not	say.	I	still	thought	that	what	I
was	 telling	 her	 was	 unique	 to	 me,	 and	 perhaps	 I	 felt	 a	 little	 ashamed	 of	 my
difficulties;	but	when	she	told	me	that	everything	I	had	told	her	was	so	familiar
to	her,	from	countless	victims	of	torture	from	many	different	countries,	the	most
intense	feeling	of	relief	flooded	through	me.

She	 was	 utterly	 unhurried,	 and	 this	 is	 what	 impressed	 me	 more	 than
anything.	She	seemed	to	have	infinite	time,	endless	patience	and	sympathy;	but
above	all	she	gave	me	time.	It	was	astonishing	simply	to	know	that	the	pressure
of	everyday	life	would	not	drown	out	what	I	had	to	say.	I	remembered	the	half-
hour	medical	examination	in	1945,	when	I	was	still	raw	and	sore,	and	there	was
no	interest	or	time.	Half	a	century	later	I	was	still	livid	with	suppressed	anxiety
and	now	at	 last	 here	was	 someone	with	 the	 time.	Not	only	 that,	 there	was	 the
easing	of	mind	that	came	with	knowing	I	was	not	uniquely	crippled	or	mad.

That	meeting	was	 like	walking	 through	a	door	 into	an	unexplored	world,	a
world	of	caring	and	special	understanding.

Helen	Bamber	is	a	remarkable	woman.	A	small	person,	whose	stillness	and
calm	presence	belie	an	extraordinary	energy	for	her	seventy	years,	she	has	spent
most	of	her	life	working	with	the	victims	of	cruelty.	The	Medical	Foundation	of
which	she	is	a	founder	is	probably	the	only	organization	in	the	world	whose	staff
and	consultants	are	expert	in	the	problems	of	the	tortured.	Helen	entered	Bergen-
Belsen	with	the	Allies	at	the	age	of	nineteen	in	1945,	and	stayed	for	two	and	a
half	 years.	 It	 is	 an	 illusion	 to	 think	 that	 the	 inmates	 of	 the	 Nazi	 camps	 were
‘liberated’	and	went	home;	most	of	them	had	nowhere	to	go,	and	it	was	people
like	Helen	who	 looked	 after	 their	 tuberculosis,	 their	memories	 of	 cannibalism,
murder,	and	the	grotesque	selection	procedures	that	sent	some	to	work	and	some
to	 the	gas	chamber.	She	 learned	as	a	girl	 in	Belsen	the	 importance	of	allowing
people	 to	 tell	 what	 had	 been	 done	 to	 them;	 the	 power	 of	 listening	 to	 their
testimony	and	of	giving	people	the	recognition	that	their	experience	deserves.

For	many	years	Helen	worked	with	Amnesty	International,	and	the	demand
for	special	services	for	victims	of	torture	eventually	became	so	pressing	that	she
set	up	her	new	organization.	We’ve	learned	so	little	in	my	lifetime	that	torture	is
now	a	global	epidemic:	Helen’s	small	group	has	seen	8000	cases	in	its	ten	years
of	work.

Our	first	meeting	was	an	exploratory	one,	but	after	an	attempt	to	interest	my
local	health	service	 in	 taking	me	on	–	when	I	was	told	by	a	young	psychiatrist



that	ancient	history	did	not	fall	within	her	brief	–	I	received	an	invitation	from
Helen	Bamber	to	become	the	first	ex-serviceman	from	the	Second	World	War	to
be	 accepted	 as	 a	 patient	 of	 the	 Foundation.	 This	 changed	 my	 life,	 at	 nearly
seventy	years	of	age.

I	 was	 amazed	 again	 and	 again	 that	 everyone	 in	 the	 Foundation	 from	 the
Director	 to	 the	newest	 and	youngest	member	of	 staff	 cared	 enough	 to	observe
and	to	listen,	and	to	listen	again.	I	could	hardly	believe	that	I	was	beginning	to
talk.

Throughout	 1988	 and	 1989	 Patti	 and	 I	 attended	 this	 extraordinary	 place
every	four	weeks,	making	a	round	trip	of	600	miles	on	each	occasion.	The	doctor
assigned	to	me,	Stuart	Turner,	was	a	man	of	infinite	tact,	and	he	persuaded	me	in
his	 ‘guided	 conversations’	 to	 reveal	more	 and	more,	 gradually	 bringing	 to	 the
surface	every	fragment	of	my	experiences	from	early	1942	onwards.	He	seemed
to	have	wide	and	painful	knowledge	of	the	world’s	tortures	and	of	their	effects
on	victims.	I	had	never	before	met	a	doctor	who	was	so	perceptive	and	so	willing
and	so	quick	to	understand.

I	was	 aware	 of	myself	 for	 the	 first	 time	 as	 a	 person	 for	whom	 the	 idea	 of
torture	might	 hold	 some	 answers	 –	why	 I	 was	 such	 a	 strange	 combination	 of
stubbornness,	 passivity	 and	 silent	 hostility;	why	 I	was	 unable	 to	 express	 open
anger,	and	why	I	found	authority	so	difficult;	and	why	I	was	sometimes	unable
even	to	feel.

Stuart	once	told	me	that	I	was	the	only	patient	he	had	ever	met	whose	face
was	so	inscrutable	that	he	could	not	tell	what	I	was	thinking.	I	had	never	heard
my	 mask-like	 expression	 described	 so	 objectively;	 it	 must	 have	 slipped	 on
whenever	I	wanted	to	hide	from	his	questions	for	a	moment.

While	I	was	learning	how	to	face	the	past	and	beginning	for	the	first	time	in
my	life	to	understand	what	sort	of	person	I	had	become	during	the	war,	I	had	not
forgotten	my	personal	quest	for	the	full	truth	of	what	happened	in	1943,	and	yet
in	 the	 course	 of	 these	 two	 years,	 my	 search	 changed	 its	 character	 only	 very
slowly.	 The	 need	 to	 identify	 the	 Japanese	 responsible	 for	 these	 particular
cruelties	 was	 reasonable	 enough,	 but	 the	 idea	 of	 revenge	was	 still	 very	much
alive	in	me.

*	*	*

One	 of	 the	 men	 I	 had	 found	 in	 my	 belated	 search	 for	 information	 was	 Jim



Bradley,	who	had	lived	in	the	bed	next	to	mine	at	Changi	in	1944.	He	published
an	 account	 of	 his	 experiences	 as	 a	 member	 of	 the	Wilkinson	 escape	 party	 in
1943	and	his	subsequent	mistreatment,	and	after	reading	a	review	of	his	book	I
found	a	copy	in	which	I	read	a	warm	tribute	to	‘the	late	Eric	Lomax’.	It	was	a
pleasure	 to	 write	 and	 surprise	 Jim	with	my	 insistence	 on	 living.	We	met	 and
renewed	our	friendship.	In	October	1989	I	went	to	stay	overnight	with	him	and
his	wife	Lindy	at	their	home	in	Midhurst,	a	village	in	Sussex	on	the	edge	of	the
South	Downs.	We	had	a	pleasant	evening,	talking	about	the	old	days,	and	over
breakfast	the	following	morning	Lindy	gave	me	a	photocopy	of	an	article	from
the	 Japan	 Times	 of	 15th	 August	 1989.	 This	 is	 an	 English-language	 paper
published	 in	Tokyo	 and	 not	 a	 publication	 I	was	 ever	 likely	 to	 buy.	Lindy	 had
been	sent	it	by	a	member	of	the	War	Graves	Commission	in	Japan,	who	knew	of
her	 extensive	 collection	 of	 cuttings	 about	 the	 war	 in	 the	 Far	 East,	 and	 she
thought	 that	 this	 article	 might	 be	 of	 interest	 to	 me	 because	 it	 mentioned
Kanchanaburi.

The	article	was	about	Mr	Nagase	Takashi,	the	interpreter	who	had	helped	the
Allied	armies	find	their	dead	along	the	railway	after	the	war,	and	Padre	Babb’s
eager	correspondent.	As	I	read	it,	I	experienced	a	strange,	icy	joy	of	the	weirdest
kind.	 A	 photograph	 accompanied	 the	 piece.	 It	 was	 of	 a	 slight	 elderly	 man,
dressed	in	a	dark	collarless	shirt	and	leaning	back	in	a	chair	against	a	wall	full	of
books,	his	arms	spread	out	to	the	side	making	him	look	resigned	and	vulnerable.
Behind	his	right	shoulder	was	a	large	photograph	of	the	River	Kwae	Bridge	with
its	distinctive	spans	in	the	shape	of	minor	arcs.	The	face	was	unsmiling,	thin	and
familiar	with	pain,	 the	face	of	an	ailing	seventy-one-year-old	man;	but	 the	 text
with	its	short	paragraphs	and	neutral	prose	revealed	a	younger	face	behind	it.

The	article	described	how	Nagase	had	devoted	much	of	his	 life	 to	 ‘making
up	 for	 the	 Japanese	 Army’s	 treatment	 of	 prisoners-of-war’;	 how	 he	 had	 been
ordered	to	join	the	Allied	group	trying	to	locate	the	graves	along	the	railway,	and
how,	 although	 he	 had	 seen	 trains	 loaded	 with	 POWs	 leaving	 Singapore	 for
Thailand	in	1943,	he	was	unaware	of	what	occurred	on	the	upper	reaches	of	the
railway	until	 he	went	with	 the	Allied	party	 and	 saw	 the	 corpses	 in	grave	 after
grave	in	the	primitive	trackside	cemeteries.	On	that	 trip,	Nagase	was	quoted	as
saying,	he	decided	 to	dedicate	 the	 rest	of	his	 life	 to	 the	memory	of	 those	who
died	constructing	the	railroad.

This	 was	 the	 man	 I	 remembered	 from	 Padre	 Babb’s	 account,	 and	 about
whom	I	had	been	so	scathing.	But	there	was	more.	The	article	described	his	ill



health,	 his	 recurrent	 heart	 disease,	 and	 how	 every	 time	 he	 suffered	 a	 cardiac
attack	‘he	has	flashbacks	of	Japanese	military	police	in	Kanchanaburi	torturing	a
POW	who	was	accused	of	possessing	a	map	of	the	railway.	One	of	their	methods
was	to	pour	large	amounts	of	water	down	his	throat.	“As	a	former	member	of	the
Japanese	Army,	I	thought	the	agony	was	what	I	have	to	pay	for	our	treatment	of
POWs,”	Nagase	said.’

I	 did	 not	 say	 anything	 in	 the	 Bradleys’	 kitchen	 that	 morning;	 I	 probably
showed	 no	 reaction	 at	 all,	 the	 impassive	 mask	 gripping	 my	 face	 with	 a
vengeance.	 I	 stared	 at	 the	 article	 and	 read	 and	 reread	 it	 all	 the	 way	 from	 the
nearby	 station	 to	London	 on	 the	 train	 and	 by	 the	 time	 it	 pulled	 into	Waterloo
Station	 I	 knew	 that	 this	was	 the	man	 I	wanted.	His	 face	was	 recognizably	 the
face	 of	 the	 interrogator,	 his	 sunken	 cheekbones	 and	 eyes	 and	mouth	 an	 older
edition	 of	 that	 serious	 young	man’s	 features.	He	was	 speaking	 about	me,	 and
guardedly	admitting	that	he	had	been	there	during	my	torture.	I	felt	 triumphant
that	I	had	found	him,	and	that	I	knew	his	identity	while	he	was	unaware	of	my
continued	existence.

I	had	been	haunted	by	what	he	described	 for	half	a	century,	but	 so,	 it	now
seemed,	had	one	of	my	tormentors	–	 the	only	one	with	a	 face	and	a	voice,	 the
only	one	I	had	ever	been	able	to	endow	with	a	personality	across	the	years.	He
too	had	nightmares,	flashbacks,	terrible	feelings	of	loss.	The	article	talked	about
Nagase	 atoning	 for	 guilt,	 about	 visiting	Kanchanaburi	many	 times	 since	 1963,
when	the	Japanese	government	deregulated	foreign	travel,	laying	wreaths	at	the
Allied	cemetery,	and	setting	up	a	charitable	foundation	for	 the	survivors	of	 the
Asian	 labourers	 who	 died	 in	 such	 vast	 numbers.	 In	 my	 moment	 of	 vengeful
glory,	triumph	was	already	complicated	by	other	feelings.	This	strange	man	was
obviously	drawn	on	 in	his	work	by	memories	of	my	own	cries	of	distress	 and
fear.

I	had	apparently	found	one	of	the	men	I	was	looking	for	and	I	had	the	near
certainty,	shadowed	by	only	a	tiny	cloud	of	doubt,	that	I	knew	who	he	was	and
where	he	was.	I	was	in	such	a	strong	position:	I	could	if	I	wished	reach	out	and
touch	 him,	 to	 do	 him	 real	 harm.	 The	 years	 of	 feeling	 powerless	 whenever	 I
thought	of	him	and	his	colleagues	were	erased.	Even	now,	given	the	information
about	 what	 he	 had	 done	 since	 the	 war,	 and	 my	 own	 changing	 feelings	 about
revenge,	the	old	feelings	came	to	the	surface	and	I	wanted	to	damage	him	for	his
part	in	ruining	my	life.

When	 I	got	back	 to	Berwick	much	 later	 that	day,	Patti	 said	 it	was	 the	 first



time	 I’d	 looked	 truly	 delighted	 for	 years.	 On	 my	 next	 visit	 to	 the	 Medical
Foundation,	liberally	handing	out	photocopies	of	the	Japan	Times	article,	I	was
interested	to	be	told	that	for	the	very	first	time	in	the	staffs	experience	I	could	be
described	as	‘animated’.	Facial	inscrutability	was	impossible	now.

I	 still	did	not	know	what	 to	do	about	Nagase.	 I	made	enquiries	about	him,
writing	to	the	British	Ambassador	in	Tokyo	and	to	experts	on	Japan’s	dreadful
record	of	coming	to	terms	with	its	past.	Nagase’s	activities	were	well	known,	it
seemed,	 to	people	concerned	with	 the	 threat	of	a	 renewed	Japanese	militarism,
but	what	I	could	not	tell	was	whether	his	expressions	of	remorse	were	genuine	or
not.	I	needed	to	see	that	for	myself.	The	thought	was	entering	my	head,	distantly
at	first,	that	perhaps	I	should	try	to	meet	this	man,	to	make	up	my	mind	with	that
face	 in	 front	 of	 me	 again.	 Many	 people	 could	 not	 accept	 the	 reality	 of	 our
injuries	 after	 the	war	because	 they	had	not	been	 there,	 because	 they	 could	not
make	the	leap	of	imagination	out	of	their	comfortable	lives,	but	I	wanted	to	see
Nagase’s	sorrow	so	that	I	could	live	better	with	my	own.

This	half-thought	desire	took	a	long	time	before	it	could	be	expressed.	One
or	two	people	suggested	that	perhaps	it	was	time	for	me	to	forgive	and	forget.	I
don’t	 normally	 argue	 openly	 about	 anything,	 but	 I	 began	 to	 argue	 just	 a	 little
about	this.	The	majority	of	people	who	hand	out	advice	about	forgiveness	have
not	gone	through	the	sort	of	experience	I	had;	I	was	not	inclined	to	forgive,	not
yet,	and	probably	never.

Throughout	 the	 next	 two	 years	 I	 could	 not	 decide	 what	 to	 do	 with	 my
information,	which	seemed	the	product	of	 incredible	and	precious	coincidence.
Meanwhile,	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 and	 solely	 to	 benefit	 the	Medical	 Foundation,	 I
allowed	 myself	 to	 be	 interviewed	 by	 journalists.	 Hitherto,	 the	 prospect	 of
anything	 resembling	 interrogation	 filled	me	with	 horror,	 but	 I	managed	 to	 get
through	 an	 interview	with	 a	woman	 from	 the	 Sunday	 Times	 and	 even,	 late	 in
1990,	 a	 television	 programme	 about	 the	 Medical	 Foundation,	 which	 was
broadcast	in	January	1991.

I	 spent	 that	 year	 at	 my	 periodic	 meetings	 with	 Dr	 Turner	 discussing	 the
effect	of	the	discovery	of	Nagase	on	me	and	considering	what	I	should	do.	I	still
thought	 often	 about	 striking	 him	 down,	 but	 Stuart	 helped	 me	 to	 see	 beyond
murder.	He	 thought	 that	 I	should	not	 try	 to	meet	my	former	 interrogator	at	all,
arguing	that	to	do	so	would	be	to	enter	uncharted	territory.	Despite	the	range	of
their	awful	experience,	not	one	of	 the	Medical	Foundation	staff	could	find	any
precedent	 for	 a	meeting	 such	 as	 I	 proposed.	Helen	Bamber	 could	 not	 recall	 a



voluntary	 encounter	 between	 a	 person	 closely	 complicit	 with	 torture	 and	 his
victim	 in	 the	 history	 of	 post-war	Europe;	while	 Stuart	 Turner	more	 than	 once
reminded	me	that	there	were	many	records	of	US	veterans	of	the	Vietnam	War
suffering	 traumatic	 flashbacks	when	 confronted	with	 strong	 reminders	 of	 their
wartime	experiences.

Still	consumed	by	the	desire	to	make	Nagase	suffer	fully	the	consequences	of
his	actions,	I	decided	that	I	would	like	to	surprise	him,	revelling	in	my	superior
knowledge	 and	 his	 ignorance	 of	me.	Aid	 for	 this	 vengeful	 plan	 came	 from	an
unexpected	quarter.	The	director	of	 the	brief	 television	 film	about	 the	work	of
the	Foundation	and	my	own	predicament,	Mike	Finlason,	became	so	fascinated
by	the	story	which	he	saw	unfolding	that	he	decided	to	try	to	make	a	full-length
documentary	about	Nagase	and	me.	My	intention	was	that	a	meeting	should	be
arranged	but	that	Nagase	should	be	told	only	that	I	was	a	former	Far	East	POW,
and	not	 be	 told	 that	 I	 had	 identified	him	as	 a	member	of	 the	Kempei.	At	 first
Finlason	 acceded	 to	my	 plan,	 but	 he	 became	 understandably	 and	 increasingly
reluctant	to	stage	a	surprise	assault	on	Nagase	of	the	kind	I	wanted.

The	ways	of	 television	were	completely	new	to	me,	but	I	soon	learned	that
there	 is	many	 a	 slip	 between	 the	 full	 cup	 of	 excited	 plans	 for	 a	 film	 and	 the
actual	lip	of	the	audience.	Mike	Finlason	was	then	an	independent	director	and
this	was	his	personal	enthusiasm.	Funding	 for	 the	 film	proved	elusive,	and	 the
early	 summer	 of	 1991	 passed	without	 any	 of	my	 plans	 nearing	 fulfilment	 –	 a
delay	 that	 has	 almost	 certainly	 infinitely	 benefited	 at	 least	 two	 people’s	 lives.
Stuart	Turner	was	warmly	concerned	about	my	intentions,	and	suggested	that	I
should	 try	 to	 meet	 some	 Japanese	 people	 socially	 to	 prepare	 myself	 for	 the
encounter	which	I	was	determined	to	arrange.	Given	that	I	had	not	spoken	to	a
single	Japanese	person	since	1945,	this	was	no	easy	matter,	but	I	agreed	to	try.
Various	schemes	were	canvassed:	visiting	a	Japanese	travel	or	airline	office,	for
example,	so	that	I	could	flee	without	difficulty	if	I	found	it	necessary	to	do	so.

No	 embarrassing	 meetings	 with	 startled	 Japanese	 ticket	 clerks	 had	 taken
place	when	one	day	in	early	July	1991	I	answered	the	phone	at	home,	which	I
very	rarely	do;	Patti	has	screened	calls	for	a	long	time	past,	at	my	request,	and
she	was	out	when	the	phone	rang.	The	caller	was	a	historian	of	my	acquaintance,
who	asked	whether	I	would	be	willing	to	meet	a	Japanese	professor	of	history,	a
woman	 from	 Tokyo	 called	 Nakahara	 Michiko,	 who	 was	 researching	 the
exploitation	of	POWs	and	Asian	labourers	by	the	Imperial	Japanese	Army	on	the
Burma-Siam	Railway.	I	said	yes.	My	wife	returned	to	find	that	I	had	arranged	a



meeting	with	 a	 Japanese	 person	 at	 our	 own	house.	 She	was	more	 than	 a	 little
astonished.

For	a	few	days	before	 the	meeting	in	 late	July	I	was	frightened	of	my	own
response,	but	when	the	time	came	it	was	a	revelation.	It	was	a	beautiful	summer
day,	our	best	clear	and	light	northern	weather.	Patti	went	to	meet	her	at	Berwick
Station,	and	a	little	later	I	heard	our	garden	gate	clatter	open.	I	saw	my	wife	walk
up	the	garden	path	beside	a	petite,	smiling	woman	wearing	elegant	trousers	and	a
black	silk	jacket,	her	hair	a	striking	deep	blue-black.	We	shook	hands.	Professor
Nakahara	spoke	superb	English,	and	within	a	few	minutes	I	could	tell	that	it	was
going	to	be	all	right.	She	is	a	considerate	and	learned	woman,	and	after	lunch	we
sat	 outside	 in	 the	 garden	 exchanging	 information	 and	 looking	 through	 papers,
books	and	relics.	Her	husband,	she	told	us,	had	been	wounded	at	Hiroshima.	She
wanted	 to	 rescue	 the	 labourers	 from	 obscurity;	 dozens	 of	 books	 have	 been
written	 about	 the	 POWs,	 but	 almost	 nothing	 about	 the	 romusha,	 as	 they	were
known	 to	 the	 Japanese.	 There	 were	 a	 quarter	 of	 a	 million	 of	 them:	 Malays,
Indonesians,	Chinese,	Burmese,	Tamils,	a	disorganized	and	starved	multilingual
army	 with	 no	 internal	 leadership	 or	 organization,	 unlike	 us.	 Michiko	 was
interested	in	my	memories	of	work	in	the	railroad	camps;	I	was	fascinated	by	her
as	my	first	new	link	with	Japan.	She	told	me	that	she	had	once	met	Nagase.

The	 man	 who	 had	 crept	 under	 my	 skin	 and	 stayed	 there	 in	 1943	 seemed
different	 through	the	eyes	of	others,	and	aspects	of	Japan	began	to	interest	me.
Here,	 for	 example,	 was	 a	 historian	 unafraid	 of	 the	 truth,	 delving	 into	 her
country’s	most	shameful	actions,	and	I	liked	her.	Soon	after	her	return	to	Japan,
she	wrote	to	us	to	say	that	she	had	received	an	invitation	to	the	Akasaka	Palace
to	give	the	new	Emperor	Akihito	a	lecture	on	modern	South-East	Asian	history,
prior	to	his	tour	of	the	area.	She	accepted	with	the	condition	that	she	be	allowed
to	speak	freely.

In	the	month	of	Nakahara	Michiko’s	visit	I	was	given	a	copy	of	a	small	book
by	Nagase	which	he	had	published	 in	Japan.	All	 I	knew	was	 that	 it	was	called
Crosses	and	Tigers,	 since	my	 Japanese	 studies	had	not	progressed	much	 since
my	efforts	with	Bill	Williamson	 in	1943,	but	 I	 learned	 that	 an	English	 edition
had	been	published	in	Thailand	in	1990.	I	ordered	a	copy	and	eventually	a	small
package	arrived.	The	book	was	a	 tiny	paperback,	with	a	picture	of	 the	 railway
bridge	over	the	Kwae	on	its	light	green	cover;	it	had	less	than	seventy	pages	of
text,	roughly	printed	with	bad	type,	but	I	sat	down	to	read	it	as	though	it	were	a
rare	manuscript.



The	book	opens	with	a	brief	 introductory	account	of	Nagase’s	conscription
in	 Tokyo,	 in	 December	 1941,	 when	 I	 was	 waiting	 for	 his	 Emperor’s	 army	 at
Kuantan.	He	was	classified	B3,	presumably	an	indication	of	low	physical	fitness,
and	the	photograph	he	reproduces,	taken	on	20th	December	1941	shows	a	very
slender	young	man	with	a	face	I	remembered	too	well	–	an	intense,	fine,	 timid
and	 mournful	 face	 –	 dressed	 in	 Japanese	 Army	 uniform	 and	 forage	 cap,
clutching	a	sword	 that	 looks	 too	big	for	him.	He	describes	how	he	was	sent	 to
Saigon	 to	 serve	 with	 the	 oddly-named	 ‘Literal	 Intelligence	 Bureau’	 of	 the
General	 Staff	 Office,	 and	 how	 he	 was	 then	 sent	 to	 Java	 to	 interpret	 for	 an
intelligence	officer	collecting	information	at	the	end	of	the	Indonesian	campaign.
By	early	 January	1943,	he	was	working	 in	 ‘transport	operations’	at	Singapore,
snooping	 on	 POWs	 who	 were	 being	 sent	 up	 to	 the	 railway,	 and	 presumably
searching	their	baggage	for	precious	fragments	of	the	kind	that	Fred	Smith	had
taken	with	him	on	his	way	to	Ban	Pong.	In	March	1943,	when	we	were	already
in	 Kanburi,	 he	 was	 assigned	 to	 Bangkok,	 to	 the	 headquarters	 of	 the	 Railway
Construction	Staff,	and	in	September	he	received	an	order	to	serve	with	what	he
calls	the	‘military	police	platoon’	at	Kanburi.	He	acknowledges	the	terrible	cost
of	the	railway,	and	that	a	prisoner	or	labourer	must	have	died	for	every	sleeper
laid;	and	that	today	it	runs	for	less	than	a	third	of	its	original	length.

The	rest	of	the	little	book	has	three	main	sections:	his	memories	of	Kanburi;
his	reconstructed	diary	of	his	three-week	expedition	with	the	war	graves	group,
including	 Padre	 Babb,	 in	 September-October	 1945;	 and	 some	 brief	 remarks
about	his	post-war	experiences	in	Thailand.

The	first	section,	and	especially	the	first	five	pages	of	it,	held	me	spellbound.
Nagase	arrives	at	Ban	Pong	in	dark	and	cloudy	weather.	The	scene	as	he	recalls
it	is	hellish,	the	sky	overcast	and	grey,	flocks	of	large	black	vultures	perched	on
roofs	 and	 in	 the	 branches	 of	 tall	 teak	 trees.	He	 thinks	 at	 first	 that	 vultures	 are
native	 to	 this	 place,	 but	 then	 realizes	 that	 they	 are	 attracted	 to	 the	 smell	 of
carrion	around	the	prison	camp.

The	 next	 day	 he	 goes	 to	 Kanburi.	 ‘Again	 there	 were	 ghastly	 flocks	 of
vultures	 when	 I	 walked	 across	 the	 field	 of	 tall	 weeds.	 The	 birds	moved	 their
heads	 back	 and	 forth	 every	 time	 they	 made	 a	 forward	 step.’	 Nagase	 meets	 a
funeral	 procession	 of	 prisoners,	 carrying	 a	 body	 on	 a	 stretcher	 covered	with	 a
faded	Union	 Jack,	 followed	 by	 a	 Japanese	 soldier	with	 a	 gun	 and	 behind	 him
four	or	five	vultures	nodding	their	heads	to	and	fro.	He	sees	the	rough	bamboo
fence	of	the	camp	and	is	told	by	the	sergeant	accompanying	him	to	pretend	to	be



an	inspector	of	the	camp,	since	he	is	unknown	and	the	prisoners	may	unwittingly
give	him	information.	He	is	shocked	at	 the	sight	of	 the	camp,	and	sees	shabby
roofless	 huts,	 sick	 prisoners	 shivering	 in	 soaking	 blankets,	 malaria	 victims
rolling	 feverishly	 on	 their	 bedding	 or	 on	 the	 floor.	 The	 rain	 starts	 falling	 as	 a
British	officer	comes	up	to	him,	pleading	for	improvements	in	their	conditions,
telling	him	that	they	have	had	no	roof	on	their	hut	for	over	a	week	with	malaria
patients	 exposed	 to	 the	 rain.	 The	 ‘weak	 dimmed	 eyes’	 of	 the	malaria	 patients
affect	 Nagase	 badly.	 He	 remembers	 seeing	 the	 same	 mournful	 gaze	 when
prisoners	were	being	packed	thirty	at	a	time	into	box	cars	in	the	scorching	sun	at
Singapore	 railway	 station.	 There	 a	 blue-eyed	 British	 officer	 had	 persistently
asked	him	where	they	were	headed,	over	and	over	again,	repeating	the	question,
but	Nagase	was	unable	to	answer.	‘Why	do	blue	eyes	look	so	sad?’	he	asks.

He	 is	 assigned	 at	Kanburi	 to	 the	 squad	 responsible	 for	Tokko,	 intelligence
and	counter	intelligence.	He	accompanies	the	head	of	the	squad	or	a	tall	sergeant
with	 a	 ‘bluish,	 clean	 shaven	 face’,	 at	 all	 times.	 Sometimes	 he	 is	 asked	 to
impersonate	a	Thai	and	to	talk	with	the	prisoners	in	order	to	learn	their	thoughts
and	movements.	 I	 had	 not	 known	 that	 he	 also	 spoke	Thai,	 or	 perhaps	 he	was
mimicking	a	Thai	villager	who	knew	a	little	English.

Some	time	before	the	opening	of	the	railway	in	October	they	suspect	that	a
radio	 is	 in	 operation	 among	 the	 prisoners,	 and	 that	 we	 are	 listening	 to	 Allied
broadcasts.	 They	 discover	 the	 set	when	 they	 inspect	 the	 prisoners’	 belongings
without	warning.	When	all	 the	‘suspects’	are	brought	 to	his	 intelligence	squad,
he	writes,	they	have	already	been	beaten	badly.	He	thinks	that	one	prisoner	has
been	beaten	to	death.

Suddenly	it’s	as	though	he	steps	out	from	behind	a	screen	and	I	am	looking
at	a	scene	familiar	to	me	distanced	as	though	in	a	dream.	He	writes:

Let	me	 talk	 about	 a	 prisoner	 for	whom	 I	worked	 as	 an	 interpreter.	 It	 was
found	that	he	had	a	rough	sketch	of	the	Thai-Burma	railway	with	the	names
of	 all	 the	 stations	 when	 the	 inspection	 of	 their	 belongings	 took	 place.	 He
claimed	 that	 he	 was	 a	 railway	 fanatic	 and	 intended	 to	 take	 it	 home	 as	 a
souvenir.	 His	 explanation	 was	 not	 convincing	 because	 the	 railway	 was	 a
secret	matter	in	those	days.

Nagase	 says	 that	 they	 had	 to	 approve	 the	 charge	 of	 spying	 against	 this
prisoner	 in	 order	 to	 commit	 him	 for	 court	 martial.	 He	 is	 interrogated	 but	 the
POW	stubbornly	denies	the	charge,	knowing	that	he	will	be	condemned	to	death



if	he	admits	to	being	a	spy.

The	 fierce	 questioning	 continued	 from	morning	 till	 night	 for	 over	 a	week,
which	exhausted	me	as	well.	The	military	policeman	sometimes	shouted	at
me	because	he	got	too	excited	to	differentiate	between	the	prisoner	and	me.
The	 suspect	 looked	 weak	 and	 good	 natured,	 but	 he	 repeated	 his	 stubborn
denials	…	The	MP	 beat	 him	with	 a	 stick.	 I	 could	 not	 bear	 the	 sight,	 so	 I
advised	 him	 to	 confess	 to	 avoid	 further	mental	 and	 physical	 pain.	He	 just
smiled	at	me.	Finally,	the	policeman	applied	the	usual	torture.	First	they	took
him	to	the	bathtub	…	Then	his	broken	right	arm	was	placed	on	his	front	and
his	left	arm	behind	his	back,	tied	with	a	cord.	They	laid	him	on	his	back	with
a	 towel	 loosely	 covering	 his	mouth	 and	 nose.	 They	 poured	water	 over	 his
face.	The	soaking	cloth	blocked	his	nose	and	mouth.	He	struggled	to	breathe
and	opened	his	mouth	to	inhale	air.	They	poured	water	into	his	mouth.	I	saw
his	stomach	swelling	up.	Watching	the	prisoner	in	great	torture,	I	almost	lost
my	presence	of	mind.	I	was	desperate	to	control	my	shaking	body.	I	feared
that	he	would	be	killed	in	my	presence.	I	took	him	by	the	broken	wrist	and
felt	 the	 pulse.	 I	 still	 remember	 clearly	 that	 I	 was	 relieved	 to	 feel	 an
unexpected	normal	pulse.

With	the	prisoner	screaming	and	crying,	‘Mother!	Mother!’	I	muttered	to
myself,	 ‘Mother,	do	you	know	what	 is	happening	 to	your	 son	now?’	 I	 still
cannot	stop	shuddering	every	time	I	recall	that	horrible	scene.

Nagase	 pauses	 to	 criticize	 the	 Imperial	 Rescript,	 the	 long	 oath	 of	 loyalty,
which	 all	 recruits	 had	 to	 memorize,	 and	 the	 authoritarian	 system	 of	 absolute
obedience	 that	 underlay	 it,	 which	 held	 a	 person’s	 family	 responsible	 for	 his
actions.	He	contrasts	this	system	with	the	respect	for	fundamental	human	rights
which	seems,	in	his	eyes,	to	be	rooted	in	the	minds	of	people	in	the	West.

For	 the	 rest	 of	 the	war	Nagase	 spent	 six	months	 in	 hospital,	 and	was	 then
returned	 to	 Kanburi,	 from	 which	 he	 set	 off	 with	 Padre	 Babb	 and	 his	 fellow
officers	 on	 their	 special	 train	 in	 the	 search	 for	 abandoned	 graves.	 Nagase
describes	 the	 quiet,	 restrained	 hostility	 of	 the	 big	 English	 and	Australian	men
with	whom	he	was	forced	to	travel,	the	difficulties	of	persuading	Japanese	troops
to	 co-operate	 with	 the	 search,	 and	 the	 sad	 state	 of	 the	 bewildered	 surviving
romusha,	 clustering	 around	 the	 Allied	 officers	 and	 pleading	 to	 be	 sent	 home.
Their	plight	moves	him	since	the	Japanese	army	units	are	by	now	attempting	to
clean	 up	 the	 POW	 graves,	 but	 the	 Asian	 labourers’	 graves	 are	 ignored	 by



everybody.	‘I	feared	that	this	contrast	would	make	people	think	that	the	Japanese
did	not	care	about	romushas’	souls.’	They	find	countless	abandoned	mounds	of
earth	and	wooden	markers	in	the	jungle,	already	strangled	by	vegetation.	Nagase
is	disgusted	by	the	fertility	of	the	jungle,	the	myriad	centipedes	and	worms,	and
comically	afraid	of	tigers,	which	he	imagines	are	lurking	by	the	side	of	the	track
wherever	he	goes.	He	describes	a	tense	confrontation	with	armed,	desperate	and
‘awfully	 ferocious’	 Japanese	 troops	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 line	 in	 Burma,	 whose
commanding	officer	at	first	refuses	to	salute	the	British	captain	leading	the	war
graves	party.

One	evening,	the	Allied	officers	take	him	into	their	roofed	wagon	and	sit	him
down,	putting	headphones	around	his	ears.	He	hears	a	broadcast	describing	how
the	 Japanese	 Railway	 Corps,	 the	 POW	 administration	 units	 and	 the	 ‘special
police’	are	suspected	of	being	major	war	criminal	groupings,	and	how	a	unit	of
the	 Allied	 forces	 is	 currently	 engaged	 in	 the	 collection	 of	 information	 about
Japanese	war	 crimes	 such	 as	maltreatment	 of	POWs	along	 the	 railway.	 ‘I	was
aware,’	he	writes,	‘that	all	 the	officers’	attention	was	focused	upon	me	and	my
face	 turned	pale,	my	throat	and	 lips	dried	up	and	became	frozen.’	After	a	 long
silence	he	admits	to	them	that	he	used	to	work	for	the	special	police.	They	ask
him	 gravely	 if	 he	 has	 ever	 had	 any	 trouble	 with	 prisoners.	 ‘Nothing	 in
particular,’	he	answers,	and	they	tell	him	that	he	will	be	all	right,	as	long	as	he	is
with	them,	if	he	does	his	duty	well.

Nagase	 notes	 that	 he	 began	 then	 to	 sense	 a	 breach	 between	 British	 and
Japanese	points	of	view	 regarding	 the	value	of	human	 life	 and	began	 to	 try	 to
comprehend	why	GHQ	in	Tokyo	should	have	pushed	ahead	with	a	railway	line
that	 British	 engineers	 had	 rejected	 ‘because	 of	 the	 predicted	 large	 number	 of
victims’.	 He	 concludes	 that	 it	 was	 the	 cult	 of	 absolute	 obedience	 and	 the
absorption	of	 the	 army	 leaders	 in	 ‘an	 armchair	 plan’	 that	made	 the	difference.
Later	 he	 decides,	 after	 seeing	 like	 a	 terrible	 revelation	 the	 thousands	 upon
thousands	of	crosses	behind	 the	POW	hospital	at	Chungkai,	near	Kanburi,	 that
‘the	refined	civilization	should	be	based	upon	humanity’.

Eighteen	years	after	 the	war,	when	travel	outside	Japan	became	easier	with
the	lifting	of	restrictions,	Nagase	and	his	wife	went	to	Kanburi	and	stood	in	the
large	war	cemetery,	among	the	neat	stone	graves	and	the	bronze	plates	with	the
name	of	each	dead	soldier.

In	the	center	of	the	grand	cemetery,	a	white	cross	stands	against	a	blue	sky.
The	cross	is	surrounded	by	approximately	7,000	officers	and	soldiers	lying	in



the	tropical	serenity.	They	were	the	people	who	were	searched	and	checked
just	after	the	war	ended.

My	wife	and	I	moved	forward	to	the	white	cross	and	offered	a	wreath	at
its	base.	The	moment	I	joined	my	hands	in	prayer	…	I	felt	my	body	emitting
yellow	 beams	 of	 light	 in	 every	 direction	 and	 turning	 transparent.	 At	 that
moment	 I	 thought,	 ‘This	 is	 it.	 You	 have	 been	 pardoned.’	 I	 believed	 this
feeling	plainly

…	After	 I	 returned	home	 I	worked	as	 an	 interpreter	 for	 the	Occupation
Army	 in	 Japan	 and	 a	 teacher	 at	 senior	 high	 school.	 After	 a	 year	 I	 had
tuberculosis.	When	the	tuberculosis	took	a	turn	for	the	better,	I	fell	ill	again.
I	suffered	a	most	malignant	cardiac	neurosis.	I	had	fits	of	palpitation	…	After
the	fit	was	gone,	both	my	body	and	mind	were	worn	out	…	Every	time	I	had
a	fit,	the	torture	scene	in	the	military	police	flashed	through	my	mind.	I	told
myself	that	those	prisoners	suffered	far	more,	and	endured	great	pain.

…	The	sense	of	guilt	had	lain	in	my	mind	for	a	long	time.	The	moment	I
visited	the	graves,	I	felt	the	sense	of	guilt	vanish	through	my	recognition	that
my	wish	 finally	 came	 true.	My	 health	was	 getting	 better	 and	my	 business
went	well.

Nagase	visited	Thailand	many	 times	after	 that,	 and	did	charitable	work	 for
the	 surviving	Asian	 labourers,	many	 of	 whom	were	 unable	 to	 return	 home	 to
India	or	Malaya	after	the	war	and	dragged	out	miserable	lives	in	villages	near	the
railway;	and	he	opened	a	temple	of	peace	on	the	River	Kwae	Bridge,	and	spoke
out	against	militarism.

It	all	seemed	admirable,	but	I	read	about	these	things	with	a	surprising	sense
of	 detachment.	 I	 had	 expected	 to	 feel	 some	more	 powerful	 emotion,	 but	 apart
from	the	eerie	 feeling	of	being	present	at	my	own	 torture	as	an	onlooker	 I	 felt
empty.	And	I	wondered	at	his	feeling	that	he	had	been	forgiven.	God	may	have
forgiven	him,	but	I	had	not;	mere	human	forgiveness	is	another	matter.

I	put	the	book	aside.	After	a	few	days,	Patti	picked	it	up	and	read	it	slowly
one	 afternoon.	 The	 passages	 which	 I’ve	 quoted	 on	 Nagase’s	 trip	 to	 the	 War
Cemetery	 at	 Kanburi	 filled	 her	 with	 anger,	 much	 more	 than	 I	 had	 felt.	 She
wanted	to	know	how	Nagase	could	feel	pardoned.	How	could	his	sense	of	guilt
simply	‘vanish’	if	no-one,	and	me	in	particular,	had	pardoned	him?

Patti’s	 sense	 of	 indignation	 was	 such	 that	 she	 wanted	 to	 write	 to	 Nagase
immediately	and	asked	my	permission	to	do	so.	She	drafted	a	letter	which	was



sent	in	late	October	1991,	enclosing	a	photograph	of	me.	Now	there	could	be	no
thought	of	a	sudden	confrontation	between	him	and	me.

Dear	Mr	Nagase
I	 have	 just	 finished	 reading	 your	 book	 Crosses	 and	 Tigers.	 This	 is	 of

particular	 interest	 to	me	 because	my	 husband	 is	 the	Royal	 Signals	Officer
who	 had	 been	 arrested,	 along	 with	 six	 others,	 in	 connection	 with	 the
operation	 of	 a	 radio	 in	 the	 railway	 workshop	 camp	 near	 Kanchanaburi	 in
August	1943.	My	husband	also	had	with	him	a	map	of	the	railway.	He	is	the
man	you	describe	on	page	22	of	your	book,	being	tortured	so	terribly.

His	 mother	 did	 die	 at	 home	 in	 Edinburgh,	 one	 month	 after	 the	 fall	 of
Singapore.	A	relative	has	told	me	that	she	died	of	a	broken	heart	…

My	husband	 already	 knew	who	 you	were,	 having	 recognized	 you	 from
the	article	which	appeared	in	the	Japan	Times	of	15th	August	1989.

He	 is	most	 interested	 in	 having	 contact	with	 you	 for	 he	 has	 lived	with
many	unanswered	questions	all	these	years,	questions	to	which	perhaps	only
you	can	help	him	to	find	the	answers.	Maybe	you	also	have	questions	about
the	Kanchanaburi	Radio	Affair?	…	 If	 you	 are	willing,	 perhaps	 you	would
agree	to	correspond	with	my	husband?

My	husband	 has	 lived	 all	 these	 years	with	 the	 after	 effects	 of	 the	 cruel
experiences	 he	 suffered	 and	 I	 hope	 that	 contact	 between	 you	 could	 be	 a
healing	experience	for	both	of	you.	How	can	you	feel	‘forgiven’	Mr	Nagase,
if	 this	 particular	 former	 Far	 Eastern	 prisoner-of-war	 has	 not	 yet	 forgiven
you?	 My	 husband	 does	 understand	 the	 cultural	 pressures	 you	 were	 under
during	 the	 war	 but	 whether	 he	 can	 totally	 forgive	 your	 own	 involvement
remains	to	be	seen	and	it	is	not	for	me,	who	was	not	there,	to	judge	…

Yours	sincerely

Mrs	Patricia	M.	Lomax

*	*	*

On	 6th	 November	 when	 Patti	 went	 downstairs	 to	 collect	 the	 mail	 which	 was
lying	on	the	floor	just	inside	the	front	door	she	saw	an	express	airmail	letter	from
Japan.	 It	was	 addressed	 to	her	but	 she	brought	 it	 to	me	unopened.	 I	 sat	 in	my
pyjamas	on	the	edge	of	our	bed	and	opened	the	tissue-thin	envelope.



Dear	Mrs	Patricia	M	Lomax
I	am	now	quite	at	a	 loss	after	 reading	your	unexpected	 letter.	And	I	am

thinking	that	 it	 is	very	natural	 indeed	for	me	to	expect	such	this	 letter.	The
words	you	wrote	to	me	‘If	this	particular	former	Far	Eastern	Prisoner	of	War
has	not	yet	forgiven	you’	has	beaten	me	down	wholely,	reminding	me	of	my
dirty	old	days.	I	think	having	received	such	a	letter	from	you	is	my	destiny.
Please	give	me	some	time	to	think	it	over	and	over	again.

But	please	 tell	your	husband	 that	 if	 I	 am	a	bit	useful	 for	him	 to	answer
any	questions	that	he	has	had	in	his	mind,	I	am	willing	to	answer	them.

Anyhow,	I	am	beginning	to	think	that	I	should	see	him	again.	Looking	at
the	picture,	he	looks	healthy	and	tender	gentleman,	though	I	am	not	able	to
see	the	inside	of	his	mind.	Please	tell	him	to	live	long	until	I	can	see	him.

Most	sincerely	yours

Nagase	Takashi

p.s.	Please	let	me	know	your	Telepone	number.
p.s.	2	Excuse	 that	my	mind	has	confused	after	 reading	your	 letter	and	 I

could	only	write	what	you	read	here.	I	will	try	to	find	out	the	way	I	can	meet
him	if	he	agrees	to	see	me.

And	 thank	you	very	much	 for	your	 taking	care	of	him	until	 today	 for	a
long	time.

The	dagger	of	your	letter	thrusted	me	into	my	heart	to	the	bottom.

Patti	 thought	 this	 was	 an	 extraordinarily	 beautiful	 letter.	 Anger	 drained
away;	 in	 its	 place	 came	a	welling	of	 compassion	 for	both	Nagase	 and	 for	me,
coupled	with	a	deep	sense	of	sadness	and	regret.	In	that	moment	I	lost	whatever
hard	armour	I	had	wrapped	around	me	and	began	to	think	the	unthinkable:	that	I
could	meet	Nagase	face	to	face	in	simple	good	will.	Forgiveness	became	more
than	an	abstract	idea:	it	was	now	a	real	possibility.

As	 the	 days	 went	 by	 it	 seemed	 that	 Nagase’s	 sincerity	 might	 be	 utterly
genuine.	I	began	to	appreciate	more	fully	how	damaged	he	must	be	by	what	he
had	done,	however	unwillingly;	an	 interrogator	 suffering	 in	 retrospect	with	his
victims.	Nor	was	his	concern	to	make	reparation	some	occasional	 thing;	 it	was
truly	almost	a	way	of	life;	I	learned	later	that	he	had	been	back	sixty-odd	times
to	Thailand	since	1963.	He	had	also	become	a	devout	Buddhist,	and	his	creation



of	a	temple	at	the	bridge	was	obviously	a	tremendous	achievement	for	him.
He	must	 have	 had	 a	 terrible	 fright	when	 he	 received	 Patti’s	 letter,	 a	 letter

from	 beyond	 the	 grave.	 Patti	 replied	 later	 that	 week,	 and	 I	 took	 another	 step
towards	him.	She	enclosed	a	personal	letter	from	me.	Patti’s	letter	was	splendid
and	from	the	heart,	setting	out	briefly	what	had	happened	to	me	since	the	war.
My	letter	was	brief,	cool	and	formal;	it	was	the	best	I	could	manage.	My	letters
are	always	somewhat	formal	nowadays.

I	asked	him	at	 first	 for	 information:	were	 the	searches	made	specifically	 to
look	for	radio	sets?	What	made	the	Japanese	Army	suspect	that	there	were	sets
in	 the	camps?	And	who	gave	 the	orders?	 I	was	still	determined	 to	establish	an
indelible	historical	record	of	what	had	happened.

Nagase’s	 reply	 supplied	 little	 new	 information,	 for	 he	 had	 been	 briefly	 in
Saigon	at	the	end	of	October	1943	and	by	the	time	of	his	return	we	were	already
in	‘the	monkey	houses’,	as	he	described	those	cages	in	the	Kempei’s	back	yard.
He	 thought	 that	 they	 had	 not	 been	 tipped	 off,	 but	 that	 they	 were	 looking	 for
radios,	and	that	they	were	apprehensive	that	we	were	communicating	with	Thais
outside	the	camp	(their	great	fear	was	that	there	were	so	few	of	them	to	hold	so
many	 of	 us	 in	 subjection).	 He	 thought,	 finally,	 that	 Captain	Komai,	 who	was
hanged	after	the	war,	gave	the	orders	for	the	beating.	He	added:	‘I	know	his	son
lives	 in	 the	 north	 of	 Japan,	 having	 dishonour.’	 He	 closed	 by	 saying	 that	 he
wanted	to	meet	me	partly	so	that	our	meeting	would	explain	‘the	stupidity’	to	the
world,	 especially	 to	 those	 Japanese	 ‘who	 still	want	 to	 have	 aggression	 toward
foreign	lands’.

It	took	us	a	year	to	arrange	our	meeting.	Neither	Patti	nor	I	are	wealthy,	and
we	are	both	retired,	and	it	is	difficult	to	afford	expensive	air	travel	to	South	East
Asia.	 (My	 arms	 and	 hips	 are	 in	 such	 a	 state	 that	 the	 cramped	 conditions	 of
economy-class	seats	make	long	flights	impossible.)	We	hoped	that	we	might	be
able	 to	 obtain	 funding	 from	 the	 Sasakawa	 Foundation,	 which	 encourages
understanding	 between	Britain	 and	 Japan,	 but	 delayed	 doing	 so	 because	 there
was	 still	 a	 possibility	 of	 the	 documentary	 film	 being	made,	 and	 though	 I	was
now	more	 sensitive	 to	 the	 danger	 of	 turning	myself	 into	 an	 entertainment	 and
wanted	to	meet	Nagase	independently	of	whatever	our	television	friends	wanted,
I	insisted	that	the	film	should	be	made	for	the	Medical	Foundation,	which	would
play	a	large	part	in	the	documentary.

Nagase	and	 I	wrote	 to	each	other,	but	 it	 is	difficult	 to	carry	on	a	 sustained
correspondence	with	someone	you	have	only	recently	stopped	hating	enough	to



kill,	 and	 sometimes	 all	 the	 old	 resistances	 welled	 up.	 I	 was	 frank	 with	 him,
telling	 him	 that	 I	 found	 it	 difficult	 to	 write	 to	 him,	 and	 he	 was	 kind	 and
understanding,	 always	 replying	 promptly	 to	my	 letters.	We	wanted	 to	meet	 in
Thailand	and	afterwards	he	wanted	me	to	come	with	him	to	Japan	at	the	time	of
cherry	blossoms	in	Kurashiki,	which	he	assured	me	were	very	beautiful.

In	the	end,	believing	that	Nagase	and	I	could	not	wait	much	longer	and	that
the	world	of	film	would	wear	us	down,	I	went	to	the	Sasakawa	Foundation	and
they	 agreed	 to	 help	 to	 finance	 our	 trip.	 They	 also	 felt	 that	 the	 proposed
documentary	would	have	some	effect	 in	promoting	 their	aims	of	 reconciliation
and	understanding,	and	agreed	 to	 loan	money	for	 that	 too.	 I	agreed,	as	 long	as
the	Medical	Foundation	could	own	the	film	when	the	costs	were	recovered.	With
these	organizational	contingencies	at	last	out	of	the	way,	I	was	ready	to	face	my
old	enemy	eagerly	and	in	good	heart.



CHAPTER	TWELVE

BANGKOK	 WAS	 NOT	 the	 city	 I	 remembered.	 After	 the	 nine-hour	 flight	 in
refrigerated	 comfort	 the	 heat	 closed	 around	 us	 as	 soon	 as	 Patti	 and	 I	 emerged
from	the	plane.

Escaping	the	heat	was	easy;	this	time	I	was	an	honoured	guest,	and	they	had
sent	an	air-conditioned	Rolls.	Bangkok’s	skyline	was	now	all	semi-skyscrapers
and	 glass	 buildings.	 I	 remembered	 a	 deathly	 emptiness	 in	 the	 streets	 and	 our
prison	truck	making	a	great	deal	of	noise;	now	there	were	six-lane	freeways	with
an	endless	honking	column	of	cars	and	lorries.	It	reminded	me	of	TV	pictures	of
Los	 Angeles.	 Everything	 seemed	 so	 hot	 and	 slow	 despite	 the	 busy	 rush	 of
vehicles.	It	took	us	no	less	than	three	hours	to	reach	our	hotel	from	the	airport.

Two	days	later,	feeling	tense	and	irritable	as	the	moment	came	closer,	we	set
off	 for	Kanburi.	 Bangkok	Noi	 Station	 is	 on	 the	west	 side	 of	 the	 city,	 another
once-great	 cavern	 from	 the	 steam	 age	 which,	 in	 its	 time	 of	 glory,	 linked
Bangkok	 to	Singapore.	Those	 days	 ended	 in	 1927,	with	 the	 opening	 of	 a	 new
bridge	 across	 the	 Menam	 River,	 and	 the	 station	 became	 a	 backwater	 –	 an
appropriately	 stagnant	 place	 from	 which	 to	 send	 trains	 to	 the	 Burma-Siam
Railway.	The	trains	still	run	from	here	to	Kanburi	and	beyond	it	to	Nam	Tok,	but
there	 the	 line	peters	out	 less	 than	a	 third	of	 the	way	 to	 its	original	 terminus	 in
Burma,	 and	 Bangkok	 Noi	 has	 become	 a	 little	 more	 neglected.	 But	 a	 thriving
market	 stretches	 alongside	 the	 station,	 women	 traders	 selling	 everything	 from
fruit	 to	pieces	of	vivid	coloured	cloth,	and	has	expanded	on	to	the	old	carriage
sidings	and	 the	 tracks	 themselves,	where	we	browsed	along	 the	stalls.	The	 last
time	I	had	walked	through	a	railway	station	in	Siam	it	was	with	a	rope	around
my	middle,	my	arms	in	splints	and	the	possibility	of	a	death	sentence	ahead.

The	train	to	Kanburi,	a	big	diesel	locomotive	pulling	seven	coaches	in	blue-
and-white	livery,	runs	through	flat,	fertile	land	crossed	by	irrigation	ditches	and
green	with	rice,	fruit	and	palm	trees.	I	looked	at	the	countryside	intently,	but	it



gave	 back	 little	 enough	 to	 help	 prepare	 me	 for	 what	 I	 was	 doing;	 I	 was
remembering	 the	 past	 while	 hoping	 for	 a	 different	 future	 in	 the	 years	 that
remained,	and	it	was	not	easy	to	reconcile	the	two.

At	Nong	Pladuk,	 the	 train	passes	 through	a	 little	station	with	one	platform,
very	neat,	tidy	and	bright:	boxes	full	of	red	and	yellow	flowers	and	small	shrubs
in	wooden	barrels	give	it	the	look	of	a	model	station,	a	toy.	There	is	no	trace	of
the	 camp	 to	 the	 north	 of	 the	 line,	 behind	 the	 platform,	where	 the	 first	 POWs
from	Singapore	set	up	the	first	camp	for	the	construction	of	the	railway.	But	on
the	south	side	of	the	line,	in	sidings	tattered	with	dry	grass	and	weeds,	there	are
rows	of	covered	goods	vans	like	those	used	for	moving	POWs	up	the	line.	Some
of	 them	 have	 almost	 certainly	 survived	 and	 stand	 there	 in	 the	 heat	 with	 their
doors	 open,	 as	 they	 used	 to	 when	 they	 were	 underway	 packed	 with	 thirty
prisoners	and	their	baggage.

Above	 the	 sidings	 there	 is	 an	 old-fashioned	wooden	water-tower	 on	 stilts.
This	is	the	original	built	by	the	Japanese	Army	for	watering	the	engines,	mainly
those	imposing	C56s;	here	is	where	they	were	gathered,	fuelled	and	repaired.	I
saw	one	of	the	first	big	fleets	of	them	on	my	way	to	Bangkok	for	our	trial.

To	the	west	of	Nong	Pladuk	near	Ban	Pong	the	single	track	divides	in	two;
the	line	on	the	left	is	the	old	main	line	to	the	south,	which	ends	at	Singapore;	the
line	 to	 the	 right	 is	 the	 proper	 beginning	 of	 the	Burma-Siam	Railway.	 It	 looks
peaceful	 today,	 a	 clean	 and	 well-kept	 track	 swinging	 off	 towards	 the	 wild
uplands	 of	 Kanchanaburi	 Province	 and	 Three	 Pagodas	 Pass,	 the	 border	 with
Burma.	 Just	before	 the	 two	 tracks	diverged	 I	 looked	hard	at	 the	ground	beside
the	 railway	on	 the	north	 side.	The	 railway	 stores	 and	 the	 temporary	workshop
camp	were	 just	 beside	 the	 line.	 Thew	made	 the	 first	 radio	 there,	 and	 brought
back	his	stolen	Buddha	to	our	hut.	There	isn’t	a	trace	of	the	camp	now;	pleasant
houses,	gardens	and	a	large	school	seem	to	occupy	the	same	ground.

From	Ban	Pong	to	Kanburi	for	thirty	miles	the	line	runs	through	villages	and
more	flat	rich	land,	even	a	few	factories	with	their	own	sidings:	a	use	has	been
found	for	this	section	of	the	railway,	at	least.	As	the	mountains	rose	up	wooded
and	indistinct	in	the	haze,	we	reached	Kanburi.	The	big	railway	workshops	have
disappeared	 like	 everything	 else,	 and	 I	 stared	 at	 the	 nearly	 empty	 sidings	 as
though	I	could	make	some	evidence	appear,	but	I	saw	none.

Out	in	front	of	the	station,	on	a	deserted	piece	of	track,	stood	a	magnificent
old	 locomotive.	 It	 was	 a	 Garratt,	 an	 engine	 legendary	 for	 its	 mighty	 hauling
power	in	the	last	decades	of	steam,	a	giant	handsome	workhorse	with	two	sets	of



eight-coupled	wheels;	why	it	had	been	placed	here	I	couldn’t	imagine,	but	it	had
the	aura	of	a	great	piece	of	human	effort	and	it	awakened	all	the	old	passion	in
me.	The	big	Garratt’s	iron	strength	looked	fragile	against	the	green	of	the	trees
and	 plants	 around	 it	 in	 this	 hot,	 damp	weather,	 the	 sheer	 power	 of	 the	 forest
which	had	so	appalled	Nagase	when	he	was	searching	for	graves	in	1945.	There
is	some	fatal	sadness	about	these	machines	in	the	tropics:	they	embody	so	much
failure	and	tragedy,	and	decaying	beauty.

A	 short	 run	beyond	Kanburi	brought	us	 to	 the	platform	at	 the	River	Kwae
Bridge;	 the	 train	was	 longer	 than	the	platform,	so	we	got	down	on	to	 the	 track
itself	 and	 walked	 beside	 it,	 next	 to	 the	 dried	 and	 oil-stained	 timber	 of	 the
sleepers.	The	heat	was	ferocious	and	the	smell	of	diesel	rose	up	from	the	track.
We	came	to	a	broad	area	in	front	of	an	open	level-crossing	which	leads	on	to	the
bridge.	 The	 engine,	 its	 siren	 blasting,	 growled	 across	 the	 bridge,	 the	 seven
coaches	 slowly	 moving	 through	 the	 girders	 of	 the	 eleven	 spans	 set	 on	 their
concrete	piers,	and	then	the	train	disappeared	westwards	towards	the	mountains.
Silence	 rose	 up,	 and	 was	 gradually	 drowned	 by	 the	 noise	 of	 lorries	 and
motorcycles	 resuming	 their	 journeys	 as	 the	 level-crossing	 opened	 again.	 The
bridge	piers	in	the	brown	muddy	water	were	cracked	and	pitted	by	the	fragments
of	bombs	dropped	in	1944,	when	the	US	Army	Air	Force	damaged	the	bridge.
They	looked	as	though	they	had	not	been	touched	for	fifty	years.

We	booked	into	a	hotel	across	the	river	from	the	town,	and	had	lunch	in	the
River	Kwae	Restaurant,	where	we	met	Tida	Loha,	its	remarkable	proprietor.	She
had	had	the	generosity	and	imagination	to	give	Nagase	a	plot	of	land	next	to	the
bridge	 so	 that	 he	 could	 build	 his	 temple	 of	 peace,	 and	 she	 is	 an	 astute	 and
diplomatic	 woman.	 She	 has	 met	 many	 ex-POWs	 and	 Japanese	 ex-servicemen
over	the	years,	and	knows	a	great	deal	about	the	fierce	hatreds	that	were	played
out	between	strangers	in	her	town	during	the	war.

Time	 was	 now	 running	 out.	 Nagase	 and	 I	 had	 arranged	 to	 meet	 in	 the
morning,	on	the	opposite	side	of	the	bridge	near	the	little	museum	devoted	to	the
railway,	and	I	could	not	bear	to	alter	the	arrangement	even	a	little,	so	that	when
he	and	his	wife	arrived	at	his	hotel	at	six	in	the	evening	instead	of	at	midnight,	as
planned,	 there	 was	 a	 kind	 of	 panic.	 Ian	 Kerr,	 an	 associate	 of	 the	 Medical
Foundation	who	had	come	 to	 the	meeting	 in	case	 there	was	a	crisis,	 saved	me
from	 having	 to	 stay	 in	 my	 own	 room,	 a	 prisoner	 once	 again	 in	 Kanburi,	 by
taking	Patti	and	me	out	for	dinner,	to	a	floating	restaurant	where	I	played	with	a
friendly	cat	and	tried	to	forget	about	the	next	day.	It	was	late	when	we	went	to



bed.
In	 the	morning	we	crossed	 to	 the	other	side	of	 the	river	and	walked	up	 the

steps	to	a	broad	veranda	overlooking	the	bridge.	I	sat	down	to	watch	and	wait.	I
was	dressed	rather	formally	in	a	shirt	and	slacks,	and	wore	a	Sutherland	tartan	tie
–	 surely	 the	 only	 tie	 for	miles	 around.	 The	 sun	was	 climbing	 and	 the	 air	was
oppressively	hot,	though	it	was	not	yet	nine	in	the	morning.

From	about	a	hundred	yards	away	I	saw	him	walk	out	on	 to	 the	bridge;	he
could	not	see	me.	It	was	important	for	me	to	have	this	last	momentary	advantage
over	him;	it	prepared	me,	even	now	that	I	no	longer	wanted	to	hurt	him.	I	walked
about	 a	 hundred	 yards	 to	 an	 open	 square,	 a	 kind	 of	 courtyard	 overlooking	 the
river,	where	we	had	arranged	to	meet.

A	huge	smiling	figure	of	Buddha	dominated	the	courtyard	and	as	I	sat	down
I	 realized	 that	 there	was	another	benign	presence	 throwing	a	shadow	on	 to	 the
wide	expanse	of	terrace:	a	carefully	preserved	locomotive,	a	veteran	of	the	Royal
Siamese	 Railway,	 built	 in	 Glasgow,	 I	 noticed,	 in	 the	 year	 of	 my	 birth.	 This
exquisite	relic	could	have	come	from	a	brightly-lit	dream,	with	me	sitting	on	an
empty	 square,	 a	 silent	 steam	 engine	 close	 at	 hand,	 waiting	 for	 something	 to
happen.

He	 came	 on	 to	 the	 terrace,	 walking	 past	 the	 engine.	 I	 had	 forgotten	 how
small	he	was,	a	 tiny	man	in	an	elegant	straw	hat,	 loose	kimono-like	 jacket	and
trousers.	 From	 a	 distance	 he	 resembled	 an	 oriental	 carving,	 some	 benign
wizened	demon	come	to	life.	He	carried	a	shapeless	blue	cotton	shoulder	bag.	As
he	came	closer	I	could	see	that	he	wore	around	his	throat	beads	of	dark	red	stone
on	a	thick	string.	I	remembered	him	saying	to	me	again	and	again	‘Lomax,	you
will	tell	us’,	other	phrases	he	had	recited	in	the	voice	I	hated	so	much	…

He	 began	 a	 formal	 bow,	 his	 face	 working	 and	 agitated,	 the	 small	 figure
barely	reaching	my	shoulder.	I	stepped	forward,	took	his	hand	and	said	‘Ohayo
gozaimasu,	Nagase	san,	ogenki	desu	ka?’	‘Good	morning,	Mr	Nagase,	how	are
you?’

He	looked	up	at	me;	he	was	trembling,	in	tears,	saying	over	and	over	‘I	am
very,	very	sorry	…’	I	somehow	took	command,	led	him	out	of	the	terrible	heat
to	a	bench	in	the	shade;	I	was	comforting	him,	for	he	was	really	overcome.	At
that	moment	my	 capacity	 for	 reserve	 and	 self-control	 helped	me	 to	 help	 him,
murmuring	reassurances	as	we	sat	down.	It	was	as	though	I	was	protecting	him
from	 the	 force	 of	 the	 emotions	 shaking	 his	 frail-seeming	 body.	 I	 think	 I	 said
something	like	‘That’s	very	kind	of	you	to	say	so’	to	his	repeated	expressions	of



sorrow.
He	said	to	me	‘Fifty	years	is	a	long	time,	but	for	me	it	is	a	time	of	suffering.	I

never	forgot	you,	I	remember	your	face,	especially	your	eyes.’	He	looked	deep
into	 my	 eyes	 when	 he	 said	 this.	 His	 own	 face	 still	 looked	 like	 the	 one	 I
remembered,	 rather	 fine-featured,	with	dark	and	 slightly	hidden	eyes;	his	wide
mouth	was	still	noticeable	beneath	cheeks	that	had	sunken	inwards.

I	 told	him	that	I	could	remember	his	very	last	words	to	me.	He	asked	what
they	were	and	laughed	when	I	said	‘Keep	your	chin	up.’

He	asked	if	he	could	touch	my	hand.	My	former	 interrogator	held	my	arm,
which	was	so	much	larger	than	his,	stroking	it	quite	unselfconsciously.	I	didn’t
find	 it	 embarrassing.	He	gripped	my	wrist	with	both	of	his	hands	and	 told	me
that	when	 I	was	being	 tortured	–	he	used	 the	word	–	he	measured	my	pulse.	 I
remembered	 he	 had	written	 this	 in	 his	memoir.	Yet	 now	 that	we	were	 face	 to
face,	his	grief	 seemed	 far	more	acute	 than	mine.	 ‘I	was	a	member	of	 Imperial
Japanese	 Army;	 we	 treated	 your	 countrymen	 very,	 very	 badly.’	 ‘We	 both
survived’,	I	said	encouragingly,	really	believing	it	now.

A	 little	 later,	 I’m	 sure	 he	 said:	 ‘For	 what	 purpose	 were	 you	 born	 in	 this
world?	I	think	I	can	die	safely	now.’

He	asked	me	if	I	remembered	the	‘bath	house’	where	I	was	tortured.	I	had	to
admit	I	couldn’t	recall	it;	he	said	that	there	was	an	episode	between	the	shouting
in	the	room	and	the	drowning	with	the	hosepipe	in	the	yard,	when	they	took	me
into	some	sort	of	bathroom	and	filled	a	metal	 tub,	and	the	Kempei	Gunso	held
my	head	underneath	the	water.	‘You	remember	big	can?’	Nagase	asked,	making
a	round	shape	with	his	hands.	I	had	to	take	his	word	for	it.	I	told	him	that	I	did
certainly	 remember	 the	Gunso’s	wooden	 ruler	 banging	on	 the	 desk,	 and	 that	 I
didn’t	like	him	very	much.	Nagase	agreed	that	he	was	‘a	very	rough	man’.

It’s	impossible	to	remember	everything	we	talked	about,	but	we	sat	there	so
long	that	the	sun	moved	right	around	and	we	were	no	longer	in	the	shade.	(Patti
told	me	 later	 that	 she	was	 having	 a	 sharp	 argument	 in	 the	 background	with	 a
journalist	who	spotted	a	story	on	the	terrace	and	was	trying	to	photograph	us;	I
never	 heard	 a	 thing.)	 The	 content	 of	 our	 conversation	 hardly	 mattered.	 We
laughed	a	lot,	after	a	while,	and	were	happy	in	each	other’s	company.	I	can	recall
snatches	of	what	we	said	quite	clearly,	especially	some	of	his	quaint	phrases,	and
have	an	impression	of	the	rest.

At	one	point	Nagase	suddenly	began	talking	about	my	map.	He	reminded	me
that	 I’d	 tried	 to	 tell	 him	 I	 had	 a	 sketch	 of	 the	 line	 ‘because	 you	 are	mania	 of



railway’,	 as	he	put	 it.	 ‘I	 tried	 to	believe	 it,’	 he	 said,	 ‘but	 at	 that	 time	 in	 Japan
railway	mania	was	not	so	popular.’	Then	he	said	that	he	knew	we	had	every	kind
of	‘mania’	in	our	country	and	had	tried	to	persuade	the	Gunso	that	I	was	not	the
leader	of	the	group.	I	pointed	out	that	the	Gunso	hadn’t	believed	me	anyway,	and
Nagase	 said	 that	 they	 had	wanted	 a	 spy;	 they	 could	 not	 understand	 otherwise
where	we	had	found	the	makings	of	a	radio,	and	were	obsessed	with	preventing
contacts	 between	 us	 and	 civilians.	 He	 himself	 had,	 as	 I	 suspected,	 searched
prisoners’	belongings	at	Singapore	when	they	were	leaving	for	Ban	Pong	and	the
north.

He	asked	where	I	had	hidden	the	map	in	the	Sakamoto	Butai;	it	had	always
puzzled	him	why	they	failed	to	find	it	when	they	searched	the	huts.	I	explained
that	it	was	in	a	hollow	bamboo	in	the	wall	of	the	latrine	and	that	the	American-
speaking	 interpreter	 had	 only	 found	 it	 later	when	 I’d	 been	 reckless	 enough	 to
hide	it	in	my	kit.	Nagase	spoke	of	‘that	fellow’s’	suffering	as	a	‘minority	man’	in
America	before	the	war,	and	how	he	had	a	‘hard	mind	towards	the	white	man’.

He	 told	 me	 what	 he	 had	 done	 in	 the	 last	 year	 of	 the	 war	 after	 he	 had
recovered	 from	 his	 malaria:	 translating	 propaganda	 leaflets	 dropped	 by	 our
planes,	 patrolling	 the	 perimeter	 of	 the	 camps	 searching	 for	 spies	 and
parachutists,	generally	appeasing	the	futile	hunger	for	information	of	a	defeated
empire;	he	 spent	 a	 lot	of	 time	hiding	 from	bombers	 and	 fearful	of	 treading	on
delayed-action	bombs.

He	 wanted	 to	 know	 if	 Captain	 Komai,	 who	 was	 held	 responsible	 for	 the
deaths	of	Hawley	and	Armitage,	had	beaten	us	personally;	he	had	met	his	son	a
few	years	earlier.	I	said	that	I	thought	he	had	probably	done	so,	but	I	couldn’t	be
sure.	Nagase	assumed	that	I	had	been	tortured	again	at	Outram	Road,	and	I	had
to	 explain	 that	 there	 are	 rare	 occasions	 when	 overt	 torture	 is	 not	 the	 worst
punishment.	He	was	kind	enough	to	say	that	compared	to	my	suffering	his	was
nothing;	and	yet	it	was	so	obvious	that	he	had	suffered	too.	‘Various	sufferings,
various	 sufferings	 in	my	 heart	 and	mind	…’	He	 told	me	 how	 he	 had	 studied
history	and	become	totally	opposed	to	militarism;	about	his	wife,	Yoshiko,	who
was	quite	wealthy,	about	his	English-language	school	and	her	teaching	of	the	tea
ceremony.

Later	 that	morning	we	went	 into	 the	museum	next	 to	 the	 terrace.	The	 long
rooms	were	 stiflingly	 hot.	 Laid	 out	 on	 the	 floor	were	 rusty	 chains	which	 had
been	 used	 to	move	 the	wooden	 sleepers;	 a	 few	 spikes;	 some	 ropes	 and	 saws.
There	was	a	set	of	big	rusty	iron	hooks	–	couplings	for	goods	vans	–	and	a	few



of	the	little	four-wheeled	bogies	used	to	push	more	and	more	heavy	timber	and
iron	 up	 the	 line	 and	 on	 to	 the	 backs	 of	 already-exhausted	 men.	 They	 looked
insignificant	 lying	 there,	 the	 wheels	 jammed	 with	 rust	 and	 useless	 except	 to
remind	 people	 what	 had	 been	 done	 with	 them.	 The	 big	 iron	 cooking	 vessels,
called	kwalis,	of	the	kind	we	used	for	cooking	rice	when	I	was	mess	officer	were
laid	out	as	though	for	offerings	on	a	long	table.

By	then	we	had	introduced	Mrs	Nagase	and	Mrs	Lomax	to	each	other,	and
they	were	finding	a	common	language	of	sympathy	and	understanding.	Nagase
said	he	had	often	walked	past	the	site	of	the	Kempeitai	house	when	he	came	to
Kanburi,	so	we	decided	to	go	to	visit	it	together.	The	building	has	of	course	been
demolished	and	the	site	built	over.	We	were	driven	by	Tida	Loha,	who	helps	so
many	of	the	former	POWs	who	visit	Kanburi,	and	Patti	sat	in	the	front	of	the	car
with	her.	I	sat	in	the	back	between	Nagase	and	a	Japanese	friend	of	his,	and	my
wife	turned	around	while	we	were	moving	through	the	crowded	streets	and	just
looked	at	us.	Our	eyes	met	and	we	smiled:	I	knew	she	was	thinking;	there	I	was
sitting	between	two	Japanese	men	on	my	way	back	to	that	place,	and	all	three	of
us	smiling	and	laughing.

The	Kempei	 house	was	well	 and	 truly	 gone.	The	 yard	where	 the	 ‘monkey
houses’	 were	 kept	 is	 now	 occupied	 by	 a	 family	 dwelling.	 Places	 where	 such
things	 have	 been	 done	 can	 be	 wiped	 out	 so	 easily.	 Torture,	 after	 all,	 is
inconspicuous;	all	 it	needs	 is	water,	a	piece	of	wood	and	a	 loud	voice.	 It	 takes
place	in	squalid	rooms,	dirty	back	yards	and	basements,	and	there	is	nothing	left
to	preserve	when	 it	 is	over.	Marks	on	 the	body	can	 fade	quickly	 too,	 and	 it	 is
thanks	to	people	like	Helen	Bamber	that	the	hidden	traces	which	can’t	simply	be
built	over	are	uncovered	and	brought	back	into	the	light.

After	 our	 inconsequential	 return	 to	 the	 place	 where	 we	 had	 first	 met,	 we
visited	the	war	memorials.	To	reach	the	Allied	cemetery	at	Chungkai	we	took	a
long-tailed	 craft	which	 ripped	 along	 the	 river	 like	 a	 speedboat	 past	 reed-beds,
cultivated	fields	and	green	walls	of	trees.	The	heat	was	amazing.	Even	the	river
seemed	 to	 be	 sprouting	 under	 it	 –	weeds,	 lily	 pads,	 trailing	 bits	 of	 vegetation.
When	we	alighted	we	walked	through	the	red-roofed	portico	and	a	cool	gallery.
The	 traditional	 legend	 is	 picked	 out	 on	 the	 entrance:	 ‘Their	Name	Liveth	 For
Ever	 More’.	 The	 vast	 graveyard	 is	 immaculately	 clean,	 gardened	 and	 swept.
Bronze	 tablets	 are	 set	 into	 blocks	 of	 glittery	 limestone,	 shaped	 like	 lecterns.
Some	 of	 the	 tablets	 are	 dedicated	 simply	 to	 ‘A	 Soldier	 of	 the	 1939-45	War,
Known	 Unto	 God’.	 Might	 the	 vanished	 Bill	 Williamson	 be	 lying	 here



unclaimed?
We	walked	around,	Patti	and	I	drifting	off	together	and	leaving	Nagase	and

Yoshiko	 behind.	We	 talked	 a	 little,	 and	 there	was	 then	 a	moment	 of	 doubt;	 I
think	I	 finally	expressed,	among	those	 lines	of	graves,	a	 resolution	for	which	I
had	been	searching	for	years.

The	Japanese	War	Memorial,	which	POWs	were	forced	to	build	some	time
in	1944,	is	a	sadder	and	more	neglected	place.	A	cenotaph	now	showing	blotches
of	weather	and	stress	was	erected	in	a	compound	surrounded	by	low	trees;	it	is
ill-kept	 and	 deserted.	 The	 cenotaph	 incorporates	 plaques	 to	 the	 dead	 of	 other
countries,	 like	 an	 afterthought.	 Some	 ex-POWs,	who	 can	 never	 forgive,	 throw
stones	at	the	memorial	when	they	come	here;	the	scars	are	visible	on	the	stained
concrete.	Mrs	Nagase	told	us	that	morning	that	her	brother	was	killed	in	the	last
days	of	 the	war,	 somewhere	 in	Burma,	one	of	 the	many	young	men	who	were
never	given	a	chance.

Nagase	 and	 I	 talked	 a	 lot	 about	 the	 railway.	 The	 utter	 futility	 of	 it	 still
astonished	both	of	us.	The	Pyramids,	that	other	great	engineering	disaster,	are	at
least	a	monument	to	our	love	of	beauty,	as	well	as	to	slave	labour;	the	railway	is
a	dead	end	in	the	jungle.	Most	of	the	track	in	the	border	area	was	torn	up	after
the	war,	the	sleepers	used	for	firewood	or	for	building	houses.	The	line	had	some
strategic	military	value	at	the	time,	but	only	in	the	service	of	a	doomed	campaign
that	cost	millions	of	lives.	The	line	has	become	literally	pointless.	It	now	runs	for
about	 60	miles	 and	 then	 stops.	The	 rest	 of	 it	 is	 as	 abandoned	 as	 the	 little	 line
which	I	found	on	Unst	in	the	Shetland	Islands	in	1933.

As	we	walked	and	talked,	I	felt	that	my	strange	companion	was	a	person	who
I	 would	 have	 been	 able	 to	 get	 on	 with	 long	 ago	 had	 we	 met	 under	 other
circumstances.	We	had	a	lot	in	common:	books,	teaching,	an	interest	in	history,
though	he	still	 found	one	of	my	‘manias’	puzzling;	and	I	warmed	to	him	more
and	more	as	the	time	in	Kanburi	went	by.	We	were	due	to	fly	to	Japan	together
at	the	end	of	the	week.

I	still	needed	to	consider	the	matter	of	forgiveness,	since	it	so	concerned	him.
Assuming	that	our	meeting,	in	itself,	constituted	forgiveness,	or	that	the	passage
of	 time	 had	 made	 it	 irrelevant,	 seemed	 too	 easy;	 once	 someone	 raises
forgiveness	 to	 such	 a	 pitch	 of	 importance	 you	 become	 judicial.	 I	 felt	 I	 had	 to
respond	to	Nagase’s	sense	of	the	binding	or	loosening	force	of	my	decision.

A	kind	Thai	woman	who	we	met	that	week	tried	to	explain	the	importance	of
forgiveness	in	Buddhism	to	me;	I	understood	that	whatever	you	do	you	get	back



in	this	life	and	if	what	you	have	done	is	tainted	with	evil	and	you	have	not	made
atonement	 for	 it,	 evil	 is	 returned	 to	 you	 in	 the	 next	 life	with	 interest.	 Nagase
dreaded	 hell,	 and	 it	 seemed	 that	 our	 first	meeting	 had	made	 parts	 of	 both	 our
lives	 hellish	 already.	 Even	 if	 I	 could	 not	 grasp	 the	 theology	 fully,	 I	 could	 no
longer	see	 the	point	of	punishing	Nagase	by	a	 refusal	 to	 reach	out	and	 forgive
him.	What	mattered	was	our	relations	in	the	here	and	now,	his	obvious	regret	for
what	 he	 had	 done	 and	 our	 mutual	 need	 to	 give	 our	 encounter	 some	meaning
beyond	that	of	the	emptiness	of	cruelty.	It	was	surely	worth	salvaging	as	much
as	we	could	 from	 the	damage	 to	both	our	 lives.	The	question	was	now	one	of
choosing	 the	 right	moment	 to	say	 the	words	 to	him	with	 the	 formality	 that	 the
situation	seemed	to	demand.

*	*	*

We	flew	to	Osaka,	surrounded	by	Japanese	businessmen.	I	was	separated	from
Patti	 until	 a	 very	 sophisticated	 gentleman,	 speaking	 excellent	 English,	 heard
from	her	what	we	were	about	and	gave	up	his	seat	so	that	we	could	be	together.
Mrs	Nagase	and	some	of	her	pupils,	young	professional	women	of	great	charm
and	courtesy,	met	us	at	the	airport	and	within	a	couple	of	hours	we	were	on	the
extraordinary	bullet	 train	 from	Osaka	 to	Okayama;	 it	was	 like	 riding	a	missile
adhering	 to	 the	 rails.	We	 sat	 on	 the	 top	deck	 as	we	 swept	 past	 the	 continuous
spread	of	small	houses	and	other	buildings	along	the	coast	of	the	inland	sea.

Kurashiki,	 where	 we	 went	 next,	 is	 a	 jewel,	 an	 Oxford	 or	 a	 Bath	 among
Japan’s	 devastated	 and	 rebuilt	 cities,	 almost	 untouched	 by	 the	war	 and	 its	 old
city	later	spared	by	developers.	I	loved	the	wide,	clean	canal	running	through	it,
the	swans	and	the	little	bridges.	Yoshiko	took	us	to	‘the	old	house’,	her	family’s
pre-war	 residence	which	 is	maintained	 as	 a	 traditional	 Japanese	 dwelling.	 She
comes	from	an	old	and	substantial	Kurashiki	family,	and	she	is	proud	of	her	city.
The	 house	 is	 beautiful,	 with	 internal	 paper	 walls	 and	 graceful	 plain	 rooms
furnished	sparsely	with	low	tables	and	hangings.	We	sat	on	cushions	for	the	tea
ceremony,	though	I	was	unable	fully	to	concentrate	on	the	intricate	and	graceful
ritual	because	it	was	some	time	since	I	had	attempted	to	sit	cross-legged.	I	was
struck,	though,	by	the	low	doors	of	the	tea-house	in	the	yard,	built	small	so	that	a
man	 wearing	 a	 sword	 could	 not	 pass	 through	 them.	 This	 seemed	 a	 civilized
precaution.

In	the	‘new	house’,	where	the	Nagases	live,	I	saw	the	same	chaos	of	books
and	papers	with	which	I	am	surrounded	at	home.	One	day	I	sat	unwittingly	in	his



study	in	the	same	chair,	in	almost	the	same	position,	in	which	Nagase	had	sat	for
his	photograph	for	the	Japan	Times	and	in	which	I	had	rediscovered	him.

Nagase	was	determined	to	show	me	the	cherry	blossoms	at	their	finest,	and	it
became	 a	 running	 joke.	 He	 would	 announce	 each	 morning	 that	 the	 cherry
blossoms	were	‘open	today	30	percent’,	or	45	per	cent,	and	that	soon	we	would
be	able	to	see	them	as	they	were	meant	to	be	seen.	He	once	took	us	to	a	park	in
Okayama,	 and	 was	 disappointed	 to	 find	 that	 in	 that	 particular	 garden	 the
blossoms	could	only	be	judged	to	be	40	per	cent	open.

It	was	 astonishing	 to	 be	walking	 around	 this	 handsome	 town:	 a	 few	 years
before	I	could	not	have	imagined	meeting	a	Japanese	person	voluntarily	and	now
I	 was	 strolling	 in	 streets	 full	 of	 them,	 a	 tourist	 in	my	 seventies,	 an	 honoured
guest	of	two	good	people.	Everyone	we	met	was	extremely	courteous,	and	it	was
wonderful	to	me	to	see	these	crowds	of	smiling,	well-dressed	young	people	who
are	heirs	to	an	economic	superpower	that	leads	the	world	in	electronics,	when	I
remembered	my	 patient	 explanations	 of	 how	 a	 radio	 transmitter	works	 in	 that
wooden	room	in	Siam	in	1943!

Their	 command	 of	 engineering	 skill	was	 displayed	most	 beautifully	 in	 the
bridges	over	the	inland	sea,	connecting	Honshu	and	Shikoku.	I	asked	specially	to
see	 them,	 since	 the	 marvel	 of	 the	 Forth	 Bridge	 was	 one	 of	 my	 childhood
wonders.	They	form	the	greatest	span	of	bridges	in	the	world,	nine	miles	long,	a
sequence	of	bridges	leaping	off	and	disappearing	gracefully	over	the	horizon.

So	 we	 did	 what	 tourists	 are	 expected	 to	 do	 in	 Japan,	 and	 it	 was	 most
enjoyable,	 but	 this	 is	 not	 a	 travel	 book	 and	 all	 the	 time	 I	 was	 aware	 of	 an
unresolved	question	between	Nagase	and	me.	I	found	it	hard	to	choose	the	right
moment;	there	were	always	others	around,	and	Nagase	had	a	tendency	to	wish	to
make	our	encounter	public,	a	symbol	of	reconciliation,	and	this	gave	some	of	our
outings	 the	 character	 of	 official	 visits,	 with	 Japanese	 pressmen	 dogging	 our
footsteps.

Meanwhile,	 we	 attended	 to	 things	 that	 were	 important	 to	 both	 of	 us,	 in
different	ways.	We	went	 to	Hiroshima,	 and	Patti	 and	 I	 laid	 a	 bunch	 of	mixed
flowers	 on	 the	memorial.	A	 director	 of	 the	 Peace	Memorial	Museum,	 himself
deformed	 by	 radiation,	 showed	 us	 around.	 Terrible	 photographs	 of	 burnt
children,	of	people	with	radiation	sickness,	of	obliterated	streets;	we	saw	a	man
pointing	out,	with	the	stump	of	his	hand,	the	image	of	a	human	figure	preserved
as	if	it	had	been	photographed	by	the	flash	of	the	atomic	blast.

The	whole	 atmosphere	 of	Hiroshima	 is	 like	 that	 of	 a	 shrine.	Nagase	 and	 I



were	guilty	of	violating	its	respectful	busy	gravity	rather	disgracefully.	We	were
walking	around	the	museum	together,	Patti	and	Yoshiko	in	front	of	us	with	some
of	 Nagase’s	 friends.	 In	 the	 background	 there	 was	 a	 hubbub	 of	 chattering	 and
commentary.	Suddenly,	as	Patti	later	told	me,	she	heard	an	outburst	of	unseemly
hilarity	behind	her.	There	we	were,	two	old	gentlemen	laughing	our	heads	off	in
this	sanctum	of	peace.

We	had	been	talking	about	the	last	days	of	the	war.	Nagase	asked	me	when	I
had	heard	about	 the	nuclear	attack	on	Hiroshima.	 ‘On	8th	August,’	 I	 told	him.
He	was	astonished:	 this	was	at	 least	 two	days	before	he	and	his	unit	were	 told
about	it.	He	wanted	to	know	how	we	could	possibly	have	known,	locked	up	as
we	were	 in	Changi	 and	deprived	of	 contact	with	 the	outside	world.	Ah,	 I	 told
him,	but	of	course	we	had	a	radio.	And	for	some	reason	that	set	us	off,	even	in	a
place	of	such	awful	seriousness.

One	day,	 to	 the	 surprise	 of	 our	 hosts,	 I	 asked	 to	 see	 a	memorial	 of	 a	 very
different	 kind,	 the	Yasukuni	 Shrine	 in	 Tokyo,	 the	 centre	 of	 Japanese	 imperial
tradition	and	the	chief	cult	centre	of	what	was	once	Japan’s	state	religion,	Shinto
Buddhism.

Nagase	and	I	had	talked	about	historical	truth	and	he	was	concerned	–	almost
to	 the	point	of	obsession	–	with	ensuring	 that	 the	Japanese	should	be	aware	of
what	 their	army	did	 in	 the	name	of	 the	Emperor	before	1945.	He	believes	 that
there	must	be	a	break	with	all	vestiges	of	the	cult	of	obedience	to	authority;	he	is
a	militant	spiritual	humanist.	He	often	talked	about	how	there	was	so	little	in	the
way	 of	 good	 history	 to	 put	 into	 Japanese	 schoolchildren’s	 hands;	 so	 little
encouragement	 to	 face	 up	 to	 the	 past	 and	 come	 to	 terms	 with	 it.	 Nagase’s
crusading	spirit,	which	is	courageous	and	laudable,	can	become	a	little	wearing,
as	when	he	wished	to	publicize	our	outings;	but	 the	more	he	 talked	 the	more	I
could	 understand	 his	 zeal.	 His	 obsession	 had	 become	 atonement	 and
reconciliation,	 which	 need	 publicity	 –	 whereas	 mine	 had	 been	 with	 private
remembering	 and	 revenge.	The	 positions	 he	 takes	 up	 arouse	 fierce	 hostility	 in
Japan.	He	once	said	that	he	would	not	be	surprised	‘to	wake	up	and	find	myself
dead’.

A	 clearer	 picture	 of	 what	 he	 is	 fighting	 against	 cannot	 be	 seen	 than	 at
Yasukuni,	to	which	we	were	taken	by	Professor	Nakahara,	who	we	had	the	good
fortune	 to	 meet	 again.	 The	 shrine	 is	 at	 one	 level	 a	 moving	 war	 memorial,
dedicated	to	the	worship	of	those	who	died	for	the	Emperor,	but	at	another	it	is
an	unashamed	celebration	of	militarism.	Cherry	blossom	trees	are	bedecked	with



little	white	ribbons	with	personal	messages	and	requests.	In	the	grounds	you	can
find	a	monument	to	the	Kempeitai	–	it	is	like	seeing	a	memorial	to	the	Gestapo
in	 a	German	 cathedral.	 In	 front	 of	 a	museum	 building	 next	 to	 the	 shrine,	 and
very	much	part	of	it,	is	parked	a	field	gun,	for	all	the	world	like	the	Imperial	War
Museum	 in	 London	 –	 except	 that	 this	 is	 a	 place	 of	 religious	 worship.	 And
alongside	 the	 artillery-piece,	 there	 is	 an	 immaculate	 C56	 steam	 locomotive,
described	by	 the	 shrine	 authorities	 as	 the	 first	 engine	 to	pass	 along	 the	Burma
Railway.	 It	 stands	 proud,	 its	 smoke-deflectors	 polished	 and	 its	 great	 wheels
pressing	down	into	the	gravel,	its	beauty	a	monument	to	barbarism.

Nagase	told	me	how	he	had	protested	vigorously	when	the	C56	was	installed
at	 Yasukuni	 in	 1979.	 He	 wrote	 to	 the	 officials	 of	 the	 shrine,	 and	 reminded
anyone	 who	 would	 listen	 that	 Tojo	 is	 reputed	 to	 have	 visited	 Siam	when	 the
construction	of	the	railway	was	about	to	start,	and	said	that	it	must	be	completed
even	 though	one	prisoner	should	die	 for	every	sleeper	on	 the	 line;	and	Nagase
had	pointed	out	that	this	particular	engine	demanded	a	sleeper	for	every	metre	of
track.	Both	Tojo,	as	a	soldier	of	the	Emperor,	and	the	machine	are	worshipped	at
Yasukuni.

*	*	*

In	all	the	time	I	spent	in	Japan	I	never	felt	a	flash	of	the	anger	I	had	harboured
against	Nagase	all	those	years,	no	backwash	of	that	surge	of	murderous	intent	I
had	felt	on	finding	out	that	one	of	them	was	still	alive.	Indeed	Nagase	gave	me
the	 impression	of	having	been	prepared	 for	a	much	more	 irritated	and	difficult
encounter	than	ours	turned	out	to	be.

Perhaps	 that	 is	why	 he	 seemed	 afraid,	 suddenly,	when	 I	 asked	 to	 see	 him
alone	in	his	hotel	room	in	Tokyo,	where	we	were	staying	prior	to	our	return	to
Britain.	Days	before,	I	had	worked	out	what	to	do.	I	had	decided	to	give	him	a
piece	of	paper	which	I	thought	would	meet	both	our	needs,	and	had	planned	to
give	it	to	him	in	Kyoto;	he	had	wanted	very	much	to	show	me	the	great	temples
of	the	ancient	former	capital	of	Japan,

It	rained	heavily	on	the	morning	of	our	planned	visit	 to	Kyoto,	and	Nagase
felt	unwell,	so	we	went	with	Yoshiko	to	that	extraordinary	place.	In	the	rain,	the
glitter	 of	 the	Golden	Pavilion	was	 softened,	 its	 image	 in	 the	 lake	 blurred.	We
walked	around	the	stark,	simple	gardens	and	looked	at	everything	we	could,	but
I	 was	worried	 about	 Nagase’s	 brush	with	 his	 old	 cardiac	 trouble	 and	 anxious
now	to	make	our	final	peace.



Looking	 out	 the	 window	 of	 our	 room	 in	 the	 nondescript,	 modern	 Tokyo
hotel,	I	could	see	through	a	gap	created	by	a	building	site	the	coming	and	going
of	trains	in	the	huge	Tokyo	railway	station.	I	sat	waiting	for	Patti	and	Yoshiko	to
go	 out.	My	 request	 to	 see	 Nagase	 on	 his	 own	must	 have	 carried	 a	 charge	 of
electricity,	for	it	disturbed	Yoshiko	and	she	said	to	Patti,	with	a	worried	look	on
her	face,	‘Heart’,	and	glanced	pleadingly	at	me.	I	said	that	it	would	be	all	right,
but	she	could	not	hide	her	distress.

After	they	had	gone	I	went	next	door.	There	in	that	quiet	room,	with	the	faint
noise	 of	 trains	 and	 the	 city	 streets	 rising	 up	 to	 us,	 I	 gave	 Mr	 Nagase	 the
forgiveness	he	desired.

I	read	my	short	 letter	out	to	him,	stopping	and	checking	that	he	understood
each	paragraph.	I	felt	he	deserved	this	careful	formality.	In	the	letter	I	said	that
the	war	had	been	over	for	almost	fifty	years;	that	I	had	suffered	much;	and	that	I
knew	that	although	he	too	had	suffered	throughout	this	time,	he	had	been	most
courageous	 and	 brave	 in	 arguing	 against	 militarism	 and	 working	 for
reconciliation.	I	told	him	that	while	I	could	not	forget	what	happened	in	Kanburi
in	1943,	I	assured	him	of	my	total	forgiveness.

He	was	overcome	with	emotion	again,	and	we	spent	some	time	in	his	room
talking	quietly	and	without	haste.

*	*	*

The	next	morning	we	saw	Nagase	and	Yoshiko	to	their	train	back	to	Kurashiki.
He	 phoned	 us	 from	 there	 that	 evening	 to	make	 sure	 that	 we	 were	 all	 right.	 I
thought	 that	 I	 had	 seen	 him	 for	 the	 last	 time,	 perhaps	 for	 the	 last	 time	 in	 our
lives.	The	following	day	we	ourselves	made	our	way	to	the	train	for	Osaka,	from
where	we	would	 fly	 to	Britain.	When	 after	 a	 journey	 of	 three	 hours,	 the	 train
drew	to	a	halt	in	Osaka,	we	stepped	on	to	the	platform.	At	the	exact	spot	where
our	 carriage	 door	 opened	 there	was	my	 friend	Nagase	 standing	with	Yoshiko,
smiling	and	bowing.	They	knew	exactly	which	coach	we	were	in,	and	they	were
like	excited	children,	so	pleased	to	have	tricked	us;	it	was	good	to	see	them.

They	took	us	to	the	airport	and	we	left	Japan.	As	the	plane	tilted	us	over	the
bay	of	Osaka,	I	held	my	wife’s	hand.	I	felt	that	I	had	accomplished	more	than	I
could	 ever	 have	 dreamed	 of.	 Meeting	 Nagase	 has	 turned	 him	 from	 a	 hated
enemy,	 with	 whom	 friendship	 would	 have	 been	 unthinkable,	 into	 a	 blood-
brother.	If	I’d	never	been	able	to	put	a	name	to	the	face	of	one	of	the	men	who
had	 harmed	 me,	 and	 never	 discovered	 that	 behind	 that	 face	 there	 was	 also	 a



damaged	 life,	 the	 nightmares	 would	 always	 have	 come	 from	 a	 past	 without
meaning.	 And	 I	 had	 proved	 for	 myself	 that	 remembering	 is	 not	 enough,	 if	 it
simply	hardens	hate.

Back	in	Thailand,	at	 the	Chungkai	War	Cemetery,	when	Patti	and	I	walked
off	on	our	own,	she	had	had	a	moment	of	doubt	as	she	looked	at	 the	rows	and
rows	of	graves,	and	wondered	whether	we	were	doing	the	right	thing	after	all.	It
was	 only	 a	 moment,	 for	 we	 both	 knew	 we	 should	 be	 there.	 I	 said	 then:
‘Sometime	the	hating	has	to	stop.’
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