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Preface
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A torn scrap of paper, the size of a shopping list is one of the few relics to survive from an incredible journey made 70 years ago. There are 104 words written on it in pencil. The handwriting slopes down to the right, the address is written on the bottom and folded over, and the paper is slightly stained, but intact. It is a love letter from Lillian Mellalieu to her husband Gordon, a lance corporal in the British Army.

Lillian had walked over 300 miles across some of the harshest terrain in the world to escape from the Imperial Japanese Army. All those caught up in the war in the Far East knew of their fearsome reputation. Women could expect to be raped and disembowelled, soldiers from the ‘land of the rising sun’ did not believe in taking prisoners. In 1942, as the Japanese swept up through Burma, civilians fled into the jungle while the British Army fought soldiers considered amongst the best in the world, and lost. What the army did achieve, was to delay the enemy until the monsoon arrived. On 12 May the rain turned Burma into a vast paddy field; it forced the Japanese to abandon their pursuit of the army and consolidate their occupation of the land; it turned the escape of both army and civilians into a nightmare. Many of the refugees running from the enemy did not reach the safety of India for months. They clawed their way up steep mountainsides, through mud which sucked at their struggling feet, while they also battled starvation and disease. Lillian Mellalieu was one of those refugees.

Lillian’s story began just before Christmas 1941. She and her two sisters, Ethel and Irene, were brought up at No. 2 Dalhousie Street, Moulmein, with their brother Eric. Moulmein lies 120 miles east from Rangoon, across the Gulf of Martaban, and then, as now, was a town famous for painted paper umbrellas. After the invasion of Burma, the entire family fled north with the Japanese Army close behind them. A thousand miles from home, deep in the Naga Hills between Burma and India, exhausted and starving, Lillian rummaged for a scrap of paper among her belongings. She found the remains of a piece of foolscap. On one side was a list of precious possessions: a silver bowl and tray. These treasures may have begun the journey wrapped in her bundle, but by this stage any non-essential items had been discarded. Lillian sat down to write the note to her husband:



My Darling Gordon,

Dear I hope you are still in the land of the living. As for me. I am in the heart of the Naga hills. Sweet I have lots of things to say, Pray for Our Soul, we have lost three in the family ask Doc. He has been very good to me. Doc is bearing this letter. Ask Doc all about me. In how I stand, Darling I love you and you are always in my thoughts. Sweet God Bless you and keep you safe. Pray for me. Go to Church. Eric has left us.

So long your Darling wife Lillian.



Gordon had also made the trek out of Burma. As a lance corporal in the 1st Battalion, The Gloucestershire Regiment (Glosters) he had been fighting the Japanese for 5 bloody months. His battalion was acting as rearguard, holding off the enemy while the rest of the British forces leap-frogged backwards in a staged retreat. Finally at the end of April the Glosters too turned and made for the hills. They had fought across the hot dusty plains of Burma, now they had to travel through the steamy leech-infested jungle to reach safety.

Gordon Mellalieu arrived over the Indian border on 23 April 1942. As a lance corporal in the medical corps he would have accompanied the wounded. Shortly afterwards he was sent to a base hospital in Lucknow. Lillian got as far as a refugee camp at the Naga village of Tarap Ga in the mountains between India and Burma. And there she remained, marooned in the dense jungle, unable to go any further because the rivers were too wide and deep to cross. She died in August 1942 at Tarap Ga, which may well have been where she wrote that last note. Her sister Irene was the only member of the family to survive, but she did not reach India until 20 October. Irene and hundreds of others had remained stranded in the Naga Hills, marooned by the monsoon rains which turned streams to torrents.

Lillian and Gordon’s story is but one example of the tragedy of the flight from Burma. In the aftermath of the invasion anxious families wrote to the India Office asking for news. Refugees had poured over the 900-mile long frontier and dispersed all over India. The personal columns of The Statesman newspaper, which covered the region, were full of heartrending appeals for news of those who were ‘last seen on the road at Shinbwiyang’, or some other remote location. Rumour and misinformation sometimes thrust families into mourning, only to be reprieved later. In 1943, a group of volunteers gathered and cross-referenced the names of known casualties in an attempt to make a definitive record. This casualty list is now in the British Library. With it are the registers of those known to have arrived in India following the invasion. At the front of each volume is the caveat that this is an incomplete record of the actual numbers who fled from Burma in 1942. There are discrepancies, inaccuracies and omissions. Thousands of people died and have no known grave; others simply vanished into the jungle. The true scale of the exodus can never be accurately calculated, but reports made to the India Office by those who helped to run refugee camps in and after 1942, make the total figure at least half a million people. The majority of these were Indians; some 50,000 were of British origin. It was the only time the British have been true ‘refugees’: leaving all they possessed, walking into an unknown future and depending on handouts for survival.

Among the thousands of refugees who walked from Burma to India were two members of my mother’s family. These cousins are known to have survived the ordeal but their story is a gaping hole in family archives. Perhaps, like other survivors, they had no wish to recall or record an experience in which they lost everything but their lives.

My father was a young lieutenant who almost lost his life in Burma at the crossing of the Irrawaddy River on 14 February 1945. His wristwatch, a 21st birthday present, saved his life. During the longest river crossing of the entire war, he was in charge of one of a fleet of plywood and canvas boats. The engine had been hit so they were attempting to row as Japanese guns fired from the cliffs ahead at Nyaung-U. Two hundred yards from shore, a bullet shattered my father’s left wrist, deflected from severing the arteries by his metal wristwatch, which to this day lies at the bottom of the river. Nearly all his companions were killed or wounded. Despite his smashed forearm, 22-year-old Stephen Goodall abandoned the boat to swim. At this point the Irrawaddy is a mile wide, and my father was never a swimmer of any note. Thanks to the skilful hands of a military surgeon who rebuilt the wrist, the only legacy of these events is a 6in. scar up his forearm, and a deep faith in the God whose presence he felt as he swam. For his bravery, Stephen Goodall was awarded the Military Cross.

My father has never returned to Burma, but I travelled there on his behalf to see the country which became the major battlefield of the Pacific War. Burma is a country twice the size of Britain; a Golden Land which captivates and inspires; a visual and sensual feast warmed by the demeanour and generosity of its inhabitants. It is hard to leave and impossible to forget. How much harder must it have been for those Britons who had made their lives there. The scent of jasmine in an English garden evokes smiling children selling jasmine garlands at the roadside, and the rhythmic scratching of a street-cleaner’s broom, echoes the early morning soundscape of every Burmese town and village.

Lillian Mellalieu and her family had spent their life in Burma, and she and her husband Gordon represent the warp and weft of this story, as civilians and soldiers shared the hardship of that journey to India. Sadly, Gordon Mellalieu did not receive his wife’s letter. In 1943, Angus MacLean, Evacuation Welfare Officer for Refugees, tried to trace him. But such is the speed and unpredictability of war, when millions of men and women are mobilised, that the army failed to track him down. Later, Angus MacLean received a note from the Royal Army Medical Corps with whom Gordon had been serving. It simply stated that on 6 June 1944, Gordon was posted as missing presumed dead after the D-Day landings in North-West Europe. The War Graves Commission does not have a record of a grave and his name is not on a memorial, but there is a curious postscript to the story. In the summer of 1972, the men of The Gloucestershire Regiment commissioned a portrait of Colonel Bagot, their commanding officer during the retreat from Burma. One of those who donated was Gordon Mellalieu.
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The Golden Land

When the globe was covered with large areas painted red to denote the British Empire, there were fabulous fortunes to be made by choosing a career in one of its outposts. The British had been exploiting the abundant natural resources of Burma (now Myanmar) since the mid-nineteenth century, and the depression which followed the Wall Street Crash of 1929 added to the numbers drawn to this huge country halfway around the world.

Fred Tizzard started life as the son of a Devon vicar and went on to become one of the captains of the Irrawaddy Flotilla Company (IFC), whose launches and paddle steamers carried parcels, pigs and passengers on Burma’s two major rivers: the Irrawaddy and the Chindwin – the motorways of Burma. Like all ex-pats, Fred had first seen Rangoon from the water when he arrived on one of the many passenger liners which called there. From Tilbury Docks, it was a long voyage via the Suez Canal, before sailing upriver to Burma’s capital city. The first glimpses of Burma were the paddy fields and mangrove swamps of the Delta. As the ship drew close to Rangoon, on either bank were rice mills, tin-roofed warehouses, wooden jetties and timber yards. Sampans bobbed on either side, each rowed by a man standing in the bows, and from the floating bazaar came the voices of women selling fruit and vegetables.

Fred Tizzard had arrived in Burma in 1926, and after 15 years of hard work and frugality, he and his wife Marjorie had created the ‘home of our dreams’. A red-brick house beside the Kokin Lake, with cloisters on either side where they drank tea in the shade. Frangipani filled the tropical evenings with scent. Acacia, laburnum, myrtle and the blazing orange and yellow flowers of Flame of the Forest surrounded the garden. In the centre of the lawn stood a tree festooned with orchids, each plant collected from Fred’s trips up the Chindwin River. On the drive stood a brand new Austin 7, and at the local yacht club a sailing boat waited for high days and holidays. In July 1941, they had a baby daughter, Rosemary Ann.

Fred was one of many Britons who had sought and made a career in colonial Burma. Unlike him, many hailed from Scotland and the names of the clans are scattered throughout Burma’s history. There is even a Scottish church tucked in behind what was the Burma Athletic Association Football Ground, now Aung San Stadium, the home of Yangon FC. Hogmanay was celebrated with nearly as much fervour in Rangoon as it was in Glasgow. There is no evidence of those links with Scotland today. Even the street names of the 1940s have been erased from the city of Rangoon, no longer the capital and now known once again by its Burmese name, Yangon.
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Colonial architecture in the heart of Rangoon.

However, in 1941 Rangoon was the centre of colonial life in Burma. The British had built the grid of city streets around the Sule Pagoda, transforming a riverside settlement of bamboo and palm leaf huts, into a showcase for empire and commerce. All streets and avenues terminated at the river which curved benignly past Strand Road where acres of go-downs, or warehouses, sheltered the produce of this fertile area of the British Empire. Still gazing majestically over the dockside is the Strand Hotel, where tourists can drink English ‘Afternoon Tea’, surrounded by the ghosts of rubber planters. In their day, the Rangoon skyline was dominated by the gold-plated Shwedagon Pagoda glinting in the morning sun. Today hotels for foreign tourists intrude into the cityscape.
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Inside the Strand Hotel.

In the foreground of the city the solid palaces of colonial administration still line wide streets. Amongst them is the terracotta-walled Secretariat, a complex where pith-helmeted administrators in knee-length socks, shorts and ties, shuffled paper to run a country the size of France. The Secretariat’s derelict grandness witnessed the assassination of Aung San in 1947, denying him his rightful place in Burmese history. The British first entered that history in 1824 to put the king of Burma in his place. Yet, it was the East India Company, not the British government, which sent a fleet up river to lay siege to Yangon, and discovered a settlement abandoned behind its defensive bamboo wall. Great Britain soon negotiated rights to the lower part of Burma, including the fertile delta where rice crops turned the paddy fields acid green. Sir Arthur Phayre was the first Commissioner of British Burma, arriving in 1862, to spend 5 years establishing British rule. When the present city was laid out in the 1880s, Sir Arthur’s contribution was commemorated in the naming of the city’s principal commercial street: Phayre Street. Today only the elderly remember which of the broad avenues it was; like other streets in the modern capital it now bears a Burmese name.
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The iconic Shwedagon Pagoda. In colonial days most British refused to take their shoes off when entering, despite this being a customary sign of respect.
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A surreptitious photograph of the Secretariat: photographs of government buildings, including schools, are forbidden in Burma.

With the British came their administration, honed in neighbouring India; their system of justice and retribution and most enduring of all, education. Encouraged by the British colonial overlords, missionaries arrived throughout the nineteenth century to open schools: American Baptists, Roman Catholics, Methodists and Anglicans. A university was opened to offer higher education to the brightest students and still stands on the campus established by the British. To run this new colonial acquisition an army of administrators, educators and traders was shipped in. However, Burma was not accorded the honour of its own civil service, police or judicial system. Instead it was suborned under the service which operated in India. So, the law was administered by members of the Indian Police, most famously one Eric Blair, who kept law and order in Katha on the Irrawaddy River for 3 years, before abandoning his career to become the writer known as George Orwell.

At the head of colonial society was the governor, an appointee from England, who relied on the professional bureaucrats of the Indian Civil Service for advice on the intricacies of his domain. These elite civil servants were the ruling class and were nicknamed the ‘heaven-born’, an indication of the exalted position they held in society. Key to this structure was the deputy commissioner or DC, a post created by the East India Company during their conquest by stealth of India in the late eighteenth century. The DC collected and assessed taxes, was judge and magistrate, and acted for the government when it came to law, order and disaster management.

These colonial officials would go out ‘on tour’ in the dry season between September and April, trekking round the districts on horseback. It was the only practical method to administer a country of Burma’s size. With them went a team of servants to cook, set camp, fill the canvas bath with hot water and generally tend to the needs of the Europeans and their horses. Each tour lasted about 6 weeks, and for the entire period they were completely self-sufficient. Every day they shot for the pot and supplemented the game with fresh supplies bought from villages. It was idyllic, without the social restrictions of ex-pat life in the civil station where they were based. During the rainy season between June and September, the men of the Forestry Service and Civil Service returned to their bungalows to complete their paperwork.
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Rangoon High Court was built by the British. Many of its staff died in the trek out.

With members of the Indian Civil Service came their personal servants: the syces (grooms), bearers and sweepers which the meritocracy had become accustomed to in India. The Burmese in contrast were regarded as work-shy by many of the English sahibs and memsahibs. These British overlords actively recruited labour first from China, then more successfully from India. From the south-east coast of India, thousands of labourers and agricultural workers joined Burma’s rice industry particularly in the Delta region, and in the capital city Indians from all parts of the sub-continent were in the majority. A cyclone which hit India’s south-east coast in 1897 saw a corresponding surge of migration, and a number of famines had the same effect. While every Burmese farmer grew the rice that was one of Burma’s greatest assets, it was the Indians who milled it, traded it and provided the crews to transport the crop. The last census of Burma under British rule, taken in 1931, revealed that 53 per cent of Rangoon’s population of 1 million people was Indian. Rangoon was an Indian and European city, rather than Burmese.

With the Europeans and Indians came their religions. Rangoon today is still stuffed with places of worship: synagogues, mosques, Hindu and Buddhist temples, and Roman Catholic and Anglican churches. Burmese society is still noted for religious tolerance, and a pragmatic combination of Christianity coupled with animism, exists in many tribal areas. European and American missionaries made little dent in the faith of the Buddhist Burmese, but successfully converted thousands from tribes such as Kachin, Chin, Karen and Kayin. In Kayah State on the Thai border, it was the Italians who brought Christianity at the beginning of the eighteenth century; in Myitkyina and Bhamo, it was the French followed by Irish brothers from St Columban’s Mission who proselytised, brought education and nursed the victims of leprosy. In these religious houses were men like Father James Stewart, who would become a hero of the refugee crisis, sheltering orphans as the Japanese marched into town. Later he served with the forerunner of the CIA behind the lines in occupied Burma. Another muscular Christian was cheroot-smoking David Patterson who started his career in Burma as a missionary teacher at St John’s College, Shwebo. By 1942 he was a fighting padre for the retreating British Army, comforting the dying, as well as serving soldiers.
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Baptist worshippers are called to church with this bell made from a Second World War bomb case.

Burma boasts extraordinary natural assets: gold, silver, tin and tungsten, rubies, amber and jade to name but a few. This was a country in which to make a fortune, and many did. The trappings of western lifestyles accrued, such as Rangoon’s Turf Club and the Pegu or PG Club where the European community gathered. Many Europeans lived in the substantial houses of Windermere Park, today appropriated by Burma’s new elite. Then there was the Gymkhana Club which offered football, tennis, squash and rugby to its more athletic members, and billiards to those who were not. This was where the children of colonial families were brought by their nannies in the morning, to bathe and play in the shade. Similarly a club was established in every town housing a small European community. In these darkened buildings reserved solely for Europeans, uniformed servants served gin and tonic cooled by ice, when available, and ruminated over insignificant gossip. Among these colonial administrators so ruthlessly parodied in George Orwell’s novel Burmese Days, were some who cared deeply about Burma and its people. Men who worked in the great silent teak forests, tending and harvesting the giant hardwood trees which were, and still are, Burma’s greatest natural asset. Then there were teachers and lecturers whose legacy can still be traced in modern Burma. Men like Angus MacLean, Head of Mandalay Agricultural College who introduced nine avocado trees from California to an experimental farm at Taunggyi between the wars. Today the town is famous for avocados, and the fruit can be found growing all over Burma.

Burma’s surviving infrastructure was planned and built by the British. In the middle of nowhere, a Burma Public Works Department bridge can still be spotted spanning a deep river bed, almost dry in high summer. With the advent of the rains in May it becomes impassable, and rural communities are thankful that British surveyors ordered such iron bridges to be forged in Leeds, and shipped 6,000 miles across the world. The railway, an idea pioneered by the British and transported all over the world, has changed little in Burma since it was built during the nineteenth century. Single track lines, many with old wooden railway sleepers, still puncture the countryside riding on low embankments, connecting communities and offering the poor, a cheap but uncomfortable mode of travel. The wooden stations were also built by the British, though the signs are in Burmese today and few trains and even fewer seats are on offer. In colonial days the stations, rolling stock and freight trains were run by Burma Railways with timetables, refreshment rooms and station staff who were almost invariably from the Anglo-Burmese community.

Like the colonial administrators who fathered them, much evidence of the Anglo-Burmese has been wiped from modern Myanmar, erased by history like a stigma of the empire they represent. As towns and cities have grown, old Christian burial grounds have been moved to new out-of-town locations. In the process headstones and brass plaques are lost and broken. Gravestones from recent burials contain the clues to a small continuing Anglo-Burmese presence, in the mixture of Burmese and European names. Still, just as it was before the Second World War, Burmese society is a marvellous mixture of ancestry. Some families trace their roots back to Portuguese traders in the sixteenth century, with a smattering of Indian blood to boot, all lost in the modern mixture of tribes which form the Union of Myanmar.

In colonial times, which the Burmese refer to as ‘the time of the British’, children of such mixed parentage could be and often were, an embarrassment and an inconvenience. Christian children’s homes, given the soubriquet, orphanage, were founded to accommodate the offspring of colonial administrators and their ‘unsuitable’ liaisons with Burmese women. One such was the Bishop Strachan’s Home in Rangoon. Men who passed the stiff exams to enter the Indian Civil Service and arrived in Burma were given dire warnings about becoming over familiar with ‘dusky Burmese maidens’. William Halpin was deputy head of the government High School in Maymyo, the son of a geologist who had ‘married’ a Burmese woman. As a child he was left in the care of Roman Catholic clergy, who gave him the surname Halpin. His wife, Mary, was the child of a naval officer who ‘married’ a Burmese girl, but similarly was brought up by clergy. While their mothers sometimes had a role in the children’s lives, their fathers were absent: they had returned to Britain, to a ‘respectable’ marriage with a woman of their own race and a second family. In the days of the decline of the British Empire, the Anglo-Burmese were looked down upon, and regarded as second-class citizens. Similarly the offspring of Anglo-Indian parentage were from an inferior ‘caste’ in the eyes of many in ‘polite’ society, or as they termed it ‘not quite one of us’. Not all children of these mixed race unions were abandoned by their fathers and many of their descendants survive today. European men did not all simply take Burmese women as their mistresses like George Orwell’s fictional forestry officer, Flory. Some married and set up home with Burmese women far from the snobbish drawing rooms of England. The Anglo-Indians and Anglo-Burmese were the backbone of the infrastructure in this corner of the empire. Not only the railways, but the Post and Telegraph Office (another British innovation), and many white collar jobs such as the civil service, customs and excise were the province of these two groups.

[image: images]

The Christian Cemetery, Maymyo.

Rangoon was the colonial capital, but in summer British administrators decamped to the hill town of Maymyo. The town was founded by a Victorian Bengal infantry officer, Colonel May, on a limestone outcrop rising from the plain some 44 miles northeast of Mandalay. A handful of hilltop villages cooled by a gentle breeze, were transformed into the Burmese town in which the British felt most at home. Adopting the Burmese word for town, ‘myo’, it became known as May-town or Maymyo. They built teak or brick houses sporting British chimney stacks, and surrounded them with gardens in which they grew flowers familiar from home. Petunias, hollyhocks and pinks are still favoured bedding plants in both private gardens and municipal planting schemes in the town. A grand botanical garden was built by Turkish prisoners during the Great War. An historical conundrum to the Burmese today, as is the eponymy of the Harcourt Butler lake at its focus, named in honour of a long-forgotten colonial administrator. Paths were cut through the surrounding forests to provide shady bridleways where the servants of empire and their families could ride their horses. A tennis club, hospital and wooden bungalows for army families completed this British outpost. Two battalions from British regiments were garrisoned in Burma for tours of 3 years, and they would alternate between the gentile verdant atmosphere of Maymyo and the multicultural clamour of Rangoon. Modern Maymyo retains its military status, with the Burmese equivalent of Sandhurst prominent in the town. There were also officers from another very British ‘army’, the Salvation Army, who ran a home for soldiers. Today it is the Chinese and Burmese who seek the cooler air of the hill town, which has been renamed, Pyin U Lin. Second homes are springing up, and the towns’ guesthouses and hotels do good business.
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Maymyo Botanical Gardens laid out by the British.
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A timber firm’s former ‘Chummery’ in Maymyo, now a guesthouse.

Colonial houses in Maymyo are plentiful and sought after in the property market, and there is no evidence of the hurried departure of thousands of British refugees seven decades ago. Yet there are legacies from ‘the time of the British’. Leaving Maymyo heading north, the traveller passes suspiciously British-looking cows standing in the shade. Burmese bovines are distinctive with a hump across the withers and hide the colour of bleached wood. However, there are also smaller versions of the familiar black and white Freesians. The Burmese as a rule don’t drink milk or eat cheese or butter. However, between the wars, Gurkha farmers from Nepal were attracted by the prospect of better land and an easier life, and since India and Burma were all ruled by the same masters, they emigrated. Their descendants still produce and deliver fresh milk which is sold in Maymyo. Despite living in a culture where milk consumption is historically alien, many Burmese are now adopting milk as a fashionable addition to the diet. The dairy cows themselves are descended from British stock, but are much smaller. Many Gurkha soldiers and their families chose to retire to Burma between the wars, and there are Gurkha communities in other parts of the country whose origins go back to ‘the time of the British’.

Scottish companies were quick to forge links with the new colony, among them the Burmah Oil Company (BOC), which had the monopoly on Burmese oilfields until 1901 when Standard Oil joined them. Their main drilling operations were at Yenangyaung, a small town in Central Burma on the Irrawaddy River, where oil had been dug out by hand since the eighteenth century. A forest of wooden derricks grew up and by 1940 there were more than 400 foreign oil workers and their families based there, as well as many local employees. BOC built bungalows for its employees, as well as a hospital and a club, plus a company airstrip a little further south at Magwe. The colonial lifestyle enjoyed by the Europeans based there revolved around tennis, tea parties and ‘calling cards’ – a practice more familiar to us from the era of Oscar Wilde. Company wives socialised with other Europeans, and although there were Anglo-Burmese and Anglo-Indians, they were very much looked down upon by the class-obsessed British. Like the oil industry before and since, black gold brought high salaries and a privileged lifestyle to the British, and the handful of Americans who worked there. Today the oil is running out, and with it the prosperity of the town.
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A colonial relic in the oil town of Yenanyaung.

‘Brown gold’ was the nickname afforded to the teak which thrived on the steep hills all over Burma. Burmese teak is the best quality in the world and the country still has 70 per cent of the world’s teak reserves. In the colonial era, teak extraction was a carefully managed and unmechanised business. Elephants provided the brawn to pull the vast trunks, some 40 metres tall, from forest to river where they were floated downstream. Forestry officers who worked with these enormous animals were a special breed, spending months in the forests which they got to know intimately. Camping in clearings beneath the shade of the enormous teak leaves, they were rugged, practical and far from civilisation, so were used to dealing with any situation thrown at them. So, too, were their wives and families, with husbands away from home for prolonged periods.

The giants of the forestry business were the Bombay Burma Trading Corporation (BBTC) and Steel Brothers; they looked after their employees well. Single young men were accommodated in ‘Chummeries’, spacious timber buildings with a bar and dining room, bed and bath where they received the comforts of home before returning to the forests. Geoff Bostock, manager of Bombay Burma, and his family lived in one of the most palatial private houses in Maymyo – Woodstock, which would be appropriated first for Chiang Kai Shek, leader of the Nationalist Chinese and British ally; subsequently by high-ranking Japanese officers; and today by Burma’s own military elite.
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A little piece of Surrey in the middle of Burma.

These ex-pats lived a lifestyle few, apart from the upper middle classes, were accustomed to in Britain. Armies of servants catered for their needs: cooks and their assistants, nannies and nursemaids, drivers and gardeners. Many women found the only time they were able to look after their own children, was during the long voyage home via the Suez Canal, when the staff remained in Burma. Home leave was given every 3 or more years, and parents sent their offspring to boarding schools in Britain as soon as they were deemed old enough. When the world erupted with war, such families were separated for the duration. Those who worked in the Far East did not always return to Britain for home leave, choosing instead South Africa, New Zealand or Australia, wherever they were closest to at the time. Isolated in their colonial lives, friendships were cemented with the glue of shared experience, enduring down the generations.

What also endured, and perhaps surprisingly survived the ordeal of their escape from Burma, was affection for the land of bullock carts and bridges. The Golden Land left its imprint on Fred Tizzard, Angus MacLean and the other men and women in this story. Gilded memories were rekindled by the smell of jasmine or woodsmoke, evoking the days before their world was turned upside down by war.


2

An ‘Unlikely’ Attack

Seventy minutes before the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, they landed on a beach in Malaya, a few hundred miles from Burma. It was Pearl Harbor which made the news, but it was the landing of Japanese troops in Malaya that would turn half a million people into penniless refugees. The lightning advance of the Japanese Army from Malaya, through Thailand and into Burma, made thousands abandon their homes, jobs and possessions and walk west to India. Thousands died on the way. Entire families were wiped out by disease, starvation and exhaustion. Few spoke of their incredible journey, but they did keep diaries. Many precious items were discarded along the way, but the diaries remained in their packs. The daily routine of that diary entry imposed a sense of order in the midst of chaos. On 7 May 1942 as he trekked out of Burma, paddle steamer captain, Fred Tizzard considered the weight of his pack when he wrote:



This diary is heavy, but I want to save it if I can. The other diaries that record the joy and sadness of each of us for a quarter of a century are all lost.

FRED TIZZARD PAPERS, IWM



Forestry man Ritchie Gardiner, admitted that during his trek he became addicted to his diary:



Though I started lukewarm, I found that the interest increased as the days went on and that it required the most discouraging conditions to make me either forget, or not desire, to write up the day’s account. I really suspect that it began to be a substitute vice for alcohol (of which of course we had none) for every evening about sundown I would feel the urge to write come over me.

RITCHIE GARDNER, MSS EUR A202 BRITISH LIBRARY



[image: images]

Old Burma hands, who recalled the events of December 1941, claimed that the Japanese community, which included dentists, doctors and photographers, had vanished 2 weeks before war in the Far East began. Certainly one Japanese resident, Madame Suzuki, left her home in Mandalay before war was declared and was heard broadcasting on Radio Tokyo soon afterwards. Most Japanese ex-pats had lived in Burma for 20 years and knew the countryside and its people well. It is possible that those who returned to Japan took with them maps of the jungle, trails and footpaths that were used by the invading army to move with devastating speed across the country. Indeed, suspicions of their former Japanese neighbours were uttered by many, but always with the benefit of hindsight. In reality local knowledge often came from the Burmese themselves. There was a growing independence movement, particularly among intellectuals1 and monks or ‘pongyis’, as they watched events in India where self-government was talked about quite openly. Japanese propaganda wooed these dissidents with their slogan, ‘Asia for the Asiatics’.2

[image: images]

The Scottish Church in Rangoon is still maintained by Burmese Christians.

[image: images]

Fair weather roads have changed little since the time of the British.

Despite war being declared, most of the European community in Burma did not believe that it would come to their doorstep. Blackout curtains had gone up on 1 December 1941, but the restrictions of blackout were heavily resented. Services at the church, which served the large Scottish community working in Rangoon, were brought forward to 4.30pm so that people could get home before dark. Only 2 days earlier, according to diary entries, they had celebrated St Andrews Day with a traditional haggis imported from home and danced eight-some reels and ‘stripped the willow’ till 3am.3 All over Burma events were held that night to raise money for the victims of Scottish air raids. Letters from home had brought vivid stories of the horrors of the Blitz. Parents had anguished about the wisdom of leaving their children in English boarding schools where they might be in danger, rather than bringing them home to school in Burma.4 Few dreamt that they would soon be experiencing similar terrors.

Even the Government of Burma did not anticipate a Japanese invasion. Burma lay secure behind an ‘impregnable’ fortress – Singapore, which was in reality a partially fortified island standing guard over Malaya. However, the Japanese had four good reasons to invade Burma. By capturing Burma, they would cut off the supply line to China; thousands of lorries carrying Lend-Lease supplies5 from America were landed at Rangoon, before heading north to Lashio and on to the Burma Road which took them to China. It was a thousand mile trip over terrible roads with hair-raising hairpin bends cut into the mountains on the far side of the Chinese border, but it was helping to keep China supplied in its long war with Japan. A second reason to invade was to protect the territory which Japan was rapidly consolidating to Burma’s east: Thailand had kowtowed, Hong Kong was about to fall, Malaya was being overrun, although Singapore was standing firm. Burma was also the rice basket of Asia and stood at the back door to India, the jewel in the crown of the British Empire. Japan’s empiric visions included throwing the British out of India. Invading armies had passed over the border between India and Burma in the past, although, admittedly, between the two countries lay some of the most difficult terrain in the world, crossed by a few ‘fair weather roads’, which in reality were barely more than tracks. The South West Monsoon every May transformed these tracks to swamps and mudslides, surrounded by steep mountains. Streams meandered through the valleys, swelling to impassable torrents with the rains. The forest and jungle between India and Burma was inhabited by tribes who subsisted on what little they grew. Even though the British had ruled parts of Burma for nearly a century, huge swathes of this border country were marked on the map as ‘unsurveyed’. A Japanese invasion of India via such terrain was regarded as so unlikely, that only 8006 British soldiers were even stationed in Burma.

The British government had underestimated the ambition of Japan and more importantly the quality of her army. Those who had seen the Japanese forces in action knew they had witnessed a formidable fighting force. In 1904 General Sir Ian Hamilton was appointed military attaché in Japan. An experienced soldier, whose reputation was tarnished later by command at Gallipoli during the First World War, he wrote enthusiastically:



Unless I am very much mistaken, this small nation, Eastern to the backbone, is about to testify by the mouth of her cannon that the six Great Powers are not all the world but only a part of it. [I am] staking the last poor shreds of my military reputation… upon a forecast that the Japanese Army, battalion for battalion, surpasses any European army, excepting only the British army at its best.

A STAFF OFFICER’S SCRAPBOOK BY SIR IAN HAMILTON



Three decades later, Japan invaded its mighty neighbour China, waging war over enormous expanses. Those who had heard of the atrocities committed against the Chinese, particularly the Rape of Nanking7, knew that civilians had good cause to fear them. Nevertheless, the Government of Burma was unprepared for the storm which would be unleashed on its people. Before the Japanese campaigns in Malaya and the Philippines, his superiors informed General Archibald Wavell, Commander-in-Chief India, that ‘an attack in force on Burma was unlikely’.8

The ‘unlikely’ attack on Burma commenced with a raid on a small airfield on the west coast of Burma’s tail. Tavoy lies at the head of an estuary in the narrow strip between the Andaman Sea and Thailand. It was a town synonymous with tin and tungsten ore, an important raw material in weapons’ manufacture. The Tavoy Tin Dredging Corporation and Consolidated Tin Mines of Burma were among the employers with a largely European technical and engineering staff, and hundreds of Indians who formed the bulk of the workforce. There were around 160 Europeans in the town itself, among them William Wood. He and his son were captured in Tavoy, but his wife Muriel and their daughter headed north. Mother and daughter were among those who died by the roadside during the trek to India.

Enemy planes bombed and machine-gunned Tavoy airfield on 11 December. The following day Japanese troops crossed the frontier and British troops guarding an airfield at Burma’s southernmost tip, Victoria Point, were ordered to pull out in what was billed as a ‘strategic withdrawal’. On 13 December, the invasion began in earnest when Japanese troops landed from eight motorboats at Victoria Point. Enemy aircraft now had a base from which to raid more important targets, such as the seat of power in Rangoon.

The capital was unprepared. No deep shelters had been built, and what over-ground shelters there were could only house one-third of the city’s 400,000 population. Robert Hutchings, the agent of the Government of India, had warned that evacuation plans should be made, particularly for over a million Indians living in Burma at the time.9 After Japan signed a three-way pact with Nazi Germany and Italy on 27 September 1940, he foresaw the consequences this alliance might have for Burma. In October Hutchings called on the Government of India, and by extension therefore the British government, to warn Indians of the risks of remaining in Burma. He was particularly worried about thousands of seasonal migrant workers. He felt that they should be warned not to set out as they ‘might be exposing themselves to potential risk not only of violent death and injury, but of hardship and unemployment owing to the dislocation of normal routine of the country’. He foresaw that ‘they might not be able to return to India, owing to shipping and port difficulties, and to an exodus of persons already in Burma and wanting to return’. He was right, but he was ignored. The official reply to his requests meant death and hardship for thousands. In a confidential report written in 1942 after the exodus, Hutchings wrote:



The view taken by His Majesty’s government at the time was, however, that any action which might be taken either in India or Burma to suggest that an attack on Burma was regarded as certain, or even probable, should be avoided.

REPORT OF THE AGENT OF THE GOVERNMENT OF INDIA IN BURMA



In Burma on 23 December 1941, Europeans were finishing their Christmas shopping and putting up traditional decorations. Scots-born Jean Melville and her sister were in Rowes department store in Rangoon:



It had a really lovely toy shop. Amongst the offerings for the Christmas of 1941, they had displayed a fine electric train set with a layout of tunnels, bridges, shunting yards; the works.

JEAN MELVILLE PAPERS, IWM



[image: images]

This bank in Rangoon was bombed by the Japanese in the raids of 1941.

The air raid siren interrupted the peace at 10am. Whereas people on the British home front were well versed in air raid drill, those in Rangoon did not understand that they should take cover, instead many went out into the streets to watch the show. To their delight twenty-four Japanese planes were shot down, but their bombs killed 1,000 of these sightseers and wounded another 2,000. Eyewitnesses reported the accuracy of enemy bombing, claiming this as evidence of fifth columnists. Watsons, a firm importing thousands of American trucks under the Lend-Lease Act, took a direct hit. More trucks destined for China, this time full of ammunition, were parked at the Brooking Street Wharf, another target. However, it was the incendiaries dropped on the wooden homes of the poor that did the most damage. Fortunately many Burmese fled to hide in the paddy fields surrounding the city. The war that few had believed would come to Burma had arrived. By the evening of 23 December, the road heading west from Rangoon was covered with a stream of refugees.

William Newton, a provincial doctor had been watching the build up of Allied troops near his practice in Kengtung, a small town in Burma’s east, close to the Chinese border. Since June 1941 they had been arriving to bolster the area’s defences, because this remote part of the Shan States was regarded as a likely invasion point. Tracks through the mountainous countryside were improved, supply dumps built and the Home Guard formed. Newton was sceptical that the Japanese would choose this inhospitable terrain as the gateway to Burma, but believed war with Japan was increasingly certain. In need of medical treatment, he left Kengtung in November and arrived a few days later in time for the Walter Locke Football Tournament. The victors were the Customs Club, whose goalie Bruce Stuart would survive the 400-mile trek to India. Newton’s operation was scheduled for 8 December; it was cancelled. On 12 December the 55-year-old doctor was redeployed as Assistant Staff Surgeon for army headquarters (HQ) in Rangoon, where he witnessed the first air raid:



The nerves of the people of Rangoon were severely shaken. Panic prevailed. They were leaving the city by their thousands. I have seen pictures of fleeing refugees and evacuees from Belgium and France during the last war, real ones passing through Shahrabahn in Mesopotamia in 1918, but they were nothing compared to these Indians and Chinese who were fleeing with all their possessions in gharries, carts, rickshaws, perambulators etc.

DR WILLIAM NEWTON PAPERS, IWM



As they fled, leaving the smoke and fire of Rangoon behind them, the city lost most of its workforce. Many of these refugees were the labourers, stevedores and dockers on which the prosperous port relied. Without them air raid shelters would not be built, bodies buried and rubble cleared. Jean Melville was horrified as she watched the refugees trailing out of the city.



The natives did not even stop to pick up their own dead, who were lying about all over the place shattered to pieces by Jap bombs. For days after the drains and sewers began to smell so badly, and as there were no conservancy coolies left in Rangoon it remained to some Europeans with the help of a few Indian and Burmese officials, to wash them out to prevent an epidemic of cholera or some such thing from breaking out. Later on conditions did improve a little. People came into Rangoon to work by day and slept outside at night, as at this time night raids had not begun. The market and other shops remained closed, and for several days we could not get any bread until government took a hand and forced certain food shops to open for so many hours a day to enable people to get supplies.



Fred Tizzard had worked with most of his crewmen for 12 years and after the first raid he was concerned for their safety. As he picked his way through the smoking city, he was passed by a horse-drawn hearse, the roof piled high with bedding and trunks. Inside the glass compartment sat a woman, her children and a parrot in a brass cage, all en route for India. The heaviest bombing had been down at the waterfront and the nearby crowded streets were inhabited by the Indian workers. Moored up at one of the pontoons was Assam, an express boat which worked up and down the Irrawaddy River. Its captain, chief engineer and the relief commander, Captain Ferris, had been watching the raid from the deck. One of the first bombs fell on the river mud close by. All three men were hit, only one survived. Captain Ferris was buried on Christmas Eve, in a rough unpainted box, lowered into a grave which his friends found ready-dug in the cemetery for someone else. Fred Tizzard was shocked at the number of casualties and wrote in his diary:



The heaviest carnage was in streets lined with banks, commercial offices, [and] exclusive shops. They closed their doors when the raid began. There was nowhere for the nations to go. Inside heavy concrete walls they would have been immune from fragmentation bombs. True the stock of a high class jeweller might have fared badly with his shop packed with coolies living at mere subsistence level. But that is not why the doors were closed. There were no callous men, no disregard for human life. It was just that no one thought. No one was ready.



Rangoon was a city of many nationalities and languages. Europeans looked down on those they termed Eurasian, the Anglo-Indians or Anglo-Burmese. This was a society where class and social standing were paramount. However, the first raid on Rangoon is said to have changed that, and brought the community together to help the injured. It also changed Fred Tizzard, when war had broken out far away in Europe he had been a pacifist, but the prospect of enemy parachutists landing in Rangoon led him to pick up a gun to defend his family.

On Christmas Day as the chapel bell tolled at 8am, Fred and Marjorie Tizzard carried their daughter to the little Holy Cross Chapel near their home on Inya Road. Rangoon’s second air raid blighted the day, but once it was over they held their usual party for the servant’s children.

When the Christmas Day raid started, Jean Melville was at home before starting her shift as a hospital volunteer:



The servants went out into the garden, the mali carrying on with watering the garden and refusing to get in shelter anywhere until suddenly he shouted and made a dash for under the trees. We looked up and saw about 30 or 40 Japanese planes flying to the north of our house making for Mingaladon [airfield] and at the same time we heard the noise of our AA gun fire and of bombs exploding. We dashed across the garden into the trench which was open and from which we could see the planes and see the puffs of smoke.



The 1st Battalion, Glosters were stationed at Mingaladon. Their pre-war role had been to quell riots and keep the peace. As the Christmas turkeys were roasting in the cookhouse ovens, the Glosters were forced to head for slit trenches to shelter from the Japanese planes. They emerged to find the cookhouse flattened. It was the Glosters, helped by volunteers, who toured the streets of Rangoon rescuing the wounded, clearing rubble and removing corpses.

Among the casualties were a mother and her new-born baby, killed when the maternity hospital was bombed. That night much of the indigenous population opted to return to their villages or to shelter in the paddy fields near the city. Women carried children on their backs and household goods piled on their heads in the traditional way. Despite such tragedy, the Government of Burma was determined to prevent the exodus of the Indian labour force which they relied on. Essential workers were forced back to work by soldiers armed with fixed bayonets and night guards were posted to prevent them attempting to escape. The Government of Burma had issued orders that people should ‘Stay Put’. Europeans who lived outside Rangoon city centre found themselves besieged by friends wanting to store trunk-loads of valuables until the air raids were over.

Malcolm Taylor was one of the Anglo-Burmese community who joined the Burma Auxiliary Force10 on Christmas Eve 1941. He was killed fighting for his homeland in February 1945. As Indian labourers abandoned homes and jobs to walk to India, he was one of those sweeping the streets and clearing the rubble. When grocery stores shut up shop, as many of their owners became refugees, Malcolm was among those who helped distribute supplies to feed essential workers. By mid-January as the city defences were strengthened, he became part of an anti-aircraft battery, defending Rangoon’s military airfield at Mingaladon. When the battery took a direct hit, it was 17-year-old volunteers who quite literally picked up the pieces of their former comrades.



                        

1 They ironically called themselves ‘thakins’, taking the Burmese word for master, often used to refer to Europeans.

2 We now know that Aung San, famous Burmese nationalist and father of Aung San Suu Kyi, was among the Company of Thirty leaders of the independence movement who received military training from Japan and marched alongside the invading Imperial Army, although he later switched sides and allied himself with the British.

3 Diary of Jean Melville, IWM.

4 Mrs Anne Farquharson to her parents, 16 May 1940, IWM.

5 Under the Lend-Lease Act, the US supplied war material to the United Kingdom, Soviet Union, China, France and other Allied nations, even before it became a combatant in December 1941.

6 Papers of General Hutton, IWM.

7 The Rape of Nanking, as it became known, was a six-week period of atrocities (including mass murder and rape) perpetrated by the Japanese against the residents of Nanking, China.

8 Papers of Colonel E.C.V. Foucar, commissioned to write an official history of the campaign.

9 1931 Census figures: 1,017,825 Indians (of which 617,521 had been born in Burma).

10 The Burma Auxiliary Force (BAF), the equivalent of the British Territorial Army, was set up before the Pacific War.
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