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The most surprising aspect of writing this book has been the size of the response from former internees. Eager, no doubt, to contribute to a story which has never been told in its entirety, they responded by the score to my initial letter of introduction; it is a source of regret that I have not been able to include in my book the testimony of everyone who offered to participate. I would like to take this opportunity to thank all those who offered their time and reassure them that, even though they may not all be mentioned by name, their experiences have played a vital role in helping recreate the feel of those far-off scenes of captivity where so many important childhood years were played out. Many of them have lent me out-of-print books, and entrusted me with their unique photos, precious documents and mementoes of camp life, and I am grateful for that trust.

There are some people whose helpfulness and enthusiasm for this project makes them deserving of special mention. Head of the list is Ron Bridge. Interned at the age of nine, for ten years Ron was chairman of the Association of British Civilian Internees Far East Region (ABCIFER), the organisation whose dogged pressure finally resulted in the last government granting £10,000 in compensation to the vast majority of former civilian prisoners. There is no answer to any question about the lore of civilian internment that is not to be found on Ron’s personal database; his patience and good humour when faced with my lack of expertise made dealing with him a pleasure.

I would also like to thank Rod Suddaby of the Imperial War Museum for all his support for the project and his readiness to introduce me to the rich archive of unpublished testimonies by so many people whose childhoods were blighted by a Japanese prison camp.

Internment affected tens of thousands of people from multiple nationalities in scores of camps; no one setting out to write about it could hope to master the subject without recourse to what is universally referred to as the internees’ Bible – Greg Leck’s authoritative and compulsively readable account of internment in China, Captives of Empire: The Japanese Internment of Allied Civilians in China, 1941–1945. I owe him thanks for permission to quote excerpts from the book, reprint photographs and for his many helpful and encouraging communications.

I would also like to thank the three children of the late William Sewell – Ruth Baker, Daphne Erasmus and Roger Sewell – for permission to include extracts from Strange Harmony, his vivid account of life in Stanley camp in Hong Kong. No other writer has written so tellingly of internment from a parent’s point of view. My thanks are due, too, to the heirs of men and women whose unpublished accounts of imprisonment are lodged with the Imperial War Museum and who generously gave their permission for me to quote from these accounts.

I am chiefly indebted, however, to the internees whose own stories have provided the framework for this book: people such as Barbara Glanville, Sylvia Williams, Iris Krass, Barbara Tilbury, David Nicoll, Colin Palmer, Maureen Collins and Dick Germain; Keith Martin, who was one of the first to tell me his story, and who, sadly, died before my book was completed; Jose Chamberlain, who agreed to be interviewed, despite poor health; Joyce Storey, who spent days copying out sections of her ‘liberation’ diary for me; Bill Macauley, whose remarkable involvement in the battle for Hong Kong as a fifteen-year-old led to multiple interviews and who has been generous with his time and his library; Richard Dobson, who had never before spoken about his experiences in the camps on Java and had to be persuaded to give an interview. No less vital have been my long-distance contacts, people with whom, although living far away, I have been in regular touch. These include Cyril Mack, who is able to call up events of seventy years ago in scintillating detail and make them seem as if they took place last week; Neil Begley and Margaret Blair, both authors of fine books, and Ralph Armstrong, who has recorded his experiences in the terrible Sumatran camps where his mother and both his sisters died. I have made every effort to trace copyright holders for photographs and quotations, but this has not always been successful. If any have been overlooked I would be happy to acknowledge them in future editions.

I would also like to add my thanks to my husband Keith who uncomplainingly took over the reins of the household while I was absorbed in this book and who encouraged and goaded as appropriate. Lastly my appreciation is due to my editor Bea Hemming, whose enthusiasm and calm made light work of the final stages.


From the time I was interned and whilst growing to adulthood, I had no one to turn to for advice and comfort. I had to stand on my own feet. It was a very difficult and lonely time. My father would not discuss Shanghai or internment and I learned not to ask questions … My own memories are still very few, and even things I would expect to have remembered remain blank. I put this down to the trauma suffered as a child during internment and the ensuing years.

The Japanese and their internment of civilians deprived me in my childhood of a normal family life and the security a child should have while growing up. I feel that in many ways, since I was interned at nine years I have brought myself up with some assistance from various people, none of whom were very close or seemed to care what happened to me …

Jose Chamberlain, who was interned in a Japanese civilian prison camp in Shanghai at the age of nine, reflects on her internment fifty-five years after being freed


Introduction
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The children in this story experienced things no child is meant to experience – shipwreck, hunger, death of loved ones and even of playmates, prolonged separation from parents, violence, fear. Today we would readily acknowledge that many received psychological wounds in the process. But these boys and girls returned from their Japanese internment camps with little advice on how to cope in their new lives beyond ‘don’t talk about it’, the catch-all motto of that stiff upper lip era. As a result many of the people who appear in this book have never spoken about how they felt while they were interned. The literature of internment has not focused on the unique problems encountered by the children who spent their formative years as prisoners.

Childhood memories are supposed to be happy – ‘the happiest years of your life’, as adults were fond of saying in those days. A great many memories described in this book are not happy ones. Yet, happy or sad, the memories of childhood possess a unique intensity, rarely matched by things we remember from later on. I have been struck by how often, describing incidents that happened more than sixty years ago, the teller’s eyes – men as well as women – filled with tears. These are people now in their seventies and eighties. ‘The past is always with me,’ as one put it.1 Several broke down when they recalled the loyalty and devotion of servants, many of whom trekked for miles to find them in newly liberated camps. Their emotion is undoubtedly bound up with the increasingly negative way colonialism has been depicted in the post-war era. Its image today is a blend of exploitation and heartlessness, which fails to acknowledge the mutual loyalty and affection that existed between many servants and their masters; many who lived through that era find this a hurtful misrepresentation. ‘We can’t have been that brutal if these people were prepared to run such risks to find us and help us,’ was how one former prisoner expressed it.2 Many of the memories remain intensely painful. One man wrote to me from Australia describing how, as a twelve-year-old in a camp in China, he was so hungry after he had eaten his meagre ration that he cried, instantly prompting his father to give him his portion. He added, ‘After so many years, typing this has brought tears to my eyes.’ Others still feel grief at yet another wound inflicted by internment – losing a parent at a young age. The adults – particularly the fathers – emerged from camp with an assortment of health problems and found adapting to the postwar world hard. Many buckled under the strain. Of male prisoners between the ages of forty and fifty who returned from the Far East, 70 per cent were dead by sixty.

If for some recollections of camp are as fresh as if they happened yesterday, for others it is the opposite. Where their contemporaries have incidents branded into their minds, they have a blank. Memory is highly sensitive to shock and, consciously or unconsciously, these memories have been excised. One man who was in a camp in the Netherlands East Indies suppressed all memories because he felt that if he had dwelt on what he had gone through he would never have found the energy to start on his professional life.

For others the process was less conscious. One survivor, who as a fourteen-year-old girl watched mesmerised when Japanese soldiers administered a protracted beating to a woman caught smuggling, has no memory of the event today. She only knows she saw it from witnesses. A woman who found herself an orphan at nine when her mother died in camp remembers keenly the misery of being unwanted, but few details about her mother, or day-to-day life in camp.

What unites all the child victims of internment is the conviction that the dropping of the two atomic bombs on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki was horrific but necessary. The prevailing view today, especially among people born after the war, is that this was an unjustified atrocity because of the bomb’s terrible power to maim and abort the most innocent of victims, the future generations. The people in this story, who were prisoners of the Japanese, were aware that the Japanese army had instructions to kill all Allied prisoners the moment there was a landing on the Japanese homeland. For them, the situation looks different. One girl was celebrating her twelfth birthday on 9 August 1945 in a camp on Java, where women and children were sick and dying for lack of decent food and medical drugs. Though the prisoners were unaware of it, it was the day the second bomb was dropped, this time on Nagasaki. She speaks for the overwhelming majority of ex-internees when she says that without the dropping of those bombs she would have been unlikely to have seen another birthday and nor would hundreds of thousands of other soldiers and civilians.3

Many of these former prisoners have derived a measure of closure through a dogged campaign for compensation fought by the Association of British Civilian Internees Far East Region (ABCIFER). After six years of lobbying, about 3,000 civilian ex-internees, all that was left of the 20,000 originally interned, received an ex-gratia one-of payment of £10,000. This was paid out by the Labour Government headed by Tony Blair. Regrettably, about forty ex-internees are still waiting for their promised ex-gratia claims to be honoured. Many, while feeling that the payment did at last acknowledge their suf erings, were sad that it came too late to help their parents.

The miracle is that so many of these former internees have managed to put the past behind them. The majority have led useful and fulfilling lives and have raised families – with children and grandchildren who tease them uncomprehendingly about their strange, thrifty, hoarding habits. Surprisingly, perhaps, the internees are not resentful of what they endured. They are glad merely to have survived when so many did not. As one woman put it, ‘I had an extraordinary childhood. I give thanks that my children had an ordinary one.’


PART ONE
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A Colonial Childhood


1

Caught in a Net
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The world is familiar with the shocking Japanese treatment of adult prisoners during the last war (nearly a third of the 57,000 British troops held in the Far East died). What is largely unknown, however, is that thousands of children spent the war incarcerated in Japanese prison camps too.

Among them were British children – nearly 4,000 under the age of eighteen. These youngsters were the sons and daughters of an educated and energetic colonial elite, many of whose families had settled out east generations earlier – as teachers and missionaries, army officers, merchant seamen, civil servants, policemen, rubber or tea planters, bankers, businessmen and engineers. Before the Japanese entry into the war their children had enjoyed an idyllic life, waited on by devoted servants and distanced from the chaotic ways of oriental society by the time-hallowed colonial habit of importing the traditions of home – British food (kippers, roast beef and potatoes, not rice), British architecture and British education. Their destiny was to take over the reins of Empire from their parents: the boys as customs officers, architects, engineers, accountants, the girls as leisured wives and mothers playing tennis, bridge or mah-jong and attending tea dances.

But Japan had other plans. They saw the war in Europe and the success of Hitler’s armies as a golden opportunity to add to their substantial territorial victories against the Chinese in the east. The British and Dutch empires with their rich resources were now vulnerable. America was reluctant to enter the conflict, and the way to a vastly enlarged Japanese empire lay open. On 8 December 1941 they attacked with unprecedented force. The simultaneous lightning strikes against their key targets – Pearl Harbor, where they destroyed much of the American Pacific Fleet, Hong Kong and Malaya – were a prelude to the overrunning of much of the Pacific.

The conflict wiped out the future for many thousands of colonial families who found themselves suddenly transformed from the masters to enemy aliens. The children were caught up in this turmoil. Overnight their world fell apart. They were pitchforked into the adult world of the prison camp where they were no longer protected from anything. They may have been civilians, but much of what the military POWs endured, they endured too. They were hungry. They were fed filthy food not fit for dogs – rotting vegetables and rice thick with grubs and cockroach excreta. The hunger reduced teenage boys to tears, forcing them to root through bins for discarded scraps. By the end many were too weak even to play games. Nearly all of them suffered ill health, and not just the ailments that characterise any childhood: they suffered repeated attacks of malaria and dysentery – conditions easily treatable in peacetime but not in a prison camp, where the Japanese withheld drugs. Lack of essential vitamins and minerals caused skin and eye problems; many were covered with boils when they were liberated. These pampered children of the West now found themselves in a world of terrifying casual violence from which their parents could no longer shield them. They saw their mothers repeatedly slapped round the face by bullying Japanese guards who used whatever it took – their hands, wooden sticks, rifle butts – to enforce respect from the hated white races; they were made to watch savage punishments for breaches of discipline. In one camp all the children were made to watch a father being beaten because his hungry daughters had stolen vegetables. Every time they cried out they beat him again. In another, mothers were ordered to brand their young sons with red-hot pokers because they had broken a glass door pane. They became precociously familiar with death as people around them – sometimes friends their own age – died from preventable diseases. One man, sadly recalling the death from beriberi of an older woman who had been kind to him, pointed out that a jar of Marmite, with its vitamin B, could have saved her.

One of the cruellest aspects of internment was its randomness. When the Japanese launched their blitzkrieg in the first week of December 1941 it was as if a gigantic hunting-net had dropped from the sky, trapping people where they stood, and preventing those parted from loved ones from reaching them. Where they were when the net fell was due to chance, but its effects would, in many cases, be felt for the rest of their lives. So many of the children in this story, who have been scarred by what happened in camp, could have avoided the whole experience – had Fate been on their side. One fifteen-year-old girl fled Shanghai and the impending war in December 1941 together with her mother and younger brother and sister. They left their father behind and headed for the safety of Australia. Their ship put in at Manila on the very morning the Japanese attacked. When the Japanese overran the city they were taken to an internment camp where they remained for four years, separated into three units. The girl went to the women’s section, her brother to the men’s and her mother and sister to a different location. They were not reunited with their father until 1950. If they had left Shanghai a day earlier they would have remained free.

A fifteen-year-old boy who lived with his parents in Canton returned to his boarding school in Hong Kong for the autumn term of 1941 looking forward to the cricket season. On 8 December the Japanese attacked the airport, a few miles from his school. After finding himself caught up in the bloody battle for Hong Kong, dodging bombs and shells and running messages for the British services, he was sent to a prison camp, alone, the following month. A year later, when food rations had been cut and conditions were very harsh, he heard that his parents had been safely repatriated back to Britain. He did not see his relatives again until the autumn of 1945. If he had delayed his return to school, he would have spent the war in Britain with his family.

A university professor working as a missionary in West China made the long journey to Hong Kong to meet his wife and three young children who were returning from a trip visiting relatives in Canada. Their pleasure at being reunited was short-lived. Within a matter of hours Japanese planes began bombing the colony. Caught up in the battle they spent weeks living rough in bombed-out houses, foraging for food, before they too were interned. He had to watch helplessly as his children got thinner and weaker, until his once sparky and mischievous elder daughter lay listlessly on her bed all day. If that ship had docked two days earlier the whole family would have avoided the war altogether as West China was outside the war zone.

The situation was worst for missionary families who had sent their young children to what was regarded as the best school east of Suez in Chefoo, in the far north of China. It was the tradition to send children to this school from the age of seven. Because of the huge distances involved – one little girl travelled 3,000 miles – the parents only visited once a year, leaving the children to board year-long.

When the Japanese marched into the school on the morning of 8 December, in a display of violence which terrified the children, barging into classrooms, taking away the head of the school and punching elderly female teachers, the parents were thousands of miles away. These children were eventually interned, with their teachers, in Weihsien camp. There, like children in other camps, they endured hunger, cold, inadequate clothing and, for the girls, the embarrassment of having to sew – and wash – their sanitary towels. The teachers did their best. But spinster teachers in the formal 1940s were no substitute for parents. Unlike other interned children, they had to endure it all without the protective hugs, reassurance and encouragement that children take for granted when they are part of a family. For many in this group it would be five years before they were reunited with their families again.

In one of the saddest cases a girl of nine found herself orphaned in camp. She had already suffered a major shock when the kempeitai, the Japanese version of the Gestapo, burst into her family home in the small hours and took away her father. Her mother later died in camp, leaving her to fend for herself for the rest of the war.

The camps ran into hundreds – there were nineteen in Shanghai alone – and were scattered over a huge area ranging from Weihsien in the north of China down to Java and Sumatra in the former Netherlands East Indies, now Indonesia, and including Burma, Thailand (then Siam), Malaya, Borneo, the Philippines and Japan itself. In many camps as many as a third of the prisoners were children. The women’s section of Changi jail in Singapore held 1,000 women and 330 children, Stanley camp in Hong Kong held 2,500 adults and 300 children. Santo Tomas camp in the Philippines 3,200 adults and 400 children and Lunghwa camp in Shanghai 1,700 adults and 300 children. On islands such as Java and Sumatra there were more than 40,000 prisoners of which 1,500 were British.

The Japanese, whose military strategy was so ruthlessly preplanned, had no plan for accommodating prisoners. Their own martial code forbade surrender and the sheer numbers of Allied prisoners took them by surprise. There was no organisation with overall responsibility for their care and the administration of the camps varied according to geography. Many were run by Japanese civilians – this was the case with all the camps in China. The commandants were often diplomats and were, on the whole, decent men who did their best for the prisoners. Camps in the Netherlands East Indies were run by the military. Other camps, such as those in Manila, Singapore and Hong Kong, oscillated between civilian and military regimes. Takeover by the military invariably led to a decrease in rations and an increase in punishments and beatings.

Prisoners on the islands that had formed the Netherlands East Indies (NEI) endured far worse conditions and treatment than any other group, and children shared their suffering. This applied to military and civilian prisoners alike. One fifteen-year-old girl was locked up in a prison cell on Java with her mother and thirty-three other people, nine of whom were children. One group consisted of five children: the eldest was a little boy of eight. As his mother was ill in hospital (she later died), the eight-year-old had to look after his three younger brothers and his two-year-old sister. The lavatory was a stinking fly-infested hole in the corner, the cell’s earth floor was running with water and their diet was one spoonful of boiled rice three times a day. After three and a half months, sixteen of the original thirty-three were dead and one woman had gone mad.1

Everything that happened in other camps was magnified in the Netherlands East Indies. The appalling way civilian internees were treated mirrored that of military POWs interned on these islands, where men died in their hundreds. Many things were different in these camps. Families were separated and not allowed any written contact. The men were held in different camps from the women, and as soon as they reached the age of twelve, and sometimes sooner, the boys were classed as men, torn from the arms of their weeping mothers and sent to men’s camps to work. Whereas in almost all the camps elsewhere in the east the adults were allowed to set up some form of education for the children, in most of the NEI camps it was banned. This was an essential, and in some camps explicitly stated, first step in the zealous crusade to destroy European colonial culture. Books, paper, writing materials, money and photographs were also banned. People found in possession of any of these items were beaten. Food rations were so inadequate that the children ate snakes, snails and roots. One of the most haunting images of internment in this region is of little girls so lacking in energy that they sit pretend-playing with their hands because they haven’t the energy to run about. Whereas in many of the camps in China doctors had been free to take a basic supply of drugs into the camps with them, there were few medical supplies in the Netherlands East Indies. This led to the dreadful phenomenon of life-saving operations being performed without anaesthetic.

Some of the effects on children of experiencing and witnessing so much suffering are predictable and visible. A great many former internees took a long time to return to full physical health after the war. Adjusting to normal eating and returning to healthy body weights was straightforward enough. Many, however, after being repatriated to Britain, were endlessly ill with coughs and chills, a syndrome the Victorians would have understood as ‘failure to thrive’ and we would probably attribute to a damaged immune system. Those who contracted malaria went on suffering attacks for as long as ten years after their release. The lack of calcium in the camps wreaked its effect on teeth, bones and growth. Many former child internees lost all their teeth young and those diagnosed with osteoporosis later in life attribute it to lack of calcium in the vital growing years. A particularly cruel effect of malnutrition in childhood is the impact it has on future fertility. A high number of girls who were interned shortly before they reached puberty have not had children.

The experience of internment also had other more insidious effects that, in some cases, continued to make themselves felt for years after the war was over. The harsh regime in camp, which for some had included torture, the difficulty of coming to terms with having lost everything, the struggle to start afresh in a demoralised inward-looking society all took their toll. For many, internment quite simply destroyed family life, which was never the same again. One of the saddest things was the premature death of so many of the fathers. These deaths not only left sons and daughters mourning a parent, but also bequeathed them the burden of the dependent widow. One girl who wanted to get married was required by her mother to remain living at home for three years after her father’s death ‘to keep her company’. In many cases the children undertook a lifelong financial commitment to their widowed mothers.

The most poignant victims are the boys and girls who were separated from their parents. In those vital, vulnerable years, when children are groping their way towards the kind of person they want to become and have such need of loving role models, they were on their own. Many have struggled all their lives to overcome the effects of this, suffering from depression and breakdowns. There have even been suicides. As for family life, the longed-for return home after such a long separation was often stormy. Mothers could be savagely critical of these children they hardly recognised – their anger perhaps a mask for their own guilt at not having been there. And many children were angry, too, feeling that their parents had abandoned them.

But it wasn’t anybody’s fault. You were where you were when the net fell. More than anything the story of the children who lost their childhood is that of a group of people who found themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time.
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Paradise Lost
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It was an enchanted life that the young sons and daughters of Empire led before the war in the Far East. Childhood is usually carefree but these children were uniquely privileged, certainly compared to the children of Oriental races who surrounded them, but also to their cousins back in Britain. Children of middle class parents – civil servants, architects, missionaries, engineers, oil men, police officers – led the kind of life that in Europe only the super rich could afford. Chauffeured about in rickshaws, they lived in lands where the sun always seemed to be shining. They had spacious modern homes with multiple bathrooms and played in gardens with emerald lawns and trees which dripped luscious tropical fruit; they splashed in pools at state-of-the-art Lidos their English cousins had only seen in films; they shopped in luxurious department stores with moving staircases and were taken to see their fathers’ racehorses. While most British children of that era were expected to lend a hand with household chores like cleaning the bath or laying the table, these children didn’t even sharpen their own pencils. A fleet of submissive and devoted servants was perpetually on hand – to take them on picnics, cook them their favourite snack, do their washing or tidy their room.

Barbara Bruce (later Glanville) was the only daughter of five children whose father managed a tin mine in Kuala Lumpur. Because education was better in Singapore than Malaya in 1941 the children lived in her grandmother’s well-appointed house set in two acres of gardens, immaculately maintained by two gardeners, in Paya Leber, a semi-rural residential district. The garden contained a huge variety of tropical fruit trees, all flourishing in the warm, moist climate, and providing a juicy sticky treat for children – coconuts, pineapple bushes, guava, durian, rambutans, star fruit and custard apple, known as chikoo, which were so delicious that if you left them to ripen on the tree the birds would eat them, so they were picked unripe and buried in dry rice to ripen.

Barbara’s French grandfather had been a university professor of mathematics at the Sorbonne. Her mother came from a well-to-do Dutch family who had settled in Malaya and bred racehorses which ran at the Singapore racetrack. The family enjoyed a typically leisured colonial lifestyle with a car and a chauffeur, known as ‘syce’ from the old Raj term for groom, a cook and an amah to look after the children and the cleaning. ‘It was a very lazy life. We didn’t have to lift a finger. We’d come home from school, take off our school uniform and throw it on the floor. The servants would pick it up, wash and iron it and put it back in the wardrobe for next time. All we did was play.’ They played old-fashioned open-air games: find the ball, a variant of hide-and-seek, hopscotch, five stones. Barbara was a great tree climber and there were no shortage of huge trees in her grandparents’ garden.

From the age of seven she attended the Convent of the Holy Infant Jesus as a boarder, where the school day ran from 8 a.m. to 1 p.m. to accommodate the heat. Her grandmother was strict and trips into the centre of Singapore were limited to visits to the ultramodern Lido swimming pool complex and the Botanical Gardens. Sometimes the children would be driven to Saturday morning pictures at the Cathay cinema, where amah would chaperone them for the 11 a.m. matinee. After the show syce would be waiting to take them home, or on rare occasions, on to meet their parents for tiffin at Raffles Hotel. Barbara’s grandmother took her to see The Wizard of Oz at the air-conditioned Cathay cinema.

Singapore in the 1930s was a dynamic and glamorous city with a worldwide reputation for exciting nightlife. Run as a British colony since its foundation in the early nineteenth century by Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles, its status as a free port meant prices were low and the good life came cheap. Crammed onto the small island were a multitude of nationalities – Indians, Malays, Chinese, English, Dutch, Germans. These races, each with their own quarter, contributed to the island’s reputation for gaiety and diversity. The hub of Singapore’s shopping area was the opulent tree-lined Orchard Road with its boutiques displaying samples of their expensive goods – handbags, gloves, perfumes – in glass cabinets along the pavements.

A great treat for children was to be taken to one of the island’s three amusement parks, The Great World, The Happy World and the New World, lit at night with hundreds of Chinese lanterns and frequented by huge groups of laughing and chattering extended Chinese families. These were palaces of fun conceived on a giant scale, combining the standard funfair offerings of rides, shooting galleries and stalls with dance halls, and banqueting rooms where one could entertain as many as forty friends to fifteen-course feasts, puppet shows and Chinese and Malay operas.

Ralph Armstrong was another member of Singapore’s gilded youth. Ralph’s father worked in various parts of the British administration, including Highways and the Harbour Master’s Office. He had been manager of Robinson’s, the island’s leading department store, whose reputation was founded on the boast that you could buy a house and furnish it all in the one store. Ralph, who was thirteen when war broke out, was the youngest in the family. His two older sisters, Dixie and Grace, were zestful and attractive, with the glossy hair, tanned legs and cheeky hats that we associate with the film stars of the 1930s. Ralph spent his free time watching films at the Pavilion Cinema in Orchard Road or going for a spin in the latest open-topped cars, sitting in the back while a boyfriend of his sister’sdrove them to the seaside, to have lunch, or see a film.

As far as the British were concerned, protected by the island’s avowedly impregnable fortress with its massive guns, this wonderful life would go on forever. A matter of months before the fall of Singapore itself the supposedly invincible forces of the British Empire continued, peacock-style, to flaunt their pageantry to anyone who cared to be impressed by it. Barbara Bruce’s older brother Mel attended a parade which took place on the Singapore esplanade not far from Raffles Hotel and included all the regiments stationed in Singapore. Though no one realised, it was almost certainly the last of its kind. ‘The march past included units from the Royal Navy, various Army units, also units from the Royal Air Force base at Tengah and Seletar, and also units from the Argylls, the Ghurkas and followed by units from the Police, and detachments of the Nursing and medical staff and from the Military and Civilian hospitals, and last but not least, the Boys Brigade and Boy Scouts, and Girl Guides. The salute was taken by the then Governor Sir Shenton Thomas. It was … a marvellous sight … There was also a fly past of aircraft from both the RAF bases at Tengah and Seletar.’1

It wasn’t just in Singapore that British children had found their place in the sun. Seven-year-old Sylvia Williams’s family were living in Manila in the Philippines when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. Her father worked for Shell. ‘We lived in a beautiful house, painted white and covered in purple bougainvillea. It had huge polished hardwood floors scattered with rich oriental rugs on which I liked skating. I had a lovely little dachshund called Frisky.’ They had servants: a gardener, a chauffeur, an amah for Sylvia, a cook, a houseboy and a lavandera who was in charge of the laundry. Sylvia attended the American school. ‘Like many only children I spent a lot of time with my parents. They liked going to the Polo Club or the Social club, where they drank whiskey and sodas or gin and tonic. I swam in the pool or played ball.’

Sylvia’s father, unusually, was critical of the sybaritic life led by Europeans in the Far East, where stints of work were punctuated by trips home aboard luxury liners which took eight weeks to reach England. With more insight than shown by most of his compatriots, he referred to it scathingly as a ‘fool’s Paradise’. Sylvia, however, was serenely happy. ‘I loved the warm, humid climate, where I was never cold and could play outside all the time and I loved the vividness of everything in the tropics.’

Sensing that war with Japan was now a certainty, Sylvia’s father booked a passage to Australia for his wife and daughter. But when it came to the moment, like many other wives of ex-pats, her mother refused to leave her husband.

European children growing up in the big cities of China were not colonials in the strict sense – but they might as well have been. Historic trade agreements between Imperial China and Western traders in the mid-nineteenth century had led to the foundation of treaty ports. Foreign communities had quickly grown up in these towns and the desire to protect these citizens – diplomats, missionaries, travellers and merchants – from the lawless ways of the pre-war Orient had led to the creation of foreign concessions. Within their designated boundaries these territories operated as autonomous mini-states, with their own legal system, local government administration, police force, foreign schools and hospitals. Businessmen could thus conduct their affairs unaffected by Chinese law or taxation. The terms of the lease stated explicitly that Chinese and nationals of other countries could be excluded. Of these Shanghai was the largest, followed by Peking. By the outbreak of war with Japan, Tientsin, another city with a high European population, had nine foreign concessions. Because of the high incidence of theft and looting in China, Western families living outside the concessions invariably made their homes in walled compounds manned by guards.

Life in northern China lacked the languid glamour of the tropics, but the extremes of the climate brought their own variety of exuberant childhood pastimes – all supervised and facilitated by the faithful band of servants. Nine-year-old Neil Begley spent his early years in Peking, which, as well as being the exotic and mysterious Imperial city, contained the second largest British population in China after Shanghai. His father was a missionary with the Salvation Army. Missionaries formed the largest Western professional group in China: when war broke out there were over 8,500 missionaries living in China.2 Even missionaries, whose pay in no way compared to some of the top civil servants or businessmen, had their complement of servants. ‘We had a cook, an amah, and a rickshaw coolie who doubled as yardman. Each Monday my father had a meeting with the cook to establish the week’s menu, after which the cook would arrange everything from the purchasing of the foodstuffs to the preparation and serving of the meals. Apart from looking after us, the amah was responsible for the general housework, the washing, the ironing and the mending. Each morning she’dcometomy bedroom and lay out my clothes, then help me dress. After I’d gone down to breakfast she’d make my bed and tidy up my room.’3

In the cold winters of the north skating was popular with Europeans. ‘In the yard we youngsters made a small skating-rink by dividing off a portion of the garden with an earth wall about four or five inches high and then hosing the enclosure each day. After a few days there was a layer of ice strong enough to support our weight as we learned how to skate on ice skates we’d bought from a secondhand stall. When we’d become more proficient we were allowed to go to Pei Hai Park where a section of the frozen lake had been fenced off … to form a public rink.’ Later on, as the weather warmed up, there would be visits to the Summer Palace ‘with its picturesque gardens and lakes with humpbacked and zigzag bridges built to foil the progress of evil spirits’ and its extraordinary Marie Antoinette-style toy, the Marble Boat. This was a gigantic fantasy boat built of marble and arising from a lake.

Summers in northern China were stiflingly hot and characterised by red dust storms that blew in from the Gobi Desert, reducing visibility to a few feet. To escape the heat, missionary families often spent the summer holidays at the Western Hills in a large rambling rest house set in extensive park-like gardens. A favourite trip was to hire donkeys and mules and ride through the hills in search of a secluded picnic spot. A highlight of the picnic was the cool homemade ice cream made on the spot by the servants.

To today’s readers the imperious attitude of Europeans towards Orientals might seem offensive, but this was an era when a racial hierarchy, with the white man enthroned at the top, was unquestioned in Western circles. This applied as much in religious communities as in more worldly society. ‘As foreigners we kept ourselves quite apart. We were surrounded and far outnumbered by Chinese but we had little to do with them and, apart from our servants, dealt with them only as tradesmen or shopkeepers. We took it for granted that coolie labour was used for everything … and that the average life expectancy of a rickshaw boy was twenty-eight years. What did it really matter that there were 450,000,000 of them and most of them were starving?’ The only thing Neil was expected to do for himself was clean his shoes – an activity that was considered character-building.

Hong Kong offered the familiar bubbling cosmopolitan cocktail of other Chinese cities, but here it was laced by a heavy dose of British-ness, characterised by an entrenched belief that things work best when ordered along hierarchical lines of class and race. Westerners in Shanghai, where the existence of the International Settlement made for a more relaxed atmosphere, regarded colonial Hong Kong as a ‘stuffy backwater’.4 This stuffiness and Britishness was the result of Hong Kong’s having been a British colony since 1842 when, with the signing of the treaty of Nanking, China ceded it to the British Crown in perpetuity. Bill Macauley had started as a boarder at the Diocesan Boys’ School in Kowloon in 1938 at the age of twelve with his older brother Jim. Bill was one of five siblings but he had a special bond with Jim. Although the elder by only four years Jim took his role as older brother seriously, combining physical protectiveness with an awareness, in the absence of their father, of the need to be a moral mentor. ‘In 1937 when the Japanese launched their war against the Chinese we were on a train which was bombed. The blast blew out all the windows in the carriage. We had to get out and hide in a field. We lay down in the mud and stones and Jim lay across me to protect me. That was typical.’

The boys’ father had been out east since before the First World War and was a chief appraiser in the Chinese Maritime Customs. In the years leading up to war the family was based in Canton and Bill and his brother went home for the holidays. Jim left school in July 1941 and that autumn Bill returned to school on his own as head prefect. ‘I had finally made it into the First Eleven and was looking forward to the cricket season. There was a lot of cricket played in Hong Kong but admission to the various clubs was strictly according to social position and race.’

During the years they had attended the school together Bill and Jim had made plenty of friends in Hong Kong and made sure they went out at weekends. ‘Weekday evenings were taken up with prep as later that term I was due to take School Cert. That was the stepping stone to Matric, which influenced your choice of career. If I wasn’t studying I was practising in the nets for cricket.’ At weekends Bill and Jim used to take the Star Ferry over to the island to go the cinemas. In those days all the cinemas produced printed programmes giving a synopsis of what they were showing. The school expected pupils to go to something educational, but Bill and Jim liked cowboy films. ‘We would go into one of the cinemas showing a cultural film and pick up their programme so that if we were questioned back at school we’d have a cast-iron alibi.’ A favourite haunt was the Dairy Farm, a combined food store and café which, in those pre built-up days, actually had cows and fields.

Bill’s brother Jim had decided he wanted to follow their elder brother who was already in England at radio school prior to joining the Royal Air Force as a radio transmitter. His ship was due to leave Hong Kong on 17 November 1941 and Bill went down to the docks to see him off on SS Neleus, a thirty-year-old passenger ship of the Blue Funnel Line, which plied between the Far East and Liverpool. It was almost certainly the last Blue Funnel ship to sail from Hong Kong before the attack on Pearl Harbor.

‘Before he got into the sampan which would take him out to the ship, which was anchored in the middle of the harbour, Jim hugged me close. His parting words were “always to try to play with a straight bat”. I was crying my eyes out. I really looked up to him and I didn’t know when I would see him again.’ Bill took a taxi back to school. Noticing his distress the head took him to task. ‘He reminded me that I was a prefect and that I was British. The British, he said, don’t cry.’

Teenagers are endlessly hungry and on Bill’s trips into the city with Jim food had played a central role. In the interval between his brother’s departure and the outbreak of war he pursued his gastronomic interests blithely unaware of the sword of Damocles poised above his head. ‘I would go anywhere where there was the chance of a free meal. Two weeks before Pearl Harbor I went to an American Evangelist meeting. The preacher was said to provide wonderful teas to the faithful. I went back to school with a nice little box of cakes and sandwiches.’

There were Japanese populations in all Chinese cities. Many Europeans had Japanese friends and went to Japan for holidays. On the first weekend in December Bill went to see a Japanese family he had got to know with Jim. ‘They owned a shoe shop on Nathan Road. They had children about the same age as us and we used to play together. They were very nice people and always made us welcome. The added attraction was that there, too, there was always a slap-up tea of buns and cake.’

How could those people from different cultures, innocently sipping tea together that afternoon, suspect that events were in preparation which were about to change their lives forever?

Singapore and Hong Kong offered a pleasant, easy life to foreigners, but European children growing up in Shanghai believed that, compared to them, everywhere else was stuck in the dark ages. It was a supremely modern city, boasting the latest lifestyle technology. Hollywood films and the hottest American dance records came to Shanghai long before they reached London. From its relatively recent beginnings the port had risen to be among the six largest in the world importing and exporting on a prodigious scale – half of all goods coming into China passed through Shanghai and more than a third of the country’s exports left through the city’s harbour. Moreover, Shanghai was a seething hive of industry and manufacture in its own right with paper and cotton mills, shipyards and engineering plants. Everything that was needed to make the wheels of life turn was made in the city by thousands of highly skilled workers: iron and steel, machinery, textiles, soap, drugs, cigarettes, candles, matches, dyes and electrical supplies.5

Shanghai was a genuinely international city with the accompanying feelings of energy and can-do spirit. In December 1941 the city’s population numbered 8,000 British, 2,500 French, who lived in their own concession, 2,500 Portuguese, 2,000 Americans, 40,000 White Russians who had poured over the border fleeing the Bolsheviks in 1917, four million Chinese and up to 25,000 Japanese civilians. The heart of the city was the International Settlement, an area of 9 square miles, which had been formed in the middle of the previous century by the amalgamation of the old British and American Concessions and was independent of Chinese law. At the outbreak of war a million and a half Chinese were living in the International Settlement.

The International Settlement was effectively run by the British. They dominated the Shanghai Municipal Council, the settlement’s governing body, and ran the police force, the fire service, the water works and the gasworks. The SMC maintained its own defence force, the Shanghai Volunteer Corps, and encouraged its staff to join. The top posts in the Chinese Maritime Customs, a huge organisation responsible for collecting duty from imports and exports, and which had staff in all the treaty ports throughout China, were held by British men. The city swarmed with taipans, highly paid Western businessmen who ran the big multinational companies, known as hongs, who had offices in China: Jardine Matheson, Butterfield & Swire, Patons and Baldwins the knitting wool manufacturers, British American tobacco, Ford, Singer, ICI, The National City Bank of New York. It was also the headquarters of the Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation, now known as the HSBC and based in London.6 Most people arrived in Shanghai by ship, sailing up the Whangpoo River and arriving eventually at the famous Bund. This was a wide road facing the river, and was home to many of the city’s most important buildings, the majority built in emphatically Western neoclassical or Director’s Roman style.

Compared to London or Paris, Shanghai was a dazzlingly modern city. It had wide streets crowded with the latest models of cars, plumbing that worked, electric lighting and an efficient public transport system boasting trams, electrically operated trolleybuses and single and double decker buses. One of the city’s four giant department stores, the Sun Company, even had escalators, much to the delight of children who begged to be taken to the store to be allowed to ride them. But shadowing the sleek plutocracy of the Westernised city was a different Shanghai: a desperate place characterised by hunger, violence and crime. The crime rate put Shanghai at the very top of the world league, right behind Chicago. The 1937 Japanese invasion of China had laid waste hundreds of towns and villages forcing destitute families into the city in search of work and handouts. Most of the Chinese in the city were desperately poor. Jostling for space with the motorised traffic in the street were thousands of hand-pulled rickshaws, pedicabs, barrows and handcarts owned by Chinese scraping a living at subsistence level. Many had no income at all and were reduced to begging. Shanghai was notorious for its beggars. In 1938 over 100,000 ‘exposed corpses’ were picked up off the street. Many froze to death. In a really cold winter 400 bodies a day might be picked up.7

It was estimated that before 1941 about 10 per cent of all the sausages sold in Shanghai were made of human meat. The more unscrupulous Chinese sausage manufacturers, who ran the sausage factories in the back streets, would drag the dead beggars off the street before the garbage cart could collect them, and turn them into sausages. Prior to 1941 this was not illegal. A law was then passed by the Shanghai Municipal Council to make it illegal and punishable by a fine of Chinese $100 (US $10 or £5) to make sausages out of human meat.8

Newcomers to the city found conditions shocking. For Hope Lee, a British woman whose husband was a social worker for the Society of Friends, the squalor was nauseating. ‘If there was an odd space anywhere it was covered with vile litter and used as a lavatory. The spitting in the streets and buses made me sick … . There was one terrible beggar without arms or legs who rolled on the ground in front of you, screaming.’9

In front of this chaotic and often cruel oriental backdrop, British children, chaperoned by the ever-faithful amah, continued to lead extraordinarily British lives. These lives were characterised by pride in Empire, English cooking, English education and visits to English-style public parks.

Cyril Mack’s father, who came originally from Norfolk, had been in Shanghai since the late 1920s. Ten years later he was an inspector in the Distribution and Inspection Department of the Shanghai Water-works, responsible for the purity of Shanghai’s drinking water. Cyril and his older brother Roy lived with their parents and servants in the western end of the International Settlement, on the other side of Shanghai’s racetrack. Unwilling to let standards slip just because he was out east Cyril’s father insisted on kippers for breakfast every Saturday. He was a member of the Shanghai Municipal Police Specials – the Waterworks had their own division, known as the Water Lilies – and kept a .45 handgun at home.

Cyril and his brother’s lives mirrored those of thousands of other foreigners in the city. At times they even had a private rickshaw. While the amahs looked after the children their mother spent her days having her nails done, listening to the latest popular music, meeting friends for coffee and knitting and doing needlework. Tailors visited at home to measure the men for suits and shirts, the women for dresses, copied from the latest edition of Vogue or similar Western fashion magazines. Even shoes were custom-made. Again, only a photograph was needed.

Like many city children Cyril and Roy’s favourite outings centred on Shanghai’s open spaces. The racecourse, in the heart of the city, was a focal meeting place for Westerners, its huge wide, flat, treeless central area the setting in summer for all kinds of sports – football, cricket, hockey, rugby, a small golf course and polo. The boys loved the military tattoos, which featured mainly British troops. The biggest draw for children, however, was the huge sandpit in the racecourse’s public recreation ground. Wearing sunhats or topees and carrying buckets and spades the children would hurry to the tram stop, followed by amah laden with picnic ‘tiffin’. Another destination popular with the brothers was the Public Gardens on the Bund overlooking the point where the Soochow Creek joined the vast Whangpoo River. They liked watching the huge variety of craft – junks, sampans, barges, tugs, ferries, steamboats and cargo boats – and listening to the cacophony of honks, toots, whistles and blaring horns that accompanied them.10

Jose Chamberlain’s father Harry had first gone out to China in 1911. Starting work as a Post Office messenger boy in Birmingham he had risen through the ranks of the Shanghai police force and by the late 1930s was superintendent in charge of the Riot Squad. Harry was a tough, unsentimental man and Jose has photographs of him executing Chinese civilians. He spoke Mandarin and had fought in the First World War. He returned to China with his Birmingham-born wife in the mid-1920s.

The family’s attitude to Chinese culture was typical of other Westerners. ‘We didn’t eat Chinese food. The cook boy’s speciality was sirloin of beef and cold ox tongue. I liked water chestnuts but I was not allowed to eat them “as you didn’t know what the water they grew in was like”.’

Before the war they were living in a three-storey semi-detached house attached to the headquarters of the riot police. At that time there was a lot of civil disturbance among the Chinese caused mainly by the opium trade. ‘Dad had a lot of men under him – Sikhs, Chinese, Russians and British. They used to tour the streets in red marias, which had a gun turret at the back on which a machine gun was mounted. Dad was in charge of the machine gun.’

Jose was an only child and spent a lot of time reading and playing with her toys or keeping her mother company. She liked comics like Tiny Tots, and cardboard cut-out dolls which could be dressed in different outfits which you clipped on. She loved dolls and had a dolls’ pram and dolls’ house, which had been made for her by prisoners in the jail. As is often the case with only children, mother and daughter were very close and in the late afternoon Jose often accompanied her mother to tea dances, which were held regularlyin elegant Art Deco hotels like the Cathay. At other times they went to the Da Lo swimming pool, an ultra-modern Lido, where there was a 30-foot-high diving board and a snack bar selling ice cream and popcorn. In the summer she and her mother would go for walks in one of the many large landscaped cemeteries in the city where the plane trees provided shade from the heat.

At five Jose began as a pupil at the Shanghai Cathedral School for Girls, an establishment run along ultra-British lines, with English teachers, a smart uniform and a curriculum and exam system prescribed by Cambridge University. Jose travelled to school every day with a friend in a rickshaw pulled by a coolie.

Ferried around by rickshaw and waited on like lordlings, the quality of life of these children of the colonies was vastly superior to that led by children of similar backgrounds in Britain. Physically cosseted they obviously were, but in some ways they were less insulated and more streetwise than their British cousins. The east was a violent place with very different ideas about the sanctity of life or the finality of death from those prevailing in the West. Many of these children had witnessed sights no youngster in Britain would expect to see – dead bodies, vicious ethnic bullying, gruesome accidents. The toughness they had developed through these experiences would be severely tested in the immediate future.

Western children were brought up not to show compassion to beggars. Ron Huckstep was a bright fifteen-year-old whose father was the Director of Education in Shanghai. He was told by his parents never to move the body of a beggar if they died outside one’s property. This was because under Chinese law at that time, one was liable not only for burying the body but also for caring for the relatives of the beggar for the rest of their lives.

‘I remember … a dead beggar lying outside our garage door for three days. We were unable to move the body or open the garage door for the car while the relatives waited expectantlyon the opposite side of the road.

‘Many a time, as a young child walking to school particularly on a hot summer’s day, I would pass a beggar crying for water. I was told never to approach too closely, as there was then no really effective way of treating either cholera or typhoid in those days, and there was a risk of contracting the disease oneself. On the way back from school the beggar was sometimes dead.’11

As a result of their victory in the Sino-Japanese War the Japanese occupied China for about 100 miles inland and surrounded Shanghai. In the city, checkpoints were set up on all the routes leading from occupied China into the International Settlement. These were manned by Japanese soldiers who searched all the Chinese peasants entering the city in case they were smuggling rice or other foodstuffs into the Settlement. The checkpoints were often the scene of repellent cruelty as the Japanese tormented – and on occasion even murdered – defenceless Chinese citizens, uninhibited by the crowds of observers. As a youngster Ron Huckstep found himselfdrawn to them: ‘I used to watch the searching, and sometimes punishment meted out to those caught smuggling at the checkpoint at the end of our road on the main Shanghai–Nanking railway. The penalty for smuggling rice was to make the culprit eat large quantities of raw rice and then drink great quantities of water. This would cause the rice to swell up in the stomach and intestines and often cause the victim to die slowly in agony.’

Occasionally women would pretend to be pregnant and carry the rice in the bulge in front of the abdomen. The Japanese got into the habit of ripping up the front of the dress of such women with a bayonet. ‘Unfortunately sometimes the woman would actually be pregnant, and the bayonet would rip up her belly. The foetus and guts would then fall out on to the road together with the agonised woman, much to the horror of the onlookers.’12

The fighting between the Chinese and the Japanese during the war led to many children witnessing disturbing sights. Devastation was caused one summer afternoon in Shanghai at the height of the war when a Chinese bomber targeting a Japanese warship accidentally dropped two bombs in the crowded downtown commercial district of the city, killing 700 and injuring hundreds more. Cyril Mack, who was then four years old, was ill at the time and was taken to the family doctor. He and his mother had to step over scores of gravely wounded Chinese soldiers to get to the consulting room, a sight that horrified him. ‘Some with limbs amputated, others obviously with not long to live, bandages stiff with congealed blood, many lying in their own body waste. Flies swarmed over their unwashed bodies dripping with sweat, the heat was suffocating and the stench was retching.’

Parents doubtless did their best to protect children from the more unpleasant sights but they weren’t always there. Neil Begley and his brother were returning to their school at Tientsin in north China from a holiday trip when they heard a commotion in a first class carriage. Neil was about eight at the time. ‘At the end of the corridor a Japanese man dressed in a plain white kimono was kneeling on a white mat … In front of him were … a small pottery bowl and an ornate looking dagger … he seemed to be in some sort of trance. As he knelt with his hands resting on his thighs he spoke in a dull monotone. We watched, not knowing quite what to expect. After a short while the talking stopped. He reached forward deliberately, grasped the dagger with both hands and held it pointing towards his lower abdomen. He paused for a moment. Then drawing the dagger towards him, he plunged it deep into his stomach, moved it around, up and across, then with a forward flick of his wrist disembowelled himself. For what seemed like an eternity he knelt there, glazed eyes staring into a nothingness in front of him, then slowly leaned forward and collapsed in the mess of blood and intestines on the mat.’

Extreme as it was, such a sight formed an integral part of the unique blend of suffering and luxury that made up a colonial childhood in the Far East. But, even as these privileged children continued to play the carefree games of childhood, Paradise was being lost. The coming years would bring the kind of suffering that they had previously accepted as the lot of others. This time they and their families would be the victims.
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On Monday, 8 December 1941 just after eight o’clock in the morning fifteen-year-old Bill Macauley was starting his prefect’s duty of dormitory inspection at the Diocesan Boys’ School in Hong Kong. The school was built on a hill on the mainland in Kowloon, overlooking the narrow strait to Hong Kong island. Dormitory duty involved checking that the two dozen middle boys’ beds were properly made and lockers tidy. Suddenly he heard a series of deafening thumps.

‘I looked out of the window and saw wave after wave of low-flying aircraft coming in from the north-east and bombing the airport, which was no more than two miles from the school. We were on the third floor and though we couldn’t see the runways we could see clouds of dust and debris billowing up from the wrecked planes.’

The boys’ instinct was to stay and watch, but the headmaster had given them strict instructions as to what to do in case of attack. ‘We were expected to file down in a disciplined fashion to makeshift air raid shelters, which were just covered storerooms,’ Bill explained. ‘By now it was really noisy with anti-aircraft guns popping away all round us and the Japs switching their attention to other targets, like the dockyards.’

The headmaster had been called up over the weekend and had enlisted in the Hong Kong Volunteer Defence Corps. Before leaving he had sent the 300 day boys home to their families, leaving a young American teacher and
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