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Rolf Magener and Heins von Have were
members of that now famous group of
men who combined with Heinrich Harrer,
the author of Seven Years in Tibet, to break
out of the Indian prison camp in Dehra
Dun. Harrer headed north, but Magener
and von Have determined to join up
with the Japanese who were fighting the
British in the Burmese jungles. Carrying
forged papers, wearing faked British uni-
forms, they were armed with nothing but
their knowledge of English and a rare
amount of bluff. Their escape-route led
across India to Calcutta and on down to
Rangoon and the Japanese; their means
of travel were walking, train and steamer;
and in the forefront of their daily lives
were constant danger, hunger, anxiety.
Even when they met up with their so-
called “allies” they were suspected of
espionage and were rigorously cross-
examined by Japanese Intelligence. Later
they were flown out to Tokyo, where they
remained from September 1944 until their
repatriation to Germany in 1947.

We have had many British and American
accounts of war-escapes in which our own
P.O.W.’s bamboozled the Germans; here
is a true story from the other side, and it is
impossible not to smile at the way in
which the wool was pulled over the eyes of
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CHAPTER ONE

Dehra Dun

DeHRA DUN is a town in northern Hindustan. The frontier
of Nepal is not far away, and the ice-clad summits of the
Himalayas would be visible but for a long line of delicately
modelled foothills which curtain them off and form its
background.

Its tumultuous life surges up to the edge of silence: the
life of India, seething, overflowing humanity, clamour of
the bazaar, jostling of narrow streets, Hindu and Moslem,
pungent eastern spices, holy cow-dung, and lingams.

The British had a camp for internees outside the town,
where the jungle met the inhabited world, on a site which
had once been a tea-plantation and had partly gone back
to jungle. There were rows upon rows of reed-thatched huts,
with such low eaves that a murky gloom surrounded them.
Beyond the shadow blazed the tropical sun. Vultures on
the look-out for garbage perched in the branches of the
few trees. There was nothing else in sight but shrubs,
allotments, open drains, and long rows of latrines. No women
or children were to be seen in this City of Despair, but the
population showed great variety ; besides Germans, who came
from every country from Irak to Hong Kong and were by
far the most numerous, there were Italians, Bulgarians,
Hungarians, Rumanians, Finns, all engaged in the common
occupation of wasting time.

Whenever people are herded together, penned like cattle
and fed like cattle, an immeasurable and inhuman boredom
descends; but although a brooding vacancy marks the con-
centration camp, mere dullness sometimes conceives. Then
when the time is ripe, there is a birth.
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DEHRA DUN

The moment I set eyes on Have I had the definite impres-
sion that he would be the right partner for an escape. We
first met as opponents on the camp sports-ground, and after
the event we retired to my hut to rest; it was a sultry after-
noon during the monsoon, and we had better have kept still.
He was dripping with sweat and sat down on a stool made
out of packing-case wood under a self-planted grove of
papaya trees, a tree the fruit of which bursts straight out of
the stem like a young girl’s breasts. He was panting, but
he laughed at the same time. His laugh, light-hearted with
a note of daring and an undertone of scorn, was altogether
typical of Heins von Have. I took him to be a little older
than I; so he was, but we were both in our early thirties.
There was something clear and firm and sharply defined
about him which his hard blue eyes emphasized. We were
each taking big gulps of tamarind juice out of large thick
tumblers.

At the outbreak of war Have was engaged in trade in
Batavia. The Dutch interned him, but when the Japanese
landed in Java he was sent to India with all the other Ger-
mans in Indonesia. That is how he joined our crowd, who
had been shut up ever since the 3rd of September, 1939.
He was known for his daring escapes, and nothing pleased
him better than to outwit the Indians and defy the English.
When he arrived from the East Indies he was confined in
a camp near Calcutta, and his first attempt at escape was
made when he was being taken with a batch of other pri-
soners to a transit camp in the west of the country. He
jumped from the moving train with another Hamburger,
Hans Peter Hiilsen. The attempt failed in spite of a very
promising start; and so did the second, soon after. It was
made with the same companion, who in the course of it
lost his life.

Have gave his account of it in staccato sentences, in a
manner equally nonchalant and precise. He stuck to the
facts, and they were quite surprising enough. As he
spoke he measured off his sentences in the air, and the
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HEINS VON HAVE

cadence of his voice had a soft and dangerous quality.
“Rotten show, that last time. Don’t like to think of it now,”
he said to wind up his brief and rapid account.
“I expect the death of the other fellow has about sickened
you.”

“On the contrary. It makes me much more restless than
ever.”

“Do you still think of
direction of the wire.

“It has never been out of my mind since the first day
I was interned. And now that Hiilsen’s died in the attempt,
I’ll damned well get out or die too. I've got to, and that’s
all there is to it.”

He wiped his moist face and sandy-coloured hair, still wet
from his exertions, with the inside of his arm, took another
swig and laughed.

“Must have a breath of fresh air now and then, if it’s only
to annoy the English. It’s a bit too close in here, don’t you
think?”’

“Of course, but not just for a breath, for good and all if
possible. The only trouble is being captured and ending up
where you started.”

“You're right there, but it must click sometime, and I'll
pull it off next time, I tell you. Laugh if you like.”

He said it in a tone of truculent assurance, and with a
characteristic gesture swung his right arm across as though
sheathing a dagger at his side.

“You’ll take your Bible oath ?

“Believe me, it can be done. I know how far you can
get, particularly if you can speak a bit of English. Look
here . . .”

He drew on his experiences to sketch out a tempting plan
of operations. It had its gaps and rash assumptions, but
from the cradle I have always been conservative in my esti-
mate of chances. For example, I mentioned the tender con-
cern which would certainly be shown by the military police.
But he only said: ‘“My dear fellow, if you treat the M.P.s
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DEHRA DUN

with the contempt they deserve you can fool them every
time.”” And with that my objections were disposed of.

“But you seem to take an interest in the question,” he
went on after a pause. “You’re not one of those who mean
to put up with it, if there’s any other way out.”

“Perhaps not.”

We got some more drink and then I casually told Have
that I had been to college in England and had had a lot to
do with its inhabitants from youth up. I also let fall that
my firm, the I.G. Farben Industrie, had more than once
sent me to London, also to India and other eastern countries,
and that this had given me opportunities for an exhaustive
study of English life and habits. I was gratified by the
attention he paid.

April and May were always the escape months. Winter
at Dehra Dun, owing to the proximity of the ice-covered
mountains, was cold. The foothills, though they acted as
a break against the winds from the upper heights, sent cold
winds of their own down the valley, and the temperature
fell to freezing-point. It was too cold to pass the night in
the open. Summer began with moist heat and a sky obscured
in a milky haze. The whole plain steamed and the blanket
of vapour was heated mercilessly by the invisible sun. There
was no let-up, no cooling off, not even by night when the
prisoner lay panting inside his mosquito-net. Later came
the monsoon, when the clouds discharged their burden
for weeks on end, and we sat in our huts as though in
submarines—surrounded by water on every side. It was no
weather for a fugitive. In early spring, on the other hand,
the air was dry and sparkling and the heat bearable; the
earth, not yet parched, provided ample water. The country
was refreshed and lent itself to hopes of escape.

Internment in India meant a double imprisonment; there
was first the barbed wire; and then the country, owing to
the mere physical obstructions, was a prison in itself. India
is a triangle with the Himalayas as its base and the ocean
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ESCAPE ROUTES

as its two sides. Deserts bar the way out in the north-west;
jungle in the north-east. The road to Afghanistan is blocked
by the forts which guard the Khyber Pass, and the whole
territory is made impassable for white men by the wild
Afridi tribesmen. South of Bombay there is the small
Portuguese possession of Goa. It was neutral, and at first
the difficulty of other outlets made it the goal of escapers.
But it was merely a stage, and the journey had to be con-
tinued from there by sea—an almost impossible proceeding
because all the coasts opposite, whether in Africa or Arabia,
were in British hands. Later on, when Japan invaded Burma,
the thoughts of prisoners turned eastwards; and as the direct
approach across the plain of the Ganges and Bengal seemed
quite impracticable, we came upon the truly grandiose idea
of by-passing the whole of India by a break-through into
Tibet. The attempt could only be made in late spring be-
cause the Himalayan passes, over 15,000 feet high, are not
clear of snow until then.

We owed these bold thoughts to the small and select body
of mountaineers, members of various Himalayan expedi-
tions, who had been caught by the outbreak of war and
interned at Dehra Dun with other Germans then in India;
their one desire ever since had been to get back to their
beloved mountains, and it was naturally a great temptation
to have the best the world can offer in that line within reach
and before their very eyes. It worried them very little that
insuperable barriers lay between them and Tibet—the lynx-
eyed watch on the wire, desert wastes, marauding nomads,
starvation, death. It seemed hopeless. How could a Ger-
man fugitive possibly survive in the wild highlands of Tibet,
which was then under English influence? But it was the very
impossibility of it that spurred them on. Besides, they had
all been in it as instigators, abettors or participants, when,
the year before, eight men in pairs set out for Tibet. All
had been captured, and after the usual twenty-eight days’
solitary confinement restored to our society.

It is characteristic that disappointments—and so far all
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DEHRA DUN

attempts to escape from internment in India had failed—
do not damp the ardour of those who mean to escape. And
this is true above all of the recaptured. When a man. has
once tasted freedom for a few days after years of imprison-
ment, when he has breathed the air beyond the wire and
known the thrill of the hunted, he will never again rest con-
tent, no matter how often he has failed. Many of the run-
aways were regular addicts with two, three and even four
break-outs to their credit. And even the new hands, who
were making their first attempt, were not in the least deterred
by the disasters of their forerunners. Each failure taught a
lesson and added to the common stock of experience. Sources
of failure were sealed off, blind alleys and false directions
known.

On the other hand, all these failures did seem to show
how foolish and apparently ill-advised it was to think of
escape from India. Those impassable frontiers, those con-
tinental distances, the oppressive climate, the native popu-
lation against which every white man stood out, were all
strongly dissuasive, and in practice the country seemed to
have rubber walls from which every fugitive bounced back
into the camp again. To flout all this time after time was
crazy, let alone foolhardy; and it is not surprising that two
schools of thought arose among the fifteen-hundred German
internees. One found in constant failure a challenge to ever-
renewed and more desperate endeavour; the other main-
tained, more prudently, that the attempt was hopeless from
the start and should therefore be abandoned. Each failure
gave the prudent added proof of the correctness of their
view, and also was a salve to their consciences, for all felt
the urge and many recognized the duty to escape. If the
impossibility were proven, their consciences would be ab-
solved. Thus the one school of thought aimed high, but
lacked proof; the other had proof, but was conscious of
having a less exalted view.

Also, statistics were against the foolhardy; in both wars
about seventy attempts had failed. In face of such clear
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THE SECRET STRUGGLE

evidence even the English camp commandant was inclined
to look on each fresh delinquent as a silly fool rather than
a desperate criminal.

And though the majority were for sitting it out, they de-
rived pleasure from the active minority. Every prisoner’s heart
leapt when a fellow-victim burst his bonds and got away.
There were the sergeants’ puzzled faces when they dis-
covered at roll-call that someone was missing. Then the
guards were hauled up and got a punishment. And the com-
mandant blew up. Even the most exalted quarters in Delhi
heard about it. Thus an escape meant change and excitement

for all.

It was not easy to keep preparations secret. You could
not move a finger in camp without every eye being on you.
But for very good reasons it had to be concealed when or
by whom an attempt was to be made. The British might
hear of it, and the other fellows also might put the sentries
on the alert by their eagerness to stand by and give their
help when the get-away took place. Above all, other aspirants
to freedom must be kept in the dark; otherwise they would
try to get out first. That was everybody’s aim, because cir-
cumstances favoured the first attempt. The later your turn,
the worse your prospects; one alarm followed another until
the sentries and the whole system of control were on edge.
Consequently, there was a grim and secret struggle for
the first place.

It was exactly this that worried Have and me, after we
had finally come together.

Have knew from previous experience how much depended
on a good start and was therefore determined to make the
date an early one. So we made D-day the 15th of April;
the year was 1944. By that date our equipment had to be
complete, and on any day after we might be off, in which
case we might surely count on being the first. But we were
not ready yet. In spite of all our efforts, we had not succeeded
in smuggling in a compass, torches and a railway time-table.

15



DEHRA DUN

Also it had taken longer than we had bargained for to pro-
cure money. And now we observed with mounting anxiety
that others showed signs of putting their plans into im-
mediate execution.

For months past we had devoted ourselves with the
passion and the patience of which only a prisoner is cap-
able to the problem of getting away. He has unlimited time
and the boundless fury which incarceration inspires; and as
he gives all his wits, his inventiveness and will-power to the
task, he is bound to prove that the watcher is no match
in the long run for the watched. Routine and reliance on
material superiority go well with duty and discipline, but
not with the monomaniacal fervour and meticulous patience
devoted by a captive to the sacred duty of escape. It follows
that we had studied the whole system of guarding the pri-
soners at Dehra Dun to the very bottom, and separated with
almost scientific accuracy those projects which had promise
from those which had not.

The camp was surrounded by a double barbed-wire fence,
eleven feet high, giving an alley-way for the sentries, who
were posted at intervals of eight paces. They were Gurkhas,
belonging to one of the warlike tribes of Nepal, who pro-
vided one of the regiments in Britain’s Indian army. They
were small, stocky fellows, yellow-skinned and Mongol-eyed.
They wore wide-brimmed hats on their round, bald heads;
wild hill-folk as ready to shoot as to slit a throat. They
would shoot without mercy a fugitive who got caught in
the wire, and that might well happen, as the strands were
only a hand’s breadth apart, and strengthened besides by
a tightly coiled concertina-wire running along the surface
of the ground. By night the alley-way between the double
fence was brilliantly lit up and the sentries marched up and
down; it was therefore suicidal to think of forcing a way
through the fence. We had calculated by stop-watch that
the average time taken by a sentry to turn round was a
mere matter of seconds, which would not afford the least
possible cover for passage through the wire. And the other
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GEOGRAPHY OF THE CAMP

alternative of getting over instead of through, using the
strands as the rungs of a ladder, was turned down because
the topmost strand came inward.

So we gave up all thought of negotiating the wire. Even
though it were not an entirely insuperable obstacle, it could
not be forced without raising the alarm, and that meant
losing the start. Also experience had proved that it was par-
ticularly difficult for two to get through at the same attempt,
not to mention the encumbrance of their packs. Finally, the
English had grown wise by sad experience and were on the
alert during the escape season; they sent out night-patrols,
who could not be seen from within, because they operated
beyond the lighted zone. They were a very serious danger.
For all these reasons we decided not to attempt a way out
via the wire unless there was no alternative; and we adopted
a quite different plan.

The camp was divided up into sections, or wings, as they
were called, and there were seven of them in all. They were
separated by a high double fence, with an alley-way, as in
the outer fence. It was only occasionally and only by night
patrolled by sentries, with the object of preventing prisoners
in one wing visiting those in another, a punishable offence
which had often cost a delinquent fourteen days’ solitary
confinement. Now and then the orderly officer would patrol
these alley-ways, which were all connected, and examine the
wire for faulty places. One of these alley-ways might better
be described as a wide thoroughfare, because it bisected the
rectangular camp-site and was used for a lively traffic of
English and Indian soldiers and servants employed in the
camp. Both exits were guarded and both were kept open
during the day; those who went in or out were not stopped
and asked for passes, because they could only be authorized
persons and not internees. This fact we very carefully noted.

On the inner side of our own section ran an alley-way
which separated us from the section occupied by citizens
of the Balkan States, and led into the wide intersecting
thoroughfare.
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DEHRA DUN

On this fact, carefully weighing every circumstance and
calculating every step in advance, we based our bid for free-
dom. The project, though it hung by a hair, attracted us;
it had the elegance demanded by the etiquette of escape;
but unfortunately we had rivals—rivals who were in a hurry,
who might hit on the same idea, and anticipate us in carrying
it out, or else muff it and so spoil our chances.

D-day was already a week behind when Have invited me
to take a turn on the sports ground, the only place where
a consultation could be held without being overheard.

“I say, I’ve just been given a hint. There is to be a get-
away tomorrow night.”

“Who are they?”

“Aufschnaiter and Treipl.”

“T'omorrowr”

((Yes.”

We knew that they were making their preparations, but
not that their zero hour was so close. Aufschnaiter was a
professional climber, Secretary of the German Himalaya
Committee, and last year he had been well on his way to
Tibet. Earlier he had taken part in several Himalayan ex-
peditions, and he was no longer young: his long, lean skull
showed the first signs of age; but he was leathery and
experienced. Treipl was a mere beginner, a downy, light-
hearted fellow. They made a good pair.

“What’s their scheme?”

“No idea.”

“I’ve a hunch that Hanne Kopp is on the move too, though
he swears not. If he hears what Aufschnaiter is up to, he’ll
try to get the start of him.”

And Kopp was no sluggard when the hour struck. He
came from Berlin and had been captured in Irak, where he
was superintending the erection of machinery when war
broke out. He was brought from Baghdad to India with a
batch of fellow-captives: he had a tremendous chest on him,
and he was popular because he was always full of humour,

18



HEINI HARRER

and his mad stunts kept our spirits up. He had the look
of a removals man always on the look-out for some object
of great bulk.

“Well, Hanne, where’s that grand piano?” we used to say.

His heart was in the right place and he was ready with
his tongue. He was knowing too.

“Kopp won’t be going alone, that’s sure. I'd like to know
who his partner is.”

This was the very devil, because besides those already
named, Heini Harrer, the irrepressible escaper, was going
to try again. Harrer already had some astonishing exploits
to his credit. He and his companion were the first to climb
the north face of the Eiger and he was in the first rank as
a skier. He was a close friend of ours and we had long been
in his confidence. So that made six; perhaps seven, our-
selves included.

“We must try to talk the others into a week’s postpone-
ment, and at once,” I counselled. “By that time we shall
be all set.”

“We want Harrer’s opinion on this,” Have replied.

Harrer, whom we went after right away, raised objec-
tions. It wasn’t so much a matter of the few days, but of
priority. Nobody, he said, would stretch a point there, and
it would not be fair to ask it.

We therefore decided to go to Ede Krimer, the strongest
man in Dehra Dun.

He was known also as von Krimer, at the suggestion of
his manager in India; it helped the box office; Ede was not
only a wrestler, but a gentleman-wrestler, and the prefix
helped to make this clear. But you would not, to look at him,
have taken Krimer for a wrestler; he was neither a mountain
of flesh nor had he cauliflower ears. His solid frame was far
from being clumsy. There were deep furrows round his
mouth, engraven there doubtless by many an obstinate bout
on the matting. His appetite equalled that of several persons,
and he had been put on double rations. Nevertheless he was
always hungry.

19



DEHRA DUN

We found Ede in his dwelling. He had built a lean-to
against the stone wall of his hut and furnished it to his own
requirements. He had his bed in there, a large, clumsy table
and a chair or two. A six-spiralled expander hung from a
nail, and what else there was—empty bottles, clothing and
crime stories—lay about the place. The one wall was plastered
over its whole extent with studies of the nude, edge to edge.
Here we found the mighty champion, winner of many titles,
victor in every class, seated in all his glory. He was happily
chewing a piece of meat of which some admirer of the
Graeco-Roman style had made his idol a present. Although it
was evening, the atmosphere was stale and heavy with the
heat of the tropical day; and the next day would take it on
almost unaffected by the night.

“Well, chaps, what’s on?”’ Ede said in greeting, while he
wiped his greasy fingers on his dark blue bath-wrap. We
sat down on the bed and a chair.

Krimer was the very man for our purpose. He was cap-
tain of the stalwarts and also the key-man in the camp.
All threads to the outer world were in his hands; he was
the darling of Tommies and Indians alike, and he had
unseen control of all the camp workshops, from which
he obtained many secret tips and where many a plot
was hatched. He got early news of forthcoming escapes,
because shoemakers, tailors and smiths were all employed
in producing the necessary equipment.

And then Krimer had been out himself, and had actually
reached Tibet, with Kopp as his companion. They had
made their way into the interior of the country, but then
hunger and unfortunate incidents with ill-disposed monks
forced them to turn back into India, where, disguised as
holy men, they kept going for some time. Their visionary
and saintly features went excellently with their religious
dress, and their muscular stride served them well as ser-
vants of God whose way led on through town and village.
Then in Delhi the comedy came to a sad end; the police
stripped the wolves of their sheep’s clothing and all India
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KRAMER THE WRESTLER

echoed with laughter. The newspapers gave the full story
of the pilgrimage of such a popular favourite as Krimer,
the renowned wrestler. I have never been able to under-
stand how he was able to carry on for so long; the only
English expressions of which he was quite sure were “I'll
fix it” and “O.K.”

Krimer was therefore a master of escape technique; he
wielded the required authority; he had his hand on every
lever, and he was well disposed to both of us as well as to
the way we proposed to tackle the business. He had com-
plete faith in its success.

“Now listen to me, Ede. You’ve got to get us out of a jam.”’

“What’s the matter, then?”

“We hear that Kopp, Aufschnaiter and Treipl mean to
be off tomorrow night.”

“Well, and ”?

“Wouldn’t it be best if we all came to you so as to stop
us spoiling the show for each other? If there’s no other way
out of it, then let us all try it on together. In that case we
should have a proposal to make.”

“Bring ’em along,” Ede commanded one of his followers
in the hut.

We used the interval to explain to Ede that a week’s post-
ponement was essential if we were not to be left in the ruck.
He promised his unconditional support, even to the extent
if required of exerting his physical pressure.

When the brotherhood had assembled, the memorable
session opened with Ede in the chair. Laying his sledge-
hammer fists on the table, he put the reasons for calling the
meeting very forcibly. He said nothing as yet of our proposal,
but merely observed that we must all get together and say
what our plans were.

““So now, friends and sportsmen, down with your cards
on the table.”

The answers came very stickily. It was not the custom
to divulge plans except to one or two chosen persons.

““No business of yours what I’m up to,” Kopp said.
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DEHRA DUN

But as Aufschnaiter had already come clean, Kopp had
to reconcile himself to it whether he liked it or not. And
so it was finally known that all except us two were going
northwards over the mountains.

““Perhaps now you’ll have the kindness to tell us who
you're going with,” Ede said to Kopp.

““Steady on. Not so much of your hustling.”

“Well, get it out slowly,” Krimer said to encourage him.

“I’'m flitting with Sattler of Wing 6, if you must know.”

We saw now that the others had not tumbled to the im-
portance of the actual date, and that the moment had come
for requesting a postponement. Have brought it up. Uproar
followed. Flat refusal on all sides. Every man insisted on
absolute freedom of movement. Kriamer looked like getting
tough, when Have interrupted him with the proposal we
had to make. Its basic idea was—a common break-out.
Working on our scheme, it would be possible, if necessary,
to include seven. True, the risk of failure would be increased,
but not unduly, not so much as to wreck the show; and our
plan was far more hopeful than any other hitherto mentioned
even if stretched to include us all.

“We’re ready to take you in, and so compromise our
own prospects, on condition that it does not happen for a
week.”’

The room was unbearably hot; the air was moist and
stale. We all took off our shirts except Krimer, who was
only wearing his wrap, which he threw open. And now I
tried my hand at persuasion, but even so we were no further.
I whispered to Have, and we played our last card.

“Well, just to let you know what it is you’re mucking
up, cast an eye on these.”

I produced two small books out of my pocket, two auth-
entic British soldiers’ pay-books, which it had cost us untold
pains to procure through Krimer. No one so far had ever
achieved that. Our plan was to cross India as Englishmen,
and we now possessed an invaluable proof of identity which
greatly increased our chances. To spoil them would be an
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A COMMON BREAK-OUT?

outrage. Our friends were impressed. Krimer seemed to be
feeling more conciliatory. Harrer came back to our proposal,
as he had a good amendment to suggest.

“That alters the case, I'll allow,” Kopp agreed. It had
occurred to him meanwhile that our plan offered a favourable
opportunity of including his partner from the other wing.

And suddenly the opposition gave way to enthusiastic
agreement. We discussed every detail, allotted each man his
part, and decided to kick off a week hence, which was a
Saturday.

As a token that the business of the evening was concluded,
Ede pulled a great jar from under his bed. At the sight of
it Aufschnaiter was off; it contained spirits of high alcoholic
content, distilled by the internees. Each had to drink half
a tooth-glass, which was then instantly replenished. There
were several stills in camp, but they had to be kept very
dark. Discovery would have meant confiscation. They were
profitable, and the various distillers fought a relentless battle
for the market. They threatened to smash each other’s stills
and the threats were not always idle. Then one of the suf-
ferers had the bright idea of putting himself under Ede’s
protection, which Ede was delighted to afford—for payment
in kind.

It was late, and sleep had descended on the camp. There
was not a breath of air; the conspirators’ torsos gleamed
with moisture. The shouts of sentries relieving each other
on the wire could be heard in the distance. The glass was
kept on its rounds, while we jumped fitfully from one topic
to another. The last football match was discussed noisily,
but we agreed in praising the centre-forward for his dash
up the field and his clever footwork.

Then Harrer took a jump into the future. What should
we say if anyone asked us what we had done in the war?

““ ‘Ask a tinned pea what it’s done in the tin.” That’s what
I'd say to the blighter,” Kopp replied, and Ede was so
delighted by his ready wit that he laughed until all his gold
teeth flashed like the sun.

23



DEHRA DUN

The party had now reached the stage all such parties
arrived at sooner or later, when the absence of the feminine
element struck its sad, responsive note; and the conversa-
tion took that inevitable turn. Someone obliged with experi-
ences from his past, new ones, what was more; we had heard
most of them dozens of times by now. Ede listened with
only half an ear. He was lost in rapturous contemplation of
the orderly officer’s blanching face when one fine morning
at roll-call he was informed of the mass escape.

“I’ll walk right past him and grin in his face. And then
get blotto.”

Suddenly he let out a shout, whereupon a silent presence
came in from the darkness. Ede had his runners on their
toes all right.

“Go and haul little Miller out of bed. We want some
music.”

The messenger hurried off to a distant hut.

Meanwhile Ede showed us some card-tricks he had picked
up from select colleagues of the ring. He had taught Kopp
his best ones before their escape to Tibet. They hoped
thereby to acquire an aura of the occult in the land of super-
stition. But it did not work out like that. The Tibetans took
note of the magic of the cards, but none the less relieved
them of all they had of value. Such people were not to be
trusted.

Harrer felt a vehement urge to sing, and gave vent to it.
Have laughed without stopping. Treipl had fallen asleep.

The musician did not turn up. He sent word to say that
he had recently been strictly warned not to disturb the camp
at night. We had great difficulty in restraining Ede from
dealing at once with the miserable wretch who had dared—
and never mind if it was late at night—to disregard his
order.

“I’ll smash his fiddle over his head for him, and then
throw it over the fence.”

He calmed down more or less at last, and stood up, a
portentous figure in his bath-wrap, and, getting hold of a
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stick, turned to the wall where his nudes were displayed.
He wished now to rise from lower things into the exalted
sphere of art. Like a lecturer with slides and a pointer, he
commented judiciously on each picture in turn, praising
each according to its merits.

“You’ve been to college, we know,” he said, turning on
me. ‘“‘But you can learn from me all the same.”

True enough. Beside him, any professor might feel small.

Lack of money often held up an escape which had so far
gone well, and we were determined that this should not
happen in our case. Have impressed on me what unneces-
sary risks he had run merely to get cash for some valuable
or other, or because he could not buy a railway ticket or
a meal. We therefore made a particular point of procuring
an ample supply of money.

There was no money in the camp. There were only camp-
tokens which formed a sort of internal currency which had
no value outside. Internees were credited with the money
they had on them when arrested and were allowed to draw
a limited sum monthly in camp-tokens.

But in spite of all search, prohibitions, and threats, Indian
currency notes were to be found in the camp, though the Lord
only knows how they got there. The total amount must have
been small and its survival under constant threat. For safety’s
sake these notes had to be buried, and it was always uncer-
tain what would be left when they were dug up again. We
almost wept tears of rage when we dug up a tin box to which
we had entrusted a hundred-rupee note and found that
white ants had eaten all but a narrow edging. Nothing was
safe from these termites. In a single night they would con-
sume a box, or a bath-wrap hanging on the mud-wall of
a hut. We mourned our loss and went to our friends for
sympathy. And they felt for us until somebody remarked
on the folly of the ants in devouring money on which they
could have lived for years.

There were also opportunities of buying small quantities
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of gold. Gold stoppings were a recognized merchandise in
camp, and Have bought some which he carefully sewed into
the seam of his trousers.

But we were still a long way short, and there was only
one way to procure money in ample quantity. This was to
withdraw from our credit accounts—and mine, thanks to
the forethought of my firm, was considerable—as large a
sum in camp-tokens as we could possibly find excuses for
without exciting attention, and then to exchange them for
Indian notes.

This we managed to do, and once we found the way it
was not particularly difficult.

The camp was provisioned by Indian contractors. They
had access to the camp, but only to the kitchen quarters,
which were in German hands. It was possible to improve
upon the monotonous rations by buying extra provisions
through these contractors, and the meat, or whatever it
might be, was brought into the camp and the bill presented
to the kitchen staff. It was paid by them in camp-tokens,
which were then exchanged by the British paymaster for
Indian notes on the demand of the contractor.

We hit on the idea of bribing one of the men regularly
employed by the contractor to present a bill for goods he
had not delivered. He succumbed to temptation.

A pig would be ordered, for which I would pay the kitchen
in camp-tokens, but which was never delivered. These notes
were exchanged by the paymaster into Indian currency,
which the Indian collected. He took twenty per cent and
smuggled the balance in to us on his next visit. This was
repeated several times on various pretexts until we had
collected about nine hundred rupees and an English gold
sovereign.

Saturday drew nearer. There were still lots of things to
do: borrowed articles to return, debts to pay, arrangements
to make for the disposal of possessions left behind; in fact,
dispositions to make as though for a death.

Although we had in our own minds cut loose from the
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camp, we still had to carry on as usual up to the last moment.
We took our place on the treadmill of daily life, but with
the feeling that it might be for the last time.

On kitchen-fatigue I said to myself: “If it comes off,
you’ll have no more potatoes to peel, no more stinking onions
to slice up.” There they all sat at their tasks—priests and
planters, directors and engineers, scraping carrots with
vacant, staring eyes. Not one of them answered any longer
to his past or believed in his validity for the future. It had
gone on too long for that. A busy stillness prevailed, broken
only by the small thumps of vegetable-peelings as they struck
the sides of the crock. Conversation was discouraged by
common consent: it broke the rhythm of group-labour. A
joke, on the other hand, might be got across now and then.
Scraping and peeling, rubbing and scrubbing—on it went
as though we had done it all our lives. Would the gates of
the camp ever open again? No one could imagine it. We
could only curse that wire.

Perhaps we might be breathing the stagnant air of the
hut for the last time. . . . It was as hot as an oven in there.
Doors and windows were kept shut all day to exclude the
hot air outside. The sweating bodies of the other fellows
were dimly seen in the semi-darkness of the long room,
some bent over small tables they had nailed together them-
selves, others sprawling on their beds. Some read, some
played patience, some dozed. One was darning. Somewhere
in the distance the same bars were being played over and
over again on a piano for hours on end. Great spirals of
dust came eddying down from the thatch. Somebody brought
in an English newspaper. The news was eagerly read and
then discussed. ‘‘In a month’s time we shall see more clearly.”
That was our consolation as month followed month. How we
hated the sight of the filthy, fly-blown strings over which at
night the mosquito-nets were draped. We made half-hearted
attempts to direct our thoughts into a cheerful channel. In
vain. They circled round once or twice and returned to their
starting-point. Resignation to the old gloom came down again.
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“Man alive, I'm sick of this,” someone might shout in
desperation. Yes, yes, so were we all. Who wasn’t sick of
seeing the same faces day after day, however much the per-
sons in question might be esteemed? Who wasn’t fed-up
with the everlasting repetition of roll-call in the morning;
roll-call at night, of ‘left of your beds’, ‘right of your beds’,
of issue-food, issue-plates and issue-tables. You knew today
what would happen tomorrow, and what happened tomorrow
would happen next year and the year after that.

But was it happening at all? Time was emptied and
chronicled no change, induced no experience. Nothing what-
ever occurred. And yet this emptiness of time ran on and
devoured year after year. And since it knew no term, it
gave its victims the additional torture of uncertainty. The
convicted criminal at least has his sentence and can start
marking off the days from the moment he enters his cell.
But none of us could say how long it might go on.

When I had been put under arrest over four years ago
I had been given a number. Since then I had been 1775.
It was marked on all my possessions and was entered on
the list in the Orderly Room. Thousands of times I heard
this number called out at roll-call, and each time I took
three paces to my front and bawled ‘“Here!” As long as
my number appeared in those long columns in the Orderly
Room all was well. I was one of the “bloody internees”,
the numbers added up correctly and the commandant was
satisfied. The question was whether numbers 1775 and
55826 (that was Have’s number) would have the luck to
upset those columns and erase themselves from the roster
once and for all.

Tomorrow at this time we should be putting our fortune
to the test, and either demons would thrust us back into
the purlieus of hell or the gods lead us out to freedom.

I did not find it easy to go to sleep that night—I was
facing my first attempt at escape. And now that the moment
had come I was a prey to anxieties and doubts. Why

28



EVE OF ESCAPE

challenge Fate, why expose oneself wilfully to danger? Why
be harried and hunted as a criminal and run head-first into
privations? Camp after all gave security. Custom made the
daily routine tolerable: and the essentials of life were pro-
vided in a settled framework. I had my occupations and
my friends.

Anyone of sense could see that our project, every stage
of which was incalculable, was bound to fail. It might end
on the wire itself, or at the next road-crossing, after a few
hours, or at latest within a few days.

True enough, Have was coming too, but they had always
brought him back. And this time, after Hiilsen’s death, he
was in a thoroughly dangerous mood. I had often had secret
qualms over his habit of deliberately courting danger. He
was like a desperate gambler, ready to stake all on a single
throw. He would run too great risks. Wasn’t it madness to
be in with him on it? If I had been left to myself, and no
one had known of my plan, I might have quailed. But there
were Harrer and Have to put me to shame, and all the other
valiant ones whom I wasn’t going to admit as my superiors
in courage. I had in fact nailed my flag to the mast, and that
was a great insurance against the temptation to surrender.

My fellow-captives slept on both sides of me, each with
his mosquito-netting like a rectangular cage resting on his
bed. Each cage enclosed a life which for an indefinite time
was to be stunted and shut off, condemned to exist in a
hiatus of false security, while the world without was in a
hideous uproar. They tossed and turned restlessly in their
sleep, carrying over into their dreams, for nights without
number, the never-ending sorrow of each day.

A sleeper cried out on my left. Perhaps it was a name,
the name of a woman. He muttered something, sighed and
slept on.

There was another point. How should I behave in the
face of danger? It was not a thing you could know in advance.
I had no experience of danger. Have had told me how he
had been fired on at close quarters by an Indian army patrol,
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and how he had run on and got away. Should I have the
courage for that? And if not, what then? It didn’t bear
thinking about.

I had better have gone to a late poker-party in the canteen
instead of laying myself open to an attack of nerves by going
early to bed. Good idea, even now, to join in a game and
break the thread of my thoughts. I crept out from beneath
my mosquito-net and crept silently out of the hut.

The canteen was in darkness and the card-players gone.
I walked slowly back. The jackals howled in the distance.
Nothing depressed me more, even from my earliest days
there, than the sight of the camp by night, when I stood
alone between the dark huts, each occupied by sleeping
prisoners. I saw the sentries and the harsh light along the
wire, and heard the foreign tongue and felt the foreignness
of the Indian soil, where even the stars in the sky were
foreigners too, and I used to feel an almost overwhelming
melancholy.

And yet I could doubt having come to the right decision.
It was high time it was put into practice. I had to get out of
a rut as well as out of an unpleasant situation. Otherwise
I might become addicted to the poison. I had already adopted
a philosophy according to which a meaning could be dis-
covered in the meaningless—but it was a sophistry. I was
pursuing my studies and pretending to pursue them for
their own sake—but it was not the truth. I studied merely
to fill a void, the ever-yawning abyss of dead time.

What profit was there now in weighing the merits of a
course of action already decided upon? To go back on it,
instead of standing fast from the beginning, led only to
stultification. I had long ago grasped that sometimes common
sense had to be defied for wisdom’s sake. Action alone could
decide. And action must be resolute.
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CHAPTER TWO

Bluff

IN the south-west corner of our section there was a hen-
house abutting on the inner alley-way, among a number of
hutches and sheds. Its inmates were witnesses of strange
doings at about 1 p.m. on Saturday, the 2gth of April, 1944.
They were visited first by two persons who, to judge from
the tackle they carried, must have been a make-up artist
and a theatrical dresser. Immediately afterwards, two others
joined them, who were at once taken in hand by the fancy-
dress experts: these were Aufschnaiter and Treipl.

According to our programme, Harrer and Kopp were to
follow at about 1.20, and after another interval of twenty
minutes, Have and I. We were all to be fixed up by two
o’clock and ready to move off.

There were only a few minutes to go before we were to
make our way to the henhouse. I had everything ready to
hand and was only waiting for Have, who had disappeared.
At the last moment he rushed in with a cloth full of enor-
mous chops in his hand, a very timely haul. It might be
our last meal for many hours, and we devoured them with-
out delay, and threw the remains under the bed with the
callousness of those who leave behind them a place they
hate. Then we hurried off to the starting-point.

Meanwhile, a transformation had occurred in the hen-
house. Indian coolies were crouching beneath the low roof,
complete with correctly wound turbans, shirts hanging down
under their jackets, the dhotis—a cotton garment rolled round
the hips and caught up between the legs—and swarthy faces.
Their complexions had been obtained by rubbing a solution
of permanganate of potash into their faces. When one of
them addressed us in Kopp’s familiar Berlin accent we
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nearly shouted with laughter. And now we set to work our-
selves; but we turned into British officers, not into Indian
coolies. With the originals daily before our eyes we were
able to produce an exact copy, khaki shirts and trousers,
solar topee and the rest. Have had an officer’s swagger-stick
under his arm and I a roll of tracing-paper.

“You look the real thing and no mistake,” the Indian
coolies whispered, and we repaid the compliment. It helped
to keep our courage up.

Time to be off. But Harrer reported from his spy-hole
that two Indians were at work shovelling soil on the other
side of the alley-way in the Balkan wing just opposite us.
We should have to wait for them to go. Probably it would
not be long. Two o’clock, when the midday heat settled
down over the whole camp and drove inmates and staff alike
into the gloom of the huts, was the best time for our attempt;
but those labourers took their time and kept shovelling hap-
pily on. The henhouse became a reeking oven, and owing
to its low roof a torture-chamber as well. Aufschnaiter glared
at his watch. He was getting impatient.

“If we can’t make it now it'll be too late. The camp will
soon get lively again.”

The others got jittery too. Kopp felt excusable anxiety
over his rendezvous with Sattler, who was to join us farther
along the alley-way, also in Indian disguise. Delay might
wreck the show. Have and I were particularly upset while
the prospects of success sank rapidly, because we were re-
sponsible for the plan. And we could not simply call it off.
How in that case were the others to get back into camp
with their coffee-coloured faces? Harrer had even shaved
his head.

Then at half-past two Harrer signalled that the way was
clear.

In a moment we were out and through the wire into the
alley-way. As they left the henhouse Kopp and Aufschnaiter
took up a ladder between them on their shoulders and
buckets containing their packs in their hands. Harrer and
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Treipl each took one end of a long bamboo-pole which was
stuck through a bulky package wound round with barbed
wire, and both carried a bundle. Harrer balanced his on his
head. They had detached the wire from the inner fence the
night before and wound it up.

Once in the alley-way the coolies went ahead, with the
officers following at a short distance—an ordinary repair-
gang with their gear, such as was often to be seen along the
fences. But none of us to his life’s end will ever forget
that procession.

When it moved off, we had the feeling of being launched
through space at a mark, as well as the exhilaration of per-
petrating an outrageous leg-pull. First we had to pass along
the whole length of our own and the Balkan wing; as playing-
fields separated us from the huts to left and right, we were
unobserved. How I relished the festal, fairylike solitude of
this alley-way! How sweet and Eden-like the air! The rank
grass was like a soft carpet and the wire fence on either
side seemed to keep all danger from us. . . . At the farthest
corner of our wing stood Ede Krimer, with thumbs up and
a grin of encouragement. Next our alley-way led us through
two new wings, one on the left in which all the Jews were
collected, and on the right the Vatican City, populated
by Italian priests; it was parted from us by a stretch of
grass on which some of them were promenading in white
cassocks.

The distance began to seem endless; post after post re-
ceded in perspective, and the strands of wire seemed to be
slipping past us while we stood still. An optical delusion,
of course: the coolies could be seen walking ahead, the ladder
wobbled up and down on their shoulders, the roll of wire
danced on the pole. Have tapped the fence with his stick
as he went along and examined it with a searching eye.

I tried to look unconcerned, preoccupied though I was
with the thought that a Gurkha might well loose off at us.
A man emerged from the hut we were now passing, gave
us a sharp look at a range of six yards or less, turned round,
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gave another look back at us and then walked away without
displaying further interest.

We were now approaching the corner where our alley-
way led into the wide thoroughfare through the middle of
the camp. From here the Gurkha posted at the outer gate
was visible at a distance of 140 yards. If he observed us
emerging from the side-alley, his suspicions might be
aroused. We looked at him anxiously. No, he had not seen
us. And not even after we had emerged into the main
thoroughfare. His eyes were on a tonga which was being
driven along the road outside.

But where was Sattler? This was the spot at which he
was to have joined the column. It had been agreed that he
was to scale the inner fence and carry on with tarring the
posts until we appeared. There was no sign of him. But
some initiates in his wing were cautiously making signs,
from which it might be deduced that Sattler had gone ahead.
We drew dangerously near the gate. The Gurkha gazed up
the track and became aware of us. Instantly I saw what a
threadbare, chicken-witted show it all was. Harrer’s calves
were far too big for an Indian’s and his eyes far too blue.
And imagine Kopp as a Hindu! Look at his heavy, athletic
frame and his massive stride! And now was the moment for
Treipl’s dhoti to come unstuck! But Aufschnaiter was every
inch the Indian, and Have’s yellow moustache was English
beyond all doubt. Perhaps we might make it.

We were now so strung up that nothing which had the
faintest bearing on our situation could escape our notice,
whether it was near or far on the flickering expanse around
us. Consequently we were all simultaneously aware of a
sergeant-major bicycling along the road outside. If he turned
in at the gate he would see through our fancy-dress at the
first glance. For one heart-throb we all gave the show up
for lost. But without so much as giving us a look he rode
straight on past the gate.

The Gurkha was on the right of the gate, and so the
other four swerved to the left so as to pass him at the greatest
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distance possible, while we two as officers were to distract
his attention and so swerved slightly to the right. The
Gurkha gave a lowering look . . . a suspicion seemed to
cross his mind. I walked on like a puppet with a numb
feeling in my joints. Three yards in front of the gate Have
stopped, and I, as agreed, unrolled the sheet of tracing-
paper, which he tapped with his stick, and then we loudly
and excitedly discussed our building-plans. The Gurkha still
had the look of a wild mountain-cat ready to spring. We
were near enough to see the yellow in his eyes. His motion-
‘less pupils might hide his feline purpose. But now the rest
were through the gate. We followed without deigning to
give the sentry another look. Our bluff had worked.

The next twenty yards across the road and into the jungle
path were, according to previous arrangement, traversed at
leisure, lest sudden haste might give us away. But Harrer,
who led the way, overdid it. He slowed down to a crawl.
The short distance seemed endless, and all the time I
imagined the sentry’s rifle aimed between my shoulder-
blades. Any moment he might press the trigger. But at last
we were in the cover of the jungle. The camp was behind
us. We were free.

The peaks of the Himalayas rose blue and distant above
range upon range of mountain heights. We gave ourselves
up to the sight in our mountain hiding-place, awed by the
unearthly aloofness of the glaciers which climbed the em-
pyrean on the shoulders of mountains struggling one
above the other. The air was sharp and the light dazzled
our eyes.

The first delicious moment of liberty had been submerged
in a tumult of sensations and the onset of danger. Stagger-
ing in its suddenness, unbelievable and yet starkly real, it
lasted only a few seconds, and then gave way to the sensa-
tions of the hunted.

As soon as we had reached the jungle path we were out
of sight of the sentry, but directly afterwards we had to
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turn into another road which was guarded by a two-man
patrol of Indian road-police. So we had to keep together
until the first bend in the road. Then we rushed up the
bank and chucked the ladder, the roll of paper and the
other gear in all directions to express the release of the ten-
sion our nerves had been under since the start.

Suddenly Kopp gave the alarm. He had caught sight of
someone. We charged downhill and over the fields to the
river-bed, and must have made a funny sight, staggering,
jumping, running pell-mell down the slopes in a most un-
military manner. But our headlong flight made such a noise
that some peasants at work took fright. We darted in among
the sugar-canes, the best cover we could see. One of the
peasants tried to bar our way, but we ran round him and
charged across the river-bed. Harrer, Have and I ran left-
handed, the others diverged to the right. It was the last we
saw of them.

We leapt from boulder to boulder of the dried-out bed
as fast as we could, and when we were across I turned
round and called to the other two in anguish: ‘“They’re
after us; look, they’re forming up.”

“Rot, it’s only those peasants.”

“No—Tommies.”

“You’re seeing ghosts. It’s the peasants we saw just
now.”

I would have sworn they were soldiers, I was so over-
wrought.

There was no time to lose. As soon as the alarm was
given, search-parties on bicycles would be on the road which
crossed the river below us, and we should be cut off. So
on we pounded. Harrer led. I came last and stayed last,
cursing under my breath the whole way, because I could
not see the point of keeping up such an absurd pace once
we were well out of sight. We soon came to the great jungle
which ran on as far as the foothills, the first goal we strove
for. Harrer set the pace without mercy. He gave us no time
to look about us. On we went through scrub and thicket,
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along nullahs, over boulders, down sudden drops. Once he
allowed us a brief rest by a spring. Then on again, always
at the double.

We were now approaching the region where the plain
ends and the mountains begin. Here we had to skirt the
edge of a village and slackened our pace. Some Sikhs came
out of their houses and looked with astonishment at the
three mad Englishmen—Harrer had meanwhile abandoned
his Indian dress—who were hastening up the uninhabited
mountain-side at that late hour of the afternoon. After a
steep climb, we came, as evening drew on, to a gorge down
which a stream descended in cascades. Here Have and I
resolved to spend the night.

Harrer went on alone towards Tibet.

It was a hard parting. We weren’t happy about him. He
had set himself a task which exceeded what any human
being could accomplish. Not even his untamable will, his
steely frame, his incredible capacity for enduring hardship,
his sheer indestructibility could suffice, or come near to
sufficing, for the perils of Tibet. He had often described
them to us: murderous cold, hunger, savage Tibetan dogs
which sprang straight at any stranger’s throat, the immense
distances between one habitation and the next, where no
white man had ever set foot. . . . If he only had someone
with him. But there was no one in the camp who suited
him; so he preferred to go alone. He meant to make his
way as an itinerant doctor, and for this purpose he had pro-
cured forceps for extracting teeth, and had also rolled hun-
dreds of opening-pills. If he saw the chance on the way,
he thought of marrying a Tibetan girl; he thought it might
help. What help would that be? But no dissuasions were
the least use.

He had his way and off he went.

Darkness drew on in the thickets, and when it was night
we left our hiding-place by the stream and climbed on to
a promontory of rock which gave us a distant view over
the plain. Far below us lay a quadrangle marked out in

37



BLUFF

narrow strips of light: the illuminated barbed wire of
the camp.

By dawn we were on our feet again in search of a better
hiding-place. As soon as we were on the ridge of the foot-
hills, which had so far hidden the main Himalayan range,
we looked up, and there above towered the glaciers and ice-
clad peaks, and in the far, hazy distance a twenty-five-
thousander, Nanda Devi. Through the delicate filigree of
green foliage we saw the azure light of glistening snow. At
our feet the warmth of life, and there the deathly cold.
Rhododendrons were in bloom.

On the slope facing the mountains we found a nook which
completely hid us. A cascade had hollowed out recesses
beneath slabs of rock, and in one of these we made our-
selves at home. We dropped into it from above as though
into a manhole, and could then lie at full length with a
patch of sky to look at. We remained here without stirring
for five days and four nights. Have had great trouble with
me. I longed to emerge into the open, and he relentlessly
insisted on my remaining below. There was a military
training-camp somewhere in the neighbourhood and it was
possible that a party of soldiers might pass by. We only
made three short excursions to survey the country round.
Trackless jungle extended on all sides—the home, one might
think, of beasts of prey of every kind. We saw birds with
dark blue plumage, long curved tails, and undulating flight.
Every evening we ventured out to have a bathe in an ice-
cold mountain stream, while a waning moon feebly illu-
mined our narrow gorge. Then we sat down on a boulder
and discussed our future movements in whispers.

I ought to explain why it was that we took refuge in the
mountains, which were quite out of our way, and remained
there for several days without moving. Our goal was Burma,
and our purpose was to join up with Japanese troops at some
as yet unknown point on the Indo-Burmese frontier, the
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Japanese being our allies and now at the gates of India. The
only hope of traversing that vast distance—it was about
1500 miles from Dehra Dun to Burma—lay in making use
of fast transport. And for this it was essential to pass our-
selves off as British officers. We had to rely on cool bluft.

Our plan was to travel by railway as far as we could, in
the first place to Calcutta. But it would have been a blunder
to start on our journey immediately after getting out, be-
cause as soon as an escape was detected, the so-called little
alarm was put into operation; it lasted for only twenty-four
hours and was confined to the region of the camp. All police
stations and railway stations within thirty miles were in-
formed and search parties sent out. If these measures were
without result, the big alarm came into force. This affected
the whole of India, and warrants were issued for the arrest
of the fugitives. It was just as well, then, to give the excite-
ment a few days to die down. In our case, with a record
getaway of seven men, it might last longer than usual. We
also reckoned on the commandant’s assuming that Have
might take to his old tracks; and in this case he would pay
particular attention to the line to Calcutta. But if nothing
came of that, he would conclude after a few days that we
had gone oftf towards Tibet. For these reasons we decided
to spend a few days in the mountains.

Although all previous attempts at escape had failed, we
felt we had a good chance of success. We had unbounded
confidence in our magic weapon of bluff. It had already
served us brilliantly in getting us out of camp, and we were
convinced it would get us out of many another tight corner.
It is the function of bluff to redress the balance between
one’s own inadequacy and the other man’s superiority, and
as this cannot be done in actual fact, but only by psycho-
logical means, which are independent of tangible resources,
it is a weapon peculiarly fitted to a man on the run. We had
to give the impression of complete invulnerability and so
disarm our opponent from the start. This would not be
easy with the British for opponents. But we hoped at least
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by bluffing our way along to reduce our physical fatigue to
the minimum and to enjoy an eventful and varied career.
There is a fascination in the titillation of the nerves caused
by deliberately incurring risks and throwing prudence to
the winds. Success is always in the balance, and up to the
last moment the outcome cannot be guessed.

Much depended on impeccable performances as English-
men. In appearance we both came up to the mark. In speech
also we were fortunate; Have had spent years in Malaya
and spoke excellent English. Soldiers’ slang and common
phrases were quite familiar to us. Lest we should drop
into German from carelessness or excitement, we decided
always to speak English to each other, and made this a rule
from the time we occupied our nook in the mountains.

But appearance and speech were not all. We must also
be silent and reserved in the English manner. The charac-
teristics of the English were pretty well known to us; after
all, we had both lived among them long enough. Finally,
we had all the required proofs of identity, made out by our-
selves to the last detail and including certificates of vaccina-
tion. Have’s were made out in the name of Harry F. Lloyd,
and mine in that of John Edward Harding, wife’s name
Enid Iris, née Thornton, resident in Calcutta., She was a
worthless baggage; and the excuse for my journey to Cal-
cutta, in case I were asked for it, was to deal with matters
arising out of the break-up of our marriage owing to her
loose behaviour. I hoped that the mere mention of these
painful matters would deter any Englishman worthy of the
name from making tactless and unfeeling enquiries.

We both endeavoured to live our respective roles. Have
was assumed to have been born in Singapore, and I to be
a native of Exeter, which I knew fairly well from having
been at college there for a short time. Our military back-
ground presented peculiar difficulties. How were we to
answer questions about our regiment, our depot and the
name of our commanding officer? This was a ticklish ques-
tion. We had no idea what units were serving in north-west
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India, and should give ourselves away instantly by hesitating
to answer or by answering wrongly. Fortunately, we had
discovered, in an English illustrated periodical which found
its way into the camp, some groups of regimental officers in
India, giving the name of the regimental association as well
as the names of the officers, all of which we committed to
memory.

But it was all very well to arrange all this in our own
minds. We had to incorporate it in our very flesh and blood;
and so we used to fire off questions at each other, such as
““Where are you stationed?” or “Who the hell are you?” to
which we had to give the right answer without a pause or
a tremor.

In the matter of dress we were fairly well off. British
officers on a journey are not very particular about uniform;
as long as we were in khaki, badges of rank were not of
great importance. Have knew that from his previous escapes.
To complete our equipment we had made ourselves military
haversacks out of old rucksacks, and in them we had stowed
a spare khaki uniform, iron rations, first-aid outfit and one
or two other things. Unfortunately, we had hidden these
haversacks at the spot where our party split up. We had
taken them from our coolie companions and left them behind
in a bush, because they were too much of an encumbrance in
our wild career. All we had taken on with us was some pro-
visions. At the time it had seemed a good plan. Now we
looked back on it as a grave blunder, since we had to risk
going back almost to the camp.

Like criminals who feel compelléd to leave their hiding-
place and return to the scene of their crime, we came down
from the mountains on the sixth day of our escape. It was
early in the afternoon and a last view of the great panorama
was denied us; the throne of the gods was veiled in mist.

It made our predicament worse to have to face it by day-
light; but we could never have found our haversacks in the
dark. After coming out of the mountain jungle we were
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close to the river-bed and the road; here we had a con-
sultation and decided that one of us should go on alone.
We tossed for it, and just because I had no desire what-
ever to perform this risky exploit, which I considered a
provoking of Providence, I lost the toss. I set off with the
worst forebodings. Have was to lie concealed until dark and
then meet me at an agreed spot a few miles south of the camp.

As I left the cover of the jungle I saw the camp not far
away. In the evening light I could see the wire running like
threads round the huts, washing hanging on a line, and crows
flying rapidly over the thatched roofs.

It gave me a very queer feeling to see it from the outside
after having been obliged to live inside it for so long. It
was just the time when the inmates, with their tin spoons
in their hands, lounged against the door-posts of their huts,
awaiting the supper-bell. Then they would all flock into the
repulsive dining-hut, where the meal was eaten on cheap
enamel plates decorated with red flowers. It was not a week
since I had been one of them, and yet I felt far-removed
from it all. It had been the same when I was first put inside,
only in reverse. There was in both cases the same abrupt
change from one life to another.

I crossed the river bed and noiselessly climbed the steep
bank we had charged down at such a pace. It brought me
on to a level with the camp, and also into the immediate
danger-zone. The slightest oversight now would set the
whole apparatus in motion. I kept hidden in the scrub and
peered through the foliage; a Gurkha sentry was slowly
pacing his beat inside the wire not far from me. The sight
of him warned me to be cautious. I slid to the ground and
decided to wait for dusk before approaching the hiding-place.

Time went on. Then I heard the camp bell ring. Was it
supper or roll-call? On pain of being incarcerated all over
again, I had to lie motionless, however much my limbs
ached. To pass the time I counted the leaves on a branch,
followed the wanderings of an ant, watched the second hand
of my watch and finally tried to detect the motion of the
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minute hand. How farcical it all seemed! We might be on
the right side of the wire now, but only for a short time.
We should soon be back in the net.

When night was falling I recovered the haversacks and
had to leave the camp behind me with all possible speed
in order to keep my appointment with Have. He would
naturally assume the finding of the haversacks to be an affair
of minutes, and would now be seriously worried over my
long absence.

I had to be on my guard in the precincts of the camp,
where night-patrols might be out. Later, my way led through
extensive tea-gardens, crossed by many roads and bordered
by villages. It is impossible to go anywhere in India with-
out continually coming up against the inhabitants. They
occupy every hand’s breadth of ground, jump up out of any
ditch, step out from behind every bush, appear in what you
took for the deepest solitude of the jungle, and rise up out
of the bare soil at your very feet. As for the tea-gardens
that night, they might have been a bazaar. A religious fes-
tival in honour of the Moon-goddess, the Goddess of Love,
was in progress; and at that hour of the night I had con-
tinually to avoid ox-wagons laden with girls chanting dis-
cordant melodies, and from every village came the thud of
drums. It would have been very foolish of me to show my-
self on the road; Englishmen were not seen at night in the
fields or in the villages. Every Indian for miles around must
have heard of the break-out and would send word to the
camp at the first hint of a suspicion; there was a tempting
reward for information received. So it took me a long time
to get through the plantations in- their state of nocturnal
revelry, and when at three in the morning I at last joined
Have, he had made up his mind I had been caught.

South of Dehra Dun are the Siwaliks, a range of low
mountains running parallel to the Himalayas, of erratically
folded strata, which run up into jagged peaks. They are
thickly clothed in jungle and quite uninhabited. Behind them
lies the north-eastern plain, which, beginning in the Punjab,
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extends along the Himalayas as far as Bengal. This is the
plain upon which, thousands of years ago, the Aryans de-
scended and wrote the hymns of the Veda in a dawn of the
human spirit; Gautama Buddha, the son of a king, made
known here his teaching of the four truths, and here the
Moguls broke in, to ravage Islam with fire and sword and
to build up and down the country their fairy-like palaces
of flashing marble. Roads have traversed this plain since
earliest times, and today railway-lines run alongside them.
The northernmost of these links Lahore and Calcutta. Saha-
ranpur, about fifty miles south of Dehra Dun, is on this
line, and it was there we intended to take the train.

There was a road to Saharanpur, with a service of buses,
but it would have been too foolhardy to make use of one
of these. There was no alternative to crossing the jungle-
barrier of the Siwaliks; and as we had with all speed to put
the greatest possible distance between us and the camp, it was
necessary to walk on all day. This we were fortunately able to
do, because there were at that time several training and con-
valescent camps in the neighbourhood of Dehra Dun, and so
the inhabitants were accustomed to the sight of British soldiers.

We left our hiding-place early in the morning, and in full
uniform, with our haversacks slung from our shoulders, set
off in the direction of the Siwaliks. It was hot even then,
and the heat increased steadily. We had scarcely started
before we were streaming with sweat. Our bottles, only just
filled at the stream, were empty in a moment. The heat of
India is unspeakably trying; it breaks the will, drugs the
brain and may cause a heat-stroke which dangerously im-
pairs the functions regulating the temperature of the body.
There was no escaping it. All round were fields on which
not even a bush was to be seen. Here and there the bleached
skeletons of superannuated oxen lay in the fields, and the
vultures hovered above on the look-out for more recent
deaths. Little clouds of dust raised by the naked feet of
Indians on their way to work in the fields hung and drifted
above the road.
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We should have been thankful to avoid the villages of
cube-shaped huts which appeared now and again on the
quivering horizon, but they were now the only means of
procuring water. Our approach was never unannounced; as
soon as we reached the outskirts of a village the children
playing in the roadside-dust ran in terror to warn the inhabi-
tants of our arrival. The women timidly withdrew and the
men stood in the doorways as though to keep us out. Mangy
dogs, as thin as skeletons and as hairless as if they had been
flayed, slept in the sun, apparently unaware of the flies which
clustered in black clots on their sores. There was a smell of
burning cow-dung, the only fuel these wretched people had;
and innumerable hand-made dollops adhered to the walls
in various stages of drying in the sun. We entered one of
those miserable clay-built dwellings, where, thanks to the
small windows and thick walls, it was a little cooler than out-
side, and asked a listless Hindustani for a drink, half afraid
that they might be too poor to have even water to offer.
We had no need to bother about our ignorance of their
language. Very few British soldiers could speak it.

In many villages the untouchables occupy a quarter of
their own in a state of such dirt and dilapidation, and in
such a sorry companionship of misery and hopelessness, that
one turns away in horror, unable to bear these scenes of
eternal damnation, or to conceive how human beings can
survive such a fate as they have for thousands of years.

We reached the Siwaliks and struck a road which kept to
the fringe of the forest and only occasionally came out into
the open. It was midday, and the sun bored into our bones
and burned there like a fever. The leaves of the forest trees
were coated with dust. Grotesquely furrowed, sulphur-
coloured ant-hills rose within the dark shadow of the forest.
We panted along forlornly as though scarcely able to breathe
the thick air. Have, accustomed though he was to life in the
tropics, seemed to be more exhausted than usual.

As we rounded a bend we saw through the trunks of the
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trees a sight that aroused our suspicions—yes, they were
soldiers. It was too late to slip into the undergrowth and
hide. We had to keep straight on. Fortunately, they were
Indians, out on a field exercise. We hoped there was not
a British officer with them. As we passed they smiled, show-
ing their white teeth in shy friendliness. So Have went up
to one of them and asked unconcernedly for a drink of water.
It was willingly given and turned out to be cold tea. Have
loved such exploits. He fairly revelled in them, whereas
they made all the blood run out of my veins.

We walked on. After a time Have complained of head-
ache. What was the matter with him?

“We’ll go on a bit and then have a rest,” I said to encour-
age him.

“Not for me. I'm all right. Let’s keep on.”

I saw now from his eyes that he was feverish, his old
trouble.

““My dear chap, it’s malaria!”

We turned off the road into the jungle and lay down in
the dense undergrowth. There was no doubt about it. Have
had an attack of malaria. His temperature was rushing up.
Our thermometer registered 104 degrees. I began to feel
anxious.

He had covered his face with his pith helmet and fallen
asleep. I was in despair. What rotten luck! So close to the
camp, scarcely ten miles from it, and now this blow! It
meant the loss of precious time and perhaps the wreck of
our whole adventure. Have had already had more than fif-
teen bouts of malaria and was on intimate terms with it,
but I remembered that bad attacks had left him unconscious
for hours on end. Would he have the strength now to drag
himself through the mountains and endure all the priva-
tions an escape always entailed? If the double dose of atebrin
he had just taken—we had procured it from the camp hos-
pital—did not quickly bring down his temperature, we
should be in a fix. My reflections were interrupted by a
little white-spotted jungle deer. I threw a stone at it and it
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crashed through the undergrowth. Have woke at the noise.
Some symptoms of the fever were less acute, but his tem-
perature was no lower.

“Don’t get ideas,” Have said when he saw my anxious
face. “I'll be fit again first thing in the morning. I'm used
to this. It’s quickly over.”

‘“Let’s hope you’re right. But will you be in any state to
cross the Siwaliks?”

Have did not reply at once.

““We shall have to alter our plans,” he said after a pause.
“We must stay here until the fever goes and then take the
bus to Saharanpur instead.”

Now, the commandant had always insisted that no escaped
prisoner could possibly travel by bus, because the passengers
were too closely scrutinized. I therefore demurred.

“Better chance it than get stuck here in the mountains,”
Have replied. “We’ll bluff them, police or spy.”

“Right then. Let’s try it.”

Next morning the fever had nearly gone, and Have felt
strong enough by midday to walk to the road along which
the buses ran. Luckily the attack had been a light one.

We gave our disguises a brush-up before stepping out into
the big world. So far we had kept in seclusion and shunned
all encounters. From now on our operations would be con-
ducted in the open and in constant touch with the enemy.

A bus came along just as we reached the road. Ought we
to stop it, considering that it had proved the undoing of
others before us? After wavering between hope and fear,
we recklessly took the risk, signalled to the driver and climbed
in. We found no suspicious passengers; there was only a
veiled Mohammedan woman and her child. The white robe
these women wear has a round headpiece sewn on to it, in
which there is a narrow slit pierced like a sieve to look
through. They look just like milk-cans.

The Indian driver seemed to be impressed by the high
military honour paid to his rattling bus. He asked politely
what our destination was. And when we replied Saharanpur,
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he said he would have to step on it to ensure that we did not
miss our connection. We gave a start at the sight of a police
station; a sentry in uniform with brilliant red turban and
fixed bayonet was planted in front of it. But he did not
hold us up. On we went.

We only just made it. The other bus was there, full to
the roof with Indians. They were all as thin as laths and
swathed in cotton; their head-coverings formed a close medley
of turbans, felt hats, fezes and peaked caps. Peasants and
coolies, with the ascetic-looking heads of theological students
and a sad, pleading expression in their eyes. We asked the
driver to make room for us in front and he promptly chased
some Indians out of the better seats. Have sat immediately
behind the driver with me beside him. At the last moment
an intelligent and educated Indian squeezed his way in and
sat down beside me. I felt sure he was inquisitive and won-
dered whether he might be a spy. So to be on the safe side
I rehearsed a few suitable replies. Sure enough, soon after
we started he asked whether we had come from Dehra Dun.
There were troops as well as internees at Dehra Dun, but
the question might be a trap all the same.

“No; I have not come from Dehra Dun,” I answered
shortly. “I came here with a motor transport column and
am travelling to Calcutta on duty.”

He seemed satisfied and my polite tone did not invite
further comment.

“I say, John, how it stinks in this old bus,” Have called
out to me cheerfully. He was obviously as delighted as I
was not to be footing it over the Siwaliks; the road’s hairpin
bends showed what we were missing. It was a grim and
gruesome sight, every ravine a fiery crucible, dense under-
growth armed with piercing spikes, not a drop of water.

Suddenly we braked hard. Two military lorries blocked
the road as we rounded a bend. They were locked together
—one full of Indians and one of Australians. The Australians
wore their slouched hats and were stripped to the waist.
They were covered in dust and running with sweat from an
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exercise in the open. They were cursing unmercifully and
only making the Indians more and more helpless and con-
fused; so at last they had to turn to themselves, at which
they cursed all the more. Their proximity made me gush
with wave after wave of sweat. One of them passing the
front of our bus remarked that a bottle of beer would go
down well. My God, I thought so too. At last the lorries
were parted and on we went. When we reached the top of
the pass, the driver gave the bus its head in the reckless
way native drivers have. We took our corners at hair-raising
speed.

“If you don’t drive more carefully, I’ll throw you out,
you fool,” I shouted to him. If I had been more ceremonious
he would never have taken me for a British soldier.

When we were down on the plain we stopped at a camp of
motorized troops. There were extensive car-parks among
the tents, and at the edge of the road a bar where you could
buy milk or lemonade. Although we were tortured by thirst,
we did not dare get out because there were British soldiers
lounging against the counter. After this there was no stop
before Saharanpur, where the driver said we should arrive
at half-past four—much too early for us, as the train for
Calcutta did not leave until half-past seven. How should we
ever get through those three hours? This tormenting thought
spoiled the rest of the journey. The last part of it was through
irrigated country. On all sides canals, sluices, cuttings and
ditches were to be seen. Water-wheels scooped the water
up on to the fields. Long-horned white cattle with humps
and hanging dewlaps drew carts soberly along the rough
roads without rousing the prostrate driver from his blissful
sleep.

As we approached the town we met a great many military
vehicles, which alarmed us owing to the prospect of much
military activity in Saharanpur. And so it proved. When we
got out in front of the station, we found it alive with soldiers
and many other people too. Chattering natives squatted
in groups beside their bundles, spitting red betel-juice

Drs 49



BLUFF

in wide arcs. Porters shouted their way along. Sturdy
Gurkhas with short, curved kukris at their sides, tall Pun-
jabis and freckled Tommies were standing about; and we
had our first sight of the red-banded caps of the military
police. Ugh—what a terrifying sight! We stood uneasily in
the midst of the crowd, dazed by all the pushing and shout-
ing, uncertain what to do next. Then the station-master
came past. Have, getting back to his usual form, coolly
asked him to show us the way to the waiting-room. He took
us through the barrier, past two M.P.s, and we sat down
at a vacant table in the farthest corner of the room. It was
not large and almost unoccupied. We bought a newspaper
to take cover behind, and two lemon squashes to slake our
burning throats. Every time the door opened we peered
over the top of the newspaper to see whether our hour had
come.

“It won’t do here,” Have said under his breath. ‘“We
must get out into the streets. T'o be stuck here for three
hours is madness.”

I flatly disagreed. Now we were safely in the station, we
ought to stay there. I succeeded in convincing him and,
just as we were starting to read the paper through for the
second time, the door opened and two M.P.s came in, one
British and one Indian. The tension was terrific as they
walked straight towards our table. We sat motionless, awaiting
annihilation. We couldn’t have made it easier for them. They
only had to get to work.

They sat down two tables off. The white ‘M.P.’ on their
red arm-bands, the heavy revolvers at their belts, were
threateningly close. What were they up to? They took off
their caps, wiped their foreheads and ordered lemonade.
They had found the heat too much for them and had come
in for a moment’s refreshment. The Englishman made him-
self comfortable and put his feet up on the edge of the table.
Then he turned his head and while he fanned his face with
his handkerchief gave us a long and searching scrutiny.
Nothing seemed to strike him—we sat quietly in our corner
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and his professional eye was pleased with what it saw. To
us it was very different. My nails tingled at the thought of
my pay-book, the value of which as a proof of identity seemed
to me now, just when I might have to show it, highly ques-
tionable. It might take in an Indian, but would any English-
man fall into such a trap? I certainly needed a leave-pass.
If I could not produce it, I should lie under the imputation
of being absent without leave. If the truth came out, my
pay-book would only make matters worse. Better push the
beastly thing under the tablecloth. I could always recover
it if they went out again. And in fact after a short time they
got up and left. My relief was even greater than Have’s.
My self-reproach, after having obstinately insisted on sitting
tight, would have been bitter.

As Have was as dubious about the pay-books as I was,
we saw that we should have to consult on each occasion
whether to show them or not. But it would be impossible
to do so openly before a third person; so we resolved to
give the books code names, Zoja for Have’s, Simone for
mine, these being the names of girls from whom the war
had separated us.

We kept looking at the clock, but time stood still. Gradu-
ally the room filled up with Indians and soldiers. For a time
a tall Sikh sat at our table. He did not address us. He merely
fondled his long silken beard dreamily. It was parted in the
middle, and the ends, which by stern command of his sect
might never be cut, were cunningly wound in under his
chin. We could not but feel uneasy in the presence of this
pale-cheeked, mysteriously smiling man, whose turban sug-
gested that he might be a conjurer or a thought-reader. I
shouldn’t have been surprised if he had addressed us by
our right names and told us off the reel what we were about.

When the Sikh departed, Have went out to buy tickets.
They had to be ordinary tickets, as we should have needed
a railway-warrant for Service ones. He returned with two
second-class tickets to Calcutta. To have travelled third
would have been beneath the dignity of two British officers.
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On the ticket it said 1026 miles to Calcutta—what a distance!

“Harry, wait a bit! Here comes a woman——"" I almost
gave a shout of joy.

The first woman we had seen for years! She went softly
past and sat down at a table near us. She had the milky
skin of a red-haired beauty, and her eyes—I saw later they
were greenish—were full of warmth to their depths. She
seemed to make poetry of the very air.

“Don’t upset the table in your enthusiasm,” Have said
rather dampingly.

“My boy, it’s a great moment,” I said, feasting my unac-
customed eyes on the lovely apparition. And it really was an
event to be aware of a woman’s presence after years of raw
male existence behind the wire, where the absence of women
had been not only one insult the more, but a calculated tor-
ture. We were thankful to providence for sparing us any
disillusionment; she was no discredit to her sex and breed.
That was assuredly a good omen. Fugitives, for whom all
hangs on chance, grow superstitious and begin to look every-
where for signs and portents.

Time began to move.

We ordered supper. When it came it included beer.

For us, who had been shut away in darkness, all this
seemed like an overdose of life—trains roaring past, strange
faces, children, white tablecloths, service, bright red lips.
Such thronging life raised us to a higher level of existence,
and when at last the express thundered in we were in the

best of form and would have had it out, if necessary, with
the Devil himself.
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CHAPTER THREE

“Passes, Please’

THE wind of the incoming train caught up the stale air of
the platform and brought in its place something of India’s
vastness and immeasurable distances. Passengers surged out
of the carriages, but while brown arms, tin trunks, children,
bedding and poultry were still emerging, the doors were
stormed by those wishing to get in. We kept on the edge
of the surging throng in order to have a better view, and
then when the tumult began to subside we walked along
the coaches looking for a suitable compartment. But there
was none as far as we could see in the second class. At last,
as the train was already moving, we found one full as we
thought of Indians, but when we had got in we saw with
consternation that there were two Englishmen in uniform
in the farther corners. One was a lieutenant and the other
a pilot. If anyone had told us at that moment that we should
travel for over forty hours in that compartment, we should
have jumped for it at the next curve.

We rapidly and distrustfully inspected the other passen-
gers. There was nothing about them to arouse suspicion at
first sight, but nothing either to inspire confidence. There
were an Anglo-Indian, a Parsee, the usual Indian baboo
tradespeople. They and their packages took up a lot of room,
but we did not complain of that as long as they formed
a block between us and the Englishmen. After a time
my neighbour began rummaging in his pack and pulled
out a bottle of Indian whisky. He offered us a drink. We
accepted with thanks. We could do with a pick-me-up.
Would the other two gentlemen have a drink also? They
declined with a shake of the head. The pilot gave us a
passing glance, and said something to the other man while
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he stroked the barrel of the automatic between his knees.

We had least to fear from the fat and oily baboos; they
looked soft and good-humoured. They were in European
dress, but with the characteristic difference of wearing their
shirts outside their trousers. They had a spot of red be-
tween their eyebrows, the Hindu caste-mark. They were
obviously well provided with the riches of this world, and
yet a Hindu such as they were might give away all he pos-
sessed overnight and live a life of solitude and poverty to
the end of his days. The Anglo-Indian made us uneasier;
he was sure to be in the public service, as most Eurasians
were, and might quite likely be a police-agent. In spite of
an infusion of English blood, he looked feeble and listless.
The Parsee had the beak of a bird of prey, and wore a brim-
less, lacquered top-hat, dotted all over with innumerable
little stars. He sat bowed over his leather case, gripping the
handle in both hands. As a descendant of Persian immi-
grants, who still profess the religion of Zoroaster, he was
a fire-worshipper, and when he died, if he adhered to the
burial rites of Parsees, his corpse would be laid out on one
of the towers of silence to be devoured by vultures. Up to
that moment, however, his sole preoccupation would be the
accumulation of money. We were unlikely to discourse about
the rate of interest and real estate, and so he would probably
pay us no attention.

For a time the railway ran parallel to the Himalayas. We
could just see the silhouette of the foothills in the failing
light. Long shadows lay along the ground and soon would
swallow the outlines of the hills.

Our compartment got emptier, and luckily the Anglo-
Indian was among those who got out. We now had seats
obliquely facing the Englishmen. The lieutenant was tall,
leathery and hollow-eyed; the pilot had a complexion of
milk and roses. So far we had avoided speaking to them.
It was getting late now and preparations for sleep were
made by degrees. By pushing up the seat-backs, each seat
became two bunks. Two Indians climbed into the upper
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bunks, and one began to pray at great length, without being
in the least put out by the presence of strangers. Indians
have an astonishing power of abstracting themselves at any
moment from the world around them. In the noise and
bustle of railway platforms, bazaars and narrow thorough-
fares, they can often be seen sitting with limbs folded and
eyes glazed, lost in contemplation.

Sleep in our case was not to be thought of. The noise of
the train, the uncomfortable seats, the anxiety lest an in-
spection of passes might take place at the next station, the
presence of the British officers, all made us restless. Even
the rattle of the windows kept us on tenterhooks. The shades
were pulled down over the lights and the carriage was lighted
only by a blue and ghostly glimmer. We marked every
movement of the two Englishmen through the slits of our
closed eyes. Pushing this way and pulling that, they were
making a sleeping-place for themselves. We were looking
in silence at the darkness racing by outside the window, and
I was getting my feet free of a kitbag an Indian had put on
the floor to sleep on, when the pilot woke up. The Indian
had lain down on his feet and now started up at a kick.
I could see only the white of his eyes and their expression
of a beaten hound. After stammering his excuses, he stood
in the middle of the compartment like a schoolboy who had
been punished.

The pilot met my eye and held out his cigarettes. “They’re
so damned submissive. And the worst of it 1s, it works.” I
nodded in assent.

“Don’t stand there. Lie down again,” he told the man.

We smoked our cigarettes and said no more. I pretended
to be tired, yawned, leaned back in my corner and shut my
eyes. The Englishman went to sleep again. For the moment
the danger had passed.

Next morning we were plunged into a conversation. It
was impossible to avoid it. All we could do was to keep it
as monosyllabic and as non-committal at possible.

““Are you for Calcutta too?”’ we were asked.
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(‘Yes"’

““Anything going on there now?”’ they wanted to know.

““We haven’t been there for some time now.”

““How long have you been out?”’

“Oh, a long time.”

All true enough.

The lieutenant ordered breakfast for four at one of the
stations we stopped at, and a boy brought tea, eggs, rolls
and fruit along to our compartment. The Englishman
wouldn’t hear of our paying our share and insisted on treat-
ing us. We thanked him and submitted. We would gladly
have accepted breakfasts from him for the rest of our lives
if he would only leave our military record alone. But he
was bound to wonder who and what we were—officers,
privates, N.C.O.s? Our uniforms did not answer the ques-
tion. And what peculiar haversacks we had! Could we pos-
sibly belong to front-line troops, or were we from base?
Very odd. What saved us no doubt must have been the
notice in each compartment which, besides warning troops
that long trousers were to be worn at night because of
the risk of malaria, also forbade all mention of military
affairs.

The train was now crossing the plain of the Ganges, old
used-up country which had all turned to barren dust. A
deadly sameness everywhere, sapless, colourless, spent. The
wretched inhabitants clung to a pitiful existence. Beggars,
emaciated, verminous, filthy, were on the platform at every
little station we stopped at. Many were blind, many had
their noses eaten away with disease; the children’s stomachs
were swollen from starvation. They pressed up against the
windows wherever they saw Europeans, always making the
same pleading gestures—first patting their empty stomachs
and then pointing with their fingers down their throats. This
stricken multitude is the curse of India, and it increases at
a terrible rate.

By ten o’clock we were approaching Lucknow, famous
for its siege during the Mutiny of 1857, when the English
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were shut up there by the Sepoys and only relieved after
great loss of life. Today Lucknow is a large city and an
important railway junction. As we ran in I had a presenti-
ment that trains would be checked here; so retired to the
lavatory to wash and shave. When the train stopped I was
surveying my lathered face in the glass. Suddenly something
occurred which went through me like red-hot needles. I
distinctly heard a voice say: “Gentlemen, your passes,
please.”

Military police in our compartment! I went limp. In a
few seconds I should be hustled out of my temporary re-
treat, arrested and hauled back to camp in handcuffs—
before the eyes of all. I held my breath and listened. Unques-
tionably our last hour had come. Any moment Have would
be asked to show his pass. But wait—I had nearly for-
gotten. I must hide “Simone” at once. But where? Up there
in the ventilation shutter. Again I saw my face: it was dis-
torted, and my soap-surrounded lips quivered as though
trying to form words. Would my fervent prayer be heard?
At first nothing, nothing whatever happened; no commo-
tion in the compartment, no bangs on my door—and then
as though a hand from on high had averted the inevitable,
I heard: “Thank you, gentlemen, good morning.” I could
not believe my ears. The danger was undoubtedly past, but
how had Have managed it? After a pause I ventured to open
the door. There was Have, rather pale, but composed and
able to speak. I was devoured with curiosity, but I had to
curb it. We could not say a word about it during the journey,
and it was only when we reached Calcutta that I heard
the story.

Have had seen the M.P. approaching our carriage along
the platform. There was no time to get out and mix with
the crowd, and to have got out on the other side on to the
track would have aroused suspicion immediately. There was
therefore nothing to do but sit still and let the catastrophe
run its course. He had no reason to thrust himself forward;
so he let the two Englishmen go ahead. They produced a
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whole sheaf of documents, beside which our pay-books would
have made a very paltry show. Just as the M.P. was turning
to Have, who was now resigned to capture, the lieutenant
hastily produced another pass and with a wave in Have’s
direction said: “And this is my batman’s.” The M.P. gave
a fleeting glance, saluted and went out without another word.
He must have taken Have for the batman—there was no
other explanation. There was a batman, but he was an
Indian, who was travelling in another coach, and it was in
his direction that the lieutenant was waving his hand. As
the M.P.s were only making a sample check and had not
visited the coach in which the batman was travelling, the
error was not detected.

It took a long time to get the fright out of my bones.
It was all very well to have escaped the clutch of the Provost
Marshal, but would chance come to our help a second time?
Human calculations ruled that out. The miracle had hap-
pened, and now the normal course of events would be
resumed. I felt certain that we had now had our run of
luck. There was little time to pursue my thoughts, for the
lieutenant opened up on the topics then uppermost in India
—Gandhi’s release and the Bengal famine. We nodded
at intervals, murmured our agreement and smoked his
cigarettes.

By noon it became intolerably hot. The wind of the train
only brought fresh waves of hot air in at the window. We
travelled through the invisible fumes of a conflagration. The
villages and small towns burned without flames. The dust
seemed to have changed to hot ash. White darts of light had
abolished refraction, and with it colour. The plain was like
a huge burning-glass trying in vain to throw back the invad-
ing sunbeams. In such heat as this, one should confine the
bodily functions to the task of evaporation and resign one-
self limply to the motion of the train. Passivity, total relaxa-
tion, a vegetative daze were the only answers to such
thermometer-readings. But we were keyed up by circum-
stances to a state which was very unsuitable to the climate,
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because we sweated for mental as well as for physical causes.
There was the unceasing stab of apprehension over the next
stop; each time we anxiously scanned the crowd for the first
glimpse of a red-banded cap. If we saw one we got out on
to the step on the other side of the train. We were harassed
also by the fear that fresh passengers might get in. Qur
luck had held so far, but it might change and send us a spy,
or someone of an inquisitive turn of mind. We had to be
constantly on our guard lest conversation with our present
fellow-travellers—the Parsee was getting more talkative—
might unexpectedly take an awkward turn.

Yet by degrees familiarity with danger drugged the sensa-
tions of fear—though not our watchfulness. It was tseless
to await the next blow in a constant state of suspense. In
that case one would be sure to parry it badly.

The rails droned sleepily as the train held on its unde-
viating way across the plains. They seemed to stretch on
for ever without a change, and the country was equally
monotonous; it was sunk in the heart of a continent, where
no water reflected the sky, where the horizon was lost in
vaporous dust and all was earthbound. I felt melancholy as
well as bored—it was all so vast and so unvarying and the
end of our journey was so distant, and so pointless. But the
vastness of India has a special characteristic—the haunting
and depressing note of suffering. It was in the very air, and
you could never escape it. It was in the faces of the natives,
waiting in crowds on the platforms, in the look they had of
belonging to another world; and its burden was felt through-
out the whole country. For generations it has been their
fervent desire to annihilate all joy in living and to escape
from this earthly vale of tears; and this spiritual atmosphere
has by now invaded the whole of India. Before I saw India
I imagined it as a tropical paradise of palm-happy, carefree
people. I found it half a desert, a land of tribulation, where
human life is a torment, which inspires only the wish to
leave it behind as soon as possible.

““Half an hour’s stop at the next station,” the guard called
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in at the window. “Dinner will be served in the refreshment-
room for members of the Forces. Shall I reserve places for
you, gentlemen?”’

The two Englishmen reserved two places for officers. We
could not very well have got out of doing the same.

But first we came to Benares, the stronghold of Hinduism
on the sacred Ganges. The railway skirted the town, and
we saw nothing of its teeming life. But as the train slowly
crossed the river by the heavily guarded bridge we had a
view of the river-front, which gives the most characteristic
view of the city. It is built entirely for the river, and on the
river-front is crowded all its architecture. The river-bank
is closely occupied in terraces by temples, spiked cupolas
and narrow-fronted houses. A repulsive smell of floral offer-
ings and cow-dung fills the narrow lanes. Ornamentation
sprouts exuberantly from the temple walls, and the multi-
plicity of the monstrous symbols which express the worship
of the divine is distressing—phallic, or in the form of ape,
serpent, cow or elephant deities, and also in human shape—
many-armed, grotesque and often obscene, all showing the
influence of the darkest devil-worship. At the river’s edge
there is a bewildering huddle of gangways, landing-stages
and platforms built out into the water. Brahmins sit under
disc-shaped parasols with long handles, lost in motionless
contemplation. Pilgrims stand in groups in the water to be
cleansed in the sacred river; curls of smoke rise up from
the funeral pyres on which corpses are being burnt.

I remembered being present at a cremation before the
war. It needed strong nerves to stomach it. It was obviously
the head of the family’s obsequies, and the eldest son offi-
ciated at the pyre, while the rest of the family stood round
it as spectators. The fire had consumed all but the head and
feet of the deceased, and the son pushed the two ends
together and broke up the skull, as the ancient ritual re-
quired, with a bamboo pole. The ashes were scattered in
the Ganges, which flowed slowly and broadly on past the
greatest of its holy places.
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The evening fires were alight in the villages when the
train stopped at the station where we were to dine. We
walked to the small station building, which stood in the open
country, with the lieutenant and the pilot, who took his
heavy automatic with him. The small dining-room was
full of officers and most of the tables were occupied. There
was a crowd at the bar, where flasks were being filled with
gin. A waiter led us to our reserved seats at a table where
a major and a captain, both Englishmen, were already seated.
We sat down in a stupor beside the two from our carriage,
and the meal began in silence. We are never likely to for-
get our table-companions. The major looked severe and
thoroughly dangerous—sharp features, black hair and pene-
trating blue eyes. The gold crown on his epaulettes shone
out. The captain was shy; he had a fine wide forehead and a
large childlike face; it was lit up by the low, hanging electric
light, which made it seem all the larger. The war might very
likely have interrupted his studies at Oxford or Cambridge.
These two sat opposite us, our train-companions covered
our flank, and all round the main body threatened in over-
whelming numbers. Complete encirclement. We were alone
in the midst of the enemy, protected only by the flimsiest of
camouflage. If our table-companions only knew whom they
were having dinner with! We felt suffocated at the thought,
and dared not look up from our plates. A large drop of sweat
fell from my forehead on to my as yet unfolded napkin—
the air felt charred. Have, who had observed, as I had, that
the captain was trying to enter into conversation with us,
took the bull by the horns by beginning one with me.

“Oh dear,” he began. “It’s chicken again,” just as though
we had had nothing else in camp. As I could think of noth-
ing interesting to say about roast chicken, I switched over
to tennis, and Have branched off into a story about a girl
as soon as his games-vocabulary gave out. The captain gazed
at us with large, enquiring eyes while we leaped nimbly
from one topic to the next. How many more courses still to
go? Then we caught it; the major started up over the cheese,
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mercifully with the lieutenant first. Where was he going?
Aha! To Calcutta. His voice was like thin steel. Before he
could proceed to further interrogations, the station-master
came in to request all passengers to take their seats in the
train. We bowed coolly to the table and hurried out.

When we were outside the whole nightmare vanished like
smoke. We were as exultant as if we had won a battle.

“We only have to survive a flirtation with the Viceroy’s
daughter,” 1 said.

“Now that we’ve got through that, I don’t see what’s to
stop us. With all those officers taking us for one of them-
selves.” Have was not behindhand in drawing foolhardy
conclusions.

“Anyway,” I said as I climbed up into our compartment,
“I shall be less anguished in future. Getting too het-up is
detrimental to the best prospects of escape.”

The night was hideous. Everything conspired to make a
martyrdom of it. The heat alone! It was impossible to close
an eye in such damp, enervating and fantastic heat. It was
like being steamed over a fire. At every station people pushed
their way noisily in or out. Once an Indian came in with
a basket such as snake-charmers put their snakes in. We
kept our eyes on the lid, expecting to see the head of a cobra
emerge at any moment. The stops at the stations seemed to
last for ever. We were tortured by thirst and got out at every
station to drink water. The religious cleavage between Hindu
and Mohammedan comes out even in drinking-water. In all
stations separate taps are provided, with a notice to say for
which variety of throat it is intended. Modern methods of
transport, however, have tended to lower the barriers of caste.
Even a generation ago in South India the pariah had to have
a bell to warn the Brahmin, lest the unclean shadow fell on
his person. Today both travel in the same trams and trains.

When dawn came at last the landscape had altered. We
were approaching the great delta formed by the Ganges and
the Brahmaputra, the fever-haunted Sunderbund. The land
was as flat as ever, but its thirst was appeased. Ponds and
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watercourses became more frequent. Rice succeeded to millet.
Primeval-looking water-buffaloes wallowed in mud pools,
showing only their nostrils and horns. Occasionally a patch
of green showed up. Palms now came into the landscape;
they stood as a rule in groups among the houses, which
were becoming more numerous: the railway traversed one
of the most thickly populated regions of over-populated
India. Besides tall palmyra palms, there was the arching
foliage of bamboos falling in green fountains, and the broad-
leaved banana gave shade. Now and then a temple glided
by; they were built round square pools with steps down to
the water, which was mantled with green slime. The pyra-
midal towers over the entrance-gates were covered with a
welter of fantastic forms. Priests, who wore the holy thread
round their naked torsos, guarded the sacred precincts.

The old underlying uneasiness was still there. What would
the next hour bring forth? And Calcutta, which we were to
reach at midday? And the days after that? From what quarter
would the wind come next? When would the blow fall? We
were only cradling ourselves in false security if we believed
that past luck ensured us against future danger. It had gone
well long enough; the end was rapidly approaching. These
I knew were not Have’s thoughts. When the lieutenant again
offered us breakfast, he took it as proof that our luck must
hold. I took it only as a brief respite from the gallows.

At one of the stops we saw our first Americans; a trainful
of engineers and service troops went past. Military trans-
port was now more frequent, a sign that we were nearing
the base for the eastern theatre of war.

We had one more unwelcome intrusion. The prayerful
Indian was the cause of it. His wife was travelling in the
train, in the coach reserved for women, which we were not
allowed to enter. He had flouted this regulation and travelled
with her for part of the way, but the guard hauled him out
at one of the stations, and he became abusive. The two came
along the platform in hot debate and were quickly joined
by a policeman, who demanded proofs of identity before
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going any further. We both withdrew discreetly to the
lavatory.

Lunch was again provided at one of the stations. This
time the pilot went with us, and the company was sadly
below the standard set by the evening before. We had to
put up with a quite ordinary tank-driver. To show our
recognition of past hospitality, we treated the pilot to a gin.

The long journey, the heat, the agitation and the sleep-
less nights had racked our nerves and worn us down; yet
we could not let up for a second. There was Calcutta to
face next. We should be there any moment now; the train
was passing through the outer suburbs already, and as its
speed gradually diminished we felt that it was drawing us
slowly and surely into the jaws of a huge trap. It was the
tenth day of our escape, and we were a thousand miles
from the camp, no mean exploit. If we were fated to be
nabbed at that dangerous defile, the barrier of Howrah Rail-
way Station, and restored to captivity, we should not need
to feel ashamed of ourselves. I thought of Harrer, whom it
would take many months, perhaps a year, to cover an equal
distance. Where would he be at this moment, I wondered.

But this was no moment for comparing times. Arrest
seemed very probable when we finally drew up at the ter-
minus. Although our thoughts were not on polite acknow-
ledgements, we did not wish to incur the imputation of
ingratitude. We therefore said good-bye to our two English-
men very cordially; after all, it was only owing to their
reserve that we had been able to survive two days in the
same compartment. Hope and anxiety, subdued by a dash
of fatalism, made up our state of mind as we got out of the
train. Have was immediately swept from me in the crowd
and carried along among a mob of British soldiers, from
whom, I was glad to note, it was impossible to distinguish
him. Red-caps shone out menacingly behind the barrier.
Have walked straight past them surrounded by his body-
guard. When my turn came, they were busy with soldiers
asking where their units were and where they were to doss
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down; and so I could slip by unobserved. The crowd was
far too great for checking each man singly.

Without knowing quite how it had happened, we had
arrived in Calcutta, the second largest city of the British
Empire.

In spite of all our efforts, we could not get hold of a taxi.
But then Have pulled off one of his stunts. He went briskly
up to the policeman on traffic control and ordered him to
find us a taxi at once. The policeman held up an empty
one which was hurrying past and told us to get in. He was
graciously tipped, and there we were. It was a comfortable
open taxi, and we set off on an extensive tour of the town

to get our bearings and find out what Calcutta had to offer
to two Germans on the run.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Calcutta Spree

““TaLK a bit louder,” Have said in the taxi. *I can’t hear
what you say.”

“How shall we ever survive Calcutta?”’ I repeated.

“We shall soon see—don’t know yet myself.”

We had emerged into the station square on one of those
waves of exhilaration which dangers leave behind them, but
now the exhilaration was momentarily over and we had a
feeling of helplessness, a sense of doom, which never left
us while we were in Calcutta. So far we had acted on a plan
which we had thought out in advance; but now we had
come to a point where improvisation set in; we had to take
our fences as we came to them. It had been utterly im-
possible in camp to look beyond Calcutta. Calcutta was like
a dense mist blotting out a view. And now here we were in
the mist itself, without a map or a course laid down. Was it
sense to stay there at all and lose our impetus? Wouldn’t it
be wiser to take a train on at once? But in what direction?
The Burma front was long. We felt in our bones that we
had come to the critical parting of the ways. Everythmg
might turn on the choice we now made.

Calcutta was like the base camp of an army. Mlhtary
transport and columns of lorries rattled without a pause
along the large main streets. The ground shook and the hot
air stank of petrol fumes. Khaki was the only colour. Nearly
every pedestrian wore it and nearly every vehicle was camou-
flaged with it. The Allied Command had turned the city
into a supply and reserve base for the Burma front and China.
The pulse of war could be felt.
£ Our taxi had difficulty in getting through the congested
traffic in the Chowringhee, the main street. We had to fall
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in at walking pace behind columns of heavy lorries; but this
really suited our purpose of finding out whether we should
be able to put up at any of the large European hotels. It
was not from overweening self-confidence, but because we
believed we should be less noticed if we openly mixed with
the British than if we hid ourselves and shrank away. We
were not to be daunted by high prices; we had money at
our disposal. But registering would be a difficulty. We were
passing the Grand Hotel at the moment. Notices proclaimed
that it was reserved exclusively for officers. Undoubtedly
the reception desk would be very particular—even if there
were any rooms free. This ruled it out for us. We told the
driver to take us to the Great Eastern, but there it was the
same story. We could not venture to spend the night in an
Indian hotel. Have knew from his first escape that the native
hotels of Calcutta were under very strict police surveillance.

To gain time, I told the driver to take us to Fort William.

“If we can’t find anywhere, we must spend the night in
the open,” I said under my breath to Have.

“No go. We should be nabbed.”

“Right; then what about the red light quarter?”

““Out of the question.”

“Why?,’

“M.P.s”

Yes; he was right there. The M.P.s would naturally have
their eyes on every brothel.

“What on earth are we to do, then?”

“I’ve got it,” Have whispered. “Hey!” he shouted to the
driver. ““To the bazaar.”

Have had a dim memory from his last visit of having seen
a Y.M.C.A. hostel near the Indian University quarter. Per-
haps it might have shelter to offer. The driver knew of it,
and took us along past the large new commercial buildings
of Central Avenue, which glare up into the sky like gigantic
white posts. The largest appeared to have been com-
mandeered by the Army. For a time we kept on along this
wide and busy thoroughfare, and then turned off into the
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native quarter and plunged abruptly into the East. There
was no sign here of war; nothing but bargaining and shout-
ing, sleeping and begging. The sour smell of rotting garbage
and human exhalations hung about the streets. There was
the usual congestion. The pavement was crowded and the
passengers hung like grapes from the flame-coloured trams
which almost filled the narrow streets. Our taxi drew up
at a crossing. There was the Y.M.C.A. I sat where I was
while Have got out and entered the shabby old building.
He asked to see the secretary and enquired for a room.

“I am sorry. Our hostel is full. Also we only let rooms to
Indian members, and then only to permanent residents.”

Have was not going to be put off so easily. His face
hardened. ‘I am an old member.”

“No doubt. But you should apply to the British hostel.”

“That’s just why I am here. It is full.”

“I am sorry, sir, but you must apply to some other
organization for a billet.”

“Well, I am here now and I mean to stay here.”

“Sir, as I have said already, we are full up.”

“Think it over—perhaps you have a dressing-room or
something »

“I do not see why you as a British soldier must insist on
being put up in this Indian hostel. Perhaps you have some
particular reason?”

“What do you mean by that?”’ Have asked angrily, and
turned to go.

“Nothing at all, sahib. Nothing whatever. I meant noth-
ing,” he cried out as he ran after Have. “Wait one moment.
I think I might be able to help you. Wait.”

A refuge was found for us. We were given the sitting-
room. It had no beds. We slept side by side on the long
table used for committee meetings. We were not asked to
register or to fill in a form for the police.

Next morning we joined the throng of soldiers in the
Chowringhee.

The whole boulevard quivered in the blinding glare, and
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the heat struck us as though it issued in breaths of fire
from a thousand brazen throats. The Chowringhee looks on
the Maidan, that large expanse of grass like a racecourse in
the heart of Calcutta, but this does not make it any the more
airy. The excessive heat is the same everywhere, and rests
in heavy swathes in the open spaces as well. People walked
in a daze through the bath of fire, striving instinctively
towards the next oasis of shade, economizing on every move-
ment, holding their arms at a slight angle to let the air
circulate between, and now and then freeing their skins
from the moist clasp of their shirts. The crowd was on the
built-up side, where hotels, cinemas, bars, warehouses and
shops were the attraction, and like grottoes and shady recesses
offered an escape from the sun. The mark of a mercantile
empire and overseas trade was on these buildings; they
spoke of rich returns and high colonial dividends.

At that time war was the prevailing note. The shop
windows were sandbagged against blast, and on the Maidan
side there were huts, car parks, dumps, special fun-fairs for
the troops, and stalls where they could buy solar topees,
medal-ribbon clasps and identity discs. The pavement
seethed with soldiers in streams which met or passed or
crossed or jammed. Most were on leave and wanted only
relaxation and distraction and quick ways of spending their
back pay. But there were a few busy people who had to
dodge their way through the strolling mob.

To mix with so many foreign soldiers was like secretly
attending a meeting of one’s enemies and finding out with
bated breath who they all were who had sworn to destroy
you. In the Chowringhee all nations which had joined in
the war against Japan, Germany’s ally, were represented.
The whole Empire was called up. There were not only
Englishmen and Scotchmen, but all those adherents of Britain
—Australians, New Zealanders, Canadians, with members
of the Indian Army interspersed. We avoided looking the
British in the face and preferred to keep our eyes on their
knees, which showed between their shorts and stockings.
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The Indians were fine specimens from the warlike tribes
of the north-west; they were true warriors with beak-like
noses, flashing eyes and high foreheads. The large number
of Americans surprised us, and their Negro transport-drivers
and Chinese training-troops. The Yanks stole the picture,
They barged around in cheery gangs, bought up whole
shops, mobbed the stalls, whistled after the girls and took
them for joy-rides in Service vehicles. The G.I.s blew in
on Calcutta like a breath of fresh air. In contrast with the
dignified bearing of the British, they seemed to be out for
fun and nothing else. They wanted to make a spree out of
everything and anything, on duty or off duty, in the bars
or on the razzle—in fact, to paint the whole town red.

I looked furtively at the advertisement pillars. It always
struck me as a particularly exciting moment in crime stories
when the criminal stood unobserved in front of his own
police description. I wanted to experience the thrill myself,
but was disappointed; I could not find a proclamation with
our portraits anywhere. The whole country must have been
alerted on our account, and yet there was nothing to show
for it. The hand that was closing on us was unseen.

We kept on walking about, merely because we were flum-
moxed. We were really marking time. The urge to get for-
ward, to get out, to get to work, was strong. But in what
direction were we to hurl our weight? We were like incen-
diaries with flaming tow in their hands, desperately looking
for the doomed house they cannot find.

We diligently searched all the kiosks and bookshops in
the Chowringhee for a serviceable map of the region which
now formed the front line, but in vain. So we were thrown
back on the two small sketch-maps we had cut out of a
newspaper in camp, and these gave only very vague indica-
tions of where the line ran. When we came to the Army
and Navy Stores we gave up the search and went in to buy
some articles we needed to complete our outfit. It took some
time, because Have found the sales-girl attractive.

When that was done he wanted to have his shoes shined.
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There was a row of shoeblacks at the next corner, and as
soon as we had been taken in hand an American fell in
beside Have. He jerked his elbow in the direction of a
miserable group of beggars standing on the kerb behind
us and turned his flabby, red-blotched face to Have.

‘““Say, listen. You British ought to be ashamed of your-
selves to let that kind of thing happen.”

“No business of mine »

“Why don’t you do something about it? With us back
home such wretched sights wouldn’t be allowed.”

“Why do you pick on me? Take over the whole cursed
country for all I care. You can have it, with all its beggars
included, and Gandhi thrown in,” Have answered in
annoyance.

““That would suit you—to have us drag your cart out of
the muck.”

“If you don’t want to accept the responsibility, you
needn’t criticize.”

““Oh, yeah—that’s you Britishers all over. If your atten-
tion’s drawn to any little thing that’s wrong, you get
crabby.”

With this parting shot, the reformer tossed the beggars
a coin and went his way sweating profusely and cursing to
himself.

The British had put two or three captured Japanese tanks
and armoured cars in the square at the end of the Chow-
ringhee, to instigate a profoundly pacifist public to buy war
loan. They attracted the attention of only very few and
very uninterested bystanders. And really it was a waste of
time to incite to violence people whose religious horror of
killing goes to such lengths that there is a sect among them,
the Jainas, who wear a gauze veil in front of their mouths
in case they inadvertently swallow a fly.

Our special friends, the M.P.s, patrolled the streets inde-
fatigably. They strode smartly along two by two in white
anklets. We were apparently so entirely in keeping that they
never gave us a look. In fact, the Chowringee and the
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strolling soldiers were our chosen refuge when elsewhere
we found the ground too hot for us.

All the same, we had to take a risk. We could not go on
marking time for ever. We must start the ball rolling some-
how; and we needed information, something to go on.

I suggested to Have that we should go and have a drink
in the exclusive Great Eastern Hotel. He agreed.

In spite of notices on all sides restricting entry to the
elect, we marched straight through to the bar and sat down
at an unoccupied table in a corner. After the glare of the
streets we were in a cool twilight. Some officers, a colonel
among them, were seated not far from us. No need to worry.
Not one of them would get up and demand our passes. And
when the bar-waiter brought us our gimlets—a mixture of
gin and lemon and water, well iced—we almost forgot that
we were escaped prisoners at all.

An Anglo-Indian girl was sitting at a table opposite us
with two elderly American officers, whose backs were turned
to us. She had a mass of black hair above the perfect oval
of her face. Her lips were full and blood-red, and when she
smiled—but she did not appear to be greatly taken with her
companions—she displayed flashing white teeth. She had
looked up when we came in and had since given us a quick
glance now and then. The years behind the wire had left us
a little uncertain of our sex-appeal, and the fleeting atten-
tion she paid us was very helpful; we felt an almost ado-
lescent excitement tingle in our veins. Pity! She’s just got
up and gone out with her escort.

I summoned the waiter. “Boy, two more of the same.”
Over our second gimlets, we put together all we had been
able to gather about the Burma front. We knew from reports
in the newspapers that the Japanese were at that time engaged
in an offensive near Manipur on the border of Assam, in
the course of which they had crossed the Indian frontier.
Imphal, the residence of the Maharajah of Manipur, was
threatened. Before getting out of camp, we had decided that
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this scene of operations would suit us particularly well,
because in a war of movement there is always a good deal
of confusion and it would be easier for us to get through
to the advancing Japanese. We knew nothing at all about
the physical features and railway communications of Assam,
but we feared they might present peculiar difficulties. On
the other hand, Have from his previous attempt knew some-
thing of the hinterland of the southernmost section of this
front on the Bay of Bengal, and thought we might find our
way through better in that region.

“That’s far too vague,” I told him. It was gradually get-
ting on my nerves that we could do nothing but grope about
in the dark.

“Don’t be impatient.”

“I’m not; but do let’s consider sensibly who there is we
might make use of. First of all, there are the Tommies.
We might go about among them and listen to what they
said »

““Better not—that wouldn’t work

“Secondly, the Indians. There might be someone

At that moment the door opened and there was the Anglo-
Indian girl back again. Alone this time. She sat down against
the wall opposite us—with a faint note of invitation, I
thought. Perhaps her feminine instinct told her that we were
marked out as her prey. She took a cigarette from her case
and held it to her lips without lighting it. I went over, gave
her a light and invited her to have a drink with us. When
she was sitting between us, we felt like monks whose wits
Satan was leading astray and who might find that their
virtue was not as impregnable as they had thought it. I was
tormented by self-reproach; anything might follow from
such thoughtlessness. It was inexcusable to invite any
stranger to share our table, let alone an attractive woman.
It offended against the first law of escape—never to draw
attention to yourself.

“My name is Muriel. What are yours?”

“He’s John,” Have told her. “And I'm Harry.”
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‘““Have you come from the Burma front?”

““No. That’s where we’re bound for.”

“What section?”

“We don’t know yet. Soon find out!”

““Not to Assam, let’s hope.”

“Let’s hope not. That’s where the worst fighting is.”

““Yes. Those two Americans were telling me just now.”

““The Japanese seem to be bad people to come up against.”

““Bad isn’t the word ”

Ought we to question her? She was pretty enough and
well-read in men, but she obviously had no knowledge what-
ever of the military situation. Have apparently had come to
the same conclusion; he spoke of other things and then pre-
pared to wind up the occasion.

““Oh, tell me, Muriel, what’s on in Calcutta nowadays?
We’ve come from the north-west and are quite out of it ?

“Firpo’s is the place to eat, and there are the films.”

“Do you know of a good one?”

“There’s Stormy Weather, a Negro film, on at the Roxy.
They say it’s good.”

We got up.

“Would you like to come and see it with us?”’ I suggested.

Have frowned.

“Your enthusiasm is fine, John. But you seem to forget
that we have military duties this afternoon.”

“Why do you always think of military duties at the most
inappropriate moments? I’m afraid he’s right, Muriel. Sorry.
We must meet another time. May I have your telephone
number?”’

She gave her address and we parted. “Don’t forget to
ring me,”’ she called after us.

When we were in the street Have told me off. How could
I be so damned silly? Didn’t I know the prejudice of the
British against Anglo-Indian girls? And what more glaring
folly could there be than to be seen about with one?

“Yes, yes. I know. You're quite right. But just imagine
their faces in camp when we tell them about it.”
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THE INDIAN DENTIST

“They won’t believe a word of it.”

In reality the incident depressed me. We had made a bold
step forward in contempt of prudence, and yet it had led
to nothing.

“We shall have to try the Indians,” Have decided.

The house was in Central Avenue. I walked up and down,
waiting impatiently for Have, who was up on the third floor,
visiting an Indian dentist. He had got to know him on his
first escape and hoped to get some information out of him.
It was a very odd acquaintanceship, which dated from the
days when he and Hiilsen had been on the loose together
in Calcutta.

They had no money and could not think how to procure
any. Then they had an i1dea—a very clever and original one.
Indians who took degrees at foreign universities always liked
to add the town and the letters after their name. It gave
prestige. Hiilsen and Have searched the telephone book until
they found the name of a man who had taken his degree
at a German university. “D.M.D., Heidelberg,” rewarded
their search. They agreed that a man who had spent long
years in Germany was the most promising man to borrow
from. Having come to that decision, they presented them-
selves and took seats in his waiting-room. After a time one
of them was summoned, but both went in together. Have
sat down in the chair and Hiilsen remained standing. The
Indian dentist bent over Have with his little looking-glass
and his instrument and asked him what was wrong. Have
pushed his hand gently aside and said with a smile, “Nothing
—with my teeth, Doctor.”

The dentist was very much surprised at this. Have asked
to speak to him alone. His secretary then left the room.

“Doctor,” Have began, speaking in English, ““I have some-
thing to say which will surprise you.”

He paused.

“We are not Englishmen at all and we have not got
toothache. We are Germans.”
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The Indian nearly collapsed and dropped his instruments
as if they had given him an electric shock.

“Germans?”’ he stammered, letting his arms fall to his
sides.

“Yes; Germans. Escaped prisoners.”

That was more than he could stand. His face went pale,
and he could only just speak.

““T'hen leave this room at once.”

“Not before you have given us some money.”

“You want money? They want money too! I cannot give
you any money. Please go.”

He gripped his forehead in desperation.

“We don’t want much. Make it what you please.”

“I implore you. Leave me in peace and go. You force
me to summon the police.”

Have now resumed in German: ‘“You’ve been in Heidel-
berg, so you must as an Indian have an understanding of
our situation. We need the money to carry out our escape.”

The Indian was silent. Then he burst out: ‘“Gentlemen,
I have had much experience of the C.I.D., but this is by
far the most cunning trap they have laid for me. I shall not
do you the favour of falling into it.”

““Then you are on our side after all. You are at war with
the English,” Have said delightedly.

“You need not say another word,” the Indian answered
resolutely. “I see through your plot to the very bottom.”

“But do believe at least that we are Germans who have
escaped from prison.”

“You cannot deceive me. I must make an end of this and
call my assistant. My patients are waiting.”

He walked to the door.

“Wait just one second,” Hiilsen implored him, horrified
at having hit on the right man and yet being unable to
convince him,

“You need not tax yourselves any further. I have had
enough of your investigations. You have put me to untold
miseries because my wife is a German ?
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“What? Your wife is a German? Then there is the solu-
tion. Confront us with her, and we’ll soon prove we are
fellow-countrymen of hers.”

The Indian hesitated. Then he went out quickly, shutting
the door.

‘““He’s fetching the police, man ”

After a minute or two the door opened again. A European
woman in Indian dress looked in cautiously and asked in
Bavarian German:

““Are you German really?”’

“Of course we are. Your husband won’t believe us. But
perhaps you can convince him.”

“Yes, you do speak like Germans. Like North Germans
at least,” she added with a smile, and quickly retired and
shut the door.

A few more minutes passed before the dentist returned.
He was in great agitation, torn between fear and resolu-
tion. He went close up to Have, took a hundred-rupee note
out of his coat pocket and gave it him without a word. At
the same time the door opened once more and they heard:

“But you're a couple of rogues.”

So this was the Indian whom Have was now visiting.
Since the ice had been broken, their talk this time might
go more smoothly. It certainly was not long before he
rejoined me.

“He nearly passed out at the sight of me.”

“Not surprised.”

“Unfortunately he hadn’t much to say. And he was so
rattled he couldn’t collect his thoughts.”

“What did he say?”

“When he found his tongue he told me that the line to
Chittagong is not confined to troops. Civilians can travel
by it too.”

“Well, and what else?”’

“Nothing else very definite. He said that there was the
strictest watch everywhere.”
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“Did he say whether we should make for Assam or keep
to the coast?”’
“How should a poor devil know

““Quite right. How should he?”

p’)

Firpo’s, Calcutta’s most elegant restaurant, is in the Chow-
ringhee. It was the place Muriel had recommended. We
could accept her recommendation with a clear conscience,
because it was in accordance with our principle of being
seen where we were least expected—that is, where the British
congregated. It was also according to programme to eat as
often and as well as possible. Calcutta would certainly be
the last place where we should find European food.

“Come along,” I said to Have as we ascended the wide
staircase to the first floor. “We’ll mix once more with the
lords of the land.”

There was a regular scrum of officers and men round the
bar. Iced drinks were handed out without a pause. We sat
down beside two Englishmen at a table and ordered John
Collinses, a long gin drink. Our first concern was to engage
a table for two in the large dining-room next door, to avoid
unwelcome table companions, and I went out to see about
it. The Englishmen got up soon after and we followed them.

The large luxurious room, capable of seating two hun-
dred, quickly filled up. Everyone was in uniform, excepting
a few Indians and white-haired elderly Europeans. The
Americans stormed in by gangs as usual and occupied the
larger tables without giving a thought to their sweat-soaked
shirts. They brought Anglo-Indian girls with them. The
British looked priggish and wooden beside them, but they
had the cooler heads and were more mature and composed.
A small orchestra started playing soft and subdued music,
mostly Viennese waltzes. Turbaned waiters in spotless white
sped to and fro. The fans whirred above our heads. As gate-
crashers we experienced the delight of secretly mocking at
the innocence of the rest of the room. Little did they think
who were lunching in their company! It was an added thrill
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to sit down with our enemies in such sumptuous surround-
ings. We had an excellent lunch—crab mayonnaise, cold tur-
key, and ice-cream. The bill only came to two rupees, eight
annas. In Bengal, according to the papers, hundreds of
thousands were dying of starvation.

Everybody has felt the wild impulse to jump up in a
crowded room and shout something in an interval of silence.
I suddenly felt this longing at Firpo’s. I wanted to get up
and roar out unequivocally in German that we were escaped
prisoners, and then vanish before the astonishment and the
tumult had died down.

“You're a neurotic,”” Have said when I confessed this
singular temptation. “And that’s the fellow I've taken up
with!”

We sat in silence over cigars and coffee. The moments
as they passed seemed incredible. First, prisoners for years,
mere numbers, objects to be kicked about, and then at one
blow masters of our fate. Yet what a ticklish balance there
was between the situations as they came to meet us and our
power to deal with them. Here in Calcutta the circle within
which we could act freely was very restricted. We could
only wait with patience for the right moment to come.

“Well, what now?”’ Have said, breaking in on my medi-
tation.

“Now? Now we go to the cinema,” I replied.

“I say, are we escaping or travelling for pleasure?”

“I don’t argue about words, but as we shan’t be out very
much longer we may as well enjoy what Calcutta has to offer.”

“I don’t listen to defeatist talk of that sort. Let’s go to
the movies, for the love of Mike.”

Before leaving our table, I carefully pocketed the receipted
bill. It would prove to our fellow-prisoners, in the event of
recapture, that we had indeed lunched at Firpo’s; otherwise
it would be useless to try to convince them. Actually, we
always lunched there for the three and a half days we spent
in Calcutta.

We also went to the pictures three times, to the afternoon
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performances in the full light of day. We felt we were safely
stowed away for a couple of hours, even though we were
surrounded by soldiers. And as soon as the lights went out
and the whole auditorium was hushed in suspense, the ten-
sion that kept us strung up everywhere else was released.
We surrendered only too willingly to the film story and
forgot our own precarious situation. It was a sudden shock
when it came back.

A news film showed us a few pictures of the Manipur
front and left us in no doubt of the difficulties of the terrain
—not a sign of life anywhere to be seen, nothing but steep
hills and impenetrable jungle. Other pictures showed the
British counter-attacks, making it clear that the Japanese
had been halted and in places thrown back. This was con-
firmed by the communiqués we read in the papers, which
spoke of the hardening of the front. Our hope of finding
the front in a fluid state was extinguished.

Although the cinema was a comparatively safe resort, we
sat on dynamite even there. Before the performance began,
while the lights were on, we found we were sitting in front
of a chubby young major with a large red moustache, who
began in a loud voice and with a rather pompous manner
to question the men in his row. He wanted to know where
each man came from, what his regiment was and who were
his officers. How enviably pat, how free of care their answers!
“I come from Dehra Dun, major. Dehra Dun. Yes, Dehra
Dun, I tell you,” raced through my head over and over
again. The lights went out just in time.

On another occasion—it was at the end of our first visit
to the pictures—we very nearly gave ourselves away. We
got up and started to go out without observing that “God
Save the King” was being played and that the whole audi-
ence was standing to attention. With consternation we found
that we alone had left our seats and instantly froze where
we stood.

We were never so acutely conscious as in Calcutta of the
strangely equivocal morality of our enterprise. There is
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nothing improper about escaping in itself, nothing that trans-
gresses the moral dictates of mankind; on the contrary, it is
considered an honourable proceeding and is even sanctioned
by the law of nations. But the fact of being pursued by the
military authorities and treated as an outlaw makes it seem
a crime. And from being chased as a criminal, the fugitive
involuntarily takes on some of a criminal’s characteristics
and habits. He contracts a gnawing conscience and uneasy
look. He 1s drawn to the same places that criminals usually
visit immediately after the crime. He takes a roguish joy in
deception and feels the fascination of the forbidden.

A bazaar in India is much more than a picturesque, or
fairy-tale, shopping-centre. It is a stage on which private
life is seen without walls. The street here does not separate
mutually exclusive houses, like a sort of no-man’s-land. It is
itself the scene on which people are brought together in a
common life. What goes on elsewhere between four walls
takes place in the open. It is really because the doors shut
in no secrets that the house can be taken into the street;
for the same reason the Indians have no home life. The
inside of their houses is always indescribably wretched—
no chairs, no tables, no beds—just bare walls and a roof.
Everything is sacrificed to the street, which makes what
compensation it can.

The streets got narrower as we went along. The heat was
more closely compressed between the walls; it gathered in
the courtyards, and was ambushed in every corner. Glaring
stripes of light alternated with black bars of shadow. Goods
were piled up outside the shops—big-bellied, shining copper
vessels, aluminium saucepans, oil lamps, chains, locks; moun-
tains of fruit, oranges, papayas, bananas; trays of sweetmeats
amid pyramids of cakes; batteries of soft-drink bottles filled
with poisonous green, boiled-sweet-pink and canary-yellow
liquids. The dealers squatted in the background, many of
them stripped to the waist, with the marks of caste or sect
clearly to be seen on their foreheads, teeth stained red with
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betel-juice. Our way was blocked by a cow. A cow in the
middle of the town. That was nothing unusual for India,
where the cow, to the Hindus a sacred animal, may hold up
the traffic if it likes. We passed money-changers and gold-
merchants. We saw them in the dim light within, busy with
scales and bundles of notes and heaps of coins. Their thin
fingers moved the balls of the abacus. Indian divinities in
cheap and gaudily-coloured reproductions hung on the walls.
Krishna, in blue, playing the flute, was popular. When we
came to the soft goods it looked as if the whole stock had
simply been dragged into the street. Bales of cloth in cas-
cades, children’s dresses fluttering overhead, piles of gay
muslins for saris built up to form the corner-posts of the
display. And now—uniforms, not one shop, but several.
Complete officers’ uniforms were for sale. We paused in
doubt. Should we or should we not? A smart cap perhaps.
I tried one on. Have only laughed. “‘Better not. We should
look too conspicuous in correct uniform.”

There was a cook-shop at a corner. One of those strongly
spiced Indian dishes was being cooked in iron pans with
an oil of penetrating odour. The two cooks, naked except
for loin-cloths, sat cross-legged on a bench behind the fire.
Their fat, shining bellies, shaven heads on which only a
topknot remained, and their wide nostrils gave them the air
of child-devouring monsters. Their topknots had a religious
significance; at the moment of death their god would tweak
them by it out of reach of the claws of the demons. Coolies
besieged the counter and paid a few annas for a meal, which
was given them wrapped up in large leaves. They squatted
down on the ground and ate it at once in their fingers.
Beggars and the dogs fell on what was left.

We had decided on a stroll through the bazaar, because
we wanted to leave nothing untried in our search for some-
one who might help us to penetrate the English lines, or
to by-pass them by means of a sailing-boat which would
take us along the coast to the Japanese. We knew how vain
the hope was: only sheer chance could put such a card into

82



INDIAN INDIFFERENCE

our hands. It was very unlikely that we should obtain any
assistance, even in the form of useful information. This might
have been available if the Indian population had taken any
interest in the war; but to the Indian it is his private affairs
that matter: to the peasant the weather and the prices, to
the townsman his profits. They mattered a great deal more
than the war in the Pacific, which hardly touched him. Even
the operations in Burma were to him a very remote affair,
which did not concern his own country.

We might, of course, have expected that the Indians would
have made use of the difficulties the war had brought upon
Great Britain to throw off the British yoke. But so far as
any hopes of a mass insurrection went, this expectation had
no foundation. One important reason for this was the sagacity
of British rule, which took its stand on a minimum of en-
croachment and an elastic retreat upon the last (and cer-
tainly decisive) five per cent of power. But the real reason
was religious. People who believe that the world of sense is
mere illusion can only regard it with indifference; and when
the doctrine of the transmigration of souls teaches that being
born again into a higher stage of existence is quite inde-
pendent of the material circumstances in which the present
life is lived, there is no inducement to take arms against one’s
earthly lot. This explains how the Indian submits to the
tyranny of caste, patiently puts up with foreign rule, and
suffers with mute resignation what in Western lands would
long since have led to revolt.

There were indeed organized groups which pursued an
anti-British policy, such as the Congress Party under Gandhi,
and the Forward Block of Bose, but the English had broken
the back of both by arrests running into tens of thousands.
The C.I.D. with its network of spies took good care that
the slightest anti-British manifestation was known to the
Government at once. It is not surprising then that we could
hope for nothing from the Indian population. Any who were
hostile to England kept it dark. We found the same at the
Y.M.C.A., where we spent the evenings in the hope that
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among all the students who came in for a cold meal there
might be one to answer our purpose. There was in fact one
who, judging from his reckless air and the white Gandhi
cap he wore, might have taken a risk. We approached him
cautiously and hinted that we were deserters from the British
Army. But, like the dentist, he took us for police spies and
would not respond.

It was this setback that led us to try our luck in the bazaar.,
But after we had threaded the labyrinth of narrow streets
for some time, keeping an eye out for any likely person,
Have gave it up.

“We shall never find our man here.”

“Let’s at least go as far as the dyers. I know from
my own business that they have ramifications far out
into the country, and they might know something about
Chittagong.”

On we went through the throng. Porters with loads bal-
anced on their heads walked slowly along, taking the weight
by using their knees as springs. Cyclists flitted in and out
among the crowd. Coolies were harnessed to carts laden
with heavy bales of cloth. A mob of naked children were
having a bath at a hydrant. A loud-speaker burst full blast
from a restaurant, and close to it a man was sound asleep—
but there were sleepers lying about everywhere. At night in
the hot season everyone who can sleeps in the street. They
lie in front of the houses enveloped in white sheets like
corpses laid out in a plague-stricken city, as you might actu-
ally take it to be. A palmist in a huge turban forced himself
upon us. We tried in vain to shake him off. He insisted on
a demonstration of his skill.

“‘Sahib,” he said to me, considering me with a crafty eye.
“I know all about you. Too much thinking and no success.”

“Go to the devil,”’ I told him.

“Here, how long shall we be in India?” Have asked, put-
ting the fatal question.

“Let me see your hand, Sahib. Not long; certainly not
much longer.”
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Fraud. Every Tommy longs to be home again. What
else should he have said?

We had just decided to leave Calcutta next morning. After
long discussion, we had made up our minds to give up all
thought of Assam and the northern front, in favour of try-
ing to get through in the southern region, which Have had
the advantage of knowing already. What little we could
gather about Assam and Manipur was enough to be a deter-
rent. We still had three hundred rupees in hand, not to
mention a further hundred as an iron ration and a gold
sovereign which Have had hidden in the heel of a shoe.
Our financial situation therefore was not unsatisfactory.

The prospect of the journey greatly depressed us. It was
the last stretch of railway before the front and would be
thoroughly unpleasant. Although we woke every morning
with the conviction that we should be dropped upon in our
sitting-room, we did enjoy relative security and were at least
in a civilized place. But now the jungle was ahead of us, and
privation, and danger in the raw.

I felt so strongly that evil days lay ahead—which for one
reason or another we were unlikely to survive—that I sug-
gested making good use of our last night in Calcutta. Have
agreed. He too felt like being a little rash, but he was strongly
opposed to going out with Muriel, because he was certain
it would get us into trouble. But when I suggested that we
could make a date with her at her flat, he agreed that I might
ring her up; I was to back out at once if she had not a flat
of her own. My talk on the telephone went off surprisingly
well.

It can’t have been the first time that men leaving for the
front had made this their excuse for a visit, because she
interrupted by laughing and complimenting me on my great
originality. She said that a friend of hers would be there too
and would we just bring some drink along?

“It’s a leap in the dark,” Have whispered when we got
out of the taxi at Muriel’s door.
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“There’s time to go back.”

“No; we're in for it now. Come on.”

Muriel had been so frank and jolly on the telephone. We
couldn’t believe that she was enticing us into an ambush.
And even if she became suspicious in the course of the
evening, we should be off on our journey before we could
be searched for.

“Hallo, defenders of the Empire,” Muriel said in greet-
ing, and then introduced us to her friend, Joan, also an
Anglo-Indian. She was an exotic type with lazy, voluptuous
movements and a shape that seemed to have been ripened
by the tropical sun.

“So you’re off to the front.”

““Yes, worse luck; and Assam too,” we lied.

“Poor boys. Then we must be particularly nice to
you.”

Muriel poured out drinks. Have started a very harmless
conversation with Joan about the pleasures Calcutta had to
offer troops on leave and eager for some fun; and I unob-
trusively took in all the features of the small two-roomed
flat. It was on the ground floor, and besides the entrance in
the front had another exit through the kitchen. Also, if the
worst came, there was a veranda over which we could jump
into a back garden. I saw nothing suspicious. The greatest
danger was Muriel’s intelligence. She was all there, and the
least oversight on our part would arouse her suspicions.

Anyway, it was silly to indulge in secret broodings over
one’s safety on an occasion like this. My anxiety was exag-
gerated. Surely I might forget the nightmare of dread once
in a way. Who was likely to track us down, here in the seclu-
sion of a flat? The idea that danger was always lurking was
quite out of place here. Far better throw myself into the
real object of our visit and keep pace with Have, who was
getting off with Muriel already.

“I warn you, Muriel, Harry’s a faithless brute. You’ll do
better with me.”

“You look after Joan and don’t worry about us.”
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But I was not much struck with Joan. She had real spider
fingers, and also——

Then the bell rang.

“It must be some friends looking in,” Muriel said, jump-
ing up. We heard men’s voices in the hall, and Muriel
saying a few words in an undertone after welcoming them.
A moment later two young officers entered the room. They
were both lieutenants and their uniforms were freshly
pressed. Not bad fellows at all, but the sort who know what
they want. They nodded to us in a friendly enough way,
tossed their caps on the table and asked for a drink. Muriel,
who obviously knew them well, went on to explain the
reason of our being there.

““Oh, really—you’re off to the front tomorrow?”’ the elder
of the two said.

“We are.”

“Which unit?”

It was entirely our own fault that this fatal question, the
most fatal that could be put to us, burst suddenly upon us.
It served us right. We should have long enough to rue it
in solitary confinement. But then Have did something quite
surprising. Without attempting to put up any lie about our
regimental entanglements and so sealing our fate, he counter-
attacked vigorously and without warning.

“I shall be delighted to give you the fullest information
on that point, but not here and not now. It would not amuse
me, to tell you the truth. In my opinion, this room has too
many people in it, and I think something ought to be done
about it. Don’t you?”

“Who the devil are you to talk like that?”

“Never mind who I am. This is my party, and I don’t
intend to have it interfered with.”

We stood up, and so did the other two. We faced them
in a cold fury which banished all our fears. There was a
moment of giddy suspense. Have had pushed the matter to
extremes, but at least he had got it on to purely personal
ground. We were determined to force our way out, if
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necessary, and as the other two had no arms prospects were
good. I glanced at Muriel, who might have acted as arbi-
trator, but she showed no wish to intervene. A ghost might
have been walking through the room; it was suddenly so
still. Then one of the officers said in a very cool and col-
lected voice:

“This is not the place for settling the matter. We shall
do that better outside.”

“Very good. We'll join you.”

They took their caps from the table and went out first.

Muriel shut the door after them and implored us to stay.

“Don’t be so absurd. You don’t surely want to fight like
silly boys? Be sensible and stay here. Please stay!”

But we had had too bad a shock. No song the Sirens ever
sang would have kept us a moment longer in that room.

“Quick, before they sheer off,” Have shouted, and we
vaulted the veranda railing.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Luck 1n Bengal

“NoT a leaf falls, and not a blow strikes a man, but it is
already written in an open book.” This teaching of Islam,
which declares that the least occurrence was predestined
from eternity by God’s unalterable decree, is a source of
comfort and composure and strength, we told ourselves,
when we left Calcutta in the Chittagong express, sharing
a compartment with several Indian Mussulmans. The Orien-
tal owes his unshakable faith in Providence and his equani-
mity as regards the future to his belief in Kismet. Inshallah
—as God wills. But the faces of the two Hindus also in our
carriage, bore the same look of passive obedience to God’s will,
since whatever occurs to a Hindu in his earthly existence is
part of a causal chain, the first links of which go back to the
origins of life and which continues through the remotest
reincarnations. We should therefore have sinned against the
spirit of our company and introduced concealed heresy
amongst true believers if we had felt undue anxiety over
what might be coming to us. Come what might, our fate
had long since been decided. Let Heaven lead; we would
follow and obey.

It would also have been foolhardy to trust to our own
powers in the face of the difficulties we had to encounter.
The train went as far as Goalanda Ghat, not far from the
junction of the Ganges and the Brahmaputra. There we had
to change into a river-steamer and proceed downstream
southwards to Chandpur, where it connects with the rail-
way-line of which the terminus is Chittagong. If all went
well we should arrive in twenty-eight hours. But how could
all go well? There had been no personal check in the station
at Calcutta, but that could only mean that it would follow
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later on, since the British would scarcely take on trust any-
one who was travelling to the front line. Sooner or later
we should come upon a close-meshed filter, through which
we should in all probability be unable to pass.

The only possibility of our getting through lay in the
indefiniteness of our appearance. At first glance, in spite of
the missing badges, we could not fail to be taken for soldiers.
But at a pinch we might equally well pass for civilians,
because Europeans, owing to the heat and dirt, often travelled
in khaki on the Indian railways. We could not, however,
pass ourselves off as British civilians; all Englishmen of
our age would have been in the army. So we had decided,
in case of an M.P. check, to say we were Swiss business-
men on a business journey to Chittagong. Certainly it was
a very transparent, emergency camouflage, but it offered
just a glimmer of hope of getting past the M.P.s, who were
not officially concerned with civilians.

Indians were not our only fellow-passengers this time
either. There was an English soldier in the bunk over our
heads when we took our seats. He had roused himself mean-
while and come down to us from on high with his topee
pulled well down over his freckled face, intent on plunging
into a conversation about his binge of the night before,
from which he was clearly still suffering. He was too much
taken up with his own sufferings to pay us the least atten-
tion, as long as we made good listeners. His teeth were long
and yellow and his thirst still unquenched; and he drank
neat gin from his water-bottle in long draughts. We could
only approve: if he kept it up he would soon cease to be
any danger to us. He recited a few dirty rhymes and released
us from further worry on his account.

We passed over brown, parched earth with a hard, cracked
surface, from which the heat of the glaring sun seemed to
rebound. The yellowish smoke the train emitted enveloped
it as though in a shroud. A fine dust percolated through the
cracks of the window-frames, trickled in little rivers down
our newspapers and gritted between our teeth. Here and
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there in the desert landscape appeared tree-islands of exu-
berant vegetation, which were in strange and even symbolic
contrast with the waste all round. Life in India confronts
nothingness; it is excess surrounded by barrenness; mon-
soon followed by drought that scorches everything.

We reached Goalanda Ghat at about eleven. Several mili-
tary trains full of troops stood in the sidings. We saw our
first hospital train with wounded. The lines came right down
to the water’s edge. It was the typical riverside terminus.
You saw the steamers and boats from the train, heard the
steamers hooting, smelt a different air and looked across to
see if you could see the other side.

After helping the long-toothed Tommy out of the train,
we left him to his fate and joined the crowd moving along
the platform to the gangways on the river bank. There were
two paddle-boats, one with her bow pointing south. She
must be ours. The crowd parted before reaching the bank,
and at this point we were surprised to see an American
transport officer, who put a brief question to each soldier
as he came along. What did he want to know? Have was
a pace ahead of me, and in a moment his turn came. I heard
him asked whether he was an American. He answered *““Yes”
without hesitation. Then stay here, he was told. Hell, what
would that mean? We had to go on with the steamer to
Chandpur.

“And what about you? Are you American?”’ I was asked.

“NO.,’

“English?”

“NO.”

“What are you, then?”’ But he did not wait for an answer.

“0O.K. Carry on.”

He made a mark in his notebook and tackled the next
man. It was as if I had looked down the muzzle of a gun,
and the trigger after all hadn’t been pulled. I had made
sure he would ask what my nationality was, and as I was
already in such a daze that I scarcely knew how to speak
or what to say next, I had resigned myself to the worst. In
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fact, I had thrown up the sponge and was only saved by
good luck from my own incompetence.

I was so shattered by this experience that I was not fully
conscious until I got on board that Have was not with me.,
He was still standing down there beside the American. As
soon as all the men had been dealt with, Have started talk-
ing to him with great earnestness and obviously with suc-
cess, because after a few words he was allowed on board
and joined me on the upper deck. The only explanation we
could come to was that the Americans must have been hold-
ing a section of the line in the north, and therefore all G.I.s
were to go upstream to Assam; it must therefore have been
the officer’s job to see that they got on to the right boat.
But there must have been some Yank contingent in the
south as well; otherwise, Have, who maintained that his job
was there, would never have got through.

But now another crisis: the American R.T.O. was on his
rounds, and he made straight for Have out of all the other
men among whom we were standing. It seemed obvious
that Have had aroused suspicions which the officer was
now going to verify. But no. He only made a joke and
wished him luck. Nice fellow, we thought, immensely re-
lieved. Words exchanged with officers, as long as they were
pleasant words, had the great advantage of putting one on
the right footing with the other soldiers present: our authen-
ticity was guaranteed and suspicion strangled at birth. A
great many soldiers had now seen us with the American
officer; and there were so many of them that, to judge from
the first and second class, the boat might have been a
troopship.

The ten hours’ trip to Chandpur was one continuous
nightmare. We were wedged in by soldiers against a refri-
gerator near the saloon. A rail separated us from the deck
occupied by Indian passengers. Every word we said to each
other was overheard. The mere fact of our all being squeezed
together so tightly was a topic of conversation, and conversa-
tion was the last thing we desired. It would be bound to
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lead straight to the state of things at the front and probably
to our being shown up. That prospect was not exactly new
to us, but being exposed to it hour after hour at high ten-
sion ended by being demoralizing. Our spirits sank and our
thoughts were never free from unpleasant forebodings. We
wondered how to release ourselves even for a moment or
two from the clasp of the foe.

By climbing on to the refrigerator you could see over the
river; the flat, treeless banks made it seem wider than it
was. The Ganges there is a mile or two across. Little waves
crimped the milky water and a light breeze was blowing.
Distant puffs of smoke rose from the horizon. Sometimes
we met other paddle-boats working their way up against
the stream.

‘We wondered whether there were any military police on
board our boat.

After making a vigorous sortie we reached the natives’
deck. We might have been on an emigrant ship and looking on
at the migration of a tribe in search of a new home. Entire
families from babies at the breast and small children to aged
grandparents camped beside their wretched traps. Any who
could find room slept on the planks of the deck. The rest
squatted in groups and chattered. Some coolie women sat
apart, enveloped in bleached blue saris. If a European looked
at one of them, she immediately covered her face angrily,
leaving nothing to be seen except her nose-decoration and
the metal rings on her dry, spread toes. Indian soldiers, who
had taken off their boots, strode about among these family
groups, and some Gurkhas were standing by themselves
away from all those ‘“natives”. An old man with a beard
dyed red with henna was selling sweetened tea and milk. We
might have had a meal in the saloon, but as it was served
at a long table and officers from the first-class sat down
with the rest, we decided to do without. It would not go
off as well here as at Firpo’s. We stuck therefore to the
tea and milk and the last two rotting bananas old red-beard

had for sale.
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Having concluded our tour and seen no M.P.s, we forced
our way back through the crowd to the refrigerator. We
should have to stick it out there until we reached Chandpur;
if we tried to drive another wedge through the pack we
should be unpopular.

'The plunging of the paddles was hammering on our weary
brains, when we were suddenly hailed by a man who was
sitting on a rail above the rest.

‘““Hallo, you two blokes there ”

God in heaven, what next?

““Have a look-see. May be a few bottles of beer in the
fridge.”

Marked relief was visible on our faces. I opened the door.
He had had the right idea.

“About a dozen,” I reported.

General uproar. “Hand ’em over. Share ’em out. Pass
’em along. Quick.”

It was an embarrassing demand. We might easily get into
trouble with an officer if we simply handed the bottles over
as loot. But if we refused we should be branded as mugs.
We were rescued from our predicament by an Indian boy,
who set up a howl. The beer was for the officers. The door
was shut upon the bottles.

“Hear that? For the officers. And what about us? Always
the same bloody story!”

The officers now bore the brunt of all recriminations, and
we were forgotten.

As soon as it was dusk we got rid of our pay-books. A lot
of good they had done us—we hadn’t once shown them;
they had been nothing but a curse, and if they were found
on us anywhere near the front, the British might turn very
nasty. And yet what miracles we had hoped of them. Their
worthlessness was now quite clear, and Zoja and Simone
were condemned to drown. We squeezed our way to the
taffrail and threw them overboard.

Lights shone out on the shore—we should soon be at
Chandpur.
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Commands rang out. Bells clanged in the engine-room.
The paddles churned the water in reverse. Lines were thrown
out to the quay—and the steamer was made fast. Coolies
came running on board by narrow planks to offer their ser-
vices as porters. And in the darkness amidst the dingy
throng on the quay—wasn’t that a glimpse of suspicious red?
Right in front there, near the gangway and over there too?
Wrong. They were only red turbans. No; now they came
into a better light, they weren’t turbans. That glimpse of
red among all those heads was another red, the unmistak-
able carmine of the M.P. Yes, there they are, the Red Caps
forming a nice orderly cordon all along the quay. One of
them shouted an order across to us. The soldiers took it up:
““All members of the Forces stay on board for a check-up.”
So now for the screening. It was good night. We’d had it.

Our first rea