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Author’s Note

Were it possible to mention by name all from whom I have
received valuable help in the writing of this book, my list of
acknowledgments would indeed be a long one. I must, however,
say that without the comprehensive memorandum prepared
by Mr. Arnold Whittaker and Mr. Henniker Heaton the follow-
ing pages could never have seen the light of day. Their notes,
on which I have freely drawn, were both my starting point
and my guide over the wide field in which my researches have
lain. In the early stages of planning this account of the tre-
mendous but little known achievement of the tea planters and
tea garden medical staffs of North-East India, I also received
both documentary and personal aid from Mr. Justice H. B. L.
Braund, who occupied an important post in Government’s
relief administration.

The events which I describe took place about three years
ago and, as I was neither a participant nor a spectator, I could
not have described them without the aid of some who were
there. Amongst these, I am indebted to Capt. Ramsay Tainsh
for allowing me access to his records of the occasion and for a
first hand account of conditions in the Hukawng Valley route,
of which he had extensive knowledge. Miss Nell Baker, who
was in Shinbiwyang when conditions were at their worst,
gave me a description of this ‘ charnel house,’ as one authority
called it at the time. There are many others who ought to
find a place in this catalogne of acknowledgments. The
ilustrations have been selected from photographs which have
come to me from all parts of India, and I am greatly obliged
to Mr. F. T. H. Hearn and Mr. H. G. Owen for their help in this
connection.

Finally, the reader will realise that a book of this kind could
not be written without the active assistance of the industry
whose doings, at a critical moment in the history of India and
the Commonwealth, it attempts to chronicle. Successive
chairmen, as well as officers, of the Indian Tea Association,
Calcutta, have borne my importunities and delays with more
grace and patience than I have had a right to expect. Through-
out I have received the most generous help and encouragement
from Messrs. James Jones, E. J. Nicholls and H. C. Bannerman,
whilst Mr. P, J. Griffiths read over the final manuscript.

It only remains for me to add that although I am so greatly
indebted to other people for the raw material of my story, I am
entirely responsible for its form and content, and for such sins
of omission and commission as may have unwittingly crept in.

GEOFFREY W. TYSON.
CArLcutTA, MARCH 1045.






Preface

By H. E. Field Marshal the Rt, Hon'ble Viscount Wavell
of Cyrenaica and Winchester, G.C.B,,GM.S.1., G.M.I.E.,
C.M.G., M.C., Viceroy and Governor-General of India.

HIS is the story of the work of the Indian Tea Association
in assisting the escape into India of refugees from Upper
Burma during the summer of 1942. It isa tale of human

suffermg, human endeavour and human endurance. No large
scale migration of people can surely ever have taken place in
worse conditions. The vast majority of the refugees were ill-clad,
and ill-equipped; the movement took place at the height of the
monsoon in one of the wettest parts of the world; the country
through which it was made could hardly have been more
difficult. It was almost unknown, almost trackless; the thick
jungle was infested with all the tropical plagues of mosquitoes,
leeches, flies and similar pests; there were long steep ascents
and descents; deep, swift, swollen rivers lay across the path;
there were no local supplies of food available.

It is a great tribute to the work of the rescue organisation
that in these conditions the percentage of mortality should have
been so low, and that so many should have been guided and
helped to safety.

It would not perhaps have occurred to one at first to consider
that the profession of planting tea in remote and peaceful Assam
was likely to engender qualities of toughness, determination and
improvisation in emergencies; or that Indian Tea labour would
be able to make so great a contribution to the Indian war effort.
Yet there are few bodies of civilians who have a better record in
this war than the tea planters of Assam. They have sent some
50%, of their supervising staff to the Services; they provided
and directed the labour that made a large part of our military
life line into Burma, the Manipur road; they played the principal
part in the rescue of the North Burma refugees, as is told in this
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book; and they have continued to meet the increased world
demand for tea.

Some interesting conclusions on human endurance emerge
from this story. It was not always the young and the strong
that came through best. One observer wrote: ‘ The people
who reached us were the toughest; not brawny youths of eighteen
to twenty-five, but children, young women, middle-aged people
and old folk, It was not a matter of brawn but of determination
and commonsense.” Other observers agreed that when matters
got ““ down to earth "’ women showed more commonsense than
men; they were tougher; more resourceful, calmer; and as the
trek progressed appeared to acquire an increasingly domineering
character. These and other observations scattered through the
book will be of interest to students of human character and
bebaviour.

But primarily the book is a tribute to the gallantry and
endurance of many people of many nations—British, Indians,
Burmese, Gurkhas, Chinese; disciplined soldiers such as those
of the Assam Rifles, who have such a fine record in this war, or
primitive tribesmen like the Nagas or Mishmis,

It is a tale that it is well worthwhile to read, and Mr, Tyson
is to be congratulated on the way he has presented it.

WAVELL

Ter Viceroy's House, NEw DELHI,
MARcH 12, 1045.
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“Tue. Vicerovs fouse,
Nr.w Dn.m.

It has given me great pleasure to follow the conspicuous
success which has attended the efforts of members of the Indlan
Tea Association in assisting the eivil and military authorities
on the frontiers of Eastern India. Their immediate and voluntary
responge to a situation beyond the normal resources of the ofvil
administration, and their continued devoted service on both
refugee and military proects, rpsulied in the saving of many
thousands of lives and the achievement of an enterprise for which
the refugees and al)l India must be grateful.

Nor do I overlook the devoted and often heroic gonduct of
the labourers from the tea gardens. 1 am avare that both planters.
snd labourers have risked and sometimes even lost their lives id
these great causes to which they set themselves. 1 would be gled
it your Associatiop would copvey to all its members and thes
labourers working with them my profaund gratitude for their
splendid services and the selfless spirit in shich they have been

rendered. v 3

(,_-—-—"

Viceroy and Governor-General of India,

Decembey 18, 1942,






CHAPTER 1.
TO WHAT GREEN HELL ?

HEN it is finally written the full story of world war

Number Two must inevitably include some account of the

great movements of civilan populations, inextricably
entangled with current military operations, which occurred during
the years when Axis striking power was at its height. The
hurried trek across France in the face of Hitler’s triumphant
armies, no less than the subsequent invasion and occupation of
something like four hundred thousand square miles of Russia,
produced mass movements of civilian population which were
carried out under conditions of which as yet we have very little
accurate knowledge. But, without drawing too freely on the
imagination, we can conjure up a reasonably true picture of the
scene. Less known, perhaps, to the world at large is the epilogue
to the loss of Burma, a story compounded of the same dark
tragedy that stalked the mainland of Europe with the added
difference that for thousands of British, Indian, Burman and
other refugees, many of them mixed descent, escape from a
ruthless and cunning enemy involved them in a struggle with the
forces of Nature which must be one of the epics in the annals
of human endurance. By the time they began the journey across
the border mountains to India they had for the most part placed
themselves out of reach of the Japanese terror. Few, however,
can have realised the ordeal that lay ahead, an ordeal that was
only partially mitigated by the relief columns that thrust out
from several points along the Indian border, across hundreds of
miles of wild, unknown and forbidding country—a veritable No
Man’s Land which, for a few inclemient monsoon months, the
swirling tide of war made for these children of the Empire an
inhospitable refuge. Many perished on the journey; but without
the large scale relief that was organised from India’s eastern
border few, except the early parties who made their way under
more favourable weather and ground conditions, would have
survived.

This book is written from the standpoint of one of the chief
relief agencies, whose work, by general acknowledgment, contri-
buted very largely to the success of the evacuation as a whole.
I use the word ‘standpoint’ deliberately, because whilst the
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succeeding pages are an endeavour to place on record a compre-
hensive account of the relief operations carried out by the Indian
Tea Association, it will be necessary to digress from time to time,
to look at other parts of the several lifelines which were thrown
out to the retreating victims of the Japanese occupation of
Burma. A more ambitious piece of writing would, no doubt,
attempt a full length, co-ordinated narrative of the whole vast
undertaking for which the Government of India made itself
either directly or indirectly responsible. I have been privileged
to see many of the official records of the time, and I hope that in
due course they will be made available to the general public, for
they constitute a record of which, in spite of some mistakes and
errors of judgment, the authorities have good reason to be
proud. But a book which would provide a satisfactory
conspectus of all that happened in connection with Xastern
Frontier projects and relief in the critical period of 1942 is beyond
the compass of my present task, which is directly chiefly to
placing on record the role of the Indian tea industry as a whole,
and particularly that part played by its planter members, upon
whomm to a large extent fell the actual execution of this magnificent
errand of mercy. Their work lay literally in the valley of the
shadow ; and if I may borrow a famous epitaph in which Edmund
Blunden has immortalised the men who fought in the battle
of the Somme, what the planters of Assam did day after day,
week after week, and month after month ' will never be excelled
in honour, unselfishness and love.’ There are many more to
whom these words apply with equal truth. The men of the tea
industry, who worked in the camps and on the roads, know full
well that these others gave themselves unsparingly to the job
in hand, and it is no wish of theirs that even by implication, such
outstanding devotion to their fellows should go unhonoured
and unsung. But in writing a story of the kind I now essay,
an author must set himself certain severely practical limits. To
attempt to traverse all the ground which the various relief
organisations in fact covered would almost certainly have bogged
me down, and just as surely, as were some of the hapless victims
whose vicissitudes and triumphs form the contents of succeeding
chapters. I have, therefore, confined myself to that part of the
great trek over which the Indian tea industry exercised a bene-
ficent and merciful supervision, It is not the whole of the grim
odyssey, but a big enough part of it to justify a volume to itself.

® ® *

. To understand the problem which confronted the authorities
in India in the spring of 1942, it is necessary to take the reader
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back a bit, and to recapitulate events which now seem remote,
but which are really set in the relatively recent past. We may
take as our point of departure February 2oth, 1942, the date on
which the partial evacuation of Rangoon was begun. Events,
and the enemy, had moved quickly since the Japanese had invad-
ed the Tenasserim districts of Burma early in December. We
know now that, hard pressed as we were on every front of a
global war, and with a vast garrison tied up in Malaya, our re-
sources for the defence of Burma were probably inadequate from
the beginning of a campaign which, as time went on, necessarily
partook of the nature of a defensive and delaying action, At
that moment, however, we had some reason to hape, and believe,
that if not the whole, at least the northern part of the country,
might be held against the enemy. On the other hand, the dis-
location by air raids of the life of the capital city, and the rapid
advance of the enemy’s forces from the south, had created a
profound psychological effect, particularly upon the million
Indian citizens living mainly in the districts of Central and Lower
Burma. Their position, indeed the position of Indians in all
parts of Burma, has never been fully appreciated except by those
who have had prolonged and intimate contact with the Indian
community. Up to the time of the Japanese occupation they
constituted an important enclave in the country’s economic
life, their industry and attention to business constituting a source
of wealth out of all proportion to their numbers. The Burmans
have always regarded the Indian in their midst with envy,
amounting sometimes to resentment ; nor in times of political
or social tension has the Indian felt himself entirely at home in
Burma, even though he and his forefathers may have been resi-
dent there for several generations. Minority problems are not
entirely confined to Europe, and the presence of a prosperous
Indian community has always constituted Burma’s minority
problem number one. In the circumstances that prevailed in
January and February 1942 it was but natural that the first
impulse to leave the country, which was by then partially occupied
by the enemy, should be felt by the Indian minority. Whilst
there was still time many thousands left by sea for Calcutta and
Chittagong, but with the progréessive deterioration of dock facili-
ties at Rangoon and its subsequent fall, further evacuation by
sea became impossible. Thereafter some refugees, mostly In-
dians, essayed the journey to India by the southern coastal belt,
following the linne between the mountains and the sea entering
India via Cox Bazaar and Chittageng, passing over country which
was later to become the scene ‘of:a good deal of bloody -fighting
between ourselves and the Japs. These refugees suffered a good
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deal of privation, a heavy incidence of disease and consequently
a high death rate. This particular exodus forms no part of my
story, for such succour as they received was from purely official
sources ; but their misfortunes were a precursor of bigger things
to come, and one may be permitted to speculate whether the
lessons of the occasion were fully assymilated by those in authority
in India and Burma who were soon to be faced with the necessity
of making plans upon the success of which thousands of lives
were to depend. For soon after the sea routes were finally closed,
and this one ill-starred land attempt to leave the country had
proceeded on its way, there began the great trek northward of
an unnumbered multitude. The great majority were Indians
seeking escape to their own country, by means of little known land
routes into Assam. But not all were so disposed, and a consi-
derable percentage of the vast concourse that made its way
northwards were men and women of all communities who antici-
pated that, at some point or another, the Japanese armies would
be contained and that part of Burma would be held and the
invasion brought to a standstill. I am not n a position to state
whether this expectation was ever seriously encouraged by the
civil or military authorities on the spot, but for many it undoubt-
edly kept alive the flame of hope which was to flicker so tremu-
lously on many occasions before the end of the long, or the last,
journey was reached. .

* * *

Movement inside Burma itself was conditioned by the fact
that the country’s main means of communications—road, river
and rail—all run from south to north; and after the limited
possibilities of the one exiguous east-west land route via the
Arakan had been finally exhausted, refugees in their thousands
were driven notthward in the wake of the swirling tide of hattle,
the fortunes of which continued to go steadily against the Allied
arriies, The focal points towards which this great concentra-
tion of humanity advanced in a swelling stream were the towns
of Mandalay, Kalewa, Bhamo and Myitkyina in Upper Burma,
all of which at varying dates in May 1942 fell into enemy hands.
By the- middle of May 1942 the Japanese were in control of all
these jumping off places, and soon every gap in the frontier belt
of hills which looked like offering an escape to India became a
refugee route, even those in the far'north-east which were known
to bé hazardous in the extreme. But, in order to reach these
points of dubious vazntage to make the main journey across some
hundreds of miles of no man's land into India, considerable trials
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had first to be overcome in Burma itself Over this first section
of the long pilgrimage the Indian refugees, for the most part poor,
ignorant and defenceless, seem to have suffered most. A number
of writers, who saw their plight at first hand, have testified to
their pitiable condition. Mr. O. D. Gallagher in his highly con-
troversial Reirveat In The East describes how thousands of people
without money or influence trekked the long road north, suffering
great hardships—the small wage-earning Indian particularly,
for not only was he short of every necessity, but he lived in fear,
sometimes rightly, often wrongly, that he would be set upon, by
the Burmese All had the same blind hope of reaching their
homeland, India. Many got there, despite all.

‘1 saw one such caravan numbering about 4,000 men, women and
children. They could move only a few miles a day as their pace was
regulated by that of the oxen who pulled their cambersome carts I have
seen refugees in Spain, China and France, but none to compare with these
people . . . . ., , They said the Burmese were too cowardly
to attack them by day, but sneaked round the edges of the caravan under
cover of the might, and silently slew with knives those unlucky enough
tf) be remote from the main body. They then plundered the carts of the
slain.

* They searched among their crowded members for someone who
could speak English, and produced a man who had been a tailor, Through
him they enquired about the best road to take to India. They had about
1,gpomilestowalk, . . , , . Theywereso anxious to find someone
to take an interest in them and their plight.”

In Red Moon Rising George Rodger, a first class cameraman,
journeying from north to south says -

‘‘ As we went further south, the bands of refugees became thicker
on the road until we found them strugghng northwards in a continual
stream . . . . . . Dock labourers, coohes and bearers plodded
side by side with clerks and government servants, their womenfolk and
children trailing beside them, In endless streams they came—women
tired out and hobbhing along by the aid of sticks; men carrying babies
in panniers from their shoulders, others carrying small children on their
backs. Some of the women carried dry wood on their heads for, with
such a large party, it was not easy to find fuel for their fires wherever
they stopped for the night, and it was not safe to forage in the jungle
where Burmans might be lurking. . . . . . Most of them woere
already lamie. The dlder people were obviously exhausted. Some of
the men })u]led heavy carts in which thewr women and children perched
on top of their honsehold goods, but the majority had been unable to
bring miore than a small bundle of petsonal things with them. 1 was
struck by the incongruity of the articles that some of them had chosen to
salvage from their homes, when nothing but the most indispensable things
could be carried, One man had a ¢ross-cut saw over his shoulder, another
lugged along a large tom-tom, several had umbrellas, and one carried

. bicycle with the back wheel missing . . , « . . * -

So mﬁch for the general conditions in which ’ghé Indian
refugees travelled to the outposts from which the supreme bid
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for safety was to be made. By the time the last stage of the
journey began many were already very near to mental and phy-
sical exhaustion. But they were not all. I asked an Indian
Army officer, who served in a forward relief camp organised by
the Indian Tea Association from May to July, and to whom I am
indebted for much background information, for an analysis of the
national and social groups of refugees who passed through his
hands. The tragic and motley crowd consisted of British and
Indian subjects, comprising Britons, Gurkhas, mixed Indian
stragglers from the Army in Burma, South-Indians, Ooriyas,
Anglo-Indians and Anglo-Burmans as well as some Ttalians, Poles,
Germans, Swedes, Jamaicans, West Indian negroes, Chinese
troops and even one Red Indian. These latter categories were
not numerically important, but they serve to illustrate the truly
catholic nature of the mission in which the Indian tea industry
ultimately found itself engaged.

* * * * *

All the authorities on the subject, as well as participants in
the relief operations on the Indian side of the frontier, are agreed
that one of the continuing handicaps in the situation was the
absence of reliable information from Burma as to the scope and
extent of the refugee problem. The lack of even the most
approximate statistics imposed a very serious limitation on all
kinds of forward planning. I shall have occasion to refer to this
matter again. I mention it at this early stage in the narrative
because, even now, estimates vary very considerably as to the
precise state of affairs in Upper Burma by the time the exodus
northward had come to a halt, and the refugees began to turn
west to India. I have briefly tried to show how the bulk of the
lower class Indian refugees fared in the fifst lap of the journey
inside Burma itself, In order, however, to get the picture into
proper focus it is necessary to go back on our tracks a little, in
order to see how and in what citcumstances Indians of other
classes, and the great mixed population referred to above, essayed
a journey which was to prove a most exacting test of the physical
and moral qualities of those who undertook it. By the beginning
of May 1942 everyone who intended to leave Burma had already
gone, or had headed north for Mandalay and Myitkyina, Those
who failed to get away in the early stages of the exodus had follow-
ed, from south to north, the two chief congested lines of communi-
cation whose principal road, rail and river routes ran roughly
‘along the lines of the Irrawaddy and Sittang valleys, Mandalay
had fallen to Japanese forces on May 1st. Up to this date the
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Chindwin Valley had been the main route to Manipur and safety,
and the small town of Kalewa on that river had been the collecting
centre of refugees hoping to use the Tamu route into Imphal.
On May 12th Kalewa was abandoned, and soon afterwards
Bhamo and Myitkyina fell to the enemy. But for those in the
extreme north it was hoped to arrange a mass air evacuation to
India before the monsoon rains finally broke, and in this expecta-
tion thousands of refugees concentrated on Myitkyina As toa
large part, they consisted of men and women who had stayed at
subordinate posts in the civil and administrative life of Burma to
the last possible moment. Many of them, in fact, represented
the backbone of such resistance as the civil government of the
country had been able to offer against the advancing enemy,
The resources of the small town of Myitkyina itself were quite
inadequate to the tremendous influx of refugees of all communi-
ties from Lower Burma. Every available nook and corner was
occupied by waiting men, women and children, and those who
were unable to find.shelter of the ordinary kind were put into
camps or housed in schools and other public buildings, whilst
other groups lived in the jungles on the outskirts of the town.
For many it was a grim curtain raiser to greater hardships to
come, as they waited anxiously for a plane to take them on to
what they hoped would be the last lap of their journey. The
devil was indeed hard on the tails of the hindmost ; and it is one
of the ironies of the Burma campaign of 1942 that those who
-stayed to the last at their posts, in support of the civil and mili-
tary authorities, stood the poorest chance of getting away to
India and, if they were successful in so doing, only reached safety
by battling their way through conditons such as the earlier refu-
gees never experienced. As long as the Douglas transports were
able to run to and from India they crammed as many as 75 into
each machine, but even at this dangerous rate of transportation
the situation in Myitkyina could not be appreciably relieved,
unless many more aiycraft were made available and the proposi-
tion tackled in a big way. I have been told that a mass air
evacuation of Myitkyina was planned for May 15th, but there is
no record in support of this. Myitkyina aerodrome was bombed
twice on May 6th and put out of action, and on May 7th it was
evacuated, Just as the first party was ready to leave on that
date Myitkyina was again bombed. On this occasion the town,
as well as the aerodrome, was the target’and vicious fires swept
the place. The Japs entered on May 8th. A further decisive
calamity was the breaking of the monsoon several days before
due date. From that moment evacuation by air was severely
curtailed, and finally petered out. Facing up to the new and
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almost desperate situation, the authorities were obliged to tell
the hapless congregation that their only hope lay in making their
way to India on foot. The effect of this last injunction can be
better imagined than described. Virtually the end of any organis-
ed government in Burma, it was a shattering blow to thousands
of already sorely tried children of the Raj, many of whom, be
it said, who had spurned earlier chances to get away as long as
there was a job of work to be done in defence of the country.
Looking back objectively on those last fateful days in Upper
Burma, it is a reasonable assumption that the vast majority of the
refugees, who were to pass through the Indian Tea Association’s
relief organisation in the next few months, had already been sub-
jected to a profound physical and psychological strain before they
began the last, and more arduous, stage of the journey to India
The trek to Upper Burma in the van of a hostile army, sporadic
enemy bombing, the frequent difficulty of finding food and
shelter and the climatic conditions of the fag end of the hot wea-
ther combined to create conditions that were a challenge to the
stoutest heart and a tax on the strongest physique. It was at
the end of such an experience that they had to bring themselves
to face the sternest test of all. Reading the diaries, letters and
other personal documents that have been placed at my disposal
for the purposes of writing this book, I have sometimes wondered
whether, having regard to the purely humanitarian aspect of the
matter, such an evacuation as was to ensue presents many ad-
vantages over ‘staying put’, even in the presence of such an
unpredictable and barbarous foe as the Jap. And yet, on second
thoughts, I realise that had I been in the same predicament and
faced with the same choice, I would have made the same decision
as did these leaderless, and almost lost, thousands. The prac-
tically universal ignorance of the distance and the rigours of the
journey to India was, in a sense, a blessing in disguise; for it
served to provide the kid of hopefulness that is an asset at the
beginning of a hazardous journey. But there is no doubt that
both in mind and in body many of them were ill-prepared for what
was to come, To take only one simple example, of what I mean :
many of the refugees who reached Upper Burma were really only
prepared to be flown out of the country. Before reaching a place
like Myitkyina, from where they had expected evacuation by
air, they had already discarded most of their useful clothing,
retaining their most expensive kit on their backs and such things
as papers, jewelry and money which could be conveniently taken
by plane. By the time they found that evacuation by air was
impossible there was nothing in the shape of:blankets, boots ot
other necessary articles .to be bought in the bazaars of Upper
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Burma, and they started to foot it to India in the expensive, but
not necessarily utilitarian, clothing they had chosen for the pro-
mised air trip. That is the reason why many women ultimately
arrived in such flimsy garments, and not a few were found dead
at lonely spots in the Naga country, clad in the fine evening gowns
which in happier times they had purchased in London, Calcutta
or Rangoon. In the proper sense of the words, it was quite im-
possible to integrate and organise the great bulk of the refugees
who came over the northern land routes. Even if there had been
time, it is doubtful if stores and equipment in the necessary quan-
tities were available for the purpose in Upper Burma, and as I
have said before, in the mass, the refugees were leaderless and
largely without guidance, at least until they reached the outposts
of the Indian relief organisation which had been thrown as far as
possible across the no-man’s land of the Indo-Burma border of
that time. The big concentration of refugees at Myitkyina, and
other places, broke up into small parties for the journey, and
human nature being what it is these parties automatically threw
up their own leader or leaders ; though it is doubtful if the latter
were as important to the success of the enterprise as the odd
member of a party who could cook decently. Those parties
which included a man or a waman whose cooking, however pri-
mitive, was also wholesome and clean came through best and
with least demoralisation. For, as we shall see, mal-nutrition was
the basis of almost 4ll the illness which was to take such a heavy
toll in death and suffering of those who had now turned their
faces to the Indian horizon.



CHAPTER II.

ENTER THE PLANTER,

T is now necessary to say something of the precise point at
which the Indian Tea Association comes into the sombre
picture, which the retreat from Burma constituted. Later

on I shall return to the main thread of the story, which-1s chiefly
concerned with the civilian evacuation. But sometime before
the latter had started in full spate, it was clear to those in autho-
rity that the military situation in Burma had become extremely
serious. By March 1942 the Burma Road to Kunming in China
was effectively closed, and it seemed that the best—a doubtful
best——which the British forces could hope for was the retention
of a foothold south of the Assam-Burma hills. Its geographical
position at once made the province of Assam of supreme military
importance, both as a possible means of maintaining contact with
China by land routes and as a military supply base for the defence
of India, no less than for counter attack into Burma, Subse-
quent events have made the world fully familiar with the strategic
significance of Assam, which as recently as three years agoe was
but poorly equipped in communications and other facilities for
the role it has since been called upon to play. Early in March
1942, therefore, the India Command and the Government of India,
decided upon an urgent road building programme designed to
connect Assam with Burma and China. It was realised that the
only organised body, able to get to work on such a project without
delay was the Indian tea industry, with its intimate knowledge
of the eastern frontier as a whole and the province of Assam in
particular, backed up by practical resources that included several
hundred experienced European planters and nearly six hundred
thousand tea garden labourers, either on the spot or in districts
contiguous to the proposed scene of operations. From the time
that decision was made until the present moment, the tea industry
through the agency of the Indian Tea Association, has been a
wholehearted an indispensable collaborator in military en-
gineering projects of the highest possible value to the war in the
East. By the middle of the month, the Indian Tea Association
had begun operations on road making projects, based on the
Indo-Burma border, of the highest political and strategic im-
portance. For obvious reasons, I cannot at this stage enter into
too much detail, but it can be recorded that at the time the plans
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were prepared and approved the work was designated as of first
priority in all India. Operations began at a moment when not
merely every day, but every hour counted, and both planning
and work on the ground had to be carried out in a constant and
never ending struggle against time. But the point that I want
to make now is that by May 1942, when the civilian evacuation
really got under way, the Indian Tea Association was already
to a large extent mobilised to help the authorities in whatever
emergency might arise. Seasoned planters and their labour
had already left work on the gardens for the roads, and had
begun to get the feel of the terrain in which their energies were
soon to be diverted to relief and rescue operations on a scale that
has probably never been attempted before. At the same time
the pivotal and driving force of the tea industry, the executive
committee of the Indian Tea Association, was dajly acquiring
experience of the staff work necessary for the maintenance in the
field of what was virtually a new kind of expeditionary force.
For this was what such anarmy of thousands of tea garden coolies,
officered by their planter superiors, amounted to. And it so
happened that when the call for succour came from across the
Burma border, the Indian Tea Association’s forces in the field
were already disposed in the direction of those very gaps in the
mountains through which distressed humanity was to pour in
its thousands in the next few months., It was not an easy matter
to reorientate and enlarge a road making project into a rescue
and relief organisation, but when the grim necessity arose it was
infinitely better than starting ab snitio.

It should be said that the mass evacuee movement towards
India by the Assam land routes began to develop some weeks
before the events of May, described in the last chapter. It will
perhaps help the reader to a clear understanding of the situation
if I here list the three main routes upon which the Indian Tea
Association relief organisation operated. They were \—

1. Tamu:-Jmphal-Dimapur and the Brahmaputra Valley.

2. Imphal-Bishenpur-Silchar and the Burma Valley,

3. The routes in the extreme north-east, vfa the Hukawng Valley and
the Patkoi Mountains to Ledo, thence by train or steamer down the
Brahmaputra Valley,

By February z5th the Government of Assam were notified by the
Government of India’'that a mass movement of Indian refugees
towards the Assam border had begun, and that the main surge
would be towards Tamu just inside the Burma border. It was
an accurate forecast, for ultimately there passed through the
Dimapur camp about 150,000 refugees against an estimated
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37,500 through Silchar Camp and 22,000 through the Ledo Camp.
But even at this early stage, when organised evacuation was still
possible from the Burma end, there was no reliable estimate of
numbers which were reported to range between the generous
limits of 70,000 and 250,000. The place names of the first two
of the above mentioned routes have now been made familiar to
a wide public in Britain, India and the United States of America
by the reason of the recent heavy fighting which has taken place
in the locality. But at the time of which I write they were little
known except to a very few whose business or administrative
activities brought them in touch with this obscure corner of the
world. The chief features of the north-eastern Hukawng Valley
routes to Ledo are described on a later page, as is the forbidding
country which the Chaukan Pass expedition traversed. But
all the mountain tracks from Burma into Assam, and particularly
those which descend upon the Manipur plain are dominated by
certain geographical conditions which are common throughout
the 400 miles of the Assam-Burma frontier. The frontier runs
from north-east to south-west through a series of parallel jungle
hill tracts with heights occasionally running up to 12,000 feet
above sea level, but more often ranging from 5,000 to 8,000 feet
and diminishing in height to the south-west. This frontier belt
of hills and jungle varies from 100 to 200 miles in width, and is
inhabited mainly by Naga and Kuki tribes speaking a language
which has nothing in common with any of the many languages
spoken by the refugees who came over these hills. Incidentally,
the country for hundreds of miles hereabouts is an anthropologist’s
paradise, particularly in its northern and north-eastern aspects.
Head hunting is by no means extinct. Towards the Burma fron-
tier, and with only two lines of hills intervening, is the State of
Manipur, a fertile plateau about 2,000 feet high. From the
encircling hills to the east and south run tracks, which in their
later stages become roads, converging on Imphal, the capital
and the only town in the State. At the time of which I am
writing, there ran northwards from Imphal the only exit road to
rail head at Dimapur, 134 miles away. This road which winds
its tortuous way over hills and saddles carried only single way
traffic with a crossing station at Mao about half way to Dimapur.
It was to dominate all the problems of the refugees as well as the
then miilitary situation on the North-East: Frontier. On the
Burma side of the frontier runs the river Chindwin, flowing from
north to south through a malaria infested plain ligble to heavy
flooding, almost roadless and thinly populated. The physical
features, therefore, contribute to making 'the frontier belt a
wilderness. It is ' wildnerness with  no through transverse
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communication and apart from the Imphal-Dimapur road, com-
munication has always been mainly by bridle paths aligned for
sturdy Nagas rather than enfeebled refugees from the plains of
Burma. In parts pack ponies are used for transport, but more
frequently all the inhabitants down to small children are ac-
customed to carrying heavy loads from local village markets to
their hillside homes. For the scanty population sufficient food
supplies, except such articles as salt, are produced locally but
there are no reserves for any newcomers, even if such newcomers
could stomach the spartan diet of the hill tribes. Geography
alone therefore made any trans-frontier movement difficult, but
as both the Governments of India and Burma had actively dis-
couraged such traffic, the result was that few people knew what
was involved in a cross country journey from say Mandalay to
Dimapur or even Kalewa to Imphal. Lying roughly to the
north and south of the mountain barrier that constitutes the
Indo-Burma border are the two great valleys which are the chief
geographical features of the httle known Indian Province of
Assam. The Brahmaputra Valley is a region comparatively
well served by communications, for in addition to the navigable
river from which it derives its name a single track metre guage
railway, and a gravelled road running roughly parallel to the
river, provided easy communication, even in the far away days
of peace. To the south of this hill barrier is another plain known
as the Surma Valley. In these two valleys live more than three
quarters of the population of Assam, of whom more than one
million are dependent for their livehhood upon the tea industry.

* * " *

On such a province the impact of war was bound to be over-
whelming. Even in the second quarter of the twentieth century;
Assam’s resources are still susceptible of development. At the
beginning of the war its communications were exclusively those
of a rural economy, not yet convinced of the need for extensive
links with the outside world. .Its largest industry was the agri-
cultural pursuit of growing tea. Its people had neither martial
traditions nor industrial opportunity. The provincial govern-
ment possessed neither the finance nor the personnel to cope with
an emergency which, in any: case, was clearly a national respon-
sibility. Administration 'was spread thin over vast distances,
executive officers had charge of districts for.the most part ex:
ceedingly unwieldy, and Government had little or no reserves
of man power on which to draw.in times of crisis. In the past,
however, emergencies had been so rare that both the people and
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the Government of the Province had acquired a serenity of out-
look which could not quickly be brought to a realisation of the
enormous effort required to cope with the grave situation now
developing beyond the Assam-Burma border. Whilst it was
becoming obvious that the crisis would ultimately tax the maxi-
mum resources of the Central Government, Delhi was proverbially
and literally a long way off, and upon the Provincial Government
fell the task of mobilising quickly whatever assistance it could
improvise locally. An early call was made on the tea industry
through the two branches of the Indian Tea Association in the
Brahmaputra and Surma Valleys.

Here it is desirable to say a word in explanation of how such
a call, which turned out to be but the first of a series of distress
signals, could be answered by a whole industry. The Indian
Tea Association is an old established association of producers
familiarly, and in many quarters in Assam affectionately, known
as the “IT.A.” The tea garden members of this Association
produce go per cent. of Assam’s tea, which is equivalent to nearly
60 per cent. of India’s total crop. On these tea estates more than
600 square miles are under tea, yielding an average annual crop
of more than 280 million Ibs, 6An industry of this size which
provided a livelihood for over 4ne million people had need in
peace time, and had in fact developed, a strong and alert associa-
tion to deal, amongst other things, with the allied problems of
recruiting a diversified labour force and promoting its health
and contentment. Circle committees, organised on a district
basis, gave the branches prompt and accurate information on the
availability of men and materials in their own area. The latter
were thus able to make an assessment periodically for the Indian
Tea Association Calcutta, which draws its members from the
large agency houses who are empowered to act for the majority
of rupee and sterling companies and proprietors, not onlyin Assam
but also in the neighbouring Province of Bengal, The Calcutta
Committee in its turn provides a link with the Indian Tea Asso-
ciation London, on which body are represented the large sterling
tea companies, Difficult wartime communications between
Calcutta and London have sometimes made the link a little
tenuous, but this affected neither the willingness nor the capacity
of "the industry to take on new tasks.

‘The first requests for assistance in refugees work from the
civil authorities were followed, almost within a few hours, by
large 'demands from the military authorities for volunteer labour
from the tea industry. The structure of the I.T.A. was readily
adapted to wartime emergencies, for the Calcutta Committee
produced from its own ranks a small planning staff, prosaically
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called the Projects Sub-Committee. This supreme general staff
received such loyal and continuous co-operation from proprietary
interests of all kinds, that it was able from the beginning to issue
directives to the Circle organisations to supply quotas of mana-
gers, labour, tools, transport, doctors, medical supplies and stores
of all kinds at the right place and, in spite of all the hazards of
transportation in Assam, at the right time. The maintenance of
this labour, equivalent in numbers at its later strength to many
military divisions, called for a supply organisation which could
not only procure foodstuffs and equipment quickly, but also
ensure their transportation over the badly congested lines of
communication leading into Assam.

Four aspects of the general problem of using the tea indus-
try’s resources to the full, called for unremitting attention from
Calcutta and from the districts. Insthe first place it was highly
important to maintain the familiar British supervision to which
the labour had been long accustomed. Secondly each labour
force had to be self-contained and supporting, bringing from its
gardens medical units, camp builders, pay clerks, etc. Thirdly,
the principle that service on Projects, however dangerous or ar-
duous, was always voluntary, had to be rigidly observed. And
finally, recruitment for the industry, from the Provinces beyond
Assam, had to be stepped up to a‘higher level than in peace
time.

Success over this wide field of operations can be attributed
to the ready acceptance of new and onerous burdens by companies,
many of whom had their headquarters in England, and whose
proprietors for reasons of security, could not even be told the
nature of the projects for which their assistance was being invoked.
Equally important was the acceptance by Indian labour of an
obligation to help the victims of Japanese aggression and to
assist in other ways in throwing back the invader.

¢

% & ¢ ¥

It will be convenient if we take the end of February as the
point at which to begin the narrative of relief operations proper.
We have already seen that by that date the authorities in India
were aware that the refugee problem was taking certain definite
shape, and that if a tragedy of unprecedented magnitude was to
be averted the civilian exodus from Burma could not be left to
spill over into India merely as a confused, disorganised and debi-
litated mass of humanity. ' As a beginning, the Government of
Assam, asked the Indian Ted Associdtion’s chief representative
at its headquarters in Shillong whether the European community
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could assit in finding men who could deal with crowds, and or-
ganise camps in difficult conditions, where outbreaks of disease
were regarded as imminent. After quick consultations with
Calcutta and Jorhat, an answer was forthcoming which left
Government in no doubt that an industry, which had already
released half its men for military service, was ready to make any
further sacrifices necessitated by the darkening situation on the
border. Both rupee and sterling tea companies indicated their
willingness to provide volunteers up to the limit of their capacity
for the relief work, the full extent of which could only yet be
very roughly estimated. On February 27th the Political Agent,
Manipur, wired that herequireda dozen camp officers immediately.
These were selected from the many offers that had already been
received, and by March 3rd twelve good men and true (and one
wife) assembled at Dimapur, together with some stores, transport
and equipment, to be joined almost immediately afterwards by
a medical unit from the Assam Oil Company at Digboi, which
had worked all through the previous ‘night to load its gear and
make the 250 mile journey to Dimapur, This latter has been
described to me as a beautiful piece of organisation which ex-
ceeded the highest expectations. Thus on March 3rd the first
relief expedition took practical shape. The date is historic.
The experience acquired by this little band of pioneers, who
commenced operations on the Tamu-Imphal-Dimapur refugee
route, was to provide guidance in the formation of the many
relief parties’ that were brought into being in the weeks 'and
months that lay immediately ahead. The Indian Tea Associa-
tion was already at work building, strengthening and repairing
the Manipur Road, which between Dimapur and Imphal, was
a single track of 134 miles. At the time of which I write Army
personnel on the spot consisted of little more than a token force,
working out the necessary plans to transform the then insigni-
ficant little track into a major supply route into Burma. In
relief operations of the kind which confronted the authorities at
that moment, the prime objective was obviously to throw the
life-lines as far forward as they could —to make food, shelter,
medical assistance and transportation available to the oncoming
refugees at as early a point on their journey as possible. By the
time this first party of planter workers had reached Imphal on
the evening of March 4th they had run straight into the problem
of transport—a problem which on this road was to prove a
nightmare for Army chiefs, the Refugee Organisation and the
;Snlanters in charge of large contingents of labour yet to come.
ome of them had cars, but as they all carried camp kit and
stores, ready to do'anything and go anywhere for.a long period,



ENTER THE PLANTER 31

they needed lorries, So apparently did the Army personnel,
the P.W.D. and the Political Agent, Manipur, As the first
night wore on, hard beds and hard rations brought them into the
open before dawn and before other competitors for lorries, but
not before the Digboi contingent, so that their lorries and cars
made an early start. At the control station half way to Imphal
they passed a few trucks bringing in refugees, who were in good
physical shape and obviously fairly well to do. Some of them
were carrying absurdly large amounts of luggage, including
sewing machines and ornate wireless sets.

At this point it is perhaps worth while stating an important
general consideration which governs a job of this kind. Whatever
the transport employed it has to sustain itself, as to food or fuel,
whilst on the road For example a lorry or a car must carry its
own petrol, whilst a porter carrying a 50 Ib. load probably con-
sumes 2 lbs. aday of thatload as food, and if his journey is of any
distance consumption at this rate rapidly reduces the amount
of real relief he can transport from one pomt to another, This
was particularly the case in a country in which only very slender
local resources existed to eke out the rations that were carried.
Another circumstance which has a direct bearing on this impor-
tant incremental factor is speed. For instance, in the closing
stage of the evacuation by ‘the northern route, over the Pangsau
Pass, the difficulties with mud were so great as to limit the daily
journey of a porter to three miles, which required between ten
and twelve hours to accomplish.

The problem of the Political Agent expressed itself in three
major anxieties. He had to get refugees out of Burma and down
to the rail head : he had to maintain civilian labour on a new
military road which. was being pushed forward from the Palel
terminus, and whose alignment crossed in places the bridle path
on which the main stream of refugees was moving : and thirdly,
supplies for the endangered Army in Burma had to be pushed
through at all costs, using whatever porterage was available, until
the road:could carry transport. At that time the number of
refugees "doming into Imphal from several directions, mainly
from Palel, was rising and had reached about 600 per day. There
was a control station at Tamu just inside the Burma border,
staffed by the Burma Government. The shortest track from
Tamu to Palel was via Lokchao and Tengnoupal. This was
already befouled by refugees, and cholera had broken out amongst
the local populatioit ‘working ‘on the road. The stories told by
refuges, together with the fearof cholera, had theireffect on theroad
labour, which was rapidly thinning out. The fact that the earlier,
and comparatively well to do, refugees had been allowed to. bring
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out of Bpurma a large amount of luggage, for whose porterage
they were prepared to offer large sums, had made road work
less attractive. Rumour and cupidity were rapidly bringing
work to a standstill. Thus there was the possibility of a serious
clash of interests between the military authorities, urgently
requiring a road to carry supplies through to the Army, and the
civil administration, responsible for getting as many refugees as
possible in to safety. Already camps were being built on another
track to the north of the supply route, so that labour would be
spared these damaging contacts with refugees. The two routes
and the camps which were the concern of the planting team were :

(1) {a) Tamu-—mile 57 { a distance of 5 miles

{b) Mile 57 to the Lokchao river: 7 miles

{¢) Lokchao nver—Khongkong : 6 males

(d) Khongkong to Tengnoupal ! 5 miles

{¢) Tengnoupal-—FPalel ; 7 miles

Palel to Imphaul and Korengei camps by lorry.
{z) (9) Tamu—Woksu

{) Woksu—Lamlong

(¢} Lamlong—Sita

{(¢) Sita—Nangtok

(&) Nangtok—Heirok/Wangiing

Heirok/Wangjing to Imphal and Korenge: camps was done by lorry.

Korengei was the large dispersal camp, from which refugees
were sent by lorry direct to Dimapur.

Nor were the planters’ special gifts without their usefulness
in a labour situation that was largely compounded of psycholo-
gical factors, We have already glimpsed some of the reasons
why labour was abondoning road construction. Two days after
arrival on the Tamu route, three members of the planters team
went out to survey the new road trace north of the main supply
route and to report on the ability of tea garden labourers to live
in such conditions, work with road making machines and the
Army Pioneer units, Their report was encouraging. The
survey party returned convinced that tea garden labour units,
provided they had their own managers with them, medical stores
and medical staff, food supplies and their own foremen, could
do this road work, and if their contact with fleeing refugees was
not frequent they might be relied upon to stay on the jobandhelp
to see the military road through to Tamu. Quite apart from
porterage for the rescue and relief operations, some 45,000
Iabourers had to be recrnited, transported, accommodated, fed
and directed for the southern road effort and 30,000 for work on
the northern roads. On the 5th and 6th March the planting team
moved out to their allotted stations. They had appointed their
own quartermaster, to remain in Imphal to send out stores and
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to procure and direct transport. Each man in the party was
pabest pointed a Camp Commandant and instructed to organise
as he could the Porter Corps which was being mobilised to carry
the luggage of refugees ; to pay these porters and to keep them
on the job ; to see that reserves of rations for refugees were butlt
up, and were fairly distributed each day; to see that the camps
were cleared every 24 hours and to carry out as many sanitary
precautions as were possible in exceedingly primitive conditions.
General instructions of this kind were 2ll that were possible in
the circumstances, or that were asked for by the men themselves.
If the camps were not built, the planters would help in construct-
ing them ; if they were mot large enough, they would extend them ;
if they were built they would run them Such was the preserip-
tion to which relief work was begun.

Before proceeding to give a more detailed account of daily
life and work on the Tamu-Imphal-Dimapur route, we should
also note the organisation of an overflow refugee route from
Bishenpur to the river crossing at Jhirighat, and thence to Sil-
char, the terminus of the Assam-Bengal Railway. This Bishen-
pur-Silcher route was important, because from Imphal south-
westwards there is a motor road to Bishenpur 14 miles away.
From Bishenpur over a series of mountain ranges running north
to south, there is a bridle path to Jhirighat running roughly due
west, a distance of 86 miles, The track lay over difficult country
where no wheeled assistance was possible before Jhirighat.

The stagss on the route were :—

(#) Bishenpur—Lamatok : 12 miles

(b) Lamatok—Kopum ; 13 mileg

(¢) Kopum—Lenvolok ! 12 miles

(d) Lenvolok—Barak ¢ 15 miles

(¢) Barak—Makru: 13 miles

(/) Makru—Jhirighat : 14 miles

(g) Jhirighat—Fullertol ; 11 mules

and thence by steamer or by bus to Silchar.

Early in March, the Government of Assam asked the Surma
Valley branch of the Indian Tea Association to organise this
overflow route. Though I have occasion to refer to it again, I
deal with its genesis now, because it was the special responsi-
bility of the industry for the whole of its existence, and also
because it constituted a most valuable adjunct to what we may
call the main lines of relief. It did mnot, however, come into
operation for some little time,

At the end of February the Political Agent, Manipur, antici-
pating the danger of transport services to Dimapur breaking
down, and taking a serious view of the growth of refugee traffic,
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had pressed for this overflow route to be got ready. In the opi-
nion of many this insistence on preparation for the worst on this
route, went far to redeem the sorry story of improvisation, delay
and mishaps elsewhere. As a result of this foresight the Indian
Tea Association were enabled to put large numbers of labourers,
elephants, ponies and bullocks on this bridle path and to stock
each camp with food amounting to 25,000 porter loads. The
camps were built by tea garden labourers under the supervision
of European planters, each camp capable of dealing with 3,000
refugees daily and stocked with food sufficient for a total of
100,000 refugees. By April 1gth there had been laid down at
each camp 2,000 maunds (70 tons) of foodstuffs comprising rice,
dhal, salt, masala and tea, arranged in quality and quantity
which was never reached in any of the camps on the Tamu-
Imphal-Dimapur route. This route was not opened for refugee
traffic until April 28th, but when it was opened, the arrange-
ments made by Camp Commandants, who had been waiting
impatiently in their isolated camps for six weeks, were a model of
efficiency and expedition. We shall have occasion to look once
more at the work on this route as the exodus #ta Manipur and the
Chindwin Valley rises to its peak point. But for the sake of
chronological accuracy it should be recorded that work on that
route commenced on March 6th, 250 tea garden hands under the
direction of six planters, complete with medical units and clerical
staff undertaking the construction of refugee camps at Jiribam,
near Jhirighat, the Makru river crossing and the Barak river
crossing.



CHAPTER III
MUD AND MIRACLES AT DIMAPUR

URING February it is estimated that about 6,400 refugees
passed through Dimapur, and by the middle of March
another 9,000 had come and gone. Up to then, and for

a good long time afterwards, Dimapur and Imphal were the two
great junctions on which there converged separate, and not
infrequently competing, streams of traffic. Against the swelling
tide of regufees making for the Indian border, and the Army
fighting a gallant but frankly defensive action out of Burma, which
could not be indefinitely prolonged, there had to be deployed
an ever enlarging supply of labour, stores, machinery, personnel
and materials of all kinds—all of which had its special role in the
situation that was now developing on the eastern frontier. On
top of this mosaic of military, administrative and relief activi-
ties, there were super-imposed road making operations on a
scale never before known in this country. The epicentre of this
violent upheaval of human endeavour was the small township
of Dimapur, hitherto little more than a name on the map, whose
existing resources were quite inadequate to the ebb and flow of
men and things on the scale that developed in the spring of 1942.
The little five-roomed dak* bungalow was the scene of many
comings and goings, for it had become the nerve centre of all
kinds of projects. In the outer left-hand bedroom the Adminis-
trator-General Eastern Frontier Projects,} who had been appoint-
ed on behalf of the Government of India to exercise a supervisory
and co-ordinating interest in all operations on the frontier, had
his headquarters. The India Tea Association were allotted the
inner right-hand bedroom, which served as office by day and as
sleeping quarters for two, and often three, of its officers at night.
The dining-room was a mess and conference room, where far-
reaching decisions were taken at all hours of the twenty-four.
Labour for porterage and road construction began to arrive at
the rate of 600 a day, but rose quickly to 1,000, and with increas-
ing congestion on the railway there were delays which resulted
in as many as 2,500 arriving on some days. To the British or
American reader this probably sounds no very great under-
taking ; but it has to be remembered that these numbers were

* Dak bangalow=mail ruinners or posting bungalow.
1 Major<General A, E, Wood, ¢. L&, M.,
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being tansported over a narrow-gauge, single track railway, the
capacity of which was limited to twelve trains per day for all
purposes Almost always they ran late, and with maddening
frequency would arrive after midnight at a station where the
sole illumination consisted of two oil lamps. Spring rain brought
out the Dimapur brand of mosquito, which has given this district
the highest malaria incidence in Assam. Incidentally, it was
quite a time before the railway and postal personnel were streng-
thened for the greatly enhanced duties which these two services
were now called upon to perform. Formalities had largely to
go by the board, and the mounting traffic on the railway—
stores, lorries, machines, human beings—discharged itself at
Dimapur in spite of the regulations. The station-master, an
amiable subordinate, was powerless to control this tremendous
upsurge of traffic, even if he had wished to do so. With true
Oriental courtesy and resignation, he accepted what was inex-
plicable but apparently inevitable At the post office things
were a little different, for the postmaster was not prepared to
abdicate so completely to all the fussation going on around him.
Letters and telegrams were pouring mn by the hundred, and the
postmaster single-handed had to operate the telegraph, sort
letters, date-stamp them and finally deliver them. The result
was a steadily growing time lag in communications, at a moment
when quick replies were wanted in answer to urgent enquiries,
and this time lag was not reduced by the commendable stoicism
with which the Dimapur postmaster contemplated the growing
arrears of his work. As for the refugees, a planter on the spot
at the time, composed some lines from which the following is
taken :

“ They were coming in their thousands, they were streaming

through Tamuy,

The woung and old, infirm and fit, determined to get
through ; -

"Twas survival for the fittest, and downfall for the weak,

As the countless hovdes pushed onward, security fo seeh.

From the shore of Irrawaddy, from bazaars of Mandalay,

They had cluiched their goods and chattles eve they started
on thew way ;

And along the Chindwin Valley, in Rangoon and far
Moulmein,

They had seen their houses: memg, they kad left thewr

' kwndred slain. Coa
And many were the aged who faltered on the zemy,
Whose heart and nerve and sinew had known a betler day ;
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Gris death soon clasmed his victims, dread dysemlery was
rife,

As the multstude pressed forward, goaded on by love of life.

And many were the stragglers, who ¢ en with succour nigh,

Just fell out by the roadside, in lonliness to die.

* * » *

In such a predicament, men who knew their job, and could
be relied upon to go quietly and purposefully about it, were worth
more than their weight in gold. Planters, tea garden medical
officers, senior Indian executive staff, thousands of timid but
willing and disciplined garden labourers, together with the
mdustry’s chief representatives from Calcutta, constituted a corps
d’elite, upon which the authorities could and did rely for yeomen
service. Road making and refugee relief were to a large extent
mterlocked, but as this part of my story is concerned with relief
with a capital R, we may here take more detailed stock of the
Dimapur refugee camp, which was the largest and most repre-
sentative of the ten camps that had by now been established in
or around Manipur State.during March. By comparison it was
rather a show place, because the further forward the relief columns
pushed the more primitive became the amenities they were able
to provide, But quite apart from size or facilities, Dimapur set
the high standard, of willing and selfless sacrifice which was to
characterise every one of the Indian Tea Association’s camps
on the three main refugee routes. The camp lay in the play-
ground of a one-storeyed school building about 120 feet long and
15 feet wide, It was located alongside the railway, about 300
yards from the station. The only water was from a tank about
30 yards square, which had shown an omnious drop when Police,
Assam Rifles, passing troops and refugees began to draw on if.
Quarters for refugees requiring European meals were in the com-
pound of the dak bungalow, with tents for the staff and a bambeo
structure for feeding. In the early days of March the few refugees
requiring European foad were able to get a meal of sorts from the
station refreshment room, but this supply failed when the rail-
way line became hopelessly congested, A storm blew down the
bamboo basha* which was moved to another site. A railway
siding swallowed up the second site, and a third site survived
till increasing numbers made it necessary to transfer the camp
to the school compound. Officially, Dimapur ¢amp was under
the Deputy Commissioner, Naga Hills, whose headquarters
were at Kobima!];f; miles away up the ome, track hill road teo

¢ Baglis~primitive indigenous hut, usgually made of bamboo and grass.t
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Imphal. It was impossible for him to supervise this camp, and
equally impossible for the Government of Assam to find a com-
mandant from their hard pressed services. The need of the
hour produced the man—Mr. Alexander Beattie, the Manager of
Woka Tea Estate, some 50 miles from Dimapur, who was joined
by the wife of an officer in the Indian Tea Association’s Scientific
Institute at Tocklai. By March 1zth the latter, with her own
servants, had built efficient cooking stoves, secured utensis of
all kinds, arranged a supply of bread and stores from shops 100
miles away and, with the help of the wives of garden managers,
contrived to manage a daily supply of fresh vegetables—the only
fresh vegetables in a military area covering many square miles,
To assist her there were other planters’ wives, trained for first
ald work, and by March zoth it may be said'that this depart-
ment of the Camp was ready to deal with any sitnation. Beat-
tie’s problems were of a different kind. The numbers of refugees
were increasing daily. Foodstuffs in Dimapur were scarce and
prices, already high, were rising, The school compound offered
no shelter for human beings, as all the school rooms were used
to keep the foodstuffs dry, It was necessary to build camps to
accommodate large numbers, and to prépare for the day When the
inflow would exceed the capacity of the night trains to take the
refugees away. The refugees in March were still for the Tnost
part able-bodied and comparatively well to do, having started
from Burma in sufficient time to have made long stretches of the
journey northwards to Tamu by train, or boat or lorry. The
news of the fighting was not encouraging, and the more ominous
silence of the Government of Burma about the numbers moving,
made it certain that Dimapur would soon have to deal with the
weak and the ailing, the poor and the weary. For Beattie these
were problems which called forth all the qualities of this practical
minded Scot. He produced two fellow planters, brought in his
own garden lorry and his own contingent of 70 garden labourers
with their own tools. He took similar services from a neighbour-
ing garden, and imported both Hindu and Mohamedan ¢ooks.
Then he secured rice supplies from a rice mill 40 miles away and
bought up a large supply of dhal, an article which was rapidly
becoming’ scarce. Likewise he arranged a supply of vegetables
and eggs from his own garden and thoseof his neighbours, and had
a supply of milk brought in by special messenger for refugee
children. Finally, he brought in four 400 gallon water tanks and
in twelve days sank two successful tube wells. In a place where
the only representative of the Public Works Department, who
could be spared from roads works, was a timid overseer, con-
stantly down with malaria, it was useless to rely on any official
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agency for erther building work or the materials to build. Beattie
and his colleagues imported their own thatch and bamboos, and
with their own labour set to work. In two weeks the compound
was transformed A road was cut to emable lorries to run in
with their loads, whereas previously refugees had been decanted
on to the main road, where they had crowded ¢he approaches to
the station in their eagerness to see a train that would take them
to their destinations. In between camps, transport was the great
problem. In the camps themselves, sanitation was problem
number one. Dimapur was no exception to the others where,
throughout the whole period of this mass migration, camp com-
madants were continually struggling against the refugees’ com-
plete disregard of the people following close behind. Vigorous
precautions had to be taken to prevent the Dimapur camp pre-
cincts from becoming open sewers. Bambop mats, frequently
renewed, made a flooring. In other lines, bamboo platforms were
built for sleeping accommodation. A hospital, open at the sides
(the night temperature was never below 70°) was built ; doctors’
dispensaries and isolation wards kitchens and offices were made
ready. Everything was of a temporary nature, because everyone
knew that the refugees could not cross the hills in the monsoon,
which was due to break in the hills at the end of May and in the
plains early in June. The achievement lay in making shelters
in a place where there had been none; in producing materials
from a tract denuded to meet Army requirements ; in bringing
labour into a military area where activity was such as to deter
the local populace; and above all, in bringing into this in-
hospitable region the cheerful spirit of a man whose quiet effi-
ciency was unimpared by the inertia of governments and the
waywardness of the military controls. But of comfort there was
none,

* * * *

I should at this point say that, quite early in the writing of
this story, I realised that if I hadtorefer by name to every planter
who is entitled to honourable mention in these pages, I would
probably confuse the general reader and almost certainly omit
a few names that should be included. The only way, therefore,
has been rigorously to exclude all names from the text except
such as are absolutely indespensable to the story. I regard
Beattie, however, as one of the most honourable exceptions
which validates the rule. 'We have seen the great part he played
at the beginning, and without some mention of him by name it
would bave been impossible to get the main narrative of this
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enterprise launched. Anticipating events, I may record that
ultimately he was to give his life in the cause to which he made so
valuable and characteristic a contribution. Writing to a friend
after Beattie’s death in July the Hon’ble Mr. Justice Braund,
Refugee Administrator, Shillong, said:

«¢ Although I left Dimapur myself on the 12th, I heard only yesterday
v1a your office, of the death of Mr. Beattie, lately the Camp Commandant
at Dimapur, I knew that he had been unwell for some time and that
s illness had developed into typhoid and had taken a serious turn,
When I was at Dimapur three weeks ago, he was then running a tempera-
ture and wae obviously unfit and on that account, X urged him to go back
to his own tea garden for a time, at least-~which he did.

I fee] it nght thatl should let you know . . . . . of the wonder-
ful work that Beattie had done, He has been at Dimapur from the
beginning, and his utter steadiness and rehability throughout has been
remarkable. Whatever else happened, we always koew that Beattie
would still be there doing his work. I cannot tell you what a help that
was at a time, in May-June, when the Manipur Organisation was strained
to 1ts utmost. As you know, the Dimapur Camp has not been a pleasant
place. Close on ahundred and fifty thousand refugees have passed through
Beattie's hands there. From May onwards, there was a progressive
deterioration in conditions there apd the whole camp was inches deep
in mud. After the bombing of Imphal, and with the increased pressure
of refugee traflic which followed, the physical condition of the refugees
grew steadily worse and the means of helping them at Dimapur were
all too few. Deaths in the Camp multiplied, and sanitary conditions
became appalling. I venture to think tbat few of those who did not
witness these copditions can really realise how bad they were. Yet
Beattie went on steadily doing everything in his power, without a day's
rest, to ses that all that was humanly possible, in these conditiona and
with the resources at his disposal, was done to get the refugees who came
to him safely away, and to care for those who had to stay-behind. He
worked day and night and I have seen him myself on the station at all
hours, always with a kindly word for the distressed, and a pocketful of
gweets for the children. He did not spare himself for a moment, and I
have met no one—whether refugee or member of s staffi—who had not
spoken of him in terms of admiration and affection. He never spared
himself, and 1n the end I cannot doubt that he has given his life for the
refugees he served.”

Mr. Justice Braund’s letter constitutes a worthy epitaph to
the man who, more than any other, was responsible for the actual
day to day dispensation of relief at Dimapur.



CHAPTER 1V
THE FIRST HUNDRED AND FIFTY THOUSAND.

N March there were only six days on which more than 1,000
refugees arrived at Dimapur, but April began to reveal the
real shape of things to come. In all 32,000 refugees came

through the camp during the month, and on only twelve days
did the number of daily arrivals fall below a thousand. Mean-
while, the place itself was undergoing considerable changes. New
railway yards were being built, but handling facilities and per-
sonnel were still unequal to the task of dealing with the increasing
traffic. Locating food supplies in congested yards was a full
time job, and transferring them from wagons to camp storehouses
required a selected team of Beattie's labourers. This rail con-
gestion soon began to affect the refugee traffic. It was still
usually possible to get a train drawn up in the station about 10
p.m. each night. This was very convenient for refugees who had
arrived at Dimapur by lorry or bus late in the afternoon ; they
were given a hot meal in the eveningand escorted ingood order to
the station by the Camp officers, having been given in Camp a
railway ticket to their destinations. Issuing a railway ticket
was not as simple as it sounds, because so many different lan-
guages were used, and an interpreter was required for almost
all the refugees whase homes were in South India. In the early
days it was found best to issue one ticket for a group of persons
going to the same district, and to nominate from amongst them
a responsible leader. The train arrangements in March and early
April enabled the Camp Commandants to clear the camps each
night. Loading trains in partial black out conditions was never
easy and the refugees, quite willing to board any train going in
any direction, required a good deal of guidance and restraining.
By early April every convoy of refugees contained a number of
sick and injured. Not all the injuries derived from the ordinary
hazards of the trek, and from now on there was no day which did
not produce its casualties owing to Army trucks having left the
road and rolled down the hillside. At that time Army truck
drivers had little or no experience of driving on narrow hill roads,
and the wonder is that the casualties were not much heavier.
Many were the tales of incredible escapes from death when ten-
wheeler trucks plunged 200 feet down a steep hillside; many
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were the rescues carried out by parties of tea garden labourers and
Naga tribesmen working on the road. To those engaged in the
Dimapur Camp the casualties seemed high, because they all
arrived in due course at Dimapur, as apart from Kohima there
was no other place on the 134 mile journey where anything but
somewhat crude first aid could be given. The camp hospital
proper at Dimapur was, and always remained, woefully inade-
quate for dealing with either the injured or the ailing, and it
had to entrench, as usual, on the Tea Labour Hospital which had
a staff and a drug supply which the Refugee Administration on
this route never succeeded in emulating. The casualties and the
sick were an entraining problem which taxed the resources of
Beattie and his colleagues, but never exhausted either their
kindness or their ingenuity, though frequently the work was not
completed till 3 a.m. Some observers wondered what happened
to the refugees during their long train journey south, now subject
to increasing delays, and welcomed, without wholly believing, the
assurance from the three members of the Ram Knshna Mission,
who were working admirably alongside the planters, that all
would be well when they reached Bengal. A Women's Volunteer
Service Camp organised by Lady Reid, the wife of the then
Governor of Assam, and staffed mainly by planters’ wives,
was working at the river crossing at Pandu. Another canteen
staffed entirely by planters’ wives was running a 24-hour service
at a half way station, It was hoped that, en route, the Govern-
ment organisation would show more imagination and speed than
was in evidence at Dimapur. Meanwhile, stores and rations had
to be transported to forward camps on both the routes then operat-
ing. On the Tamu-Palel route there were large contingents of
Indian Tea Association Labour at work, building the new road
to Tamu and the numbers of refugees using this route had been
- restricted, throwing a considerably greater strain on the Tamu-
Woksu-Nangtok route. The camps on this route were being
greatly enlarged, and the demands for supplies, particularly of
dhal and salt, were heavy, Demands on Army transport were
formidable, and refugees had not yet become a formal military
responsibility The adjudication of the ¢laims of the Army, the
road building and the refugees was an almost impossible task,
even when thrust upon the broad shoulders of Major-General
Wood. With transport short for everyone, the Refugee Organisa-
tion was particularly handicapped, for it alone of these contend-
ing parties had no wvehicles of its own. Perhaps a layman tends
to oversimplify the whole problem, which seemed to resolve itself
into a recognition of the fact that Manipur’s imports were mili-
tary supplies and personnel, foodstuffs and labour, and its only
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export were refugees. Therefore, the quicker the refugee camps
could be supplied the quicker the available transport would be
running to capacity both ways. The laymen saw army transport
on the up route being wasted by travelling empty or half loaded,
because some underling had been told that lorries should be sent
without delay to the forward areas. An Indian Tea Associa-
tion Refugee Officer reports that on one occasion he witnessed a
distinguished military engineer standing, Horatius like, at the
control bridge counting the unloaded or half loaded lorries going
up when the same engineer had been refused lorries to carry tools
to build a key bridge beyond Palel. The engineer looked so
worried that the Refugee Officer stopped to assist in the count.
When the long convoy passed and the gate hadd been closed, the
engineer, whose anger had by now given place to pity, looked
sorrowfully at his formidable total of underloaded lorries and
relieved his feelings by murmuring Tennyson’s line :

" Knowledge comes but wisdom hngers ™.

Once more the Indian Tea Association was called on to
assist. Early in March about 120 lorries had been requisitioned
from tea gardens to the great loss of the industry, and had arrived
at Dimapur with their own drivers. The Indian Tea Association
quickly began to see that a regular supply of contented labour
depended to a very large extent on the Association controlling
its own transport, and becoming as independent of military
transportation as possible. By the end of March, therefore, it
had created its own transport organisation complete with repair
shops, mechanics, drivers and loading squads. Lorries operated
in convoys of about 25, each convoy in charge of a European
planter, whose job it was to see that no space was wasted and no
time lost. The arrangement worked admirably. European
stores had been arranged for by Major-General Wood, who had
insisted on a 4o-ton consignment being sent to Dimapur by
passenger train under escort. They arrived in April and proved
invaluable. The quantity of Indian food needed for the camps
was much greater, but was immediately available from the large
reserves which had already been built up for the Indiap Tea
Association road labour earlier in March before the railway delays
occurred. Supplies were also regularly coming forward by river
steamer routes, not yet congested by military traffic. Thanks,
therefore, to the Indian Tea Association transport, garden labour-
ers for loading, and Indian Tea Association stores, the food de-
mands of the large camps were quickly met. Army transport
was, of course, also necessary but its availability was always
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contingent on military necessities, and it remained true for the
next three months that when there was an emergency demand for
supplies, the Indian Tea Association were invariably asked to
meet the first indents—and did.

* * £ *

Communications were always exceedingly difficult, and at
the height of the evacuation telegrams between Dimapur and the
headquarters of the Assam Government at Shillong were taking
as long as six days to reach their destination. The camp at
Dimapur relied greatly on Major-General Wood for assistance,
which was freely and promptly given, and on the Indian Tea
Association for transport, labour and medical aid. The efficiency
of the evacuation plans of big firms such as the Burmah Oul
Company and Steel Bros., who brought their labour forces out
of Burma in carefully organised expeditions led by men who
knew the route and the numbers following behind, contrasted
sharply with the disarray of the general evacuation. Nor were
some of the officers of the Burma Government who came through
in April and May very well informed about flie routes through
which they had passed, the stocks of food in camps or the numbers
of refugees following up. The condition of the refugees was now
rapidly deteriorating and the cohesion of earlier batches had been
lost. Wives had been separated from their husbands, children
from their parents, brother’s from their sisters, Progress over
the hills had been slower than formerly ; there had been inevitable
hold-ups at Korengei on account of military convoys. On April
17th Dimapur received 225 refugees and on the next day received
2,000, Such fluctuations persisted and added greatly to the
anxieties of those in charge of the camp. Illness was claiming
many more victims : the proportion of women and children was
increasing : the weak were being left behind to come in as best
they could. Numbers were rising steadily, and the capacity of
the railway to deal with this traffic falling proportionately. By
the end of April there emerged a well nigh intractable problem—
the fact that increasing numbers of refugees had made a supreme
effort for themselves and their families to reach safety, and having
got within sight of their goal were: spent to the point of collapse.
In many ¢ases it almost seemed as though the sound of a railway
engine whistle, or the clang of shunting trucks from the Dimapur
yards, was the signal for the human body to let go. Dimapur
could never be a rest camp, in spite of orders to make it a place
of “ superior comfort.”. Tt was built.on a cramped site near a
station in a target area, with wholly inadequate medical facilities.
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It was therefore a dispersal camp, which could only function if
refugees were despatched at speed  If the collapsed cases lingered
two or three days they would die, as indeed many did. It was
not so much a physical collapse, for many were in fair condition,
as a spiritual and psychological breakdown which, in the case of
men, often took little account of dependents travelling with them.
Untimely rain in mid-April made Dimapur a veritable quagmire,
and round the refugee camp which could be expanded no further,
a new military base was taking shape. Military stores, engineer-
ing materials, motor trucks and a new army competed with the
wounded of the old Burma Army, tired units of that gallant
force, civihan refugees, tea garden coolies and relief workers, for
the limited facilities of this small and ill-equipped place. How-
ever, there were compensations. Government had at last rein-
forced the refugee camp with a number of young Indian assistant
commandants, who quickly became infected with Beattie's
admirable spirit and worked hard both day and night. As it was
only possible to give emergency treatment to most of the cases of
sick and injured, many of the latter were sent in refugee trains
to the American Baptist Mission Hospital at Gauhati which
maintained a 24-hour service and set a standard of nursing and
medical skill which is gratefully remembered in all parts of India.
The Dimapur cemetry grew, an so did the improvised creche
where mothers and new born infants presented less difficulty
than the orphans. Some of the latter had made their way under
their own steam from as far away as the Chindwin. On April
28th the Bishenpur-Silchar overflow route was declared open for
the reasonably physically fit. The selection was done at 2 place
called Thobal, between Imphal and Palel, and from Thobal the
fit were taken by lorry to Bishenpur to start their 86 mile march
to Siléhar. The result of this was quickly apparent at Dimapur,
where early in May there came an influx of refugees in worse
condition than any received before, Malaria Had obviously taken
its toll of their diminished strength and relief workers were left
to wonder how they had managed to journey thus far, and how
they were going to do a further journey by train which in many
cases would take another ten days. The pressure on camp space
and on train accommodation was such that every available open
wagon was used for shelter, though this often meant exposure to
rain for several hours. May 1oth marked the end of a chapter,
for on that date Imphal was heavily bombed. Two days later
Kalewa, which was the last control station on the Chindwin
Valley on the way to Tamu, was abandoned. The order was
given by the Administrator-General to wind up the camps on the
Tamu-Palel and Tamu-Woksu-Heirok routes. General Alexan-
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der’s retreating army had succeeded in reaching the frontier, and
the flood gates for refugees were open.

& & % *

With the Dimapur and outlying camps full to overflowing,
waves of refugees banking up at Korengei and beyond, I.T.A.
labour camps stretching over 170 miles of road construction and
housing 30,000 tea garden labourers, the strain on the personnel
of the tea industry had become pretly severe by early May.
Owing to shortage of rail transport, the Dimapur relief organisa-
tion was to some extent losing ground, for the camp was now
acquiring an increasing number of immovable refugees. These
were the grievously ill, the weak and incapacitated and large
families and aged dependents. In the air-raid on Imphal on
May roth the so-called European camp had been hit, and about
20 evacuees together with Mrs, Shaw, the lady worker in charge
of the camp, were killed. Fortunately, no bombs fell on the
adjacent large Indian camp at Korengei, but the attack started
an exodus of 10,000 refugees marching down the main road to
Dimapur with no food and against the rising tide of military
traffic moving up to the frontier. This panic was to have re-
percussions on Dimapur extending over another month, but the
immediate effect of the Imphal bombing at Dimapur was that
almost all the menials fled along with certain other subordinate
personnel, including some railway and postal staff. Rail receipts,
mails and telegrams were irrecoverable for days, and the post
office just closed down. It may be conceded that there was some
cause for alarm, as Dimapur had now acquired a certain military
significance ; but in the view of those who stayed a hurried aban-
donment on the scale which took place, because of bombs dropped
134 miles away, seemed somewhat out of proportion. With a
second bombing of Imphal on May x6th, the cup of joy at Dima-
pur may be said to have become full to overflowing. The arrival,
invariably by night of casualties from Imphal needing attention
at the camp hospital, together with an unfortunate series of frac-
tures and other injuries caused by lorries over-running the hill
road and finishing many feet down the cliff sides, provided another
crisis for which an immediate answer was found. The casualties
were turned over to the Tea Labour Hospital and their doctors
worked magnificently on cases which the camp/s overworked but
efficient Sub-Assistant Surgeon could not possibiy tackle. During
these grim days the camp population on some nights exceeded
5,000. Conservancy staff numbered 5 (twﬁf whom were em-
ployed merely in burying the dead) and.ddty hours for Beattie
and his assistants stretched far through the night. It was.in
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such eircumstances that the hard pressed band of workers were
greatly cheered by two communications from Government asking
first how many refugees coming through would be willing to
accept work on the Road, and what A R.P. measures, apart
from slit trenches, had been devised for the camp. Few official
enquiries, to which the answer was ‘ Nil’, * Nil’, can ever have
had so little relevance to the facts of Iife, or so supremely demon-
strated the indestructibility of red tape.

But there were miracles also, for during the period May roth
to 277th there were only iwo days rain, and the morass temporarily
disappeared. This good fortune was badly needed, for many of
the refugees now arriving could barely drag themselves to the
camp lines. The medical control staff at Tamu and beyond, set
up by the Assam Government under Colonel Taylor, I.M.S.,
must have done a fige job in inoculating every refugee against
cholera, for there were amazingly few cases of cholera amongst
refugees though dysentery, cerebral malaria, and occasional cases
of small-pox were occurring. So far, however, there was no
epedermic.

The surging stream of refugees from Korengei, trudging down
a heavily encumbered road on which there was neither food nor
shelter, brought an appeal from Mr. Justice Braund and his team
working in Manipur for rations to be sent by lorry and dropped in
dumps on the road side. From the Political Agent came a similar
request to renew the stocks of food at Bishenpur, now that this
route was working to capacity. The bombing of Imphal had
caused a good many drivers of civilian lorries to leave for home.
Their vehicles were thus immobilised at a time when it was more
than ever necessary to have transport; for refugee traffic had
reached its peak, and the amount of military transport available
for refugees was less than ever. Remember that the exhausted
Burma Army had crossed the frontier and a new army was still
corning up into position. Once more the I.T.A. transport organi-
sation came to the rescue. A large number of tea garden labour-
ers, who had been recruited for a period of two months, had just
been repatriated, thereby freeing a quantity of LT.A. trans-
port. With a planter engineer in charge of convoys of ten or
more, lorries loaded with foodstuffs were accordingly sent for-
ward. Unlike certain other convoys, these arrived at their des-
tination with the full quantity of foodstuffs which had been pro-
mised, and they brought back refugees with speed and safety.
Actually the foodstuffs these lorries could take up were a good
deal more important than the small numbers of refugees they
could bring back, and refugee transport remained a problem which
only the Army could tackle.
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The Administrator-General's decision to wind up the camps
on the Tamu-Woksu-Hsirok route in mid-May, brought to Dima-
pur the last of the I.T.A. Commandants from the forward camps,
and left Dimapur as the only camp where L.T.A. officers were
still working It remained for some time the most important on
the route. Each of the returning camp officers bore marks of
the strain of life in the forward camps. All had lost weight and
were in heavy arrears of sleep ; most had suffered or were suffering
from dysentery. They had, however, lost fewer days from
malaria than any other group of workers, civil or military. All
were agreed that nothing in their experience approached the
misery they had seen, but this had been redeemed for them by
the amazing endurance of people of poor physique. They had
seen the ugly side of human nature—and dealt with it ; but they
had witnessed more courage and kindliness than cowardice and
cruelty. Their duties, particularly in the early stages, had
covered a wide field. They had assisted the camps’ medical staft
at births and had to bury the dead ; they had also acted as doc-
tors, nurses and policemen. Up to this date the majority of
refugees had had few contacts with the Japanese invaders of
Burma. Many had undoubtedly made wide detours to avoid
dangers that did not exist, and those who had suggestions te
make all stressed the need for better information from the Burma
side about numbers, camps, rations, water supply and routes.

In the hills, the middle of May brought with it an unusually
early monsoon, and heavy rain added to the difficulties of camp
workers on the tracks and the transport drivers on the road.
With the official abandonment of the routes from Tamu, refugees
came over the hills by the tracks which started from Homolin
about 60 miles north of Tamu. From Homolin there are ill-
defined paths over what is called the Somra Tract, but hitherto
these had only been used by political officers making rare visits
in the cold, dry weather with escorts and teams of experienced
porters. For debilitated refugees to attempt these at the beginn-
ing of the rains was a desperate venture, and the further north the
refugees moved the more difficult the mountain tracks became.
These tracks were not stocked with food, and supplies had to be
sent out hurriedly by any porters who could be persuaded to
attempt the job. In Dimapur there began to be heard new names
for the routes which started at Homolin in Burma. Parties were
said to be crossing the mountains to Kohima, Others v Yara-
pok to Thobal or to Mao at mile 68 on the Imphal road ; and
others vig Ukrul to Imphal. With the closing of the route camp
officers had now been withdrawn from all forward camps, except
that the Bishenpur route was still manned by I.T.A. officers and
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