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1
T he Other Sude of the Door

concrete platform where he lay dying in Mun-
tok Prison hospital Christmas Eve, 1944, and
asked, “When does the music begin?”

“Pretty soon now,” I said, stepping from the floor up onto
the platform beside him. “The choir is being counted
through the gate.”

“Good,” said old Brinker, cracking his last joke, “then I'll
be able to compare them with the angels.”

His face was a grey blur in the feeble light which barely
reached this corner of the room from the distant kerosene
lamp.

“Afraid the angels won't sing as well,” I said, “because
they won’t have Father Bakker to lead them.”

Despite his exhaustion and the pain it cost him, Brinker
chuckled. Father Bakker, a soft-voiced little Hollander with
a Vandyke beard, was the choir director.

When Japan had invaded the Netherlands East Indies in
February, 1942, Father Bakker had been pastor of the
Catholic church in the harbor town of Muntok on Bangka
Island, some 250 miles south of Singapore—just below the
equator and off the east coast of Sumatra. Muntok Prison
was an old pile of stone and iron built by the Dutch in a pre-
vious century to house life-term native prisoners and, after
many years, abandoned and converted to a warehouse for
Bangka’s foremost crop, white pepper. The Japanese had

OLD Brinker rolled his head on the slab-like

1
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2 BY EASTERN WINDOWS

reconverted the prison to its original use and interned there
hundreds of Allied nationals including Father Bakker;
Brinker, a rubber plantation inspector, and me, an American
war correspondent who now worked in the prison hospital.
Death rapidly was thinning our population.

The dying Brinker, whose mother tongue was Dutch and
for whom English was difficult, gathered his strength to
speak again.

“Ask Father Bakker to come and see me . . . after-
wards.” :

I evaded a direct answer. Father Bakker wouldn’t be lead-
ing the choir tonight. He was ill himself, lying in his cell
shivering with malaria.

“I'll ask him to dedicate a song to you,” I said, feeling
Brinker’s pulse. “Got any special request?”

“Silent Night.”

“Okay,” I said, stepping down off the bench, “I'll tell
him.”

The dysentery ward where Brinker lay, like the other six
wards in Muntok Prison hospital, was a long, narrow room.
Two cement platforms, or benches as we called them, eight
feet wide and sloping from head to foot, ran its entire length
on either side of a central aisle. Men lay shoulder to shoul-
der, fifteen and sixteen to a bench, their feet toward the
aisle. Patients tended to slip downward because of the slope.
Attendants were busy readjusting sick men on the benches
and answering pleas for bedpans.

I walked outside to catch a breath of fresh air and to watch
the choir. Eleven emaciated singers, tottering remnants of
a once splendid twenty-six voice a capella chorus, had just
filed through the gate which barred the hospital from the
main prison. A Japanese guard had counted them through.
Now he waited, bayoneted rifle at rest, in the shadows of
the tropic night.

The singers stood in a semi-circle of light halfway along
the covered cement walk onto which all the wards opened.
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THE OTHER SIDE OF THE DOOR 3

At the rear of the middle ward a Dutchman and an English-
man stood on a platform erected on one of the benches so
that their heads would be higher than the tops of the parti-
tions separating the wards and their voices thus could carry
through the entire hospital. A wire mesh extended from the
top of each partition to the ceiling. They were to read, in
their respective languages and a verse at a time, the gospel
story of the birth of Christ. Three years before, Father
Bakker had set St. Luke’s words to music of his own com-
position and his choir had sung it each Christmas Eve since.
‘The same two announcers also had done the reading: Beissel
von Gymnich, who once had been our chief cook; and huge-
barrelled, black-bearded W. Probyn Allen, of the ringing
voice and Gargantuan laughter, who once had helped me
edit the prison “newspaper.”

The substitute choir director sounded key of C on his
pitch-pipe and pointed his baton. Singers hummed their
respective notes. The humming grew in volume, reflecting
off walls which acted as sounding boards and lent their sing-
ing the deep, sustained quality of organ tones. The buzzing
of voices in the hospital ceased. Beissel’s voice, then Allen’s,
rang through the wards.

And it came to pass that in those days there went
out a decree from Caesar Augustus, that the whole
world should be enrolled. This enrolling was first made
by Cyrinus, the governor of Syria. And all went to be
enrolled, every one into his own city.

Allen stopped speaking, the director’s baton pointed up-
ward, swept down and the sacred cantata began.

The delirious mutterings of a malaria patient sounded
from a bench nearby. This was the fever ward. From the
next ward came bubbly groans of beri-beri victims whose
lungs were filling with serum as they literally drowned in
their own juice. Beri-beri is a malnutritional disease that
takes one of two courses, depending on what complications
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4 BY EASTERN WINDOWS

accompany it. The victim either swells with liquid or
shrivels to skin and bones. From the dysentery ward came
sounds of bedpans banging on concrete, reminding us that
dysentery patients, although they were trying to be quiet,
could not wait.

The story continued, Beissel speaking first, then Allen.

And Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the
city of Nazareth into Judea, to the city of David, which
is called Bethlehem: because he was of the house and
family of David, to be enrolled with Mary his espoused
wife, who was with child.

Allen stopped speaking and the choir took up the words.

I knew Father Bakker could hear them where he lay in
a cell across the yard in the opposite wing of the building
which held the hospital. After he was interned Father
Bakker had organized the choir from among his fellow pris-
oners, transforming their heterogeneous and mediocre
voices into one superb instrument of song. Many pieces, like
the Christmas cantata, were his own compositions. Every-
thing the choir sang was his own arrangement. It had to be
because when he was thrust into jail he went with only the
clothing he wore. His beloved music was left behind. He
wrote his music on whatever scraps of paper he could find
and composed without instruments in the babel of a place
so crowded that men lived and died, elbow to elbow, check
to jowl. Father Bakker’s mind was instrument enough.

And it came to pass, that when they were there, her
days were accomplished, that she should be delivered.
And she brought forth her first-born son, and wrapped
him up in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger;
because there was no room for them in the inn.

Directly at Allen’s feet lay a dying man who had been a
police official in Sumatra before the war. I first met Officer
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THE OTHER SIDE OF THE DOOR 5

Francken in a hill station of western Sumatra, April 2, 1942,
the night after I was captured for the second time.

With other shipwreck survivors cast up from the Indian
Ocean I had been added to a cortege of Dutch civilian resi-
dents of southwestern Sumatra who were being rounded up
for internment on the other side of the island. Glumly we
were trying to find space on the floor to sleep when Francken
was added to our numbers. He was loaded down with luggage
which had not yet been searched. As soon as the guard left
the room Francken opened his luggage, laughed and pulled
out a bottle, and another bottle, and another.

“Drink up,” he shouted. “Drink up! Tonight we must
laugh because it may be a long time until we can laugh
again.”

Later he asked me,

“Mr. American,”—I was the only American in a crowd of
Hollanders—*you are a correspondent?”

“That’s right. United Press.”

“Someday you will write a story about this?”

“Perhaps.”

“If you do, write that Francken gave you your last drink
of cognac on your last night outside of jail.”

He handed me a bottle containing just enough for a
final drink. I held it aloft in salute, then drained it and re-
turned the empty bottle, saying,

“Okay, pal, you will be immortalized in print.” *

And there were in the same country shepherds
watching, and keeping the night-watches over their
flock. And behold an angel of the Lord stood by them,
and the brightness of God shone round about them,
and they feared with a great fear.

* Francken is not his real name, nor is Brinker the real name of the
other dymg man. Because of their families I have used fictitious names
for certain men whose stories appear here. Wherever a pseudonym is used
it will be indicated. My fellow prisoners who read this book will easily
recognize the men described.
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6 BY EASTERN WINDOWS

I thought of the fears that plagued these men around me
as they lay, many knowing that this was their last Christ-
mas. What do men think of when they are about to die?
I knew what I thought when I myself was about to die be-
cause I had waited one whole afternoon—conscious and
with a clear mind—for certain death, only to be saved by
my own private miracle. And I had nursed and watched
die of starvation and disease more than two hundred men
in this chamber of horrors for prisoners of war.

I came to believe that, although every individual has
thoughts peculiar to his own conscience, there are certain
basic thoughts shared by most men when they, irrevocably,
face their Great Common Denominator, Death: What
and Who await them on the Other Side of the Door?

Take old Brinker, who wasn’t really old in years, only 55,
but was physically old with the premature age of a lifetime
in the tropics.

As a youth fresh out of school he had come from Holland
to the Indies in search of fortune. Now he was lying there
totaling up the score, balancing the is with the might have
been. During his early years there had been lonely periods
of exile in jungle outposts; and later, easier, more convivial
years in the restricted white colonial society of little Sumatra
towns that were trading centers and clearing houses for
rubber or tea or coffee or tobacco. Hard work there had
been on plantations, yes, but work wherein he moved on a
higher plane than the brown-skinned natives around him.
And, at the club in town, there was companionship and har-
monizing over schnapps and beer. He had been so busy
with the day-by-day things of life that he had lost track of
time until suddenly thirty-five years had gone down the
calendar and it was time for retirement. But a prison camp
had interrupted his pension plans and accelerated his physi-
cal decline.

First had come fever. Malaria was not new to an old
jungle hand like Brinker but malaria without quinine was.
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THE OTHER SIDE OF THE DOOR 7

Meanwhile, hunger sapped his vitals. His protein-and-
vitamin-starved body broke out with blisters, then sores
which deepened into ulcers on his hands, arms, feet and
legs. So he progressed from the fever ward to the septic ward,
and was grateful that he had been able to skip the beri-beri
ward. However, when a few weeks ago he had been carried
into the dysentery ward, he knew instinctively it was the end
and he began to think about God.

Brinker was a Catholic but it had been so easy to forget
God during the pleasantly busy years away from Holland
in the outposts of Sumatra. Sunday was the one morning of
the week he could rise late, dawdle over breakfast and
coffee and read the accumulated newspapers from Batavia.
And when he did go to Mass the priest’s sermon too often
included something which uncomfortably reminded Brinker
of sin. He didn’t want to be reminded of sin. Damn such re-
minders. So he stayed away. Life was too short not to have
a little fun.

How short they had been . . . the years . . . and the
fun shorter still. Here in prison he couldn’t sleep sometimes,
for thinking about the fun and the wasted Sunday mornings
piled up on the red ink side of his bank account with God.
He sent for Father Bakker and told him,

“I’ve been away thirty years.”

Then to Father Bakker he whispered his confession.

Every morning after that a priest brought communion
to Brinker in the dysentery ward. And, when I made my
rounds of the wards, changing bandages and swabbing sores,
and stopped at Brinker’s place, he had a smile for me in-
stead of a sour look. That was quite a transformation for a
man who had been one of my grouchiest patients. He could
smile because his heart was calm. He was at peace inside.
He figured that Father Bakker had turned for him the key
to the kingdom of heaven.

The music stopped again and Allen’s voice carried to the
dysentery ward.
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8 BY EASTERN WINDGCWS

And the angel said to them: Fear not; for, behold, 1
bring you good tidings of great joy, that shall be to all
the people; for, this day is born to you a Saviour, who is
Christ the Lord, in the city of David.

The hospital was singularly quiet now. Patients able to
sit up might have been statues sculptured with bent heads
as their minds projected them away from the prison, across
the seas to home. Next after death, fears concerning their
families dogged men most. For nearly three years their
names had been on the lists of missing. Had they long ago
been given up for dead? More than anything else, except
food, men wanted their families to know they were alive.

I felt sure, as the music filled my heart, that somehow my
family must know I was alive. That prisoner of war post-
card the Japanese had allowed each man to send two years
ago must have gotten home.

Please, God, let them know I'm alive.

Again the music ceased and Allen’s voice narrated the
angel’s words to the shepherds near Bethlehem:

And this shall be a sign unto you: You shall find the
infant wrapped in swaddling clothes, and laid in a
manger. And suddenly there was with the angel a
multitude of the heavenly army, praising God, and say-
ing: Glory to God in the highest; and on earth peace to
men of good will.

Choral voices swelled. Climactic Hosannas rolled through
the wards and resounded off concrete walls, then died. 1
told the director of old Brinker’s request for Silent Night.
The choir sang it, alternating the verses in English and

Dutch.
Silent Night, Holy Night,

All is calm, all is bright .
Round yon Virgin, Mother and Child,

Holy Infant so tender and mild,
Sleep in heavenly peace, sleep in heavenly peace.
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THE OTHER SIDE OF THE DOOR o)

That ended the concert. Singers were marched back to
the main prison. Gates were slammed and locked. I started
for my own bunk in the hospital staff quarters.

An attendant stopped me, saying,

“Brinker wants a priest.”

At first I thought Brinker merely was requesting Father
Bakker to visit him but the attendant said no, any priest.

“He says he’s nearly finished.”

Walking across the court to one of the cells in the wing
opposite the hospital I called a priest, Father Van Thiel,
and accompanied him back to the dysentery ward. We
stepped up on the bench and squatted on either side of the
dying man. I held the kerosene lamp so Father Van Thiel
could see. Yesterday old Brinker had declined to receive the
last sacraments of his church, explaining, with a gesture
indicating his fellow patients:

“They’ll all say old Brinker is dying and I don’t want
that.”

Now it did not matter what they said because it was the
end. Father Van Thiel unscrewed the cap of a small silver
vial containing blessed olive oil and smeared a tiny amount
on his right thumb. He told Brinker to close his eyes while
he anointed the lids and said a prayer in Latin that trans-
lates, “Through this holy unction and His most tender
mercy, may the Lord pardon thee whatsoever faults thou
hast committed by sight.” Then, repeating the same prayer
but changing the last word to suit the senses of hearing,
smell, taste and touch the priest rubbed oil, in a brief sign
of the cross, on Brinker’s ears, nostrils, lips and the palms
of his hands.

When the last prayer of the rite, known as Extreme
Unction, had been said Father Van Thiel thanked me for
holding the lamp. As I stepped down from the bench and
replaced the lamp in its customary wall holder I could hear
him whispering prayers, in Dutch, to Brinker.

Straightening my aching back I took a deep breath. Im-
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10 BY EASTERN WINDOWS

mediately I wished I had not. Every cubic inch of the ward’s
foul air seemed to rush into my lungs—the odors of dysen-
tery, the sickly sweet smell of beri-beri, the heavy stench of
necrotic flesh on ulcerated limbs. If we who were used to it
sometimes are nauseated, I thought, to a stranger the smell
would be appalling. I hurried outside to breathe clean air,
look up at the stars and pick out the Southern Cross. I
could not see it and figured it must be too far down in the
western heavens. So I tried to pick out Argo, the old sailing
ship. I found the stars that are Vela, the sails; but I could
not discern those that are the keel and hull. Either they,
too, were below my horizon or Argo was too complicated
for my simple astronomy. Sometimes I could find them and
other times I could not.

The scrape and clatter of wooden sandals—our prison
footgear—along the covered walk aroused me from my star-
gazing reverie and signaled that a new shift of ward attend-
ants was going on duty, replacing those whose turn ended
at midnight.

I walked into the staff room, identical in construction
with the wards. Each of us had a space twenty-seven inches
wide on the long, concrete platforms. Some of us had built
wooden frames in order to sleep level. Others, preferring the
natural slope even though they did slide downward, spread
their straw mats on the slabs. Mosquito nets were grey
blurs in the darkness. I started to crawl into mine when a
whisper from across the aisle halted me.

“Mac.”

Eric Germann, the only other American prisoner and my
partner and fellow worker, was calling. I stepped over to his
bunk and sat on the edge of the bench.

“Hold out your hand,” he said.

We fumbled for each other’s hands. In mine he placed
a “tailor made” cigaret. Months before there had been a
Red Cross issue—the first and last—of American cigarets.
He had saved one for this occasion.
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THE OTHER SIDE OF THE DOOR 11

“Merry Christmas,” Eric said.

We shook hands. I started up, to go after a light at the
dysentery ward lamp, when an idea struck me.

“We'll really celebrate,” I said. “We’ll use a match.”

One of my most precious possessions was a box of
matches preserved, in a water proof tin, for emergency use.
Opening the tin I struck a match for the first time in nearly
three years. Its flare was blindingly welcome. Ceremoniously
I lit the cigaret Eric had rolled for himself of nipa palm
leaf wrapped around raw, native tobacco, then lit my own.
We smoked in silence.

I thought of another Christmas, the one that had started
the series of adventures which landed me in Muntok Prison.
On Christmas night, 1941, Pepper Martin and I put a Japa-
nese floor guard to bed and a few hours later escaped from
Shanghai. Pepper was United Press bureau manager and I
was his assistant. With all other enemy nationals of Japan
we became prisoners in China’s busiest city when the Japa-
nese took over, the day of Pearl Harbor.

To begin at the beginning: I resigned my newspaper job
in Salt Lake City in 1939 and headed for the Orient where
I figured there was going to be a war I might cover as a
correspondent. My first stop was for ten months in Tokyo
and a job on an English language daily newspaper. Next
came Shanghai, where I landed in October, 1940, to join
United Press. When war appeared imminent Pepper and
I and Francis Lee, a former United Press man, began cast-
ing around for means of escape should the Japanese occupy
Shanghai. Chinese guerrillas agreed to send a man into the
city for us.

During the first weck of Shanghai’s occupation the Japa-
nese military police, called Kempeitai, did not arrest news-
paper correspondents. Like other American, British or Dutch
nationals, we moved around at will inside the barricaded
International Settlement. During the second week a few
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12 BY EASTERN WINDOWS

correspondents disappeared. All would be arrested eventu-
ally. We were getting jittery lest our turn should come be-
fore the guerrilla guide arrived. Our jitters increased when
a Japanese civilian guard was placed on our hotel floor to
check on movements of Americans. Although he was an old
friend and did little checking we knew our time was com-
ing. Christmas night Pepper and I took the guard to dinner,
filled him with Tom-and-Jerries, brought him back to his
hotel post at midnight, saw him to bed and retired to our
own room. The guide arrived a few hours later.

‘That was splendid except for one hitch. We were broke
and couldn’t get the money we needed for the journey until
daylight. There was one man who might have a large sum at
four o’clock in the morning and be friend enough to lend it
to us. We rode by ricksha to a church, awakened the priest
and borrowed part of his Christmas collection.

‘The guide told us we would have to pass the first set of
barricades on our own and meet him at a village outside
the city. Our plan involved play-acting three drunken Ger-
mans staggering home from an all night party. Germans,
being Japanese allies, had passes permitting them to cross
the first barricades if they lived in suburbs outside the
Settlement proper. We weaved up to a sentry box and went
through a long, futile search of our pockets for the neces-
sary identity cards. The bluff worked. Grinning, the guards
waved us on.

Our guerrilla guide was waiting in the village. The Shang-
hai barricade was only a minor hurdle in our journey to
freedom. From the village where we met the guide to Free
China was several hundred miles of Japanese-occupied terri-
tory and two strongly guarded “lines.” We were inside an
iron triangle, formed by three railroads, of which Shanghai
was the apex. We had to cross the base. The railroads were
solidly barricaded their entire length and patrolled by
soldiers and dogs. Beyond the triangle’s base was a well-
held highway between Hangchow and Nanking. Behind
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THE OTHER SIDE OF THE DOOR 13

us, we knew, a search would begin as soon as we were
missed.

We traveled westward in freezing weather, by foot and
sampan, until ten days after Christmas when, to the tune
of gunfire and barking dogs, we crossed the highway and
stumbled, dirty, hungry, and vermin-ridden, into Free China.
Another twenty-four days travel brought us to Chungking
and our next assignments from United Press. Mine was to
fly immediately to Java and cover the battle for the Nether-
lands East Indies.

The battle was brief. As Java fell I fled in a ship which
was sunk in the Indian Ocean. I reached Sumatra, the
nearest land, after a long swim and six days in a lifeboat.
Three weeks of hiking barefoot along Sumatra’s jungle-
fringed west coast brought me to a little harbor town where
I had planned to obtain a native sailboat and, with some
companions, escape and sail across the Indian Ocean to
Ceylon.

But the Japanese got me again, transported me across
Sumatra to the oil port of Palembang, and put me in
Palembang Jail the night of Easter Sunday, April 5, 1942.

As 1 walked through the jail gates I glanced up, half
expecting to see something written above them. There was
an inscription in Dutch I could not read and a date,
A.D. 1883. An alarm kept ringing in my brain, “I'm a pris-
oner! I'm a prisoner!”

I did not conceal my identity, hoping that news of my
recapture would reach Tokyo and that I might be returned
to Shanghai, or at least the Asiatic mainland, either for
punishment or—wild expectation—repatriation when Ameri-
can correspondents and diplomatic officials would be ex-
changed for their Japanese counterparts. Once on the
Asiatic mainland I hoped I could escape * again because
I knew the ropes. Naturally, I said nothing in Palembang

* The full story of my Shanghai escape, sinking and recapture is told in
Six Bells Off Java, Charles Scribner’s Sons, New York, 1948.
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14 BY EASTERN WINDOWS

Jail about the Shanghai escape, merely gave my correct
name and occupation, believing that the Japanese Foreign
Ofhce eventually would be informed of the capture of a
correspondent. (How wrong I was!)

After interrogation and registration on prison rolls, I was
added to the tangle of men trying to sleep amid a welter of
junk in a peculiarly smelly room. Without space on the con-
crete floor to lie down, I sat in the doorway and dozed off
while dreaming of escaping again.

Now it was Christmas, 1944. All the dreams and plans of
escape that had helped sustain my spirits through two years
and nine months of imprisonment had every one been
foiled. But I still schemed. Men without hope die.

The cigaret Eric had given me for a Christmas present
long since had been consumed as I sat on the bench in the
dark staff room. Eric had lain down. By his silence I judged
him either asleep or also reminiscing. Stiffly I rose from the
bench, fumbled at my bunk until I found my tobacco and
started for the dysentery ward and the lamp. I couldn’t
afford another match. The attendant on duty was standing
in the ward entrance.

“How’s Brinker?” I asked.

“I think he’s dead. I was just going to call someone to
check.”

I stepped up on the bench and felt Brinker’s pulse. No
pulse. The attendant handed me the lamp and I looked
into Brinker’s half-open eyes. Sightless. I touched the lids.
Not a flutter. Listened for his heart. Not a beat. Squeezed
hard with my fingers on the flesh of his upper arm. My
fingerprints remained. Held a small hand mirror to his open
mouth. Not a breath fogged it.

“He’s dead all right,” I said, and stepped down to the
floor. “Better call the doctor.”

Sleepy-eyed, the doctor came, listened with his stetho-
scope and told us we could carry Brinker out. We lifted
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THE OTHER SIDE OF THE DOOR 15

the body onto a stretcher, carried it into the bamboo shed
which served as a mortuary and put it into one of four
plank coffins. One coffin already held the body of a man
who had died just before the concert. The other two would
soon be occupied, perhaps before the day was out. Officer
Francken and two others were very low.

Back in the staff room, lying on my bunk, I filled the time
until sleep came by mentally constructing the framework
of a book that would tell the story of this prison life.

Today would be an appropriate place to begin, I thought,
because it would be a kind of key to this other world far
behind enemy lines, in a tropic backwash of war where men
long believed dead were fighting a battle of souls and minds
instead of bullets and bombs.

But, before narrating how they won or lost in their
struggles with their greatest adversaries—themselves—it
would be necessary to explain how they got here and what
they did. This would require switching back to the first
morning of imprisonment when I awakened after dozing off
in the cell doorway, dreaming of escape.

AndsoIhave...
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2
Roll Call

horizon beyond Palembang Jail. The desultory

voices of awakening birds sounded an ornitho-
logical overture to the day—my first day of internment,
April 6, 1942. Soon the sun peered over the east wall. Men
emerged grumpily from their cells to stand in its early rays,
hoping to melt from their flesh the imprint and from their
joints the stiffness of hours on damp cement bunks and
concrete floors.

Night had washed the sky nearly clean of clouds, giving
the sun full scope to kindle the day with brilliance. The
impact of light, glaring off cell block roofs, walls and pave-
ment walks threw every detail of the jail into sharp, painful
relief. What had been concealed by darkness last night when
I entered stood out this morning in harsh reality.

Peaked tile roofs of buildings inside the prison were
higher than the surrounding wall, so that its somber grey
stretch was visible only in sections between the cell blocks.
The wall looked about fifteen feet high and was surmounted
by another six feet or so of barbed wire curving inward at
the top like the fences around animal pits at the zoo. I was
standing inside still another barbed wire fence, perhaps
twelve feet high, which divided the hollow square of jail
yard from cell blocks around it on three sides. The fourth
side housed guardrooms, storerooms and the double iron
gates to the outside world.

DAWN stirred the trees which made a dark

16
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The cell where I had spent the night was one half of a
two-compartmented building set in a corner of the main
wall. Also, it stood apart from the long cell blocks on my
side of the yard and was isolated from the nearest one by
yet another private fence of its own. Between the building
and the wall was an open-air bath tank where two men,
their skin glistening wetly in the sun, were washing. Stand-
ing outside the tank they dipped water with small hand
buckets and splashed it over themselves. I stripped and
joined them. The first bucketful was a cold shock; the sec-
ond pleasantly cool; and the third a delight. We dried our-
selves as swimmers do when they climb from a pool, skin-
ning water from our flesh with the palms of our hands and
letting the sun do the rest.

Donning my scanty clothing—a pair of shorts and a shirt
—I stood with other men looking through the fence into the
yard where a square of grass made an oasis in this desert
of barbed wire, stone and iron. A shaggy hedge grew along
the narrow section of fence directly in front of our build-
ing. I wondered aloud who had planted it and tended it
during the years it must have struggled to survive in such
inhospitable surroundings.

“Women,” said a scrawny, sarong-clad individual who
had just emerged from the other half of the two-room
building.

“That’s exactly what I said,” he continued in reply to
my look of incredulity. “Native women planted it. Female
prisoners.”

My informant introduced himself as an English merchant
seaman and a veteran of Palembang Jail, having been there
a week. He said he had been told this isolated cell block
used to serve the dual purpose of jail clinic and women’s
quarters. Female prisoners lived in the cell from which he
had just come. The place where I had spent the night was
the clinic. ‘That explained a peculiar odor I had been won-
dering about.
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The hedge was high enough to have screened small
statured Malay women from the gaze of men in the yard.
A tiny patch of grass sheltered in its shadow. I stepped onto
it, savoring its tensile crispness between my toes. Directly
across the yard was the highest building inside the walls.
Smoke rose from behind its steeply pitched roof and through
its doors could be seen flames in open hearths. The kitchen.

The sailor touched me on the shoulder, cleared his throat
apologetically and in a half whisper, perhaps so other men
standing around wouldn’t hear, asked,

“I say, mate, have you any tobacco?”

“A little.”

“In that room are some sick men who haven’t smoked
for days.”

I followed him into the room from which he had come.
Its interior was nearly filled by a knee-high cement platform,
the width of the room and seven or eight feet deep, ending
against the back wall. Six men lay shoulder to shoulder on
it, their feet toward the door. Two other men lay on straw
mats in the narrow floor space between the platform, or
bench, and the front wall. The former women’s quarters
now had been converted into the jail hospital. The sailor
proudly announced his good news.

“Here’s a gentleman will share his tobacco.”

A chorus of appreciation filled the room. Three patients
sat up immediately. One of them, a huge-barrelled fat man
with a beard which recalled pictures of King Henry VIII,
smiled and said,

“Luckily for you, not all of us smoke.”

A thin man with a doleful face and a “let-me-tell-you-
about-my-operation” voice asked if by any chance I had
some milk.

“My ulcer must have milk,” he whined, “or my days are
really numbered.”

“Sorry,” I told him. “Tojo confiscated my cow.”

“Well, then, I will appreciate a bit of your tobacco.”
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While distributing what remained of my tobacco and
rolling a cigaret for myself I asked how it happened that
all the patients were Englishmen. They said they were from
ships sunk or captured off Sumatra’s east coast while fleeing
Singapore. The fat man, who looked to be in his early
thirties and must have weighed 240 pounds, introduced
himself as W. Probyn Allen, Far Eastern representative of
an English drug firm.

“I don’t smoke,” he said, declining tobacco, “but you
may bring me a drink of water if you will.”

I fetched my water bottle from next door.

The sailor went outside to get a light, returned and
lighted our cigarets. The first inhalation of smoke went
down my throat like a rasp, searched out the empty crevices
of my stomach where food should have been and dispersed
comfortingly until it seemed to touch and bless every sensate
fiber of my being. Thoughts of no more tobacco disturbed
me, so I took only a few drags then sniped the cigaret for
a final smoke after breakfast.

At that moment a sudden clanging burst on my ears.
Sound waves filled the jail with metallic racket, richochet-
ing from wall to wall, bouncing off iron doors, battling with
the sun’s glare for violent attention. When my neck un-
shrank, my shoulders sank back to normal posture and my
eyes opened, I stepped to the doorway and looked toward
the front gate whence the clamor came. A Japanese soldier
was rattling a metal bar around the inside of an iron triangle
of the type familiar to American ranchers who for genera-
tions have been summoned to meals by similar dinner bells.
But, though the instruments were similar, the effects dif-
fered. When the dinner bell rings outside an American
ranch kitchen, the results are music in the mountain air
because trees and open country soften the strident notes.
In Palembang Jail every blow on the triangle hurled percus-
sion waves onto hostile surfaces which magnified the sound’s
intensity. When the last ear-shattering note splintered into
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silence, my jumbled thoughts assorted themselves and
asked why such clamor to announce breakfast. I learned it
was not breakfast but the signal summoning prisoners to
morning roll call.

Men stood in double lines on the walks outside their
respective cell blocks. The sergeant guard commander,
flanked by two tin-helmeted soldiers carrying bayoneted
rifles at ready and followed by a fat, sad-faced Dutch inter-
preter, took the roll call. Counting began at the kitchen
across the yard and proceeded counterclockwise around the
jail toward the hospital which thus would be the last to be
counted. Roll call followed a fixed ritual. As guards arrived
in front of each cell block, prisoners bowed to them and the
soldiers saluted in return. A leader for each block reported
the number in his lines. Guards then verified the report by
counting, after which captives again bowed and captors
saluted.

As we stood silently waiting our turn I studied the men
within vision. About half wore only shorts. Some were
barefooted, others shod. Their skins varied in hue from the
deep coffee of the darkest Indo-Europeans up through many
shades to the flat whiteness of sedentary business men whose
chests had not felt an unobstructed sunbeam since they
were children. Between those extremes were dark browns,
light browns, yellow browns; tans from saddle to atabrine;
whites from the healthy glow of youth to the tired, large-
pored flaccidness of age. Since all were newcomers and thus
only recently had taken to living shirtless, there were many
assorted stages of sunburn, ranging from the delicate pink
of a first blush to painful crimson. Nearly all necks and
wrists had well defined rings marking collar and cuff lines.
Physically the men ranged from thin to very fat; from short
to tall; from runty, round-shouldered, pot-bellied torsos to
the strong, virile proportions of a men’s underwear ad.

One physical characteristic predominated. They were
well nourished. Even the thin ones were thin in a natural
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way. Until interned, the thin ones had missed no more
meals than the fattest man in line. I wondered how long
they would continue to be well nourished. My misgivings
concerning the future were deep and black. I thought it was
going to be a long war and that many prisoners captured in
the early stages would not be living at the end. For this was
tropical Sumatra where fever and disease would thrive
unless checked by constant medical care and proper nour-
ishment. There was little likelihood of either in a Japanese
prison. .

Rainswept Sumatra straddles the equator and with other
islands of the Malay archipelago divides the Indian Ocean
from the South China and Java seas. A jungle-clad moun-
tain chain sprawls along its thousand-mile west coast, on
the southern tip of which my lifeboat landed; while the
east coast is a vast, steaming plain of swamps and turgid
water courses. Palembang lies at the inner edge of the
swamps and fifty-four miles up the crocodile-infested Moesi
river. Two great refineries of Shell and Standard Oil are
near the city’s outskirts, at the termini of pipe lines from
interior oil fields. Palembang also is a trading center through
which move tobacco, tea, coftee, rubber, coal, palm oil and
other bounties of nature that make Sumatra rich.

Palembang was a city centuries before the Dutch arrived.
Historians have pushed back the curtain of its antiquity
to the Sriwidjayan Empire that flourished for nearly a thou-
sand years until it was conquered in the fourteenth century
A.p. by the Hindu Madjapahit Empire of Java. But the Mad-
japahits crumbled and most of Java and Sumatra was con-
verted to the religion of Mohammed. The Dutch arrived in
the seventeenth century, obtained a concession in Palem-
bang and converted it to colonial capitalism. In the last
quarter of the nineteenth century the Dutch built high-
walled Palembang Jail to hold native malefactors. The Japa-
nese arrived in February, 1942, and in March they removed
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the native prisoners and replaced them with Dutch and
British.

Another notation was added to Palembang’s long history
when the jail received its first American prisoner, me. Now
I was being counted in my first roll call line.

From that morning of April 6, 1942, when a crowd of
well fleshed men answered its first summons, to an August
afternoon in 1945 when a group of shambling skeletons
obeyed its last command, the roll call bell dominated my
existence. It rang in the dawn of morning, at high noon
and in the dark of night. It summoned men to stand in line
for water, for food, for tobacco; for announcements, for
meetings and for funerals . . . especially for funerals.

The bell rang so frequently for so many different pur-
poses in the various jails and camps where I lived until
freedom came, that a bell code was necessary . . . a certain
number of rings for this, another number for that. First
there would be an admonitory rattling as the metal ringer
was twirled around the triangle . . . clangety-clang-clang-
clang. Clangety-clang-clang-clang. A pause. Then the meas-
ured strokes—one, two, three; or one, two, three, four; or
one, two, three, four, five, six; or maybe only one.

Quickly we came to anticipate, even to pray for, the
routine calls—to collect food, to line up for boiled water,
or tea, or a handful of peanuts, or a teaspoon of palm oil.
Sometimes there were phenomenal, red letter, hallelujah
days when we lined up for 100 grams (3Y2 ounces) of sugar
and 25 grams (less than an ounce) of salt per man. Such
were the rings which regulated our lives down to the last
detail. The unexpected rings were the ones which threw
chills into us—the roll calls which rang in the night, sum-
moning us from sleep to stand in the damp air during the
long, exacting process of counting to determine who was
missing, who had gotten out in a desperate smuggling en-
deavor to find food and get back in again undetected. I
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was one of those who engaged in food-smuggling, but I
managed always to get back in before roll call. Some did
not.

Sometimes the bell chattered angrily to announce an in-
fraction of prison rules and sometimes it tolled slowly,
signaling the grave gang to carry away another body.

Roll calls had a sequence in avoirdupois and number as
well as time, while the once well nourished men slowly
changed from overweight to underweight, from under-
weight to emaciation, from emaciation to skin over bones,
eyes in skulls, caricatures, corpses.

Cell block by cell block the guards counted their way
until they came finally to the line in which I stood. The
interpreter relayed the sergeant’s command.

“Attention.”

We came to attention.

“Bow.”

We bowed. The guards saluted.

“How many?” asked the interpreter.

“Twenty-three,” said a man on the end of the line. “Eight
inside and fifteen outside.”

The sergeant counted us outside then walked to the
barred window of the hospital cell and peered at the eight
men lying inside. Then he counted us again, calling the num-
bers alcud in Japanese and stabbing his finger at us with
each count:

“Ichi, ni, san, shi, go . . .

Then the interpreter spoke again.

“Attention.”

The command was superfluous because we had been at
attention all the time, but he had to say something. Oblig-
ingly we straightened our shoulders even more and the
interpreter said:

“Bow.”

We bowed again. Guards saluted, about-faced and

”
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marched to the front gate. One of them picked up the bell
ringer and struck the triangle, then whirled the ringer around
in a long, jangling rattle that bounced off walls and iron
doors, violated my ear drums, convulsed hands into fists,
propelled a shiver up to my scalp and prickled there until
the ringing stopped.

My first roll call was over.
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roll call ended. Breakfast should be soon. Instead,
however, there was a reshuffling of men to make

room for more prisoners. My companions were removed
frorn the room in which I had spent the night, leaving me
alone with two chairs and a table covered with dusty,
gummy bottles and tins of ointment—remains of the pre-
war clinic. Claiming they had established prior rights, my
erstwhile roommates took with them most of the junk
which had littered the place. One thing they left, however,
was a piece of jute sacking about ten feet long and half as
wide. It would serve as a mattress until something better
came along. I laid it out in the sun while I explored the
area surrounding the bath tank. In a heap of rubbish I
found a chipped, blue enamel dish with a small hole in the
bottom, a handleless spoon and a half of a coconut shell
someone had started to polish, then discarded when a tri-
angular section broke off the edge. Poor as they were I now
had eating utensils. The next thing was something to eat.
Gates in the barbed wire fence were opened after roll
call and men circulated at will inside the jail. I crossed the
yard to the kitchen. It looked more like a foundry. Instead
of stoves or ovens there was a row of round, open hearths
on top of which sat huge, iron kettles or smoke-blackened
containers which were large oil drums with the tops cut off.
Long metal tongs and pokers and axes and saws hung on
the walls. Smoke rose to the ceiling and theoretically escaped

25

I TURNED hopeful eyes toward the kitchen when
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through wide roof vents. The volunteer kitchen workers
were nearly as smoke-blackened as the pots over which they
labored.

Tops of the steaming cauldrons were too high to look into,
so I asked one of the cooks what was boiling.

“Water,” he said.

“For coffee?”

“We haven'’t seen coffee since we came here.”

“Then why boil so much water?”

- “Tea. We're having tea for breakfast.”

“And what else?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Absolutely nothing else. Rice and vegetables haven’t
arrived yet. Only the Japs know when they will and I doubt
if they really know.”

I left the kitchen, thinking how comforting it would be
if, at times like this, we had cuds to chew on between meals.

A group of white-robed men sitting on a wooden bench
in front of a cell block attracted my attention. Walking
over I introduced myself to the first man on the bench and
met the Catholic Bishop of Palembang.

“Pleased to know you,” he said. “Have you any tobacco?”

“Not a shred,” I replied, thinking ‘this fellow is surely
a fast operator.’

“Good,” smiled Bishop H. M. Mekkelholt, “then I can
make you a present.”

Fishing in his cassock he brought out the remains of a
lempeng, the Malay name for a quantity of native tobacco
fiber about the size and consistency of a shredded wheat
biscuit. Pulling it apart he gave me half. I declined to take
so much but he insisted, explaining,

“Americans were most kind to me when I was in your
country last year. This is a token of appreciation.”

At that moment the Japanese sergeant guard commander
strode up shouting angrily. He delivered a long harangue
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most of it unintelligible; but the general idea was plain. I
was an American and therefore in a special category of
wickedness. My cell had been cleared so I could be kept
in solitary confinement. I was to remain there and not
mingle with other men. He seized my shoulder, turned me
around and marched me back to my cell. It wasn’t really
a cell in the same sense of others in the jail because it had
no sleeping platform and the door was an ordinary wooden
one instead of a barred iron gate.

He closed the door but did not lock it. After a while I
walked to the barred window beside the door and looked
out. T'wo guards were sitting at a table on the covered walk
near the main gate but the sergeant was not in sight. I
opened the door and walked out into the small area behind
the hospital fence. A man was at the bath tank cleaning his
teeth with a large, black stiff brush of a type not generally
associated with teeth.

“How does it taste?” I asked.

“Inky,” he replied.

“Where’s the typewriter it came with?”

“In my cell. Fellow brought it in with him.”

The brush wielder, a sunburned man clad only in a pair
of black shorts held up with a drawstring, introduced him-
self.

“Burt,” he said. “Gordon Burt. Late of His Majesty’s
Engineers, Malaya.”

Burt was a gaunt but wiry New Zealander with little
knots of muscle where they would do the most good. Thick
black eyebrows and a hawk nose frowned over a stubby
black beard. He finished his tooth-cleaning operations, re-
moved his shorts and started splashing water over himself.

“My third bath this morning,” he shouted. “I can’t get
too much of this water.”

Burt said he was the only survivor of a group of British
engineers who, on the last leg of a run from Singapore to
Palembang, were chugging up the Moesi river in a launch
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when they ran smack into a Japanese gunboat. That was
their first intimation that Palembang had been captured.
The launch was blown out of the water. Uninjured, Burt
swam to shore, pulled himself up in the weeds and lay there
until sundown. He hid for ten days in the jungle but hun-
ger and mosquitoes finally drove him out. He waved down
another Japancse river craft and was taken to Palembang,
stripped naked and left for two weeks in a guardhouse cell.
Finally, he was given the pair of black shorts he was wear-
ing and brought to the jail.

The clangety-clang-clang of roll call bell interrupted
our conversation.

“Food,” said Burt, “have to grab my dish and get in line.”

He jumped into his shorts without bothering to dry him-
self, dashed through the fence gate which was left open so
men could use the bath tank, and ran toward his cell. But
Burt’s food guess had been wrong. The bell did not signal
dinner but rang to summon prisoners who had arrived the
night before to claim their luggage.

On arriving in Palembang we had been compelled to
leave our luggage in the street where we had disembarked
from a river ferry. The Japanese had promised it would be
delivered to us later. We had not believed them but here
it was. My luggage, acquired during three weeks of wander-
ing on the west coast before the Japanese patrol found me,
consisted of:

One bicycle tire inner tube picked up on a hunch it would
prove handy.

Two bottles of beer.

A small quantity of quinine.

A bottle of iodine.

Half a dozen paper-backed books found in the house
where I met the Dutch policeman Francken who had the
cognac.

One mosquito net and two white bed sheets found in
another house where I had spent a night.
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The mosquito net was wrapped around the beer bottles.
The sheets, folded and knotted, enclosed the entire bundle.

As each man claimed his luggage it was searched by a
Japanese officer. Knives and razors were confiscated. The
ofhicer and guards offered to buy any wrist watches prisoners
were willing to sell. That surprised me. I thought they would
simply take them. When the officer came to my beer bottles
he held them up to the light, laughed and passed them
to me.

Enroute back to my cell I noticed that the door to a
storeroom just outside the fence gate from the bath tank
was slightly ajar. After depositing my bundle I returned to
the gate, stepped through when guards were not looking,
pushed open the storeroom door and slipped inside, leaving
the door slightly ajar. The sliver of light through the door
crack disclosed a pile of metal chains and leg irons and a
small tin trunk.

The trunk lid opened easily. Inside was clothing of the
type peculiarly half eastern, half western, affected by many
Malays who wear trousers on the street and sarongs in their
homes. All the articles were too small for me, but a pair
of white trousers offered the possibility of being cut down
to shorts. Another garment, which looked like the upper
half of a Mother Hubbard, would serve as a shirt. The next
articles selected were a yellow Malay waist sash, two ordi-
nary neckties and a tiny wooden container holding a stick
of menthol.

Closing the trunk I explored the room further and picked
up a dirt-stiffened blanket and a bath water dipper. The
trousers, shirt, sash and neckties I stuffed inside the dipper.
Then I opened the door quickly, closed it behind me and
stepped through the fence gate. A few days later I again
visited the room, found the tin trunk empty and so appro-
priated it to use for my growing possessions.

Breakfast, lunch and dinner were served simultaneously
in midafternoon. I joined the food queue of two hundred-
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odd men and after a seemingly interminable time held out
my chipped enamel dish for the ration of rice and soggy
vegetables. To my horror the dish was too small. The
servers told me to return later for the remainder of my
share. Precious liquid off the vegetables leaked out the hole
in the bottom of the dish. I reproached myself for not hav-
ing brought the broken coconut shell as well as the dish.
Quickly I ate the meal and hurried back for more, but food
servers only shrugged sympathetically and pointed to the
empty food drums.

That night, as I was lying on my sheets and gunny sack-
ing, the door creaked open and a white robed figure slipped
inside.

“Good evening,” said a voice plainly in difhiculties with
the English tongue. “I am Father Elling.”

I rose from the sack and we shook hands.

“How did you get here?” I asked.

“They do not lock the fence gates until ten o’clock.”

“What about the guards? You took a chance on coming
in here.”

“Took a chance?” he repeated. “What is that meaning?”

I explained. He listened carefully, repeated the words,
laughed, and said,

‘“I'hank you. What is life without taking chances?”

We were friends from that moment. I decided it was a
good time to drink the beer and Father Elling agreed. A
heavy nail solidly impacted in the door frame solved the
bottle opening problem. I filled the coconut shell nearly up
to the break in the side and handed it to him. He raised it
and said,

“Your health.”

I drank from the bottle. The beer was warm but had a
pleasant bite. I asked if there were any Chinese in Palem-
bang.

“Many,” Father Elling said.

“Do you know any who would help a foreigner?”
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“If it is possible.”

I had unlimited confidence in Chinese courage and 1n-
genuity. The right Chinese, I felt sure, could help me
escape to the sea and a sailboat.

Father Elling drank quickly, almost as if it were a draft
of medicine. Months later I learned he disliked beer. 1
asked why he had drunk mine if he disliked it.

“Because I was afraid you would be offended if I did not,”
he said. “You were so proud of the bottles.”

Next morning after roll call prisoners were ordered to line
up in the yard, fully clothed, for inspection. Fully clothed
meant shirts, shorts or long trousers and footgear of what-
ever description we possessed. New Zealander Burt stood in
line wearing only his brief, black shorts. A guard, through
the interpreter, ordered him to go and get dressed.

“I have nothing to put on,” Burt said. “The blighters
threw me in here just like this. Tell them I have no shirt
or pants or even shoes.”

The guard commander swelled up and chattered angrily.
A fellow prisoner offered to lend a shirt.

“No,” said Burt, “I want one of my own. They can give
me a shirt if they will.”

The commander ordered Burt to borrow the necessary
garment or be beaten on the spot. Burt capitulated but,
because he was still barefooted, was ordered to change places
with a man in a back row.

During the verbal exchange we gathered that a high Japa-
nesc officer was coming to inspect us and we must put on a
good appearance. After carefully scrutinizing the lines to see
that all were properly clothed the commander ordered us
to stand at rigid attention. We stood.

Standing attention for prolonged periods can be torment.
The sun climbed higher in the sky, probing our flesh with
burning fingers as one hour passed, then two. Occasionally
a man would faint, causing a small, welcome flurry of
commotion as he was dragged from line and placed in the
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shade. A tall, lean, red-faced Dutch planter named Dyken
began retching and vomiting with strained, painful noises
that made us flinch. Conspicuous by the red trimming on
his cassock and by the impassive dignity of his carriage,
Bishop Mekkelholt stood among his priests. He seemed
impervious to the sun, the jail and the Japanese.

‘Toward noon the high officer arrived. Then I heard for
the first time another sound which was to become part of
the routine noises of prison life. The sound was a command,
“kiotsuke!” meaning “attention!” and was bellowed by the
gate guards whenever an officer appeared. While shrieking,
they would present arms. The cry they uttered doing it
sounded like a combination yell, snarl and vomit. When 1
first heard it, standing in line waiting for inspection, I
thought Dyken was expiring with one long, horrid death
rattle. Then I realized the ofhicer had arrived.

He came through the gate with a swagger that might
have befitted Napoleon on a triumphant entry into Paris.
His collar bore the single gold star of a major-general.

“Kiotsuke!” shouted the guard commander at us.

We stiffened our shoulders.

“Bow,” commanded the interpreter.

We bowed.

The general surveyed us, slowly turning his head as his
eyes traveled around the three sided square we had formed
in the yard. One hand rested on his sword, the other hung
straight down at his side. His polished leather boots
clumped heavily as he walked leisurely around the inside of
our lines. Aides hovered behind him. He paused in front of
Bishop Mekkelholt, looked him over, asked the guard com-
mander a few questions and walked on. Returning to the
gate he stood for a moment watching us while we bowed
again. He returned the bow with a salute, about-faced,
clumped out the gate and the inspection ended. It had
lasted perhaps five minutes. We had waited for it hours in

the sun.
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Back in my solitary cell I lay down to rest my aching
back and legs and clear my head of sun dancing vertigo.
Neither the aches nor the vertigo would leave. Presently
the room became too cool and, shivering, I returned to the
sun to get warm but instead I grew colder and the shivering
increased. Someone had said there were two doctors in
jail. I asked a passerby to fetch one and returned to my room
and lay down. The dinner bell rang and I could hear the
rattle and bang of tin dishes as men queued up for their
rations. Food no longer interested me. At last a voice said,

“You sent for me?”

Opening my eyes I looked at a pair of legs encased in
white, knee-high stockings and white shorts. Turning my
throbbing head slightly on the sack so that I could look
higher I saw the legs supported a fat, tight paunch. Rolling
over on my back so that I looked above the melon-like
bulge I saw a sharp face with a grey goatee. I sat up.

“Lie down,” said the man, “I am Dr. Hollweg.”

“Have any trouble with the guards?” I asked, thinking
that was why it had taken him so long to come. He
snorted.

“Pigs,” he said, “nothing but pigs.”

He thrust a thermometer into my mouth and launched
into a long, excited recital of how the Japanese came to
Palembang. Eventually he removed the thermometer,
frowned at it and shook his head.

“How high?” T asked.

“Nearly forty.”

That puzzled me, so I asked again.

“Forty,” he repeated.

I thought he was making some kind of Dutch joke so I
replied in kind, saying,

“Only eight above freezing, eh? Soon I will congeal.”

He looked at me sharply, without replying, opened a
small bottle and shook out two white pills.

“Take these,” he said. “I will return after roll call.”
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“No kidding, Doc,” I insisted, “what was my tempera-
ture?”

“I said nearly forty,” he snapped, and walked out.

That was my introduction to Centigrade, and to Dr.
Hollweg who, I later learned, was a nephew of ill-famed
Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg, German Chancellor in
World War I. Von Bethmann-Hollweg, after German
troops invaded Belgium, termed a “mere scrap of paper”
the treaty guaranteeing inviolate Belgium’s frontiers.

I once asked Dr. Hollweg, who said he himself served
with the medical corps of the French army in World War I,
if he had ever spoken to his uncle about those historically
notorious words.

“Yes,” said the doctor, “when he was visiting my family
after the war, in 1920; but he only smiled and said there
would be another war in about twenty-five years, when
Germany had rearmed. And then can you guess what he
said?”

“No,” I replied. “What did he say?”

“‘Germany will fight again,” he told me, ‘but you neced
not worry because Germany never, never, never will invade
Holland.””

The chills and fever had gone when Dr. Hollweg re-
turned after roll call. He said my illness was malaria.

“You must have been exposed before you came here,”
he said. “There is no malaria in Palembang.”

I asked him how long the attack would last.

“Until you recover.”

“How long will that be?”

“My dear, the Japanese pigs took my crystal ball. Per-
haps one week. Perhaps two.”

Changing the subject I asked how many Dutchmen were
in jail and how many English.

“Do not call us Dutchmen. We are Hollanders.”

I corrected myself.

“How many Hollanders?”
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“My dear, go to sleep. Tomorrow I will come again.”

Next morning two Hollanders, as fat as they were cheer-
ful, came in carrying a heavy wooden door between them.

“Your bed,” they said. “It is better than the cement
floor.”

One of them, Holscher, had been an officer on the ship
which was sunk under me in the Indian Ocean. I asked him
how he obtained the door for it obviously had been removed
from a cell. Holscher laughed and said,

“It spoiled the view from our club house.”

I wondered again about the guards. Actually they proved
indifferent to what we did inside so long as we were quiet
and answered roll calls promptly. Within a few days the
guards forgot me completely and visitors came and went
at will.

One morning an Englishman walked in bearing a cup
of coffee, the first I had tasted since capture. He introduced
himself as Curran-Sharp, a planter from Malaya. Because
the patients in the hospital were all English, he said, he
had volunteered to fetch their food daily.

“Have you met Paddy West?” he asked.

“No, who is he?”

“The Irish doctor here,” said Curran-Sharp, enunciating
with the slow, precise diction of a schoolmaster lecturing
to a class. “He was my estate doctor. Excellent fellow.”

“What is an estate doctor?”

“Excuse me, please,” he said, “while I light my pipe.”

He started for the door. I told him to wait, that I would
reward his cup of coffee with a match.

“Save it for the night when there is no sun,” he said.
“Matches are precious things. Watch.”

Standing just outside the door he took from his shirt
pocket a monocle which he used as a sun-glass, holding it
so that the captured sunbeams were focussed on a tiny
scrap of paper placed over the bowl of his pipe. After a con-
siderable wait he was rewarded by a curl of smoke rising
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from the paper. The curl became an infinitesimal flame
and he began puffing on the pipe stem. The tobacco lit. He
puffed furiously until smoke finally was sucked through the
stem and blown with impatient blue-grey spurts, out of the
side of his mouth. Triumphantly he returned inside and
sat down.

“Wonderful thing, the sun,” he said. “I have composed a
poem to it.”

“Yes?”

“I call it Ode to Phoebus.”

“How does it go?”

He needed no more encouragement, but began,

“Hear my cry, Phoebus, strongly defend me,
All my needs comfort, dll thy aid lend me.
Always through daytime generously send me
Sunshine quite cloudless.”

Rising to his feet and puffing vigorously on the pipe be-
tween lines in order to keep the tobacco burning, Curran-
Sharp declaimed five more stanzas, describing how Phoebus’
rays, through the instrumentality of spectacle lenses, kept
his pipe burning. The ode ended in a paean about burnt
offerings and a plea for “quintals of good ’backey, lit by
thy splendour.”

I asked him what kind of tobacco he used, because it
smelled so strange.

“It is not tobacco,” he said. “It is dried hedge leaves.”
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Dysentery and Palembang
Bottom—No Relation

piled up mighty battlements in the mid-after-

noon sky over Palembang. Like a searching dog
snuffling on a scent, exploratory puffs of wind blew over the
jail wall, whirled dust in the yard, stirred clothes drying on
lines and fences and the little plot of grass. Soon the rain
would come, drumming violently on tile roofs, splattering
like ricocheting machine gun bullets from cement walks
and walls, slanting through barred cell windows and doors.
Except for the wind’s hufing and desultory clattering from
the kitchen where workers cleaned up after the noon meal,
the jail was quiet. It was the siesta hour.

Straightening to ease the crimp in my back I removed
my hands from the reeking waters in which I was washing
scarce and precious rags used to clean dysentery patients,
and studied the clouds. Boiling masses, the color of angry
surf, advanced across the sky ahead of the darker storm cen-
ter and had reached a point almost directly overhead, so
that the heavens were divided. It was as though towering
cliffs at the edge of a mountain lake were trembling from
some mighty, inner upheaval and at any moment would
collapse and fall. Rain would hit when grey spilled into
blue—in about half an hour, I estimated. There was just
time to finish the few rags left in the tin.
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RAIN clouds, rolling with the west monsoon,

Google



38 BY EASTERN WINDOWS

Beside me where I sat on the concrete walk in front of
the jail hospital was a pile ready for rinsing in a disinfectant
which smelled like creosote. Disinfectant was one of the
few things our Japanese captors gave us for the jam-packed
cell block we had transformed into a sick bay. The rags had
been carefully cut from clothing donated by prisoners from
their own backs. Consequently, they had to be used over
and over again. Washing dysentery rags at first had been a
revolting task but we soon lost our squeamishness. They
were washed during the siesta hour—the only daylight
period when necessary receptacles were not being used for
other purposes.

I finished the last rag, emptied the wash tin’s slimy con-
tents into a slop bucket, scrubbed the tin, refilled it with
fresh water, replaced the rags and put the bucket on a fire.
The cloths would be sterilized by boiling and afterward
spiked to dry on the barbed wire fence separating the hos-
pital cell block from the jail yard proper.

Glancing at the sky I saw the battlemented clouds were
spilling into the blue. Rain was almost upon us but I calcu-
lated there was still time for a quick bath. Wrapping what
passed for a towel around my waist I walked over to the
low concrete water tank between the hospital and the wall,
dipped a bucket of water and, holding it aloft, let the liquid
cascade over me. Delicious. At that moment the wind
stopped playing around and surged over the high wall in a
steady flow bearing scattered rain drops.

“Rain!” I shouted. “Rain! Rain!”

The cry was taken up by men who swarmed from cells
to rescue drying garments. I laughed until, remembering
my mosquito net, I deserted the bath tank, dashed into
the yard, still clad only in my birthday suit, gathered up the
net and fled into the hospital clinic where I lived and
worked dressing wounds and ulcers on the skins of fellow
prisoners. Seconds later struck the kind of cloudburst known
in the Indies as a “Sumatran.” For thirty minutes it pun-
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ished us, beating with a steady thunder which obliterated
all but shouted conversation. Men who, because of over-
crowding, had to live out on the covered walks, retreated
into neighboring cells with their possessions and, with the
cell occupants, withdrew as far as possible from doors and
windows to avoid flying spray. Soon water was pouring
through roof leaks and those with bedding underneath
cursed and tried to find dry spots. Almost as quickly as it
began, the rain diminished to a drizzle, to scattered drops,
to nothing. Clouds moved eastward, unveiling the sun.
Soon the rain was returning to heaven in the form of steam.
Sumatra was as notorious for steaming humidity as for
violent rains. Long ago, on first landing there, I had de-
cided that if the humidity were a few degrees higher birds
would need fins instead of wings.

During the six months that had passed since the morn-
ing of my first roll call, over two hundred new prisoners
had been crammed into the jail. The storerooms next to
the guardhouse had been cleaned of their chains, leg irons
and the junk of years to make room. Those for whom no
additional space could be found spilled over onto the out-
side walks. Most newcomers were from Malaya, shipwrecked
Englishmen or Australians who had swum or floated ashore
on Sumatra’s east coast and adjacent islands. They had
come to Palembang after two months of forced labor on
little food and no medical care. I was just recovering from
the malaria attack when they arrived. A special roll call
rang in midafternoon of April 15th to announce them.

When the bell rang the yard was cleared, fence gates
were closed and locked and, while we watched through the
barbed wire, they straggled through the front gate. I won-
dered if we looked as disreputable when we arrived as did
these ragged, sun-blistered newcomers. Some hobbled, hang-
ing to men on either side. Others limped on canes or
crutches. Some were carried on homemade stretchers. As
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the stretchers passed through the gates, a whisper, like a
little wind, blew from the still forms, ran along the lines of
incoming men until it reached us behind the fence. The
whisper said, “DYSENTERY!”

Dysentery was a dreadful word and a mortal enemy. We
feared it like the plague. We had been thankful that dysen-
tery had not visited Palembang Jail. We had taken every
possible precaution, in our confined and crowded circum-
stances, to avoid it. Now it was coming in on stretchers
through the gate. The stretchers were laid in the middle of
the yard. Guards gave them a wide berth as they counted
the men, who lined up along the fences for inspection, and
searched their bundles. The Japanese feared dysentery as
intensely as did we.

Inspecting the 162 men took so long I returned to my
bunk but was summoned from it by a man who called
to me,

“There’s an American out here.”

I hurried out. My informer indicated a man standing in
line with his back to me. He was a big, well built fellow in
fantastically patched shorts and shirt which did not con-
ceal his powerful neck, broad shoulders and slim hips. Be-
low the shorts was a pair of well muscled legs. Heavy Aus-
tralian army shoes shod his feet and on his head was a small,
tight fitting, black stocking cap which caused me to tag him
in my mind as a merchant seaman.

Reaching through the fence I tapped his shoulder. He
turned and I was looking into a pair of harsh, blue-grey
eyes. A scraggly, sandy colored beard covered his face but
not enough to hide a prominent jaw and a wide, but thin-
lipped mouth. My first impression was that I wouldn’t want
to meet him in a dark alley.

“I’m the other American here,” I said.

His hard eyes lighted, the wide mouth grinned and his
whole face was transformed into the rugged features of a
good guy as he thrust his hand through the wire and we
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shook. A guard bellowed at us and we did not speak
further.

Later, after the newcomers had been officially added to
our midst, he came into my cell and handed me a nipa leaf
cigaret. I was about to light it when I noticed he had none.

“What about you?”

“Just finished one,” he replied.

Some time later I learned he hadn’t had a smoke for
days but had scrounged the one he gave me with a plea
that “there’s a sick American in there who looks like he
necds a cigaret.”

He proved to be a 30-year-old brewmaster, not a seaman,
named Eric Germann. New York was his home. He had
been called to Singapore shortly before the war’s outbreak
to help step-up production of beer for troops brought in
to strengthen Malaya’s defenses. We became close friends
and, eventually, partners in a food smuggling enterprise to
which Eric’s muscles heavily contributed. Food smuggling
was accomplished by getting out at night, trading goods for
food with native Indonesians and getting back in again. It
was a dangerous means of avoiding starvation but it worked
—except for those who were caught. Eric and I became
members of a little band of food smugglers whose adven-
tures appear later in this story.

The new prisoners, with their wounds and dysentery,
urgently required some kind of hospitalization. G. F. West,
a 38-year-old, six-foot-three-inch Dublin Irishman, whom
Poet Curran-Sharp had referred to as “my estate doctor.”
took charge of the hospital. Although this was Dr. Holl-
weg’s home ground, the sick men were all Britishers and
West naturally, and by means of his innate qualities of
leadership, became the senior doctor. He was a licutenant-
colonel in the British medical corps and a casualty of the
battle for Malaya, suffering machine gun bullet wounds
which clipped off one finger and part of another of his
right hand and pierced both his legs.
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He turned the sick bay next to my solitary cell into a
dysentery ward and moved the patients there into my quar-
ters which henceforth were called the clinic. Together, the
two cells became Palembang Jail Hospital. As men in the
clinic recovered they moved into other cells in the jail.
However, W. Probyn Allen and I stayed as assistants to
the doctors. I became a “dresser,” swabbing and bandaging
wounds and ever increasing tropic skin sores.

The universal treatment for skin sores, no matter on what
part of the anatomy, was soaking in hot water, followed
by removal of dead tissue and bandaging. Ingenious handi-
craft workers had fashioned metal receptacles in which a
man could sit and soak his festered bottom, if that was
where the sores were; or dunk his hands, feet or elbows in
smaller containers. While it lasted, we put potassium per-
manganate in the water and after that a solution of caustic
soda. The solution was extracted from wood ashes by soak-
ing twenty-four hours in water then draining off the liquid
and straining it through a cloth. When our soap supply
ended, the solution also was used to wash clothes.

Half an hour’s soaking prepared a patient for “dressing.”
With surgical scissors and forceps I removed dead flesh
from live tissue and treated the wounds with salves we
made ourselves from coconut oil, rock sulphur or salicylic
acid crystals. We were able to obtain the compounds and
a few other ointments and medicines from sources outside
the jail.

Sores and ulcers were not our only skin troubles. Various
itches and a variety of impetigo the Dutch called monkey-
pox was common. Herbert Smallwood, a broad, thick-set
cockney seaman with a black handlebar moustache, sharply
pointed on the ends, barrel chest, the arms and legs of a
gorilla and hammer-toed feet, was our most monkey-pox
afflicted customer. In bulk Smallwood was only a few
pounds lighter than Allen. He perspired so copiously he
always reminded me of a sea lion just emerging from the
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deep. When monkey-pox got him there was not an inch
of his body free from blisters. He was my special job.

Every other day Smallwood appeared at the clinic,
trumpeted a tune, and oftered his bulk for treatment. His
voice was a hoarse, tenor rasp and because he couldn’t sing
he trumpeted with lips and tongue in remarkable simula-
tion of the real thing. When Smallwood first cut loose—
in another prison camp—Japanese guards ransacked it try-
ing to find the hidden bugle they insisted was blowing
secret signals. They remained skeptical even after Small-
wood staged a demonstration. After that he performed only
in subdued tones.

Smallwood’s working life had begun as a London grocery
boy. Then he went to sea, spent several years in Canadian
lumber camps and finally, when the war broke out, signed
on a Canadian Pacific steamship as a kitchen flunky. The
boat was bombed and burned in Singapore harbor. Fellow
sailors said Smallwood risked his life to save others in his
section of the blazing ship. Penniless and cheerful, he
worked like a horse around the jail and did the hospital
washing until monkey-pox claimed him.

While I worked on him he quivered like a dish of jelly
and alternately laughed and cried but he always insisted
that I continue until the job was done. Beginning at the
top and working down I broke every blister on his hide,
then bathed him with a mild solution of potassium per-
manganate. It took just an hour, while he trembled and
winced and the spiked points of his moustache wiggled
like the noses of twin rabbits about to sneeze. He some-
times fainted by the time I reached his feet and for that
reason I made him sit on a stool so he wouldn’t have far to
fall if he passed out.

When it was all over I would roll him a cigaret and give
him a drink of tea we brewed for dysentery patients.

Another steady customer was the New Zealander, Burt,
who developed our first colossal case of “Palembang Bot-
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tom.” Burt was the case history on which we based our
subsequent treatment of that ailment and by which we
proved the efhicacy of hot water, the sun and Gentian Vio-
let, in the order named.

Palembang Bottom usually started with small blisters
which developed into running sores where one sits down.
We experimented on Burt for a long time before we finally
hit the curing combination. In the beginning nothing
worked. Sulphur, salicylate, coconut oil, poultices of various
kinds and descriptions were of no avail.

“What am I going to do, Doc?” I asked West in despair
one morning when Burt presented his bottom for another
treatment.

“You've got to do something,” Burt chimed in. “My
wife will never believe me if I tell her I got these just sit-
ting in a jail.”

Doc had an idea.

“Burt,” he said, “go sit in a bucket of hot water.”

Faithfully, Burt followed instructions. Since we had only
two kinds of receptacles for holding water, five gallon kero-
sene tins and ordinary pails, neither of which had the neces-
sary staunchness or circumference, Burt’s gymnastics dunk-
ing his backside each morning were something to behold.
Audience reaction was terrific. Within a week Burt’s back-
side had improved remarkably, but it reached a certain
stage of cure and there remained. Something else was
needed.

Doc’s next idea was sunshine.

“Do your soaking early,” he told Burt, “and then take a
sunbath for about fifteen minutes.”

The hospital was on the side of the jail which received
the first rays of sunlight. Every morning for several weeks
Burt stood there, posed at such an angle that when the sun
peered over the east wall the first thing it saw was Burt’s
backside. Hot water and sunshine almost but not quite
cured him.
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I can say, with pardonable professional pride, that the
final touch was my idea. In our meager medicine chest was
a tube of ointment labeled Gentian Violet. What it was
for I didn’t know but experimenting on my own skin had
shown that it was a mildly astringent indelible dye. Once
applied it had to wear off. One morning after his sunbath
I painted Burt’s bottom gentian violet. The effect was
startling especially when, due to some chemical cause un-
known to me, Burt’s bottom turned from gentian violet to
a certain shade of vermilion I had seen many times before
in the zoo at home on the bare posterior of a Hamadryas
baboon.

Needless to say, many other sufferers from Palembang
Bottom were following the experiment on Burt with an
interest approaching the breathless. No class of medical
students ever assembled with more eagerness in their lec-
ture ampitheater to watch a professor stage a demonstra-
tion than gathered each morning outside the hospital of
Palembang Jail to study the ups and downs of Burt’s case
as he progressed from bucket to sunbath to painting.

As 1 delicately traced gentian violet lines on Burt’s
anatomy I reflected, sadly, that probably this was the near-
est I would ever come to knowing the inner thrill an artist
feels while students follow his brush strokes. The greatest
thrill, of course, came the morning Doc pronounced Burt
cured. Cheering spectators shook Burt’s hand and the
beaming patient said, “Now I can fearlessly face my
wife.”

Second in command to Doc West in the other half of
the hospital—the dysentery ward—was Old Pop, 58-year-old
English ex-planter whom we called “The Matron.”

Matron Pop was one of the happiest men in jail, prob-
ably because for the first time in years he found himself
in charge of something and indispensable. His adult life
had been spent in Sumatra and Malaya as a planter but he
had never attained full managership of a plantation. In
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fact, he had considered himself fortunate to land a job in
the government rubber restriction ofhice. He was a humble
man who joked about his failures and whose reminiscences
were never sour. He told my favorite Malay baby story.

First you must remember the Malay words for “Hello
Mister,” which are “tabe tuan” and pronounced tah-bay
too-ahn. Got it? Hello Mister—Tabe Tuan.

Pop was walking a jungle path between plantations and
came to a flimsy suspension bridge of bamboo over a deep
stream. Pop always came to that bridge with trepidation
because its swaying and swinging required a nice sense of
balance and a firm grip on the rope handrail. This particular
morning he approached it on one side just as a Malay
woman carrying a child started across from the other. The
baby was having his morning breakfast at his mother’s
breast. To Pop’s experienced eye the child looked about
two years old, an uncommon age for breast nursing but not
infrequent in the Orient. The nursing continued as the
mother catwalked across the swinging bridge without using
the handrail because one hand steadied the baby astraddle
her hip and the other held a basket balanced on her head.
She was chewing betel nut and casually spat into the
stream.

What startled Pop was the child. In one hand the infant
held a lighted cigaret and was alternately mouthing his
mother’s breast and puffiing on the nipa straw. When the
mother had crossed and the astonished Pop stepped aside
to let her step off the bridge, the child removed the cig-
aret from his mouth, exhaled a gust of smoke, looked
brightly at Pop and said,

“Tabe tuan.”

Pop had taken charge of nursing the dysentery patients
before they arrived in Palembang Jail and he continued in
the job afterward. He slept on the floor of the clinic, or,
if he took a notion, curled up on the floor of the dysentery
ward. He could have had a door for a bed and even a mat-
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tress when a patient died who owned one, but he preferred
only an empty rice bag.

“Less trouble,” he explained. “All I have to do is hang
it on the fence in the morning.”

The most nauseating jobs never fazed Pop. He always
ate in the ward without a stomach flutter. He reveled in
adversity and was happy to be on his bare feet, moving all
day except during the siesta hour immediately after the
midday meal. Then he slept for an hour while the dysentery
rags were being washed and boiled.

We heated water for sterilizing and hot baths on an open
fire in front of the hospital. The fireplace was a small thing
of tin, loose bricks and a grill fashioned from cell door
bars. We also used the fire to boil rice down to a thick
soup for dysentery patients. That was an uncomfortable
job because the bubbling stuff frequently popped with
little explosions which splashed scalding liquid on our bare
skin. I've still got little brown scars on my belly which
mark soft rice blisters.

‘The hospital staff kept occupied during daylight hours,
nursing, dressing, cleaning, boiling, and cutting into fire-
wood the logs supplied by the Japanese. We were too busy
to mope, so time passed quickly. I had always imagined
that the worst punishment of being imprisoned would be
waiting for time to pass . . . the slow drag of hours and
days, months and years. But I was kept so busy in the hos-
pital that time never dragged. As I spiked the last rag on
the fence after the rainstorm and looked back to the first
time I had done so, it seemed that only a few weeks, instead
of six months, had passed since the shipwrecked English-
men joined us and brought dysentery.

An admonitory jangle sounded from the roll call bell,
followed by one stroke and a shouted, “Teal” Prisoners
queued up to receive their afternoon cupful each from the
big iron tong which had been simmering in the kitchen.
Cups in hand, men returned to their respective quarters,
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squatted around the yard to enlarge the latest rumor or
formed a line at the clinic for opening of afternoon busi-
ness. When the rush of dressings had ended Doc, Allen
and I discussed what always was the biggest news of the
week. Who would be sent out next day to Charitas?
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Charitas

New Charitas, Old Charitas and Dr. Gani’s. New

Charitas had been opened by Bishop Mekkelholt
and the Dutch Sisters of Charity in 1940. When the Jap-
anese arrived they took over the new hospital and gave the
nuns five hours to return to their former building, which
had been turned into a school, and open a hospital there for
war prisoners and Dutch oil technicians forcefully trans-
ported from Java to help put the refineries outside Palem-
bang back into operation. The sisters were forbidden to take
any equipment except beds and one operating table. The
nuns, two doctors, and patients who could walk, moved the
beds and patients who couldn’t walk across the street to
Old Charitas.

Native patients were ordered moved to the clinic of an
Indonesian doctor named A. K. Gani, who after the war
became a minister in the Indonesian Republic. Under
Japanese direction the clinic was expanded into a hospital
for natives with Dr. Gani in charge, assisted by Dr. Holl-
weg, who was taken from jail for that purpose along with
another fellow prisoner, a British dentist named H. Harley-
Clark. Old Charitas—known henceforth as simply Chari-
tas—for eighteen months served the civilian prisoners in
Palembang Jail and the Women’s Camp, Australian, British
and Dutch soldiers in two military camps, and the oil
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IN the city of Palembang were three hospitals—
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workers who were interned at Pladjoe and Soengei Gerong,
sites of the Shell and Standard refineries.

Despite vigilance of Japanese guards, who supervised the
moving from New to Old Charitas, the nuns managed to
spirit out some surgical instruments, drugs and medicines.
Half of their supplies they had already removed and hid-
den before the invaders reached the hospital.

For several months the Japanese paid no attention to our
sick prisoners unless one died; then there would be a bustle
of activity and a few critically ill persons would be taken
to Charitas. Bishop Mekkelholt became seriously ill and
was among those who thus were removed from jail to
Charitas. Due in part to his influence—when he recovered
sufficiently to negotiate—and in part to Japanese civil off-
cials taking over administration of Palembang from the
military, there was arranged a system of weekly “‘exchanges”
of recuperated patients from Charitas for sick patients in
the jail, the Women’s Camp, the two military camps and
the refineries.

Charitas thus was a godsend, not only to the sick but to
the well, for the “exchanges” enabled it to function as a
clearing house of information between the otherwise com-
pletely isolated prisoner groups. Men and women returning
from Charitas brought smuggled letters from husbands and
wives and relayed news of the war picked up by radios
hidden in Charitas, one military camp and the oil camp.
Charitas served as a money exchange depot, cash traveling
both ways, depending on whether husband or wife was
carrying the family purse when they were separated. We
also got medicine and bandages from Charitas via the
smuggling route.

Two Japanese doctors alternated in visiting the jail to
inspect patients destined for Charitas. One allowed only
critically ill men to be sent. The other let any one go whom
Doc West recommended. When the lenient doctor was on
duty, West usually included among the legitimately sick
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someone who had a wife or child in Charitas. West’s
choices were never questioned by the lenient doctor, a
friendly man who spoke English. Occasionally he would
visit