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Introduction

May Day, 1964, was celebrated in Burma in a memorable way.
It was, in fact, more than a celebration; it was a milestone 1n
the march forward of the nation, and a rendezvous with history.

The day was well chosen for the purpose. On that day, after
many days of discussion and debate in committee and in plenary
sessions, the working people adopted a charter of their funda-
mental rights and responsibilities. Delegates had come from all
over the country and from all walks of life: workers from the
factory, the wharf and the railway, the oilfield and the mine, the
public services—clerks and officers, and policemen too—-and
teachers, professors, artistes and intellectual workers, all elected
by assemblies of their fellow-workers, Truly a parliament of the
workers, as one of the principal draftsmen of the charter said,
and the purpose was to proclaim that the working men and wo-
men shall thenceforth be their own masters, to manage their affairs
by their own elected councils, vested with full rights, and always
fully aware of the duties that come with the rights.

The place was right for the rendezvous, for it was below Chauk,
the oilfield town, and on the sandy shores of the Irrawaddy river.
Chauk and Yenangyaung were developed by British oil interests,
and their wells had brought wealth to generations of shareholders
in Glasgow and Edinburgh, Manchester and London, cities whose
chambers of commerce had persuaded the British government to
annex all of Burma to the empire of Queen Victoria. The high
steel towers of the oil extraction plants standing stark over the
sandy wasteland of that dry zome became constant reminders
of the sharp contrasts of the age: the poverty of the people who
lived on the land, the wealth that lay beneath it, the poor returns
for the workers who toiled long hours by shifts and kept the in-
dustry humming day and night, the luxury and comfort in which
the British managers and even their favoured local assistants could
live and the huge profits which the owners divided among them-
selves. Chauk and Yenangyaung therefore served, in course of
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viii Introduction
time when the nationalist movement gathered momentum, as
living proof of the injustice of alien rule and capitalist exploita-
tion, The twin towns saw the quickening of the labour movement
which later merged into the larger struggle for national freedom.

From Chauk, on December 1, 1938, oilfield workers went on
strike and marched to Rangoon, 405 miles south, to lay their
case before the country. That was a restless year, the “year ot
revolution” the nationalists called it, with the workers marching
or striking, the students striking or staging demonstrations, the
clamour insistent for justice and fair shares and for freedom itselt,
political parties leading the people or following them, with & shoot-
ing here and a charge by mounted police there, making martyrs of
Buddhist monks and students, boys and men. In that year, so
packed with incidents and events which historians who will one
day write on our times must notice, the march of the oilfield
workers from Chauk was certainly a highlight.

General Ne Win, chairman of the Revolutionary Council and
the Revolutionary Government, thus personally chose Chauk as
the meeting place for the “parliament of the working people” and
as the historic site where the charter of the working people should
be proclaimed.

On May Day he addressed the rally of people who had come
from all over the country by rail or bus or on foot, by boat up or
down the Irrawaddy, people who filled the river’s bank and made
another surging river of beaming faces that flowed on and on as
far as the eyes could see in that early dawn.

On the stage sat the chairmen whom the workers had elected.
Also sharing the stage were a few of the colonels who had spent
several weeks on the site, supervising the building of the residen-
tial halls, the exhibition stalls and the huge assembly hall—named
the “Po Hla Gyi Hall” after the leader of the 1938 March—and
looking after the needs of the delegates and providing the faci-
lities for their work. On the stage also, proud and happy,
were the honoured guests who had taken part in the march a
quarter of a century or so ago, or supported the marchers as
members of the Dobama Asi-ayone,

Master of ceremony was U Chin Sein, better known as Shwe
Nyar Maung, actor, singer, film director, a comrade in the Burma
Independence Army. Shwe Nyar Maung was suffering from a bad
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cold, and the strong wind that came up the river gave him no
comfort. But the occasion so moved him, his voice came strong
and clear, and swallowing the pills which Gen. Ne Win passed
up to him every few minutes, he went on with the programme.

Gen. Ne Win spoke from notes he had scribbled on pieces of
paper the night before. He attempted no oratory, but engaged
in a chat, and it was as if the two or three hundred thousand
people were gathered, not in a huge rally, but just round him in
a room, squatting on the floor together, sipping plain tea and
having a friendly conversation. He spoke of the need to work
harder and produce more so that the fair shares for all would
be enough for a decent living and leave more for social services
and the care of the very young and the very old. Workers have
come into their own, and they must rise to their responsibilities.
There is need for national unity and sustained endeavour to carry
out the socialist plans. Thus he spoke for 45 minutes, rambling a
little, filling in here and there with reminiscences and anecdotes,
and returning to subjects which were uppermost in his mind.

The attitude of the Revolutionary Council, with its declared
socialist goals, towards Buddhism and religion was being ques-
tioned at the time, and the Council had reiterated its policy of
freedom of religious faith and conscience. “We are Buddhists too,”
Gen. Ne Win said, addressing himself beyond the May Day rally
to Buddhists and Buddhist monks everywhere in the country, “and
we hope Buddhism will continue to shine forth in its pristine
purity.” The Buddhist monks, he suggested, should lead in puri-
fying the religion, and in upholding the dignity and discipline of
the Order.

In the evening, after six sets of tennis in which he tired out
some of his younger officers, Gen. Ne Win visited the honoured
guests at their camp in the state high school. The reunion was
happy. “Dobama!” they shouted in salute when he arrived, re-
membering those days in the Asi-ayone when they used this greet-
ing with fellow-members, and called each other Thakin for men,
and Thakin-ma for women. “Thakin Shu Maung, you look well,”
observed one of the elderly Thakins, and Gen. Ne Win, who was
known as Shu Maung in his youth, and was a Thakin in the late
1930’s, beamed to show that he was, and also felt, very well.
The founders of the Dobama Asi-ayone were there, and the
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marchers of 1938—or those who had survived. They were young-
er in those days, now they were older, but their spirit was as
strong as in those days when they had shouted “Light the torch,
and let its flame light up the entire country!”

Gen. Ne Win knew all the hundred-odd old comrades by name,
greeted each one of them, looked tenderly when Thakinma Daw
Sai rolled up her htamein to show a large sore on her thigh.
Some others were ill, with old age simply or undernoprishment
for they were poor, and he made arrangements for thém to re-
ceive medical treatment or help or suitable jobs. But they were
tough, the whole lot of them, the women tougher perhaps, and
certainly sharper-tongued, than the men. There were many re-
miniscences, of the struggle in the oilfields, the clashes with the
police, the long march to Rangoon which took some 40 days,
the hunger on the road, the harassment by the British authorities,
the mounting enthusiasm of the people.

Reminiscences there were, and recriminations too, He was a
shirker, one Thakinma accused, and yet he was included in the
honour roll of the guests. He dropped out half-way, one Thakin
said, but another comrade who was active and loyal all the way
had been left out from the list. “He knew I was alive,” one said,
“yet he reported I was dead, just to put me out too, and fortu-
nately I heard and had the omission corrected, and so I am
here!” The story of the resurrection was received with good-
humoured laughter.

One irrepressible man at the meeting was Thakin Sein Kho
who wore a beard, a string of beads round his neck, and the
coarse dull-brown robe of a hermit. He rose several times, suc-
cessfully resisting the efforts of those who sat next to him to pull
him down, and asked many questions, Then he made a little
speech, declaring that he had vowed to wear the robe till the day
the aspirations of the marchers were fulfilled; now the day had
arrived, and Gen. Ne Win, leading the Revolutionary Council,
had done them honour by bringing them forth from history’s
forgotten pages; the people were going forward together under
dedicated leadership. His vow was fulfilled, Thakin Sein Kho
declared, and he might discard his robe, and there was laughter.

“Let us forget and forgive what was bitter in the past,” Gen.
Ne Win responded, after shyly smiling through the compliments
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that were showered on him, “let us remember what was sweet
and happy. We did much together, you and I and the others,
and these young men,”—pointing to the young commanders who
were sitting around—*"“who took part in the movement as students
and later served in the B.I.A. and the resistance. Let us work
together, build national unity, and march together again to our
goals.” History, he said, must one day be written, and records
must be compiled now, fully and objectively. Omissions in issuing
the invitations, he explained, were not deliberate. The last decade
and more had been so turbulent in the country, so full of change,
people had scattered while some of the old comrades had hidden
themselves away in frustration. “Let us remember what was sweet
and happy in the past,” he repeated, “and forget and forgive
what was bitter. We cannot build on bitterness.”

It is in this spirit that this book is written. Its object is to
remember the past without bitterness. This book is not a history
of contemporary Burma: that is for our historians to write, when
the time is ripe for objective appraisal, with all the facts before
them. Nor is this a biography of Gen. Ne Win. A biography
needs a responsive subject, which he is not, and access to the
archives and private papers which cannot be so open at present.
Gen. Ne Win has repulsed many abler men than I who want
to write his biography, saying that his story must be read in his
deeds.

This, therefore, is neither the history of a nation nor the bio-
graphy of a man. This is served simply as an aid to memory,
to help us remember the past few decades of Burma’s political
life through some of the main events and some of the people who
played their parts in those events. By remembering and reviewing
that past we may perhaps get a firmer feeling of roots, a better
sense of history and a clearer perspective of the present. We may
even learn a little from the past, for though we may think that
we are very wise, we have yet to find total wisdom or the whole
truth or all the sure answers to all the sore problems which have
confronted the society of man since its beginning. Learning from
the past may give us humility, and help us grow big. So, we
shall remember, as Gen. Ne Win said, without bitterness. And
without intention to judge harshly for, as Churchill said on assum-
ing wartime leadership in embattled Britain, “If the present tries
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to sit in judgement on the past, it will lose the future.”

Gen. Ne Win appears often in the narrative: as a boy at school
in the years of comparative calm, as a young Thakin when the
fight for national freedom began to capture the imagination of
young men and women throughout the country, later as one of
the now famous “thirty comrades” who slipped out to Japan to
seek military aid for the liberation of Burma. He returns as a
commander of the Burma Independence Army, and serves on to
lead the Resistance. In the post-war years and aftet& Burma’s
Independence, he plays strategic roles in the fast-moving drama: as
commander of the Burma Army which fights back the rebél hordes
many times its numbers; as Deputy Prime Minister in a'Cabinet
so besieged that foreign observers call it the “Rangoon Govern-
ment”; as builder of the modern Armed Forces which take on
the well supplied Kuomintang divisions which have swarmed over
the country’s north-eastern borders; as leader of the “Caretaker
Government” invested by Parliament when the ruling party splits
and a constitutional crisis of perilous proportions poses a threat of
civil war. Gen. Ne Win holds the country together, conducts gene-
ral elections after 18 months, and hands over to the winner, U
Nu. Within two years, however, things are back where they were,
probably worse, and Gen. Ne Win returns to defend the integrity
of the Union, unite the nation and lead in the march forward.

Thus, the story of Gen. Ne Win is an essential part of this
narrative, and also a convenient focal point round which the
narrative revolves.

This is not a history book but I hope that it will be of some
assistance to the historians when they start to write, Our records
are scanty, our library and archival resources are yet far from
adequate, and research on Burma can be a task of more than
the usual toil. The dates and some of the details given in this
book may, therefore, lighten the labours of the historians some-
what by providing them with clues in their pursuit of facts, and
in their excavation of the whole truth.

I have used Burmese sources as far as possible, and when they
happen to be published material, I have listed them in the biblio-
graphy and the notes to chapters. More people are writing in,
Burma these days; memoirs, essays, biographical accounts are
becoming increasingly available. Participants are, for example,
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compiling a record of the Dobama Asi-ayone. This great flower-
ing has been a great help to me as it will be a delight and help
to scholars who have an interest in Burma’s political history.

It has also been my good fortune to be able to interview, with
the help of willing friends, several people who have taken part
in the events described in the book. Their oral history can fill
volumes, and we are missing something valuable and vital in not
getting those volumes done. Some of those whom we interviewed
are quoted, some are not, but all of them have been a great help.
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1
The Early Stirrings

1

BURMA FELL under British rule in three wars: in 1824, 1852 and
1885. After the second war the kingdom was shut in and weak-
ened, its sea ports, the fertile valleys and the Delta occupied. Bur-
mese missions went to Europe to search for allies and aid for
building a strong modern nation. But it was too late. The British,
having taken half the country, must take the whole, for the
doctrine was that half-measures in colonial ventures were
dangerous.

Also, the merchants in England had their eyes on fabled China,
the land of rubies and emeralds. They demanded an early end to
the farce of co-existence with King Thibaw. Annex upper Burma,
they demanded, open up the road to China and her treasures.

There were incidents between Thibaw’s kingdom and the Bri-
tish in lower Burma. In these days and in normal circumstances.
similar incidents would call for perhaps a protest, mild or severe
depending on the merits of the case, and in response perhaps an
apology, cool and correct or warm and profuse according to those
merits. The incidents in 1885, however, unleashed war. An impos-
sible ultimatum was served on the King at Mandalay laying down
brutal terms to be undertaken in the briefest time.

At the receiving end, Thibaw was ineffective; Supayalat, his
queen, was proud and angry, but she had only enough ability to
eliminate her rivals, not to lead a nation at war. The wise ministers
were weak, the strong were not so wise.

The Burmese were willing to talk, but not capitulate; the Bri-
tish, bent on conquest, had no patience for talks. On November
11, Lord Randolph Churchill in London cabled Lord Dufferin.
the Viceroy of India: “Please instruct General Prendergast to ad-
vance on Mandalay at once.”

1



4 Burma and General Ne Win

Bassein by the Bikkhu Asoka, a European convert to Buddhism.
The YMBA, however, took deeper roots and spread country-wide.

U Ba Pe, U Maung Gyee, Dr. Ba Yin, U Sein Hla Aung and
their contemporaries, then students of the Rangoon College, gave
their spare time to organize the association. College students were
gentlemen of leisure, with time for philosophical discussions, de-
bates, writing articles for the small press or_letters to the editors,
or parading in the streets in the evenings respectably dfessed as
became collegians. Jobs in the government service wen{ not too
plentiful. The higher grades were filled with Englishmen\and the
lower clerical grades with Indians who could live on vé‘ry little
and save the remainder of their small salaries. Graduates were so
few, however, that employment was assured as a township officer,
an inspector of police or excise, a junior officer of similar rank in
the various departments. For young officers there was prestige and
if one had waited patiently enough, prospect of marrying money.
For the clerks there were the tips, the “tea-money”, the “outside”
income—which compensated amply for their meagre salaries.

The YMBA, led by the collegians, drew its membership from
young officers and clerks. It was not, therefore, an angry associa-
tion at all. Its meetings were orderly, its activities were above re-
proach, and its resolutions were couched in the choicest prose.
The Burman Buddhist, a monthly bulletin issued by the associa-
tion, did not cause the government any anxiety. The importance
of the YMBA in the growth of the nationalist movement was that
it became a gathering ground of the young intellectuals; its bran-
ches, which spread to the district towns and villages provided a
network of communication covering the entire country. From mo-
dest beginnings, with membership of less than 20, the YMBA grew
fast in the number of its members and the branches. In 1911 the
first national conference of the association was held in Rangoon
at which a general council was elected with U Po Bye as presi-
dent. The annual conferences rotated among the principal cities.
At the Mandalay conference in 1915, Mr. J. S. Pillay was elected
president. At the Henzada conference, in the year following, U
May Oung, a young barrister, was installed in that office.

The conferences would begin with “God Save King George V
and Queen Mary!” At the end the prayer “Long Live Their Ma-
jesties” was sung. Speakers would affirm in flowery language their
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unswerving loyalty to the British Crown. Thus U Pe, addressing
a conference as President, dwelled lovingly on the merits of Bri-
tish rule, the bounties it bestowed, and declared that the delegates
assembled were loyal subjects, with an English education, a deep
fondness for the English way of life, and they were all, therefore.
in the true sense of the word, “gentlemen”. Suggestions submitted
to the government were couched in the language of prayer. Yet,
they ranged over a variety of educational and social questions:
equal educational opportunities for Burman and European; more
scholarships for study abroad; non-discrimination on passenger
transport such as the railways; the need for legislation to protect
the rights of Burmese Buddhist women who married non-Bud-
dhist men; courtesy in court and the dropping of the demeaning
prefix, Nga, in addressing or describing an accused person. The
purification of Buddhism, the need to encourage young monks to
acquire a modern education and qualify for teaching in the monas-
tic schools, registration of the monks at each monastery by the
presiding Sayadaw to uphold discipline in the Order and keep out
false monks, the folly of showy alms-giving. These were some of
the religious and social questions taken up at the YMBA con-
fercnces.

The Thuriya (The Sun) newspaper, was launched in 1911
by U Ba Pe as editor and U Hla Pe as manager. The paper gave
full support to the YMBA movement. One issue which the news-
paper took up was the “shoe question”. Burmans take off their
shoes or slippers when entering pagodas, monasteries or sacred
grounds, or on approaching their elders. This eiiquette became
a pinprick to British envoys who sought audience with the Kings
and their reports would often exaggerate it almost into a cause
for war. Now the question took on a new complexion. Europeans
claimed the privilege to enter pagodas with their shoes on, and
Burmans resented it.

One cartoon in The Sun showing barefooted trustees of the
Shwedagon pagoda carrying a European and his lady on their
backs so that the privileged visitors might look around without
the discomfort of walking barefoot, made the readers laugh and
Mr. Shuttleworth, the Police Commissioner of Rangoon, fume.
U Ba Pe and his manager were called in by the offended official
and gravely warned. They made an appropriate retort, and later
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convened a general meeting of the YMBA to consider the shoe
question.

The drift to such drastic action alarmed the older men in the
association such as U Ba Tu, U Po Tha and U Thin—the “Tu-Tha-
Thin” trio, as they were promptly dubbed. The younger men,
prominent among them being U Ba Pe, U Thein Maung, U Paw
Tun, U Ba Dun and Dr. Thein Maung, decided to fight on. U
Thein Maung took the chair at the meeting at which speeches were
delivered and resolutions passed which were strongly worded—
by YMBA standards. VX

World War I quickened the political tempo. Britain, having to
rely on manpower and material resources of the empire, felt com-
pelled to promise an “increasing association of Indians in every
branch of the administration and the gradual development of self-
governing institutions, with a view to the progressive realization
of responsible self-government in India as an integral part of the
British Empire.” Burma—an administrative unit of the Indian
empire since annexation, and a province under a Lieut.-Governor
since 1897—was vitally interested.

Also, the “fourteen points” proposed by President Woodrow
Wilson as the basis of a happier post-War world excited the imagi-
nation of all peoples who longed for independent nationhood. For
Burmans, Wilson’s call for open covenants of peace openly arriv-
ed at was unimportant. Nor the freedom of navigation of the high
seas; nor the arrangements for the reorganization of Europe. What
was important and precious was the fourteenth point which en-
visaged “a general association of nations” with “mutual guaran-
tees of political independence and territorial integrity to great and
small states alike.”

Self-determination and “home rule” became goals as well as
slogans. When a mission led by Mr. E. S. Montagu, Secretary of
State for India, arrived in India in December, 1917, the YMBA
discovered that Burma was not on the tour programme of the mis-
sion. Delegates were therefore sent from Burma to meet the mis-
sion. U Pe, U Ba Pe, U May Oung and U Su went from the
YMBA. The Tu-Tha-Thin trio, determined not to be outshone,
went along too. U San Win and Mr. Pillay from Mandalay, and
Dr. San C. Po and Mr. Sydney Loo Nee representing the Karens,
also went to India. The meetings in Calcutta reassured the dele-
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gates, but when the Government of India Act of 1919 was pas-
sed, introducing administrative reforms, Burma was left out be-
cause the mission had reported that “Burma was not India.”

Sir Reginald Craddock, the Lieut.-Governor of Burma, had
attributed Mr. Montagu’s promise of “the progressive realization
of responsible self-government in India” to “an extraordinary lapse
of an otherwise brilliant brain.” Sir Reginald put forward his own
schemes for local government through municipal bodies. Neither
the “Craddock Schemes” nor their author, however, proved popu-
lar. U Ottama, a young Buddhist monk who had worked and stu-
died in India and Japan, toured the country, lecturing for the
YMBA, spreading the cry, “Craddock, Go Home!” U Ottama was
jailed for sedition several times, but he carried on. He was one
of the first monks to enter the political arena. Many more were
to follow. U Wisara, another famous monk. was to die fasting in
jail and attain martyrdom.

The YMBA sent a delegation to London consisting of U Ba
Pe, U Pu and U Tun Shein—the “Pe-Pu-Shein” mission—to try
and gain the ear of Whitehall for Burma’s cause. For seven months
the delegates worked hard to establish contacts, to find listcners,
open doors. But Englishmen, with their famous reserve, do not
speak unless properly introduced, and the Burmese delegates could
not get the proper introductions. Those they could meet felt more
comfortable talking about the weather. Besides, Britain was still
weary after the war; resettlement of the soldiers and economic
problems engaged her main attention.

U Tun Shein died a few months after the return of the mission
to Burma. He was then thirty and at the height of his popularity
as a young patriotic leader. After taking his degree from the Ran-
goon College he had gone to Mandalay to teach at the B.T.N.
High School. He was outspoken and energetic. As a student he
took up boxing to use up some of his energy, and joined the Ran-
goon battalion of the Burma Auxiliary Force, giving his name
as “T. O. Shane” as enlistment was only for those of European
descent or pretensions. U Tun Shein was active in the YMBA
which he served as a full-time worker towards the end. His death
was nationally mourned.

Another YMBA delegation went to London in 1920 with U
Thein Maung taking the place of U Tun Shein. Persistence paid
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off, and this time there were some interviews, some sympathetic
editorials in the newspapers, some friendships made. Questions on
Burma were even put down in the House of Commons. The Bur-
mese delegates waited eagerly in the visitors’ gallery, but there
was no quorum that day, and therefore no answers. The cold
streets of Westminster seemed colder to the Burmese delegates as
they sadly left the House and came away. But they kept ploddmg
on in the cold.

3
\

In 1920 the YMBA, meecting in annual conference at Prome, de-
cided that time had come for a larger, wider organization to spear-
head the nationalist movement. The General Council of Burmese
Associations (GCBA) was thus launched with the 2,000 or more
branches of the YMBA as its nucleus. The emphasis was now
shifted from “Buddhist” to “Burmese”; the avowed aim was to
promote the nationalist cause. The people responded with enthu-
siasm and emotion. There was no call to arms but wunthanu or
nationalism had a powerful appeal. Even the call to the people
to wear Burmese clothes, smoke Burmese cheroots and be Bur-
mese touched tender chords.

GCBA meetings drew huge crowds. The annual conferences
at Thayet, Paungde, Mandalay and other cities were attended by
100,000 people, or more, delegates, observers and supporters. The
Buddhist monks, with their Sangha Samaggi, gave their hearts to
the movement; only the eminent and elderly monks, withdrawn
from mundane affairs, stayed aloof. The women formed their
Wunthanu associations. Houses in town and village proclaimed in
bold letters on their doors that their dwellers were Wunthanu.
Teashops in the streets, hairdressers, general stores and the like,
vied with one another in taking the Wunthanu name.

Still, the GCBA did nothing to displease the government. At
meetings the customary praises for British rule would be said,
the prayer “God Save the King” would also be sung. A later in-
novation was to invoke the Buddha, instead of God, to save the
King, and history does not record that King George was displeased
with this show of Burmese nationalism.

Leadership of the GCBA came from lawyers, businessmen,
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land-owners, journalists. U Chit Hlaing, whose star rose high with
the GCBA, was a wealthy young barrister. A man of integrity, he
was sought out in his home-town of Moulmein and urged to ac-
cept the presidency of the organization. His associates looked upon
his wealth as a great qualification. They expected him to pour it
into the movement, which he generously did.

U Ba Pe, editor of The Sun, U Ba Hlaing who later became
prominent in the labour movement, and U Maung Maung Ohn
Ghine who served in the movement for national schools, were
some of the leaders of the GCBA. But U Chit Hlaing was the
prince among them all. When he came to conferences—often dres-
sed in European clothes, complete with winged collar and waist
coat—golden umbrellas were opened to protect him from the
colonial sun. Women knelt along the way and spread their long
hair on the ground to make him a carpet to tread on. The people
called him, when he was the unchallenged leader of the GCBA
at its peak, the Thamada, “the uncrowned king”.

The GCBA did not remain united, nor did U Chit Hlaing’s
leadership remain unchallenged, for long. The more popular it
grew, the stronger, the more bitter, became the internal struggle
for the leadership.

4

In December, 1920, students of the Rangoon College staged a
strike in protest against Sir Reginald Craddock’s proposal to estab-
lish a residential university on the pattern of Oxford and Cam-
bridge. Residential universities were fine but they would be open
only to a privileged few, and closed to the many young people
who hungered for a modern education. The strikers demanded
that the new University should take as many non-residential stu-
dents as possible, and camped out on the Shwedagon pagoda de-
claring that they would not return to classes until the demand was
satisfied. A few of the strikers took a solemn vow to carry the
fight to the very end. Po Kun (in later years better-known as Bo
Po Kun), Ba Shin, Nyi Paik, Ba Khin and others were among
those who took that vow.

On Sunday, December 5, when the stnkers took up their resi-
dence in zayats on the Bahan foothill of the Shwedagon, Dr. Mat-
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thew Hunter, principal of the College, and U Ba, lecturer in che-
mistry and chief warden of the hostels, went to the strikers’ camp
to persuade the students to return. Teacher-pupil relationship in
those days was such that the strikers received their teachers with
the customary respect, addressing them as “Sir”. “Do you mean
to say, Sir,” asked Ba U of Dr. Hunter, “that the Government
will not move to settle the strike?”” The Government would not
move, the Principal replied, but the students would not be pena-
lized for what they had done. “We are sorry, Sir,” Ba U rgtorted,
“but we can’t come back on those terms. We want satisfactjon for
our grievances. The stubborn attitude of the Government only
shows its true colours!” When Dr. Hunter and Saya Ba turned
away to leave, there were tears in their eyes. The strikers then
sat humbly down and clasping their hands. bowed low in respect.

The students’ strike—the University Boycott as it came to be
called—was a huge success. The GCBA gave full support to it,
and also earned great credit for itself. The Rangoon University
which was inaugurated in 1922 was open to all; residence was
not a requirement. Encouraged by thc victory, the nationalists
formed a Council of National Education to build a system of na-
tional schools with a national college in Rangoon. The schools,
however, did not long survive. Resources were lacking, and with-
out government recognition the schools could not, in the long run,
attract students who after all needed jobs in the public services
after school. Among the few national schools which were able to
struggle on were the Myoma High School in Rangoon, and the
National High School in Mandalay.

The National College, housed in sheds and monasteries in
Bahan attracted a few young idealists to its teaching staff. One of
them was Maung Hmaing, writer, scholar, journalist, who as a
young boy had seen King Thibaw and Queen Supayalat carted
away by red-coated British soldiers through the streets of Man-
dalay. That was a painful experience for the boy who later grew
up to be the Grand Old Man of Burmese letters and politics, Tha-
kin Kodaw Hmaing.

The ninth annual conference of the GCBA was held in Octo-
ber, 1921, at Mandalay. The conference unanimously resolved
that the day on which the Boycott began should be observed every
year as the National Day. More than a decade later, Dr. Ba Maw,
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as education minister, had the National Day declared a public
holiday.

The conference was not, however, all unanimity. The fight for
the leadership was becoming bitter, and when U Ba Pe proposed
that the presidency should rotate to replenish the leadership, U
Chit Hlaing would not concede. There were allegations too that
funds were being used by some members of the executive com-
mittee to run their private banks for their private profit. These al-
legations did not help to preserve harmony in the committee.

The coming of Dyarchy, the lure of office and power, the perio-
dical elections and scrambles for office through new alignments,
all these hastened the break-up of the GCBA. There was no cohe-
sive force to keep the GCBA marching in unity through tempta-
tion or trouble. No haunting dream of national independence, or
of a happier society for the people, drove them. A few social re-
forms, increased number of seats in the legislative council to pro-
vide a larger platform for the educated elite, political jobs and
other good jobs for the elite, these were the aspirations. At the
slightest hint that these aspirations would be fulfilled the scramble
would begin.

5

Notification No. 225 published in the Gazette of India Extraordi-
nary dated October 7, 1921, accepted the principle that Burma
should also be included in the Montagu-Chelmsford reforms and
made a Governor’s province. The preparations to establish the
province took some time. In November, 1922, the first elections
were held to fill 79 out of the 103 seats in the Legislative Coun-
cil. On January, 1923, by Notification No. 1192 published in
the Gazette of India, the creation of Burma as a Governor’s pro-
vince in the Indian Empire was announced.

To participate in the dyarchical scheme or to boycott it be-
came an issue that divided the GCBA. Dyarchy would hand over
a few innocent subjects, such as education, public health and local
government, to ministers accountable to the legislative council.
Law and order, finance and revenue, were among the “reserved
subjects” in the care of the Governor and his counsellors. Though
some subjects were transferred to the ministers, the Governor
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could exercise the veto, and also held the purse. Yet, it was an
experiment in representative government which helped to quicken
political life.

U Chit Hlaing, with the Buddhist monks and the people mas-
sively behind him, decided to boycott, and his prestige as the un-
crowned king rose to new heights. U Ba Pe and 20 others broke
away from the GCBA to run for the council and office. They were
quickly dubbed the “Twenty-Oners”, and this name stuck until
the twenty-one too broke and dispersed and were twenty-qne no
more. In 1923 the Boo associations sprang up, taking their\name
from the Nay (or boo) which they said to everything: co-dpera-
tion with the government, participation in the reforms. But nay
to everything, aye to nothing, was somewhat too negative for a
political programme. The Boo and the booers quickly went out
of fashion.

The monthly salary of a minister was Rs. 5,000, which was a
small fortune. A peasant would have considered himself fortunate
in those days if he averaged as much as Rs. 50 from his year’s
toils. A minister also had power and prestige—items which were
easily convertible into gold. The politicians who scrambled for
seats in the legislative council were many, but the ministries were
yet too few; “more dogs than bones,” Mister Maung Hmaing
remarked in his pithy, stinging verse. The “Dymen” or Dyarchists,
as they were scornfully called by some people, were unashamed.
The legislature provided a forum where they could make speeches
and gestures, indulge in intrigue, dream and hope. Rules of pro-
cedure, speech-making, splitting legal hairs, these were important
in the new system, and lawyers, skilled in the art, shone like stars
in the political sky. Lawyers who had been called to the bar by
one of the Inns of Court in London were preferred for they had
been anointed in the holy temple—and they spoke English with
an accent. .

If there was disarray due to the scramble for office in the dyar-
chical fold, things were no better outside. The Wunthanu GCBA
began to disintegrate with jealousies among the leaders, accusa-
tions and allegations, conceit and complacency, and generally for
lack of long-term goals to which the people could march together.
U Chit Hlaing fell out with the Sangha Samaggi who switched
their support to other men who were waiting in a queue to climb
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on the throne of the uncrowned king. The split in the GCBA
reached deep down, dividing the women’s associations, the Bud-
dhist monks who were often more intense than the politicians,
the lay organizations which had once stood together under the
GCBA banner.

U Soe Thein was elected president of the GCBA at the con-
ference in Shwebo in 1925 and this promptly led to the emergence
of the “Chit Hlaing GCBA” and the “Soe Thein GCBA”. Edu-
cated at the St. Peter’s missionary high school in Mandalay and
the Government High School in Prome, U Soe Thein had served
for a while in the Burma Oil Company, a breeding ground of
many future politicians. Later, he came under the influence of U
Ottama and went to Japan for study and travel. The journey led
him on to the United States where he studied mining and geology
at Stanford. U Soe Thein returned, full of ideas, ready with many
plans for political emancipation, economic progress and indus-
trialization, impressed deeply with the speed and smoothness of
progress in Japan and America, impatient with the endless talk
and groping in Burma. Direct action was what was needed, U
Soe Thein often thought aloud; pay no taxes, have nothing to do
with the government. In his time U Soe Thein was a revolutionary
and people were yet a little shy and suspicious of men of his kind.
They wanted peace and were content with the small incomes which
were enough for their daily needs. Even the Buddhist monks
who at first supported him found U Soe Thein too hot to handle
and they transferred their support to U Su, a chemist of the Bri-
tish-owned Burma Oil Company, who had received his training
in Germany.

The GCBA lasted as a united organization only for a few years.
As the 1920’s closed, there were three GCBA's, not one, three
kings—U Chit Hlaing, U Soe Thein, U Su—who would sit tight
on their thrones while their kingdoms were fast melting away. New
parties began to grow like mushrooms after the rains: the Home
Rulers, the Swarajists, the People’s Party, the Progressives, the
Twenty-Oners, the splinters from the Twenty-Oners, the Twenty-
Oners of Mandalay. All hit the high road to the legislative coun-
cil, political jobs and privilege. The techniques, the procedures,
the tactics, the lobbying, the intrigues, the bargainings, the whole
bag of tricks of the parliamentary game was acquired very quick-
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ly by the politicians. But political activity swirled round the coun-
cil, the secretariat, the Government House, the headquarters of
the party—if there was any—the homes of the politicians, the
hotels where the members of the legislative council were offered
their inducements to cast their votes at the proper moment in the
right way. A vote, just one tiny vote, how much for a vote?
The peasants continued to toil in the fields. Dyarchy gave them
nothing. They listened when the politicians came to talk; they
heard promises from the politicians at the time of elections; then
they were forgotten. Dyarchy therefore failed to win their s%port;
and the peasants, if only the politicians and the government tould
count numbers, were the massive majority of the people. “Dyar-
chy has almost become a term of abuse,” remarked Sir Harcourt
Butler, the first Governor under the scheme, “I have heard one
man say to another: ‘You are a Dyarchy’.” Those remarks were
made in 1926 and were in sharp contrast to the buoyant optimism
with which Sir Harcourt had launched the scheme threc years pre-
viously. Then he had said: “We start with favouring breezes.”

6

Roads and railways and communication systems were built or im-
proved under British rule, but the principal aim was more profits
for British business, not the welfare of the peasants, law and order
rather than social justice. The export of rice and other agricultural
products, the volume of which was fastly expanded by better do-
mestic production and the opening up of Suez, was largely in the
hands of British firms. Long leases to rich forest reserves were
held by British firms, such as the Bombay Burma Trading Com-
pany; the Burma Oil Company was British, so were the major
mining companies which extracted silver, tin and wolfram.

For the rest, however, the British practised laissez-faire. Peace-
keeping was the main concern of the centralized and efficient
bureaucracy. The headman kept the peace and collected revenue
in the village, the basic unit of the administration. The township
officer, the subdivisional officer, the deputy commissioner, the
commissioner supervised those main tasks in their respective
charges with responsibility in that ascending order to the Secre-.
tariat in Rangoon. The senior district officers were British. They
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worked conscientiously, “fathers” of their charges. Many of them
wrote reports, diaries, gazetteers, about the things they saw or
learned wherever they went. Much of what they recorded remain
both classic and current today. But they were British, not Burman.
They might grow fond of the country, the people, the birds, the
flowers, the elephants in the jungle. They might be impressed
with the art, the cultures, the history, the customs of the ancient
land. Their hearts, however, were in England; their ultimate
loyalty was to Whitehall.

Laissez-faire left the Burmans vulnerable. Indian labourers
were cheaper, and they were imported in large numbers, pushing
the Burmans out of employment in the factory, on the dockyard
or the railways. On the land the peasants were prey to the money-
lending chettyars. The Burman likes his fun, the seasonal pagoda
festival, the merry-making after the harvests. He also likes to
give generously, because he is kind and hospitable by nature, and
because Buddhism teaches him that giving is a meritorious deed,
a good investment for his hereafter. To be able to give generous-
ly he borrows freely on lavish rates of interest. The law permitted
him full freedom to borrow on mortgage of his land, and the chet-
tyar full freedom to foreclose in default of repayment. After a
few decades of this freedom, the Burman cultivators became labou-
rers on their former lands, working for their new chettyar land-
lords.

Things thus became gradually bad for the peasants; poor crops
and the general depression which hit the country in 1928-29 made
them worse. They could not pay the taxes; U Soe Thein of the
GCBA preached: “Don’t pay!” Many were frightened by such a
radical suggestion, but one man, Saya San, was impressed. Be-
sides, he felt his call coming.

Since the fall of Thibaw, simple villagers had waited for the
rise of another king. Astrologers would announce the arrival of
the time and the man; there would be whispers in the villages and
excitement; the pretender would appear and declare that it was
he. For a brief spell he would reign over the believers. Then the
law would arrive and it would be time for the embryo-king to
say his hurried farewell to his people. Many pretenders had come
and gone, but the villagers continued to wait. The depression and
the insistent tax-collectors made them yearn with deeper longing.
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Saya San had placed some hopes on the Soe Thein GCBA at
first, but the endless talking and the vague resolutions made him
impatient. He had headed a committee of the GCBA which in-
vestigated the plight of the peasants. He had seen and felt the
appalling poverty and hopelessness of the villagers in the many
lower Burma districts he visited. A man of many names and
many parts—alchemist, teacher, preacher, politician, practitioner
of indigenous medicine—Saya San had considerable influgnce and
following in Tharrawaddy and the neighbouring districts| He had
always felt that he was born to a greater destiny than curing
coughs and colds, or listening to those wind-bags of politicians.
Originally from Shwebo, the home of Alaungpaya—founder of
the last Burmese dynasty—Saya San had both the right back-
ground and the following to lead a rebellion. He would be no idle
pretender. The peasants were ready for the revolution, he calculat-
ed, and he was ready to lead them. On October 28, 1930, Saya
San, attended by a small entourage of faithful followers, went in
the night to Mya-Sein-Taung-Nyo pagoda in Insein district and
got himself crowned King of Burma. Rangoon, the stronghold of
British power which he was pledged to overthrow, lay wrapped
in sleep only a half-hour’s drive away.

The symbol of British power was, at that time, a Burman. Sir
Charles Innes, the Governor, had left on August 12 on four
months’ home-leave, and Sir Joseph Augustus Maung Gyi, a Bur-
man notwithstanding the ‘Joseph Augustus’, was acting Governor.
It was the first time that a Burman was appointed Governor, even
in an acting capacity, and fate had in store for the first Burman
Governor the first rebellion of serious proportions.

Sir Joseph had seen the world but did not know his own coun-
try too well. He had been called to the bar by Gray’s Inn in
London; he had held senior appointments in Siam; he had been
appointed minister under dyarchy; he had served as a justice of
the High Court in Rangoon; he was Home member of the Gover-
nor’s council before he was appointed acting Governor. Sir Joseph
had thus occupied seats of high power continuously for more
than a decade, without having to exert great effort or beg for
votes, when Saya San appeared on the scene.

On December 21, Saya San gathered his men on Alantaung hill,
a few miles from Tharrawaddy. He styled himself Thupannaka
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Galon Raja and called his men the Galon Army. Galon is a my-
thical eagle, conqueror of the Naga dragon. It is “the symbol of
victory over the Naga,” a witness explained at one of the subse-
quent rebellion trials, “the Naga represents foreigners such as the
English, the French, the Italians, and the Russians.” (The exis-
tence of Americans was apparently unknown then.) Saya San
ordered his troops to march and hurl the British into the sea
whence they first came.

In Tharrawaddy the day before Saya San made his declaration
of war on top of the hill, Sir Joseph Augustus Maung Gyi held a
durbar where he distributed prizes and invested titles for loyal
service. One question that was causing great anxiety to the peas-
ants was whether the government would force the collection of
capitation taxes in those times when they were impoverished. The
villagers who attended the durbar hoped that Sir Joseph, a Bur-
man Governor, would say kind words on that issue.

Sir Joseph, however, was acting Governor only for four months,
and he was determined to put up a good showing; if he had a soft
side to him, he was not going to show it in that short period. He
was also an honest, forthright man. Once, as Home member, he
was asked in the council about U Ottama who was then spending
one of his frequent sojourns in jail. Sir Joseph had haughtily re-
plied that the monk was just one of the thousands of convicts held
in the many jails all over the country; he could not be bothered
with the details about one convict out of so many thousands. At
Tharrawaddy, he was similarly forthright on the capitation tax
issue. He came out bluntly that he could provide no relief to the
peasants, and that collection would be punctual and, if necessary,
forceful. There were present at the durbar several Galon men. If
they had chosen to pounce on the few guards and seize Sir Joseph,
they might well have succeeded. That, however, did not happen.
Perhaps the auspicious hour was not yet; perhaps the Galon were
only after the Naga, and Sir Joseph was a Burman, not a Naga.

7

Tharrawaddy is just 75 miles north of Rangoon. It is a quiet

town, a haven of pensioners who have consistently refused to have

a cinema house in their midst lest the morals of their young should
2
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be spoiled. Those who feel the need for some amusement must
go to Rangoon or cross the bridge to Thonze. The town, which
is marked as village tract number 37 on the administrative map,
has been a district headquarters for many decades. The British
liked the quietness of the town, its golf course, the wooded hills
eastward which offer good hunting.

From those hills the Galon Army swooped down on Decem-
ber 22. The first encounters were off Phar-Shwe-Kyaw village
where several hundred men of the Galon Army, dressed in }heir
black jackets and baggy pants, armed with swords and spgars,
marched on the police. Several police officers fell; victory in\the
first rounds went to the Galon Army. On December 24 a party
of Galons surrounded the dak bungalow at We village and over-
powered the resistance. One Mr. Fields-Clarke of the forest ser-
vice fell.

The rcbellion, however, was an unequal affair from the start.
The Galon Army was armed with primitive weapons, a supreme
confidence in the cause, charms and amulets which were supposed
to confer immunity from the bullet and the bayonet. Into battle
the Galon soldiers would march, beating their gongs, waving their
banners, chanting their songs, brandishing their swords. On the
other side were the well-armed police, and the better-armed re-
gular army troops which were poured into the field from the bot-
tomless reservoir of British imperial resources. The rebellion was
an act of deep faith and great courage, but it was doomed to de-
feat from the start.

Not without a great fight did the Galon Army go down, how-
ever. The rebellion spread from Tharrawaddy to Prome, Insein,
Thayet and Yamethin, and across the Irrawaddy to Henzada, Pya-
pon, Dedaye and the Delta districts. Almost all of lower Burma
was thus affected. Sir Charles Innes, on his return from home
leave, found a full-scale war on his hands. A few thousand Galon
troops, under the leadership of Saya San, U Aung Hla and others
engaged the police, the military police, the regular troops such
as the 2/15th Punjab Rifies. Reinforcements of some two divi-
sions of troops—mainly of the Mahrathas and the Dogras—and
aeroplanes were rushed over from India. The Galon side was led
by Saya San, “a desperado and reputed alchemist” as the judges
of the High Court scornfully described him in their judgment in
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U Aung Hla’s appeal case, and men like U Aung Hla himself,
peasants and leaders in their villages. Opposed to them were Sir
Charles Innes, with all the might of the British empire behind
him, Maj.-Gen. Coningham commanding the Burma independent
military district, Brigadier C. F. Watson commander of the Ran-
goon brigade area, and a host of civil and police officials who
were trained to lead, to obey, and be loyal in the service of the
British crown.

In that unequal tug of war the rebellion gradually gave way. The
government used force on the one hand, driving the lesson home
by frequently displaying heads of fallen rebels at police stations.
This crude method raised loud protests from the press and the
public which were heard in London. On the other hand, sweet
persuasion was employed, district officers in grey flannel suits
going round to convince the people that armed rising against such
superior power was futile. Those of the Galon Army who wished
to come in were offered amnesty. Go home, go back to your
fields, the villagers were urged, what had happened would be for-
gotten and forgiven.

Only the leaders of the rebellion were relentlessly hunted down.
A reward of Rs. 5,000 was offered for the capture, dead or alive,
of Saya San. When things became hopeless in the plains, Saya
San moved into the Shan hills, disguised as a monk. The Shan
chieftains, alarmed lest their own tranquillity should be shattered,
offered their own rewards for his capture. Saya San had fallen ill
with malaria; a wound in his leg greatly reduced his mobility. He
kept on stubbornly, however, hoping to cross the border into
China in search of arms and aid. On August 2, 1931, Saya San
was captured near Hokho village in Nawnkhio township. He was
kept in stocks for one night at Hokho, then securely chained and
taken to Hsipaw. Under heavy guards and in heavy chains, he
was taken by railway from Hsipaw to Tharrawaddy. Shan peas-
ants, numbering some 2,000, gathered at the police station to see
Saya San taken away. The older peasants, who remembered the
British annexation and the taking away of Thibaw, wept.

The rebellion was much bigger than anything that had happen-
ed since annexation. The politicians secretly admired Saya San for
doing what they did not dare to do, but they had to be careful
about what they said about the rebellion. Sympathy could be ex-



20 Burma and General Ne Win

pressed, but in guarded language, with the utmost care given to
the law; it must fall safely short of providing ‘sinews of war” to
those who were waging war against His Imperial Majesty. The
newspapers reported the development of the rebellion, but the
editorials were careful. Political parties were quick to declare that
they had nothing to do with the rebellion. Only the Soe Thein
GCBA, to which Saya San once belonged, was declared illegal.

In Rangoon members of the legislative council, in its 7th and
8th sessions of the year 1931, denounced atrocities committéd by
the government in suppressing the rebellion, moved that amyesty
be granted generally and totally, asked many questions. They lalso
stoutly opposed a bill to set up a special tribunal to try the ¢ap-
tured rebel leaders. The existing machinery of criminal justice
was adequate, it was argued; a special tribunal would be unneces-
sary, unfair, even illegal. The voting was 41 against 39 for the
Burma Rebellion (Trials) Bill; but after more speeches, the usual
give and take, after the members had placed themselves on the
record that they were strongly against it, they voted for it, and
the bill became law.

Justice J. Cunliffe of the High Court was appointed chairman
of the Special Tribunal, and U Ba U, a Sessions Judge, and A. J.
Dawood, a retired Sessions Judge, were named its members. The
Tribunal tried U Aung Hla and other leaders in Pyapon first.
Young lawyers with political ambitions sprang to thc defence:
Dr. Ba Maw, his brother Dr. Ba Han, U Pu, and several others.
Mr. Arthur Eggar, thc Government Advocate, prosecuted. Ma-
thematician turned lawyer, Eggar was an energetic man with a
touch of eccentricity, a love for rowing—he helped found the
Rangoon University Boat Club—and for dogs. He slyly suggested
to the defending lawyers that they might usefully consider whether
they should not take the line that all that happened was a riot, not
a rebellion. When the lawyers took that line—there was no other
available—Eggar had the accused brought out daily to the court-
house under heavy guards. “It was a brilliant piece of stage
management”, Eggar said, pleased with his tactics, “for how could
the Tribunal look upon such dangerous men who needed to be so
heavily guarded as mere merry rioters?”

U Aung Hla, “an old man of over 60, mild in manner and
respectful in behaviour” as U Ba U described him, was found



The Early Stirrings 21

guilty, but his life was spared by the Tribunal which gave him a
life sentence. A bench of three judges of the High Court, presided
over by Sir Arthur Page, the chief justice, dismissed the appeals
of U Aung Hla and others with these imperious words: “Be it
known throughout the length and breadth of Burma that the life
of every person who wages war against the King-Emperor is forfeit
to the State, and that upon conviction he is liable to receive the
sentence of death. Let there be no illusion.”? The Court, on its
own motion, issued notices to the appellants to show cause why
they should not be hanged. “On hearing this” wrote U Ba U, “the
Governor, Sir Charles Innes, broke into a cold sweat. He knew that
if Sir Arthur Page carried out his threat, the rebellion would break
out afresh, and that if it did, it would not be confined to a few
districts, but would spread all over Burma. He sent for Page and
begged of him not to alter the sentences. Page agreed not to in
all but the case of Aung Hla whom he insisted should be given
the death sentence. The Tribunal’s sentence of transportation for
life was accordingly set aside and Aung Hla was sentenced to
death.”? Thus did. Sir Arthur Page, who built himself a reputation
for his learning, show that while British justice would hold an even
balance between the chettyar and the peasant, between citizen and
citizen, yet when British power was challenged the justice would
no longer be tampered with mercy and the extreme penalty would
be decided upon even before the appellant had spoken.

Dr. Ba Maw who defended U Aung Hla and argued his appeal
in the High Court also saw him hang. U Aung Hla and his son were
hanged the same morning, on opposite gallows. They faced death
bravely. The son bowed to his father, paying his last respects and
begged for forgiveness for any disrespect that he might have shown
in the past. The father replied with perfect composure: “Let
nothing distress you, my son. You and I die noble deaths. The
merit of dying for nation and religion will certainly bring us re-
wards in rebirth after rebirth down samsara. Just remember that,
my son.”

The trial of Saya San by the Special Tribunal took place in
Tharrawaddy in the new courthouse which was completed only
in March, 1927. U Thu Nge, Thakin Mya, Thakin Seint, U Chit

1 See Aung Hla vs. King-Emperor, LL.R., 9 Rangoon, p. 404.
2 Dr. Ba U, My Burma, p. 110.
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Nyunt, U Ba Shein and several other lawyers defended him. Thar-
rawaddy U Pu and Dr. Ba Maw also put in their appearances for
Saya San who himself, U Ba U recalled, “refused to say anything
in his own defence. He treated the whole affair with an indifferent
air.” Judge Ba U saw Saya San as “a thin, small man of medium
size. Nobody who did not know of him would have taken him for
a leader; but what he lacked in size and height, he made up for
in his face and eyes. He had a strong, determined face, and his
eyes glowed.” g

Saya San was condemned to die and the High Court pron\ptly
confirmed the sentence. His followers urged him to appeal to; the
Privy Council, as a last chance and also to make Burma’s case
better known in London and to the world. “So many of my as-
sociates and followers have been killed or hanged,” replied Saya
San, “I should also go their way.”

On Saturday, November 28, 1931, at dawn, Saya San was
hanged in Tharrawaddy jail. He went up the gallows with head
erect, and waved good-bye to those who had to be present at the
execution. Outside the jail a few thousand people waited, hoping
to get a last glimpse of their leader. After he was safely dead, they
brought his body out and let the people have a brief look at his
face. Then they buried his body in an unmarked grave.

8

1t took some two years before the rebellion could be extinguished.
Its leaders were executed and buried or put away in jails; its
members were dispersed. The fighting ended in the field but the
ideas which were let loose, the eyes which were opened, the
nationalism which was set aflame by the rebellion, these were
more difficult to quieten or kill.

A British historian attributed the cause of the rebellion to
“superstition pure and simple. . .spread by an ex-monk who claim-
ed magical powers.”® Maurice Collis, who saw the rebellion as
“an ordinary observer” just a few months before winding up his
many years’ tour of duty as a civilian in Burma, had, however, a
deeper analysis to offer. “The peasants rose,” he wrote, “because

8 G. E. Harvey, British Rule in Burma, Faber & Faber, London, 1946,
p- 73.
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that was their way of expressing the national dislike of a foreign
government. Every man and woman in Burma wanted to get rid
of the English government, not because it was oppressive or lack-
ing in good qualities, but because its policy was pro-English instead
of being pro-Burman. The educated classes, realizing that they
were living in the twentieth century, adopted the tactics which the
times offer to unarmed and subject peoples; they presented their
claim for a free government to Parliament. The peasantry, whose
education was confined to reading, writing and arithmetic, had no
notion what to live in the twentieth century might mean, and
having no way, except the traditional way of insurrection, of
showing their dissatisfaction, they broke out as best they could.
Their best was the best of an age that was gone.”*

The rebellion launched many young men on their political
careers. Dr. Ba Maw was one of them; his star was to rise high.
U Saw, a young lawyer of the third-grade, was another. Calling
himself “Galon” Saw, he set out without delay to storm his way
to political power. Such were the moods of the times, he too
succeeded.

Saya San made yet another bequest to posterity. He gave a
small sum of money to U Tun Pe, who was then reporter on The
Sun, to start a library. “When the Tribunal started at Thar-
rawaddy,” U Tun Pe wrote in The Guardian, dated March 5,
1965,—by which time he had become a member of the Public
Service Commission—"I covered the trial with Ko Han Gyi as
my photographer. Ko Than Aung of The Truth (now in
Pyapon) also was with us. The two of us, Ko Than Aung and
myself, contacted Saya San in the jail—of course with the permis-
sion of the authorities concerned. Saya San authorized us to take
the sale proceeds of his book Lakhanuzu Kyann (Symptoms of
Diseases) from the Sun Press at which U Ba Gale (ex-mayor of
Rangoon) was the managing director. With this money (more
than Rs. 100) I bought books from the Burma Book Club for
Saya San’s Library. Accidentally or otherwise, the books were all
leftist literature. The book list was copied from Pandit Jawaharlal
Nehru’s book, ‘My Impressions of Russia’.”

Several young men who were later to become leaders in Burma’s
militant nationalism used the library and read up the leftist litera-

4 Maurice Collis, Trials in Burma, Faber & Faber, London, 1937, p- 276.
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ture. Unwittingly, thus, Saya San, the leader of the peasants’ revolu-
tion, helped to pave the way for the socialist revolution that was
to come.

9

On December 21, 1959, Gen. Ne Win addressed a conference of
the Security Councils from all over the country. The Councils.
coordinating all government agencies in the field, specially the
security forces, had worked for more than a year to restore law and
order in preparation for parliamentary elections. The Anti-Rascist
People’s Freedom League (AFPFL) had broken into two factions
in May, 1958, after enjoying a monopoly of power for a decade
and more. The split posed a serious threat to the constitutional
process, to the integrity of the Union itself. Gen. Ne Win was
invited, when the crisis became desperate, to take over and lead a
“Caretaker Government” until elections could be held. U Nu him-
self, leader of the one AFPFL faction which survived in office on
a thin majority of 8 votes in Parliament, moved in the Chamber
that Gen. Ne Win be entrusted with the task. The motion was
carried by acclaim.

Now this was to be the last conference of the Security Councils
under the Caretaker Government. The task was, by and large.
accomplished. Lawlessness had been put down, illegal arms had
becn gathered in, the private armies of the rival AFPFL groups
had been disbanded. Conditions were favourable for free and fair
elections. The Government would act as umpire in the game, and
Gen. Ne Win laid great emphasis in his speech on the vital need
for strict neutrality on the part of public servants and military
personnel. Personal attachments must be put aside; the dominant
loyalty must be to the people.

Gen. Ne Win gave a brief review of the country’s political his-
tory in his speech. The GCBA and the nationalist movement which
won the massive support of the people, the students’ boycott of
1920 behind which the nation rose united as one man. Yet the
unity never did last long. Factions would appear, with allegiance
to personalities rather than principles. Dyarchy raised a crop of
parties. “It was the country’s bad fortune,” Gen. Ne Win said,
“that unity had been so transient. One consolation, however, was
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that the factional struggles did not end up in violence and blood-
shed. The British Government could afford to stay neutral, the
entire administration kept aloof. Hence the fight was contained in
a narrow arena.”

On the Saya San rebellion also Gen. Ne Win had his observa-
tions to make. In his address to a mammoth rally in Rangoon on
Peasants’ Day, March 2, 1965, Gen. Ne Win as chairman of the
Revolutionary Council, pointed out that the rebellion was no mere
incident, nor any small rising, but of revolutionary purpose and
proportions. Some might call it a foolhardy affair, but his own
analysis was different. The rebellion must be viewed against its
own proper historical background. The peasants were in deep
despair and dire circumstances. The economic depression had hit
them rather hard. The capitation taxes introduced and exacted
ruthlessly in such circumstances drove them to desperation. Ex-
ploitation by the moncy-lenders, the businessmen, and the hangers-
on to the government, coupled with oppressive measures by the
government, made the peasants feel that they had to fight back.
They saw no alternative, no salvation. Death was preferable to the
misery and humiliation they had to suffer. In rising they chose the
path of courage and honour.

“It was a peasants’ revolution in our way of thinking,” Gen.
Ne Win said, “and no foolhardy act done on impulse. That is why
we honour the veterans of the Saya San Revolution who are here
as our guests. We cannot trace all the survivors or bring them all
here. The honoured guests here are a token of how we feel.” The
veterans, who shared the dais with Gen. Ne Win, beamed with
pleasure at these words.

The weakness of the Saya San rebellion lay, Gen. Ne Win
analysed, in reliance on charms and amulets which were supposed
to confer invulnerability to bullets. With that misplaced faith the
men rushed on guns and cannons with the result that their casual-
ties were high. Strength, Gen. Ne Win said, could not come from
superstition, only weakness. .

“Another lesson we should draw from the rebellion,” Gen. Ne
Win said, “is that those who wield power must always be on guard
against its corruptive influence. Leaders of the Saya San rebellion
began well in all true sincerity. In later stages corruption set in
among some leaders. They took to themselves many wives, or
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queens as they called them, and exacted tolls and tributes from the
villagers. They rolled in wealth and luxury, turning their backs on
their cause. That is what power can do to men. We must watch
out always, and vigilantly, against the evil influence of power.”

For Gen. Ne Win the YMBA, the GCBA, the Wunthanu move-
ment, the Boycott, the Saya San rebellion, were partly things of
hearsay and partly things seen and felt by him as an observer,
aware but too young to be an active participant. He was born on
May 24, 1911, at Paungdale in Prome District. His father, U Po
Kha, proud of his first son, called him Shu Maung—the apkle of
one’s eye.

10

The stump of a pe-tree (fan palm) half-covered with cactus, a
fence, an ancient tamarind tree, these are what remain of the
first home in Aung-thwe-ma-shar to which U Po Kha brought his
bride, Daw Mi Lay, the home where Shu Maung arrived.

The family later moved to Paungdale. U Po Kha retired after
a time from government service as revenue surveyor and devoted
himself to managing the family estate and looking after the grow-
ing family. There were the lands to cultivate—paddy, groundnut,
corn, the varied and abundant crops to sow, nurse, harvest, sell.
There was enough work for all: U Po Kha with his friendliness,
Daw Mi Lay with her sound business instincts, relatives and
villagers who shared in the toils and their rewards, young Shu
Maung who enjoyed taking a turn at the plough or a place in the
spread-out formation of sowers, planters, reapers.

The father tended to spoil the child. Daw Mi Lay gave him all
her young mother’s love and character and a good upbringing too.
She was thrifty, she taught the boy to be so. She worked hard, she
taught the boy to acquire a steady working habit. When the boy
was a little older, and a young sister was born, he washed the dishes
and the diapers. The mother taught the boy how to make a small
piece of soap go a long way, how to wipe the diaper clean first
with a thin piece of bamboo before dipping it into the bowl of
water. She showed him how to pound the paddy grains into rice
of the right quality. She taught him how to cook, keep books of
the household account. The boy also swept the house and looked
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after the baby when his mother went out to the bazaar to shop.
“What would you like me to bring for you from the bazaar,” she
would ask him on leaving. “Some kaukswe (fried noodles),
Mother,” he would reply, well-pleased.

Paungdale had a good middle school, but Shu Maung would
soon outgrow it. The parents therefore sent him to Prome where
he stayed with friends and attended the National High School. It
was soon after the Boycott, when national schools were in full
flood.

U Tun Maung of Prome was reading for his B.A. degree when
the Boycott was declared. He left his studies and joined, as many
of his classmates from the University College and the Judson
(American Baptist) Mission College did. Many of them never re-
turned to their studies. Some, like U Po Kyar, the Burmese scholar,
and U Po Kun of Toungoo, served as inspectors of national
schools. Some, like U Tun Maung, went back to their home-towns
to start such schools so that the education of the boys in the
districts—who had heartily joined the Boycott—might not be in-
terrupted for too long.

In Prome, as elsewhere, the elders of the town gave full support
to the movement. Students from the Government High School,
who had been on strike, came over to join. The school thus started
full-blown with attendance of some 600 in grades one to ten. U
Tun Maung, the principal, drew a monthly salary of Rs. 80. The
teachers received Rs. 60 or Rs. 70, depending on qualification and
responsibility. Low salary was amply made up by high enthusiasm.

The school did not last very long, however. A promise by the
Government to provide aid to national schools set off a controversy
as to whether such aid should be accepted. There were those who
thought acceptance would amount to surrender; there were those
who thought refusal would be self-denial and suicide. Up and
down the country the controversy raged, dividing the national
school movement, splitting the Council of National Education.
That was the beginning of the end of the movement. The School
at Prome died after one general meeting of city elders, boycotters,
the principal and teachers. Angry speeches were made, but no
unanimity could be reached on the concrete issues. The School
split.

Young Shu Maung stayed for a while—he was then in his fourth
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grade—with the part of the School which had resolved to carry on
without aid. U Tun Maung, before leaving to find himself a career,
called the boy in and advised him to transfer to the Government
High School towards which there was a general exodus. The boy
moved when he saw that his principal was going away too.

Shu Maung was steady in class, quiet and well-behaved. He
had a curious, keen and questioning mind, the memory which he
had perhaps inherited from his mother, willingness to learn, energy
for study and sport and fun. He played football, hockey, tennis,
with sportsmanship and studiously developed skill. He hated l&u]lies
in the classroom or the playing ficld. The weak found in him itheir
champion, the bully their foe. He disliked the unjust, the snob, the
pompous.

Those years at school were relatively tranquil. Economic depres-
sion was to hit the country only in the twilight of the ‘twenties.
Peasants were beginning to feel the pinch of the system of free
competition. The chettyars had started to foreclose on the mort-
gages of their lands. But U Po Kha and Daw Mi Lay in Paungdale
were holding their own quite well.

Shu Maung worked steadily at School without want or worry.
A monthly allowance of Rs. 30 was ample; Rs. 15 for board-
ing fee, Rs. 5 for tuition and sundry expenses, leaving Rs. 10 for
pocket-money which would buy the favourite dish of kaukswe and
the cinema tickets for himself and friends. There was a spirit of
sharing among the friends, and Shu Maung was among the most
generous sharers. He was, at the same time, thorough and thrifty,
as his mother taught him to be. He would wear and keep his
clothes well. When packing to return home for the vacations he
would remember the smallest item of his belongings. Back home,
his mother would check, to find everything there, including the
worn vest with gaping holes in it, and she would feel pleased.

Political consciousness was spreading in the country. The
GCBA was attaining the peak of its popularity. U Po Kha, with
his following and influence, was much sought after by the politi-
cians. His blessing meant much. His friendly good nature also
made him a good mediator between factions. The leading political
leaders visited the home of U Po Kha and Daw Mi Lay, to seek
support, or to stay a few days during their campaign tours. U Chit
Hlaing, the uncrowned king, came and stayed. U Ba Pe, U Tun
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Shein, U Thein Maung, Dr. Thein Maung, Dr. Ba Maw, all came
except “Galon” U Saw whose ways went against the grain of U
Po Kha.

In the early years, before the Dobama Asiayone was born,
the comings and goings of the politicians at the home did not affect
young Shu Maung too deeply. He did not dream great dreams of
leading the country in revolutionary times. He did not hear
whispers that he was born to greatness. He did not listen much to
the politicians who spoke long about home rule, dyarchy, reforms
and the rest. If political leadership required the ability to talk
endlessly in a learned way on nothing in particular, he was not cut
out for political leadership.

He wanted, in fact, to become a doctor. His record in school
was good. Always with the top few in class, by steady work rather
than strenuous striving, he was more than adequate for the medi-
cal school.

Parents in those days wanted their sons to attain the Indian
Civil Service, later the Burma Civil Service, class One. If not class
Onc, then class Two; if not class Two, at least the Subordinate
Civil Service, whose pay might be small but whose prestige was
high, higher than that of a senior master in a school. Shu Maung,
however, aspired to be a doctor, not a Class One officer, not any
officer at all; a medical doctor who could cure and heal, not a
Ph.D. of a doctor who could show so much learning about so
little. His parents did not care much for the civil service. They
encouraged him to go to medical school and come back home a
doctor. Ko Maung Nyi, uncle and counsellor, thought it was a
fine idea. So did Ko Chit Khine and Ko Chit Hlaing, the maternal
uncles.

So, to the University College in Rangoon went Shu Maung in
June 1929. He enrolled in the intermediate of science course,
with biology. If all went well, he would pass out into medical
school after two years.
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The Struggle Gathers Momentum
1

THE INCIDENTS of 1930 set many young minds moving. |

There were racial riots in May. The economic depression made
the unemployment problem acute. Immigrant Indian labourers,
willing to work on cheap wages, made up most of Rangoon’s
labour force. There were, however, limits to how cheap the wages
could go. Some Indian labourers went on strike when they felt
that the limits had been exceeded; the employers quickly filled
their jobs with Burmese workers. The result was the riots which
spread through the city, claiming casualties at random from both
the Indian and the Burmese communities.

Nerves were on edge. After the Indo-Burmese riots came the
Sino-Burmese riots—a brief affair which flared up over a small in-
cident. Restlessness and frustration were widespread.

The riots stirred nationalist feelings. Pamphlets appeared in the
streets calling on Burmans to rise and defend national honour.
“Burma is our country. Love her! Burmese is our language,
cherish it!” The call—indeed the command—to love and cherish
Burma and things Burmese struck deep responsive chords through-
out the country. Looking back across the years which have been
so full of war and revolution in which so many clarion calls have
been sounded, the call to honour that was sounded in 1930 must
seem feeble. In its time, however, it was a great thing. It awakened
the nation to the need for greater endeavours, beyond speech-
making and grabbing office, for larger sacrifices and bolder deeds. It
also brought forth into the political arena several angry young men.

The beginnings of the Dobama Asi-ayone (Our Burma Associa-
tion) took shape that year. Ba Thaung, the author of the pam-
phlets, wanted to be a writer; he would wield his pen to rouse and
rally the people, recapturing for them the shining glories of Bur-

30
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mese days. Ohn Khin, a friend, was destined to be a successful
publisher and journalist. There were also Ohn Pe, Hla Baw, and
a few others, and together these friends formed an informal group
to meet, talk, write, and go round lecturing wherever they could
find people who would listen. At the University, Ba Sein, Lay
Maung and others were willing to listen; later they too became
so excited they listened no more but only lectured. Thus emerged
the founders of the Dobama Asi-ayone whose members titled
themselves “Thakin” or Master. The founders were emerging, but
they did not yet know what they were destined to create. A few
years were to go by while the growing group of young men groped
for directions.

Unknown at first to the would-be Thakins, the whole village of
Wekkathe, on the road from Prome to Taungdwingyi, had gone
Thakin in 1927. An Englishman who was subdivisional officer for
the area took to himself a Burmese wife. The relatives of the
young lady felt so honoured by their new connection with the
ruling gentry that they would talk about the “Thakin” (Master)
on every occasion. The villagers were disgusted. U Wayama, the
abbot of the village monastery at Wekkathe, an ardent GCBA man
himself, decided that time was ripe to make a grand gesture of
defiance. He had a meeting of the villagers convened, at which he
pointed out that the real masters were the villagers who paid the
revenues that paid for the government machinery. Hence the
villagers were Thakin, and the officers, Englishman, Indian or
Burman, were their servants. “Let us call ourselves Thakin hence-
forth, to remind ourselves of our true status, and the others of
their’s,” resolved the villagers without a note of dissent. Thus, Ko
Toke, the farmer, thenceforth became Thakin Toke; Chet-gyi, the
blacksmith, became Thakin Chet-gyi, and so on. Name-boards
were put up on doors to announce the rebirth of the villagers as
the masters. U Ba Thaung, working as a translation tutor in the
Burmese department of the University College, Rangoon, heard
from friends about the assumption of the Thakin title by the
villagers of Wekkathe, and thought it was a fine idea. How would
“Thakin Ba Thaung” sound, he asked himself, and decided that
it sounded very noble indeed.t

1 Thakin Myat Saing, The Source of the “Thakin” Designation, article in
the Botataung Burmese-language daily, Aug. 17, 1964,
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The Saya San rebellion sparked off many things. It also happen-
ed at a time when, in London, the Statute of Westminster had been

assed by Parliament in recognition of the Commonwealth idea.
The mood and thinking of London increasingly favoured a family
of nations free and equal, bound together by a common allegiance
and common interests. That was the dream; the realities in
Burma were the nightmare. The peasants were having to be
mown down by machine-guns. British rule was unpopulay, British
intentions were suspect, British words were fast losing their weight.

The Simon Commission, which had studied the working of
dyarchy in India and Burma, recommended reforms. It %ﬂso re-
emphasized that Burma was not India; separate constitutional
reforms were therefore advised for the two countries. The Saya
San rebellion helped to persuade the British Government that com-
missions and select committees were no longer adequate. More
direct links were needed between the law-makers in London and
the peoples in India and Burma for whom the laws were made.
Conversations round the table between representatives might solve
a number of problems. The answers that eluded a formal, fact-
finding commission, might emerge easily in such friendly chats.
That would also be the British way of getting things done by con-
versation and compromise.

To London, therefore, the politicians were invited. They wére_
invited often during the few years that followed the Saya San
rebellion. They went in bigger delegations. Even U Chit Hlaing,
the great boycotter, at last became interested, and went to London
with his friends.

2

The issue which dominated the domestic scene for the next
few years was, in fact, no issue at all. The question was whether
Burma should separate from India; the answer had always been
“Yes”. The commissions of inquiry had said “Yes”. The British
Government in Rangoon had said “Yes”; His Majesty’s Govern-
ment in London had agreed to draft a new constitution for Burma
on that basis. Everything was practically settled, but the politicians
in Burma needed an issue to fight over, a great big issue that would
engage the attention of the people for the last remaining years of
dyarchy.
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To separate from, or stay with, India thus became the burning
issue of the day. The Separationists came up, and the Anti-
Separationists. The two schools divided into many sects. There
were those who agreed in principle but differed on methods. There
were those who differed to agree; those who agreed to differ. The
“Hlaing-Myat-Paw” party, made up of U Chit Hlaing, U Myat
Tha Dun, and U Paw Tun were against separation. Dr. Ba Maw,
U Kyaw Myint, and “Ramree” (Yan-Bye in the Burmese pro-
nunciation) U Maung Maung, making up the leadership of the
“Maw-Myint-Bye” group, were also against. U Ba Pe, U Pu and
U Thein Maung, leading the People’s Party, a relic of the Twenty-
Oners, were for separation. So was the Independent Party, nick-
named the ‘Golden Valley Party’ after the aristocratic suburbs in
which its leaders, Sir J. A. Maung Gyi and others lived.

The Anti-Separationists were not without their reservations.
“Separate! But do not let go of the association with India!” That
was what Dr. Ba Maw urged, with his eloquence and enigma,
when the tides scemed to turn against his group. It would be a
blunder, it was suggested by the Anti-Separationists, to part with
India at a time when constitutional reforms were being considered.
Burma had been excluded from dyarchy before; part now, and
she might again be left out in the rains. Non-separation did not
have to mean etcrnal union, it was argued. At the proper time,
Burma could ask for secession; another statute, an order in coun-
cil, and the parting could be effected, with no ill-feelings on either
side, no tears shed. Thus, the debate went on, up and down the
country, dividing parties, the Buddhist monks, families, friends.

The elections of November 1932 were fought over the separa-
tion issue. It was an issue without any real validity, for London
had already decided on separation. This was ruled by Lord Pecl,
chairman of the Round Table Conference in London, who drew
the attention of the delegates to the Government’s announcement
made on August 20, 1931: “The primary task of the Burma Con-
ference will be to discuss the lines of a constitution for separated
Burma.” The November elections, however, gave a resounding
victory to the Anti-Separationists who won 42 seats in the Legisla-
tive Council and 415,000 votes, against the Separationists who
won 29 seats and 250,000 votes.

Two rising political stars emerged from the elections. Dr. Ba

3
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Maw, barrister, doctor of philosophy of the University of
Bordeaux, had made his name as defence counsel in the rebellion
trials. He was made for success. He was a handsome man whe
looked good even in the eccentric dresses which he invented for
himself. He spoke Burmese with an English accent and a little
stutter which made his speeches sound musical. He had wit,
charm, intellect, ambition, cunning. His French experience made
him think and talk like a leftist. When he later started the Sinyetha
(Poor Man’s) Party, he set a new fashion by issuing a&;nanifesto.
In 1934, after ousting one of his own former associates, U Kyaw
Din, by a no-confidence motion, Dr. Ba Maw took offic¢ as mini-
ster for education. Thenceforth his rise was to be meteoric.

U Saw was the other star which appeared on the political firma-
ment. He did not have much formal education. He took out a
lower grade pleader’s licence but did not have a practice. He
volunteered to defend Saya San, but Dr. Ba Maw and the other
barristers, who rushed to offer their services, outshone him. But
U Saw had guts, and a fierce ambition. He had the ability to re-
cognize opportunity when he saw it, and seize and exploit it with
ruthlessness. Calling himself “Galon” U Saw, in revered memory
of Saya San, he began without delay to bulldoze his way to power.
He won a seat in the Legislative Council, quickly mastered its
procedures and tactics, and was soon making his presence in the
Council very much felt all round. Only those silken, smooth-
tongued barristers had attained ministerial office so far; there was
no precedent of a lower grade pleader reaching that high. U Saw
was determined to make a precedent with himself by becoming
prime minister, not a minister merely.

The Legislative Council debated long and loud about separa-
tion, anti-separation, or a federation of convenience, but the politi-
cal centre of gravity had shifted to London where, in the palace
of St. James’s, proposals for a new constitution were being con-
sidered. The Council was without serious purpose, but its mem-
bers sharpened their skill in the mechanics of the parliamentary
game, intrigue and manoeuvre. Debates were heated. Objections
were raised, nice points of order taken. The Speaker had to use
his gavel frequently; members often ignored him and kept talking.
Vague resolutions worded to invite the best legal hair-splitting,
were moved. Marathon speeches were made, precisely timed to
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kill unwanted motions by lapse of the session. U Ba Pe set a
handsome record of 40 hours of speaking in a debate before the
Council was prorogued on May 6, 1933.

London, puzzled and confused by the goings-on in Rangoon,
invited a delegation to another round of talks. Off went Dr. Ba
Maw, U Thein Maung, U Chit Hlaing, U Ba Pe, and others, in-
cluding a lady, Dr. Daw Saw Sa. A joint parliamentary committee
talked with the Burmese delegates. Major Clement R. Attlee,
Labour M.P., who took active part in the discussions and the
Burma Round Table conferences, probably had no inkling then
that he would, one day, as prime minister of Britain, supervise
the abdication of British power over Burma.

The joint committee found, after the delegates from Burma had
fully expounded, explained and elucidated their case that “they
have no real desire to see Burma included in an Indian Federa-
tion; and indeed they frankly admit that on their own terms they
would unhesitatingly prefer separation.” The issue was thus finally
laid to rest. A new constitution for a separated Burma was drafted.
The Government of Burma Act of 1935 passed the constitution
into law. Time was needed to prepare the ground for the new
system of government. General elections were scheduled for 1936;
the Act was to be fully operative on April 1, 1937.

3

The Rangoon University to which Shu Maung came to work to-
wards a medical degree was calm. Intellectual ferment went on
below the surface; there were no violent eruptions. Students were
young, but they were “collegians”; they bore themselves with
dignity and distinction.

The buildings were still coming up. Sir Harcourt Butler who
had inaugurated the University, after a delay caused by the strike,
had been its great supporter and fund-raiser. Ava Hall, into which
Shu Maung was admitted as a residential student, was fresh and
new. Pinya and Sagaing were next door; residents of the “central
halls” dined together in a common mess. Food was only good for
grumbling about, but then the hostel fee was Rs. 24 per month
which covered board and lodging. A student could get by com-
fortably on a remittance of Rs. 60 from home; many pulled along
on much less.
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Classes werc scattered over the town; the buildings mushroom-
ing on the campus were not yet enough. Science students had to
travel back and forth by buses for their lectures and their practi-
cals. Few students took science courses, though. The courses
were considered to be tougher. They were certainly rougher too,
for some of the professors, like D.H. Peacock of chemistry and
F.J. Meggitt of biology could be holy terrors. There were dear
cceentrics too in the science departments; one brilliant lécturer in
physics went quitc mad. The arts subjects were more popuylar with
the students also because they held out better chances tp candi-
dates for the civil service. There was a sprinkling of Burmgse staff
in mathematics and oriental studies: Professor Pe Maung Tin,
later to become the first Burmese principal of University College,
U Ka, U Po Thon, U Hla Paw Oo and others. The rest were
English or Indian. Mr. D. J. Sloss, an Englishman belonging to
the Indian Education Service, was principal.

Shu Maung organized his life in college with his usual thorough-
ness. He attended classes regularly; the practice of his more
Bohemian friends to miss classes was not for him. He played foot-
ball, making the University Eleven, and won trophies in inter-hail
hockey. An inquiring mind, supported by a capacity to learn, led
him into the company of campus poets U Thein Han and U Wun,
and Burmese scholars Saya Lin and Saya Pwa. Many verses learnt,
indeed absorbed, in those days still remain fresh in his mind. He
polished his English, made entries in his diary in that language,
for its pure delight, and also to perfect it as an essential tool. He
had an car for music, a fondness for classical Burmese songs.
He would also walk from the campus, alone or with friends, on the
fullmoon night of Waso or Tazaungmon, to the Shwedagon pagoda
to worship, to pray. He often undertook, with unrelenting strict-
ness, the rigours of the sabbath.

So much time, Shu Maung would plan, for sports, so much for
study, leaving so much for play. Rangoon was an exciting play-
ground for the country-boy who went out studiously to try every-
thing once. He would join friends out on a spree, for he was a
good joiner, or he would slip out alone, for he could be a lone
wolf too.

Political repercussions came only in mild ripples to the Univer-
sity as the 1930’s began. The Saya San rebellion was followed
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with interest by the students; its wisdom was questioned, its cour-
age was admired. But the call of Dobama, our Burma, our langu-
age, our culture, drew good response. There was a movement for
a boycott of imported foreign goods; students, wearing coarse
home-spun clothes, would go round asking their friends to wear
likewise, and change from English cigarettes to Burmese cheroots.
The young ladies of the College were asked to give up English
voile—nylon was not in vogue yet—and wear pinni blouses in-
stead.

A typical campus politician was Ba Sein who was active in the
All-Burma Youth League. Ba Sein had a thin purse—he managed
on a bare subsistence allowance of Rs. 40 a month—and a supreme
self-confidence. With him, the coarse pinni jacket was both a
matter of necessity and principle. He read widely; talked end-
lessly. Much as he liked talking, he disliked listening. He would
go to the lectures at the College Union given by Dr. Ba Maw, U
Ba Pe, U Tun Win of Moulmcin, to heckle, not to listen. His
smile of self-satisfaction grew wider as he opened up in fuller
flower every day. He shaved off his head, to rid himself of the
western style hair crop, and earned the nickname, “Gandhi Sein”
after the great Mahatma,

Lay Maung, a founder of thc Youth League, earned his degree
in science in 1931 but left without taking it, too absorbed in politi-
cal work. He went to India for a close look at the Indian National
Congress. On his return he devoted himself to the building of the
Dobama Asi-ayone.

Ko Nu, another lcader of the Youth League, was the Univer-
sity orator. He could wax eloquent on any subject: a beautiful
face, literature, Shakespeare, the National Day. Once, when the
burning issue of separation or anti-separation was rousing high
passions, he waxed eloquent at the College Union on anti-separa-
tion. That was a blunder which he soon found out, for after the
loud boos came thes brickbats. He kept doggedly on, unflinch-
ing in the din. Ko Nu was, however, more sensitive than Gandhi
Sein. The reception apparently hurt him, for he retired to
Pantanaw to teach at the National High School. There Ko Nu’s
wounded feelings were healed when he met and married
Ma Mya Yi. Ko Thant, a fellow teacher, acted as negotiator,
practising an art which he was to perfect in later years as
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Secretary-General of the United Nations.

Shu Maung hardly ever went to the debates and lectures at
the College Union. He would, instead, borrow a car from a visi-
tor, and take a trip to town. He found the talks boring, and he
considered the wearing of pinni and the smoking of cheroots by
some students as little more than showmanship. Perhaps a little
showmanship was essential to enliven things up; he himself be-
lieved only in organization, strong, solid organization, long sus-
tained. Life was getting to be dull; the excitement of Rangdon
was wearing off. Meggitt of biology was becoming unbearaﬁ‘le.
The professor had the annoying habit of pointing a formidable
finger at random at some unfortunate student, shoot questions
by rapid fire, then turn the still-stammering victim out of the
class. “What a bully,” Shu Maung would mutter to his friends at
such frequent displays, “what injustice!” But to get to medical
school one must score good marks in biology, and biology meant
Meggitt.

In March, 1931, Shu Maung took his examinations in the senior
intermediate of science. Meggitt and biology failed him. He did
not go back to the University. Beyond the campus there was a
world waiting, calling, and to that world he went.

4

The early 1930’s saw the gradual emergence of the Dobama
Asi-ayone as an organized party. First there were the few: Ba
Thaung, author of the pamphlets, Lay Maung, Thein Maung,
joined by Ba Sein and friends. The Dobama song, composed by
“YMB” Saya Tin, a song full of memories of the nation’s glorious
past, was adopted as the anthem of the group. Young men in
pinni jacket, longyi worn short, wooden slippers instead of leather
shoes on their feet, went round lecturing, shouting slogans, singing
the Dobama song. They called themselves Thakin or Thakin-ma
(for women) and addressed each other by the title. They spoke
in the language of command, preferring the master’s “you” and “I”
to the polite, customary “respected Sir” and “Your humble
servant”. The sound of their wooden slippers, and the direct, force-
ful, even rude, voices of the Thakin’s and the Thakin-ma’s
announced the arrival of a new force on the political scene.



The Struggle Gathers Momentum 39

They were young men and women drawn together by national
pride and a desire to do something to revive national pride, re-
deem lost national honour. They were without programme or philo-
sophy at first. They groped, they searched, earnestly, urgently,
reading copiously, discussing diligently, willing to borrow, copy,
imitate. They drew their inspiration from a wide variety of sources.
The Indian National Congress, with its saintly sage Gandhi, its
young leaders Nehru and Bose, attracted Ba Sein, Lay Maung, U
Ottama and several others. Japan, that Asian nation whose people
western books of history and geography had always pictured as
short and insignificant, had won a great victory over Russia in the
very first decade of the 20th century, and to the young seekers
Japan was the land of the rising sun. U Ottama taught Pali in the
University of Tokyo and came home to tell many wonderful stories
about the unity and industry of the Japanese people in building a
modern nation. U Saw, who did not have a Cambridge, Oxford
or an Inns of Court education, went to Japan in 1935 to complete
his education, and wrote a book about his impressions. The young
Thakins found Japan a source for inspiration, though not for
philosophy.

The philosophy was supplied, to a large extent, by the books.
“We read a lot in those days,” recalls Thakin Kyaw Sein who did
his share of writing and publishing for the Asi-ayone and is now,
appropriately, directing the book trade for the Trade Council.
“We read whatever books we could lay our hands on. We made
notes, shared the books with our associates, discussed. We would
walk long distances in town—we were generally poor and could
not afford bus fares—to borrow a book or spend a few hours in
a library. Ideas excited us. A catching phrase or a potent word in
a book would keep us awake at nights.”

The Burma Book Club, started by J. S. Furnivall who retired
from the ICS to lecture, write and publish, provided a good meet-
ing ground for the young intellectuals. The Club launched Thein
Maung by sending him to London to learn bookstore manage-
ment. There he was drawn into leftist circles, the League against
Imperialism, the company of Hyde Park orators. His London ex-
perience equipped Thakin Thein Maung to lead actively in the
Asi-ayone in its formative years. “We can accomplish a good
deal without money,” he would tell his comrades who showed
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signs of weakening for want of material things, perhaps remember-
ing Hyde Park where all that was necessary to give voice to an idea
was a soap-box, a firm faith, and strong lungs.

Thakin Ba Thoung found a haven in the Burma Book Club. So
did U Khant, a young writer. The World of Books, a bilingual
journal published by the Club provided an outlet for the young in-
tellectuals; the Burma Research Society Journal, in the starting
of which also J. S. Furnivall took a hand along with U May Qung
and others, carried more scholarly studies on Burmese history‘\zind
culture.

The Bernard Free Library, set up in 1883 with the funds oé\ an
Englishman, Sir Charles Bernard, was another place where the
young men received nourishment for their minds. Their appetite
was huge. Books on economics, history, literature, and, of course,
politics, were hungrily devoured, resulting in some intellectual in-
digestion, but leaving the appetite still unsatisfied. The library
established with funds left by Saya San was another attraction.
Thakin Than Tun, Thakin Soe, and several others who are now
leaders of the Communist parties—White Flag, Red Flag—drank
deep from the fountain of Marxist thought at the Saya San library.

Dr Thein Maung, an associate of Dr Ba Maw, brought back a
collection of books on Marxism from the London Round Table
Conference. These books too went round from hand to hand, to
be read and re-read. Japan defeated Russia in battle and set Asian
nationalism aflame. In Russia the people overthrew the Czar,
feudalism, the old oppressive order; this aroused enthusiasm for
a revolution to end exploitation, privilege, inequality, and to usher
in a new socialist society of justice. Nationalism must be guided
by the ultimate aim of building a new society of social justice. But
to cast the society in a new mould there must first be freedom
from foreign rule. The Thakins therefore took nationalism as their
ideological guide and programme, for it was the essential means
to freedom and the promised land.

The methods varied. Boycott of foreign goods and competition
with foreigners were mild ones for the start. Cheroots instead of
cigarettes, pinni instead of imported textiles. The boycott was
not a great success economically, but it had its emotional
appeal. In the field of competition the young intellectuals could
not take on the big businessmen, but they thought they could
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beat the small retailers.

After leaving the University, Shu Maung, living with friends in
101st Street, Rangoon, decided to have a try. Charcoal, which
Prome produced, could be procured at the kilns at so much a bag.
Transportation to Rangoon would cost so much, so that at such
a price they could under-sell the Indian charcoal merchants and
still make a margin of profit. Thorough research convinced Shu
Maung that it would be a sure thing, and it would soon drive the
Indians off the market.

Ko Maung Nyi, in Prome, was game to join the venture. He
sent buyers around, procured the charcoal and sent them down to
Rangoon. Everywhere, all down the line, the venture ran into
opposition. The producers, suddenly offered better prices by the
Indians, were unwilling to sell. Transportation somehow did not
run smoothly. In Rangoon the merchants teamed up and undersold
their competitors at impossible prices. The venture failed, but a
lesson was learnt that puny measures could not dislodge the
massive interests which were so deeply cntrenched.

Talking at street corners, standing on improvised platforms—
not much more substantial than the Hyde Park soap-boxes—was
another method. At first few listened, but slowly the crowds grew.
The Dobama song was appealing, if not the rather rude language
used by the young men. The tri-colour flag of the party evoked
fond sentiments of the past, stirred hopes for the future. Green
was the colour to denote the abundance of agricultural resources;
yellow was the colour for the purity of the Buddhist faith; red was
for valour. In the centre of the flag, framed in a circle, was the
peacock in its pride, the peacock which had led the Burmesc
armies to victories in the glorious days. The flag, the song, the
slogans, the speeches, the fiery young men with their intense dedica-
tion, these began to gradually win recruits and supporters.

No formal ceremony was needed to initiate a recruit into the
Asi-ayone. In the first years, no applications for admission werce
demanded. It was by association, and by habit, that a man became
a Thakin. Going along to lecture meetings with a Thakin, or join-
ing in a discussion, reading a book lent, sharing the speaker’s plat-
form and being introduced to the audience as a comrade, these
were the steps which led a man slowly but surely into the Asi-
ayone.
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Thakin Ba Sein left the University in 1934 with due fanfare and
devoted himself entirely to the movement. Thakins Thein Maung,
Ba Thaung and Tun Shwe made up the small group of the original
founders. In 1933 the Asi-ayone was properly proclaimed, with
the All Burma Youth League and the Youth Improvement Society
forming its elements. In 1934, the four founders went to Shwebo,
the famous starting point of the armed rising by which Alaungpaya
built the last Burmese dynasty. A pagoda at the entrance /of
Shwebo has a plot of ground which, it is said, was the exact stagt-
ing point of Alaungpaya’s march. The ground is therefore sym-
bolic of victory, and he who has trodden on it is assured of vic.taly
in any grand venture that he may set upon. That is what the people
s2y, and the Thakins went to Shwebo to tread on victory soil, thus
establish a direct link with Alaungpaya, and to contest a bye-
clection for the Legislative Council.

The four Thakins went from the victory soil practically straight
into jail. The deputy commissioner of Shwebo was not too pleased
with their visit, and served this order on each of the Thakins:
“Whereas credible information has been received by me that your
presence in the Shwebo district is likely to lead to a disturbance
of the public tranquillity or a riot or an affray, I hereby direct you
to abstain from residing in or entering into the Shwebo district for
two months from the date of this order.” The visitors refused to
leave, and they were prosecuted and sentenced to jail terms. On
appeal the High Court ruled that the deputy commissioner had
no power to pass the order. The Thakins were set free, but not until
they had had a taste of jail.2

Shwebo was not exactly an unalloyed victory, but it aroused
people’s interest in the movement. Thakin Ba Sein and his com-
rades received publicity, even made headlines. Victory in the High
Court made languishing in jail worthwhile. There would be many
more jails, many more victories, before the end of the road, to be
attained only by those of stout heart.

Ko Maung Nyi in Prome was one with such a stout heart. A
friend, Ko Sein Chaw, came to his wedding and talked about the
Thakin movement, and its young idealistic founders. The bride-
groom became keenly interested. Ko Sein Chaw stayed on, talked

2 See Thakin Ba Thaung & Others vs. King-Emperor, I.L.R. 12 Rangoon,
p- 283.
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some more, courted a girl next door and married her. Ko Maung
Nyi met Thakin Lay Maung and Thakin Ba Sein, and decided that
a life’s mission was opening itself to him, A bridegroom of not
many months, he joined the same day with another man, Tun Oke.
Thakin Nyi was to give all of himself and his wealth to the move-
ment. By association with him, Shu Maung was to become a
Thakin too.

5

At the University, in the academic year 1934-35, a clan of
young politicians gathered. Ko Nu was back for a third time, this
time to read law. Also on the scene were Aung San, the future
founder of New Burma; Kyaw Nyein who was to play important
roles in politics; Thein Pe who was to acquire both fame and
notoriety as author, social reformer, champion of controversial
causes.

Kyaw Nyein and Thein Pe had passed from the Intermediate
College, Mandalay. With their contemporaries in the College, Khin
Maung Gale, Tun Ohn, Hla Maung, and others, they had staged
a brief strike in 1932 to protest against the Government’s proposal
to close down the College for economy reasons. The strike drew
strong support from the city elders. The Government yielded, the
College survived. Thus when these comrades came down to
Rangoon to work for their degrees they had behind them a record
of organization, agitation, victory.

The Rangoon University Students Union offered the clan a
home. The Union, established with the blessing of the principal,
had been a social club run by the sons of government officers. It
gave no trouble to the authorities. It organized sports, literary and
social activities; now and then political leaders would be invited
to lecture or engage in debate. Thus Dr Ba Maw, a frequent guest,
had spoken on education in France, of which he had first-hand
knowledge, at the investiture of Mon Po Choe as president of the
Union in 1929. U Ba Pe and Dr Ba Maw had debated on the
separauon issue at the Union. U Saw, dauntless, defiant, had stood
up well in debate against Dr Ba Maw.

The comrades decided that the RUSU was too tame, and need-
ed a good shake-up. The Union needed them, and they needed
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the Union. The first attempts to get into the RUSU executive were,
however, strongly resisted by the traditional managers of the club.
But resistance to the new forces could not hold out long. Times
were changing, the tide was turning, a new spirit of challenge and
crusade was astir on the campus and beyond. In the elections of
August 1935 the comrades swept into victory en bloc; Ko Nu was
president, M.A. Raschid vice-president, Ko Thi Han secretary,
Ko Chn treasurer, Aung San editor of the Oway journal, Ba Set,
Tha Hla, and Tun Tin members of the executive committec. .

The new committee thought in big terms, planned big thi&xgs.
The inter-hostel debates, the lectures, the activities, were to!be
bigger, bolder. The National Day would be celebrated on a gran-
der scale, and Ko Nu would deliver an ecven more eloquent speech.
Aung San, in charge of publicity, solicited messages of felicitations
from Thakin Kodaw Hmaing and prominent personalitics. Tha
Hla’s grand assignment was “Inter-University Affairs”. Writing
in 1958, Dr Tha Hla recalled that he had “no notion whatever ot
the duties connected with that high office. As there was only one
college outside Rangoon, the Intermediate College of Mandalay,
he decided that he must try and establish a liaison with students’
unions in foreign universities. “Accordingly, with my entire budget
of ten rupees,” he wrote, “I addressed complimentary letters to
the Unions of Oxford and London Universities and also to that of
the Imperial University at Tokyo. I requested them to send us a
copy of their constitutions. My efforts were totally ineffective. I
have received no reply from any of them to date”.?

Liaison with Tokyo, London or Oxford might be difficult to
establish, but with the Dobama Asi-ayone and the politicians it
was close and easy indeed. Thakin Ba Sein kept up his contacts,
taking upon himself the role of philosopher and friend to the up
and coming young men. The politicians found the RUSU a valu-
able forum; invitations to speak or debate were always welcome.
Than Tun, studying at the Teachers’ Training College, came often
to share meals and thoughts at the mess with Ko Nu, Ko Aung
San, and comrades. The young leaders of the RUSU were asked
to share the speakers’ platform at lectures or rallies in town. The
New Light of Burma, the Deedok journal edited by U Ba Choe,

3 Dr Tha Hla, The 1936 Rangoon University Strike, New Burma Weekly,
June 21 and 28, July 5, 19, and 26, and Aug. 2, 1958.
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the Dagon magazine and the New Burma English-language tri-
weekly journal, welcomed their contributions, supported their
cause.

The University authorities did not view the RUSU activities
with great favour. They decided that they bad to nip things in the
bud. One student who failed to say “Sir” in responding to a roll
call was dismissed. There werc several who were gravely warned
for lesser crimes. Ko Nu, the president of the RUSU, in a speech
delivered at the RUSU on January 31, 1936, took the principal
to task for the hign-handed behaviour of the authoritics. The
speech drew critical comments from the English-owned Rangoon
Gazette English language newspaper. The final examinations
were only a few weeks away then, and the authorities decided that
they could expel Ko Nu without provoking the students who would
be deep in their studies. Thus they served the expulsion order on
Ko Nu, who quietly pocketed it.

The Oway came out soon after, the pridc and joy of Ko Aung
San and Ko Thein Tin, the co-opted assistant editor. Both had
worked hard collecting articles, reading proofs, soliciting financial
support. Now the first copies were off the press Thein Tin—who
sported the pen-name of Nyo Mya—had spent many laborious
hours with Roget’s Thesaurus to compose a satirical picce aimed
at a member of the University staff. “A Hell Hound at Large”, he
called his piece.

The editor was immediately called upon by Mr. Sloss to dis-
close who wrote the offensive article. Aung San, quite properly,
refused, saying it was a matter of journalistic ethics. Sloss knew,
for Nyo Mya was jubilantly going round boasting that it was he,
but needed an official disclosure from the editor. The upshot was
that Aung San was expelled, making one expulsion too many.
The RUSU rose in anger. Executive committee meetings led to a
mass meeting at which angry, emotional speeches were delivered.
Raschid who took the chair announced that the committee mem-
bers had decided to forgo the examinations in protest, but a general
strike was not planned. But one by one, the speakers called upon
the students to rise. National honour was invoked, supreme sacri-
fices demanded. “I cannot recollect my entire speech now,” Dr
Tha Hla wrote, “but I did make an effort to appeal to their senti-
ment. I painted a pathetic picture of myself as a very poor student,
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relying entirely for my upkeep upon the collegiate scholarship and
a stipend. The future of my poverty-stricken parents hinged upon
my struggles and upon my passing the forthcoming examina-
tions.... I had plunged into the decision (to strike) because
I could no longer put up with the high-handed attitude of Principal
D. J. Sloss. I think I concluded by saying that national self-respect
and personal prospects did not go together, or some such thing.”

Shouting slogans, the students proceeded from the Union Hall
on that day, February 25, 1936, into waiting buses—which jome
thoughtful members of the committee had assembled—and dyove
round the campus, calling on residents of the hostels to come along.
In their hundreds they poured out. Young ladies from Inya—Ma
Ma Gyi from Ahmyint, Ma Ah Mar and Ma Ohn of Mandalay,
Ma Khin Mya and Ma Yee Yee of Pegu, among others—and
students from Judson College which, though not always regarded
as a source of high patriotic fervour, provided staunch strikers all
the same.

The strikers camped on the Shwedagon pagoda, living on food
parcels sent by the people and funds given generously. The people
were no mere supporters, they were participants, for their sons and
daughters were there. The press gave their full support. City
elders, such as “Deedok” U Ba Choe and U Kyaw Myint, the
barrister, set up watch and ward committees; some of them gave—
as perhaps they rightly should—more attention to the young ladies
at the Moulmein Zayat, the Inya Hall of the strikers’ camp. The
politicians were fully behind the students, some shrewdly seeing
definite possibilities in the strike. U Saw came to the camp to give
promises and suggestions. The Dobama Asi-ayone helped.

The strike lasted many months. It spread far, it went deep. The
College at Mandalay joined the strike. So did the high schools all
over the country. Ko Nu, Ko Kyaw Nyein, Ko Hla Pe, Ko Thein
Pe, Ko Aung San, Ko Tun Ohn, Ko Ba Aye, Ko Nyo Tun, and
such leaders of the strike became national figures overnight. They
were in demand in the districts, and they went round to speak.
rouse support, raise funds. The response and the applause pleased
the young leaders. Ko Nu posed often for photographers, some-
times making gestures, sometimes sweetly smiling. Rumours start-
ed after some weeks that a split had occurred between Ko Nu and
Mr. Raschid, and that called for a photograph, for public con-
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sumption, of the two eating happily together. Ko Khin Maung
Gale had his picture of him taken, showing him reclining in an
easy chair, intently reading a book about Mussolini.

The expulsions dwindled into insignificance with the strikers
as time went by. The amendment of the University Act—Raschid
had to do diligent research to first find out what was wrong with
it—the reform of “slave education”, and graver, greater national
issues occupied the minds of the strike leaders. Dr Ba Maw, the
Education Minister, was sympathetic. He made promises, offered
to meet the students half-way: “If your minimum demand is 12
annas, ask for a rupee; I shall offer 8 annas, and we shall com-
promise at 12.”

On May 10 the strike was called off. Many of the many de-
mands were met by the Government and the University authori-
ties, but the important thing was that once again a students’ strike
which grew into a national movement had succeeded by united
effort.

The students went back to prepare for their postponed exami-
nations. Many lost one full year because of the strike. “It took
me four years,” U Kyaw Nyein recalled in later years, “to com-
plete the normal three-year English honours course. And I passed
out third class. If I had stayed five years, I might have got a
fourth class.”

Ko Nu did not go back to the University. Nor did Ko Tun Ohn,
Ko Hla Pe, and several others. Politics, the irresistible, demand-
ing mistress, claimed them for their own. Ko Aung San went back
for a year, to serve as president of the RUSU, and the All Burma
Students’ Union which was born of the strike. But his heart too
was no longer in his studies; compared to politics, law classes
were drab and dull.

For many of the young leaders, the strike was the starting point
of their political or public careers. In the national movement it
was an important milestone.

6

Meanwhile Ko Shu Maung, who had a job at the post office
and shared an apartment on 35th Street, Rangoon, with friends,
was being drawn deeper into politics. Thakin Nyi, the uncle, was
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by now spending all his time with the Dobama Asi-ayone, pouring
his money into it. At first the nephew was somewhat skeptical.
“They are only exploiting you,” he warned, “they will have no
more use for you after your money is gone.” But the fervour of
the movement, the ardour of its men, impressed him. Thakin Ba
Sein, with his direct, brusque and blunt manners, always blurting
out the brutal truth, or what he thought was the truth, also im-
pressed Ko Shu Maung deeply. A quick reader who could, retain
cverything he read, Thakin Ba Sein was a mine of knowledge; his
nationalism and eloquence rarely failed to excite and inspite.

The Thakins were talking their way into jail in increasing {num-
bers, with increasing frequency. Sedition, defined in section 124-A
of the Penal Code, was their passport to jail. There was no short-
age of volunteers who sought the honour. A Thakin who had been
“in” was a vetcran. Young Thakin recruits also got their jail sen-
tences. As time went on, and the wrestling between the struggle
and the suppression grew really rough, it bccame a popular saying
that “Thakin tenderfoots get six months of jail.”

Thakin Nyi, being a lzader, got more than that, and more often.
Once he was in for quitc some time, and he went into a fast to
protest against something or other. For 46 days he kept up the
fast, growing feebler every day. He was a man of wealth, coming
from a well-to-do family; he was not accustomed to hunger or
hardship. But there hc was, going hungry with unbending will,
suffering. Ko Shu Maung watched his uncle’s progress, or decline
in strength, with sympathy and admiration. An amnesty pro-
claimed on the Coronation of King George VI set Thakin Nyi
free, and Ko Shu Maung nursed and nourished him. Here was
vivid proof of a burning faith, Ko Shu Maung thought, and a
movement that kept the faith aflame.

“Light up the torch,” was the cry that was growing louder,
spreading wider, and before long Ko Shu Maung was taking up
the cry himself. He spent more and more of his spare time at the
Dobama Asi-ayone headquarters where he met the young leaders
and listened. He did odd jobs to help, such as hunting for a suit-
able place, along with Thakinma Daw Khin Khin, the wife of
Thakin Ba Sein, to house the headquarters—they found rooms on
Phayre Street. He worked on the Thakin newspapers, editing, read-
ing proofs, helping in the distribution. They were shortlived papers.
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always short of funds, and publishing them involved long hours
of labour contributed by a few volunteers. The printing was done
where credit was available. Thakin Ba Sein printed his Meedok
journal at Daw Khin Khin’s press where he got both credit and,
later, a loving loyal wife.

The Communist Manifesto was translated into Burmese by
Thakin Ba Scin and prepared for publication in book form.
Thakin Shu Maung—so the comrades called him now—helped
with the proofs, and read the translation and the English copy many
times. He did not fall in love with the words of the Manifesto, but
its dream of a fair and just society began to haunt him.

7

The Dobama Asi-ayone held its first national conference at
Yenangyaung from February 28, 1935, in the full flush of the
victory at Shwebo. A resolution, passed unanimously, recorded the
gratitude and admiration for Saya San and those who fell with
him in the rebellion, “whether they were right or wrong.” Thakin
Ba Sein was elccted president of the Asi-ayone for the next year;
the central executive included Thakin Lay Maung, vice-president.
Thakin Tun Oke and Thakin Nyi, joint secretaries.

The sccond conference met in Myingyan for thrce days from
June 27, 1936. Several resolutions wzre passed on affairs relating
to the peasants, the students, and the youth. In the unavaidablc
absence of Thakin Ba Sein, who was serving a jail term for sedi-
tion, Thakin Lay Maung was elected president. Thakin Nyi be-
came vice-president and Thakin Tun Oke was elected secretary.
One important decision made by the conference was to organiz:
a parliamentary wing of the party, the Komin-Kochin Group and
put sclected candidates into the field in the impending elections.
The new constitution was to come into force after the elections,
and it was thought that a two-pronged attack against it, from out-
side as well as from within, would be more effective.

It was late when the Thakins started to campaign, but with
youthful zeal they went to the villages, the wards in the towns,
demanding of all patriots that they cast their votes for them. The
elections were really a scramble for the seats in the new House
of Representatives. Nobody was boycotting. U Chit Hlaing, leader

4
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of the boycotting GCBA, had given up, gone into the Legislative
Council under dyarchy, and ascended the Speaker’s chair after
repeated no-confidence motions had ousted the European Speaker,
Sir Oscar d’Glanville. He was honest about the whole thing, U
Chit Hlaing. He held out as a boycotter as long as he could, but
his wealth and his wife’s patience gave way. She told him not to
return home unless he had found his way into some office; he told
his followers what his wife had told him, and joined the scramble.

The parties and alignments that fought on the issue of separa-
tion had become obsolete very quickly. The GCBA, the &:ﬁ-
Separationist League, the Golden Valley Party of Sir J. A. Maung
Gyi were gone but for a few lingering memories. U Ba Pe and ‘the
survivors of the ‘“Twenty-Oners” put together an alliance of the
Nga-Bwint-Saing (Five Flowers), but the flowers were faded.
Princc Htaik Tin Wa was made a leader of the Nga-Bwint-Saing
in the hope that his name would get the votes of those peasants
who still remembered King Thibaw. But there were no real issues
to campaign for. All contestants were willing to promise the voters
everything. All were driven by the same hunger for office.

Dr Ba Maw, finding himself without a party, started one, making
himself its leader. The Sinyetha Party, the party for the poor man,
he called it. He addressed his promises principally to the peasants.
He promised them lower taxes, higher loans, protection of land
tenancy, free education.

The Fabian Party founded by “Deedok” U Ba Choe, U Ba
Khine and Ko Nu of University Strike fame, issued a statement
making 31 points, one of which was an undertaking to stay pe:-
petually in opposition, resisting the lure of office.

Money was spent lavishly. Dr Thein Maung of the Nga-Bwint-
Saing flew to India to bring over U Ottama, who had been sojourn-
ing there in a state of retirement from Burmese politics. In his
time U Ottama had drawn huge crowds to his meetings. He had
roused the country, shaken up the Buddhist monks, captured the
Sangha Samaggi. His words had always been direct, pointed to the
hearts. But by 1936 U Ottama was a little tired and confused.
Shin Ariya, his brother, was another spell-binder, but the times
denied him the opportunities which U Ottama had.

The parties vied with each other in wooing U Ottama when he
came. Thakin Ba Sein, Thakin Aye and the Dobama Asi-ayone
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gave him receptions at Jubilee Hall. The Nga-Bwint-Saing was,
however, the lavish host, with the means to get together big crowds
by holding out many attractions. Shin Ariya was with the Thakins,
but U Ottama was a little too old to want to cast his lot with the
young politicians—he had done that two decades ago, and once
was enough for a lifetime. Seeing U Ottama on the side of the
older politicians, Thakin Ba Sein plunged into attack. He called
U Ottama names; he made many accusations. Diplomacy would
have indicated a smooth swimming along with the currents, but
Ba Sein was no diplomat, he was a fighter. His blunt attacks on
U Ottama brought down the wrath of the press and the public on
himself and the Asi-ayone; many thousands of votes were lost at
the elections in which the Thakins were branded by the older
politicians as ungrateful, impulsive, hot-headed young upstarts.
Yet, the Asi-ayone put up a good showing. Of the 132 seats
in the popular lower house 92 were non-communal and open to
the general elections. The remaining seats were reserved for the
Karens, Indians, Anglo-Burmans, Europeans, Commercc and In-
dustry, Rangoon University, Indian labour, and non-Indian labour.
The allocation of seats was therefore such that no single party
could expect to win an absolute, or a workable, majority. “Give
me 67 members who will decline office,” Dr Ba Maw promised,
“and I shall stay out of office with them.” That was when the elec-
tors demanded of him, in his campaign, that he should go to the
House but decline officc to concentrate mainly on wrecking the
new constitution. It was a promise he could safely make.
“Burmans had the numerical majority,” wrote Furnivall, com-
menting on the experiments in representative government, “but
they had no place in industry and commerce, and capitalist in-
terests, European, Indian and Chinese, dominated economic and
social life. In the legislature it 'was an obvious move in political
tactics for Europeans to support the numerically weakest section
of the nationalists, with the paradoxical result, inherent in the
system of communal representation, that politicians could obtain
office only on terms that prevented them from exercising power.
The Burmans had the men but Europeans had the money and the
influence, and the leader of the British mercantile community was
popularly regarded as the uncrowned king of Burma. Thus the
constitutional reforms from 1923 onwards, though purporting to
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be an experiment in parliamentary democracy, were in practice an
education in political corruption.”

Dr Ba Maw commanded 16 votes in the new House, and the
Nga-Bwint-Saing 46. The Komin-Kochin group of the Dobama
Asi-ayone, which had put only 28 candidates into the ficld, won
3 seats, polling 100,000 popular votes—a good showing, consider-
ing their late start, and the size of the electorate. The Fabian party
squcezed in with one seat. More than a dozen were elected as
‘independents’; some of these members showed their indeperi?enoe
by independently selling their votes. Other members werel\ little
better. Party loyalty was loose; desertions were frequent anli un-
ashamed. Votes were for sale to the highest bidder. The House
of Representatives was the political stock exchange at which fast
and furious buying and selling was done. Thus, Dr Ba Maw, with
his 16 votcs, could form a Coalition Government by splitting the
Nga-Bwint-Saing which went into angry opposition. “Politics is a
tical of virtue and a viss of sin,” complained U Thein Maung—
who should know as he had been in politics since GCBA days
—and he left to assume high appointive offices in the Judiciary
where the nightmare of elections and no-confidence motions
could not disturb him.

The new constitution turned over, in theory, 91 government
departments to the Cabinzst which was responsible to the House
of Representatives. There were reserved subjects in the absolute
care of the Governor, and there were subjects over which he
exercised control in consultation with his ministers. The admini-
stration of the “Excluded Areas”, such as the Shan States, the hill
tracts of Arakan, Kachin and Chin, was a reserved subject.

The “91-Departments-Scheme”, as the new constitution came
to be called, fell far short of expectations. It provided jobs for the
few, while the many remained unfulfilled. Burmanization of the
services was pushed to some extent. The Indian Civil Service be-
came the Burma Civil Service, but the in-take was small, while the
new young graduates emerging from the University were many.
Some got in by sheer merits, but patronage counted heavily. The
peasants were poor and were becoming poorer; a few laws were
made to protect their tenancy, to extend them relief from the
money-lenders, but those were totally inadequate.

4 J. 8. Furnivall, introducing U Nu’s Burma under the Japanese.
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The House was preoccupied with the no-confidence motions
which were brought up several times every session. With all his
skill, Dr Ba Maw was kept busy most of the time just fighting for
survival. They had their laughs in the House, pulling Dr Ba Maw’s
leg by reporting to the Speaker that he was not properly dressed,
for he wore on his head a skull cap of his own design rather than
the traditional gaung-baung. Some other day when the dcbatcs
were dull some member would start to speak in Burmese, to court
a reprimand from the Speaker who would point out that the
official language was English. There were the three members of
the Doba Asi-ayone—Thakin Mya (Tharrawaddy), Thakin Hla
Tin (Henzada) and Thakin Ant Gyi (Pakokku)—with their
tactics and their vows. When the Governor, Sir Archibald Douglas
Cochrane, entered in ceremony to inaugurate the first session of
the House, the Thakins sat tight while the other members rose.
Of such gestures they had many. They also perfected the various
weapons of protest such as the walk-out. U Saw was another mem-
ber who was always bristling, booming, busy. All in all, the honour-
able members gave U Chit Hlaing, the Speaker, a hard time.

The new constitution, with its “cleverly written reforms”, Dr
Ba Maw wrote in retrospect, “produced governments which did
not govern, having little time or power to do so, but mostly shared
the spoils of government among a few; and while these admini-
strators or a large number of them were occupied with their deals
to keep on in office the administration as a whole drifted just as
ever before with nothing changed, nothing really done. It became
more and more a government by deals and drifting.”"

8

The year 1938—1300 Burmese Era—was the “year of revolu-
tion”. The pent-up feelings of the people began to go off in ex-
plosions, now here, now there,

Most active politically were the Thakins who began to effectively
organize labour, the peasants and the students. To the masses we
must go, decided the Thakins, with the masses we must march.
Thus resolved, and suitably informed on methods by the latest

5Dr Ba Maw, Burma at the Beginning of the Second World War, in
The Guardian magazine, October, 1959.
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books, they went to work among the labourers on the dockyards,
the bus-drivers who plied between Rangoon and Insein, the rick-
shaw-pullers of the city, the labourers in the factories. Kamayut,
off the University campus, also attracted the eager organizers who
could brush up on theory at the RUSU, and go out to practise in
the umbrella factory, the hosiery works, or the plant where alumi-
nium pots were made. A few strikes were staged, some as sit-
downs, some with noisy demonstration; some were successful, some
were not. The strike, however, was soon sharpened as a poljtical
weapon, even more than as a bargaining force.

The young intellectuals were reading more too. The Nagani &Red
Dragon) Book Club, founded by Thakin Nu, U Ohn Khin, Saya
Tun Shwe, and friends, began to bring out translations of leftist
literature. Membership of the Club quickly expanded. The Nagani
journal gained several hundred subscribers in a very short time.
The selections were made from a wide range of sources. The Little
Lenin Library, available in a few rare sets, was a rich source.
Publications of the Fabian Society were also read and tapped.
John Strachey’s Theory and Practice of Socialism, the writings of
M. N. Roy, the philosophy of Nietzche and Karl Marx, Palme
Dutt’s World Politics, books on the Sinn Fein movement for Irish
freedom, these were widely read, reproduced and translated.
Thakin Nu wrote and translated plays also, with ambition to be-
come the “Bernard Shaw of Burma”; he also translated Dale
Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People.

Marxism certainly had a strong attraction for the young politi-
cians, partly because the rise of Soviet Russia was regarded as
proof of its power. Socialism, Communism, Marxism, all these
were interchangeable terms in their minds, and all meant national
independence as the essential foundation on which a society of
affluence and social justice would be built. “I am a Socialist,” pro-
claimed Thakin Nu in an article, explaining that he had seen a
child die of hunger which could not have happened in a socialist
society. “Long Live Stalin!” exulted Thakin Ba Swe, waxing elo-
quent on the love of the great leader for all mankind, and the
power of Marxism to cure all human ills. A few of the comrades
even started a Communist group. “One day, about that time,” wrote
Thakin Hla Pe (later to be Bo Let Ya) “we had a meeting at
our apartment in Barr Street. Ko Thein Pe, Thakin Ba Hein, a
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friend from Calcutta, Aung San and myself were there. We decided
to form the Burma Communist Party, of which Aung San was to
be the gencral secretary. We were able to meet only occasionally
as the Party, and our activitics were limited to discussion. The
Communist Party was not a legal association at the time, and we
had to meet in stealth. The larger Dobama Asi-ayone claimed most
of Aung San’s time, however, and the C.P. slowly faded away.”

The Dobama Asi-ayone had adopted the tricolour flag. It later
added the hammer and sickle to the flag. 1t had also used the
emblem of a peasant, or worker, marching towards the promised
land of humming industries and abundant fields, while behind him
was the desolation of the royal palace of the Burmese kings, its
spires down, its big drum shattered. To that emblem too the ham-
mer and sickle were added. The gestures, however, meant that
thc Asi-ayone was marching in revolutionary directions, rather
than that Marxism as an ideology was embraced.

In July of the year of revolution, there were riots between the
Burmese and the Indians. Nationalism, roused to high passion;
feelings of political frustration; the sense of being economically
cxploited; these ingredients made up the explosive. An obscure
writer called Maung Shwe Phi, who had published a pamphlet
making some critical remarks on Buddhism, was the unwitting,
unfortunate spark. The explosion was big, and affccted many. The
politicians tried to take advantage of it, and Premier Dr Ba Maw
came under heavy fire in the House. U Saw, who had broken away
from the Nga-Bwint-Saing and started his own Myochit (Patriot)
Party, was the most vehement of all of Dr Ba Maw’s opponents.
The Sun, of which U Saw was by now a controlling director, was
proscribed for a time.

The oilfield workers of Yenangyaung and Chauk made their
demands from the Burma Oil Company. Thakin Lay Maung and
Thakin Soe, of the Labour Organization set up by the Dobama
Asi-ayone, went up to help. The workers went on strike and, under
the leadership of Thakin Po Hla Gyi, styled Bo Ahlarwaka, they
began their march to Rangoon on December 1. It was a long march,
covering more than 400 miles in more than 40 days. The British
authorities flung several obstacles across the path of the marchers,
but they continued. Several arrests were made, men and women
roughly handled or thrown into jail, but the remaining marchers
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continued. Dr Ba Maw sent one of his close associates in the
Cabinet, Dr Thein Maung, to attempt a peaceful settlement, but
the Company was adamant.

At Magwe the marchers were told by F.H.C. Mullerworth, the
deputy commissioner, to go home, and submit memorials from
there. But that was not the marchers’ mood. Ko Ba Hein, pre-
sident of the All Burma Students Union, and Ko Ba Swe, the secre-
tary, went to Magwe to support the marchers. To thc mounted
policc Ba Hein challenged: “One stamp of a hoof shall strike the
spark that will set the whole country ablaze!” Ba Hein, Ba Swe
and Thakin Soe were arrested, provoking a protest meeting of the
RUSU in Rangoon on Dccember 13. Ko Hla Shwe, the vice-
president of the ABSU took the chair; Ko Aye Kyaw acted as
master of ceremony. It was resolved that a big demonstration
around the Secretariat was called for.

U Saw and the Myochit Party demonstrated on their own.
Gathering at the U Ba Yi zayat on December 12, a crowd of im-
pressive size heard U Saw make an impressivc speech. The stage
display was brilliantly done. A huge banner showed the Galon bird
gripping the Naga dragon in its deadly claws. After the speeches
were delivered, the crowd melted away, leaving U Saw and a few
hundred men to march down to the Sule pagoda, carrying torches
and banners. At the pagoda they dispersed, well plcased with their
own show.

On December 20 the students, led by Ko Hla Shwe, newly de-
signated the Arnarshin (Dictator) by his loyal comrades, march-
ed round the Secretariat and posted their pickets. A tense at-
mosphere persisted the whole day, but there was no mishap. The
students observed strict discipline; the mounted police and other
police armed with batons kept their distance. At the end of the
day, however, when the pickets were being withdrawn and students
were getting ready to march back, the police charged. A hail of
stones thrown at the police by someone _outside who wished to
provoke an incident, or the stampede of an excited horse, or a
coldly calculated plan, what exactly it was nobody could tell, start-
ed the police attack. Several students, including several young
ladies, were struck down. Some went down under the flying hoofs
of the horses, some were felled by repeated baton blows. One young
student, Aung Gyaw, aged 22, received several severe injuries on
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the head, and died in hospital on December 22. A hero’s funeral
and fiery orations marked his martyrdom.

The incident touched off strikes by students—called by Ko Hla
Shwe, the Arnarshin—and demonstrations throughout the country.
The crew cut that Aung Gyaw wore became a badge of patriotism;
many young men gave up their hair voluntarily or under persuasion
from monks. In Mandalay the Young Monks went about asking
the young ladies to give up wearing voile and transparent blouses
and take to pinni jackets instead.

On February 10 a giant rally was held in the Aindawya pagoda
under the leadersrip of the Young Monks, students and other or-
ganizations. Demonstrations, without prior permission of the police,
were illegal. The authorities warned that firm action would be
taken to disperse such demonstrations, but the rally dared. Along
26-B Road, up to the Telegraph Office, making for the old royal
palace, the demonstrators ‘marched. There they ran into the police
party headed by Mr. H. N. Lett, the deputy commissioner, and
Mr. C. H. Raynes, the district superintendent of police. The warn-
ings were repeated. The monks at the vanguard, bearing banners,
refused to turn back. The police, backed by the military, fired into
the crowd, killing 7 monks and 10 laymen, including ons Maung
Tin Aung, a student, 12 years old, of the National High School.
Seventeen martyrs were thus made in as many minutes.

There were hero’s funerals for the martyrs, mock funerals for
Dr Ba Maw. In the House there were stormy scencs. The British
members, representing commercial interests, decided it was time
for a change—all the restlessness was doing grave harm to busi-
ness. On February 12, U Saw moved a no-confidence motion
against the Coalition Government. Public anger against the Gov-
vernment, whipped up by the students and the Thakins, and the
prevalent feeling in the House among the groups representing
special interests, combined at last to bring the Government down.
The voting was 70 for the motion, and 37 against. A few minutes
after the count, Dr Ba Maw drove to the Government House and
tendered his resignation to the Governor. He had survived in
office for nearly two years which was, in that mad-house of a
Legislature, a feat approaching a miracle.

The students naively called upon U Thwin, member of the
Senate, to form a Government, pledging himself to resign on their
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instruction. But power politics was a sharp game, in which words
of honour meant nothing. U Pu formed a Government, discarded
a minister in a few months, and brought U Saw in as minister for
forests. The mock funerals conducted in the streets, the beating
of empty drums traditionally done to drive the evil spirits away,
and the calling of names were now directed against U Pu and U
Saw.

More and more, however, amidst that din, young minds were
turning to more serious purpose. They had broken Governments;
now they would go ahead and make the Revolution.

9

As the Thakin movement gained in strength, the rivalries be-
tween its leaders grew. It had started as a freak, which few took
notice of. When it became a force, many wanted to use it for their
own ends. The older politicians were skilled in the parliamentary
game and cunning in the play for power. But the Legislature, in
the context of fast-moving events at home and in the world out-
side, was becoming an empty form, a farce. The young Thakins
were going to the people in their wards in the towns, in their
villages, organizing, working together, inspiring, instigating, un-
locking long pent-up energies, releasing powers hitherto seething,
stored up, unused. In Kamayut, Kemmendine, Sanchaung, Pazun-
daung and Yegyaw, of Rangoon the young Thakins built their
strongholds. They spoke at street corners; they canvassed from
door to door; they sold their newspeapers—Daung (The Peacock),
the Meedok (Burning Torch), the Thakin Bulletin; they waged a
tireless campaign to win more recruits for their growing army.
They even started an undertaker service to serve the poor people
in the wards and to win more supporters. They ran a bus for the
service, and for a modest fee of Rs. 20, the poor could give their
dead a decent funeral, with coffin draped in the tricolour flag. Thus
the Thakins strived in their grass-roots organization.

The Dobama Asi-ayone, with its growing popularity, became a
desirable prize. The first crack showed at the Prome conference in
March, 1938. Thakin Lay Maung took the chair. The election of
president for the following year brought the factions into the
open. Thakin Ba Sein and his group had expected that Thakin
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Nyi would be elected by acclaim, as he had served his terms as
secretary and vice-president. They accused that Thakin Lay
Maung, instead of observing the traditional neutrality of the chair,
took active part in the election, casting his vote twice—as a parti-
cipant, and, when there was a tie, as chairman of the convention.
The opponents put up Thakin Thein Maung as a candidate, and
had their own things to say about Thakin Ba Sein and his friends.
After a great amount of heat, Thakin Thein Maung was elected
president, and Thakin Nyi became secretary. The unity of the
leadership, however, was irreparably broken.

Another issue that split the Asi-ayone at Prome was the ques-
tion whether the Komin Kochin members of the House of Repre-
sentatives should take their salary. The decision at Myingyan had
been that they must not. The salary, Rs. 200 a month, was not
princely, but in those days it was something. The Government
was applying pressure on the three Thakin members with a law
that allowed only three months for drawing the salary—after that
the salary would be forfeit. The prospects of the Asi-ayone’s
winning more seats in bye-elections looked bright. Why, some de-
legates wanted to know, must the Thakins continue to struggle in
poverty? Let them draw their salaries, contributing to party funds,
eating decent meals. The preponderance of opinion, advanced by
the Ba Sein faction, was that there must be no softening, no re-
laxation of a solemnly taken vow.

The advent of the young politicians from the University, flushed
with the victory of the Strike, also contributed to the split. Ko Nu,
Ko Aung San, Ko Than Tun and others had decided to dedicate
themselves to politics, and they needed an organization. Time was
pressing, they thought; they could not join the organization as
ordinary members and work their way up. The Dobama Asi-ayone
needed them, they decided, and they needed the Asi-ayone. As
there was room at the top only for a few, and as they were the
chosen few, the others must be pushed out or relegated to minor
posts on the executive committee. They were quite sincere in their
approach to the problem. Only, Thakin Ba Sein, Thakin Tun Oke,
Thakin Nyi and others who had been there before them did not
entirely see eye to eye with them.

The new Executive Committee took steps to expel Thakin Ba
Sein on several charges on which he was not heard in his defence.
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He was arrogant, it was charged, and indeed he was. He had spoken
out against U Ottama at the very critical time of the first elections
under the new constitution. He had roundly cursed Ko Nu. He had
gone to U Ba Choe, the Fabian leader, who was fond of music
and culture, and accused the older man of being false: “You play
the harp while all the time thinking of this, don’t you?” he asked,
making with his fingers a sign both vivid and crude. Thakin Ba
Sein was a man of high passions and many weaknesses, but he had
his strengths too, and he was sincere.

Thakin Kodaw Hmaing tried to mediate. He heard complaints
from Thakin Thein Maung and his group, and from Thakin Ba
Sein and his. “I am like a High Court judge now,” chuckled the
arbitrator, as he examined witnesses. His verdict in the end was
that both Thakin Thein Maung and Thakin Ba Sein should take
long leave from the Asi-ayone. The verdict had commonsense but
held out no appeal to either side. Thakin Ba Sein, cnergetic and
robust, exclaimed, “Politics is my life, how can I retire?”

Thus, the split in the Asi-ayone became final. “The Dobama
Asi-ayone was,” Thakin Nu recalled, “at that time divided into
two factions one led by Thakin Kodaw Hmaing and the other by
Thakin Ba Sein. We deplored the division, particularly in those
crucial times when unity was so vitally necessary. The Asi-ayone
and the Thakin members were, after all, the best that we got in
politics, and we did not want to see the party disintegrate due to
lack of vision on the part of its leaders. We decided to go in and
give a hand to unite and rally the party. Ko Aung San, Thakin
Than Tun and myself joined the party on the same day.”® That
was one version of the story.

Thakin Shu Maung stayed with Thakin Nyi and the faction
which came to be known as the “Ba Sein-Tun Oke” Dobama Asi-
ayone. Thakins Kyaw Yin, Aye, Kha, Ba Gwan, Thin (Sando-
way), Thin (Bogale), Aung Than, and Khin Maung were among
the prominent members of the group. Thakin Ba Sein was a hero
to Thakin Shu Maung, Thakin Hla Tun (the younger brother of
Shu Maung), and other young Thakins. They believed in him and
were willing to blindly obey him, such was the spell he cast on
them.

Around Thakin Kodaw Hmaing grouped Thakins Aung San,

6 U Nu, in Aung San of Burma, p. 16.
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Nu, Than Tun, Hla Pe, and the rest. Soon, the younger men took
over, and Thakin Kodaw Hmaing and Thakin Thein Maung were
eclipsed.

Both factions of the Dobama Asi-ayone, however, had one com-
mon goal—Burma’s freedom. Both worked diligently and danger-
ously to that end. Both also arrived at the same conclusion, work-
ing independently, that only by armed rising could the goal be
attained. They were ready-—so were the people—to move from
words to deeds.



3
The Land Of The Rising Sun

1

1939 was the year of contrasts. There was mounting enthusiasm
for revolution on the onc hand, and frustration on the other. Bright
hopes alternated with dark despair. Frantic energy, used in or-
ganizing the masses and in searching for means of action, would
be followed by aimless drifting. The people were ready, but they
knew not for what. The leaders, especially the young ones, were
sounding the clarion call to rally and march, but they knew not
where.

Hopes turned in many directions. They soared on wings of
song. The Nagani (Red Dragon) song, sung by Khin Maung Yin,
the popular actor, singer, recalled the glories of the past, promised
the people a brave new future. In riddles which were quite simple
to read, the song spoke of the dynasty which Alaungpaya built,
the fall of the dynasty to the British, and the day British power
would be shattered by the Mogyoe thunderbolt. In another song,
in a different vein, Khin Maung Yin anticipated the emergence of
Bo Bo Aung, the legendary figure of great powers, who was be-
lieved to have attained immortality—his contemporary King
Bodawpaya was long dead and gone—through alchemy and religi-
ous pursuits.

Some of the songs were banned and their recordings proscribed.
So well did they sell, however, that British companies, such as
Columbia Records, bought them. The mournful song about the
martyr, Bo Aung Gyaw, written by Thahaya Saya Tin, was an-
other best-seller.

The newspapers were staunchly behind the nationalist move-
ment. The New Light of Burma, managed by U Tin, and edited
by U Chit Maung, was a great supporter of the young Thakins, U
Chit Maung later started the Journal-gyaw (Weekly Thunderer)

62
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to give mightier support. The Deedok, edited by U Ba Choe, The
Bandoola journal edited by U Sein, The Dagon monthly magazine,
and such journals were partisans in the nationalist movement,
though with loyalties to their own groups. The Nagani was, of
course, an important organ of the Dobama Asi-ayone. There were
other Thakin newspapers and journals that appeared and dis-
appeared, starved for funds, suppressed by press laws. The New
Burma, tri-weekly journal in English, founded by Dr Thein Maung,
provided a forum for the young politicians; Thakins Aung San
and Kyaw Sein worked on it as sub-editors, filling its pages with
the writings of M. N. Roy, the constitution of the Soviet Union
with glowing commentaries by the Webbs and George Bernard
Shaw, and such material. The Sun came under the control of U
Saw, who had a translation done by Shwe U Daung of Hitler’s
Mein Kampf scrialized in the paper. The two British-owned
English newspapers, the Rangoon Gazette, and the Rangoon
Times, reported the news fully, but were, of course, pro-Govern-
ment,

Political parties raised private armies of their own in the fashion
of those of Hitler and Mussolini. The Thakins had their Letyon
Tat (Army of the People), the RUSU and the ABSU their
Thanmani (Steel Corps) the Sinyetha Party of Dr Ba Maw its
Dama (Woodchopper) Tat, and U Saw’s Myochit Party its Galon
Army. The armies drilled and paradcd, with their wooden staves;
their leaders in fancy uniforms—Dr Ba Maw sported baggy pants
while U Saw preferred riding breeches and top boots—reviewed
parades and took the salute in style. The Letyon Tat and the
Thanmani were bent on more serious purpose. Selected volunteers
began to learn the use of firearms from students who had turned
instructors by reading up a few stolen training manuals of the
British army. Did not Comrade Stalin say: “Arms decide every-
thing?” There were no guns available—yet. But if the will to fight
for freedom could be sharpened, the guns could be found.

The search for ways by which revolutionary zcal might be trans-
lated into revolutionary action led the parties along different
paths. The Indian National Congress was a source of inspiration
to the young Thakins. Its proclamations and methods were studied,
indeed often copied. Thus at a conference of the Dobama Asi-
ayone (Thakin Kodaw Hmaing group) held in Moulmein from
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April 6-9, 1939, the current programme of the Congress was
placed before the Conference by Thakins Aung San, Nu, and
others, and adopted in toto. These, however, were programmes and
words which failed to satisfy the hunger for action.

The outbreak of war in Europe called for reappraisal of policies.
Concrete programmes also became urgent necessities. The war,
all parties saw, opened opportunities to Burma to advance her
cause. For the Thakins of both factions, time had come to strike.
For the politicians in the House, the war was an opportupity to
extract promises from the British Government of constitutional
reforms to establish the country as a self-governing and&equal
member of the Commonwealth. i

A Freedom Bloc was forged with different elements of the
political parties in October of that year. Thakins Aung San, Mya,
Nu, Than Tun of the one faction of the Dobama Asi-ayone; Dr
Ba Maw, Dr Thein Maung, U Tun Aung; Saw Pe Tha; U Ba U
and U Ba Shwe of Mandalay, were among the prominent mem-
bers who proclaimed the birth of the Bloc. Dr Ba Maw was
chosen as the leader, with title of Dictator, and Thakin Aung San
the secretary. With a flourish and appropriate publicity Dr Ba
Maw resigned his seat in the House of Representatives, declaring
that the struggle for freedom must be waged outside, on the
national scale.

The “Ba Sein-Tun Oke” Thakins, out-manoeuvred for a time
after the split by the other group, met in conference on November
12 at Panzwe monastery in Thonze, Tharrawaddy district. The
abbot U Vilasa was an active supporter, and harbouring the
Thakins was with him a routine. The discussions revolved round
the need for drastic action. The British, it was agreed, could not
be pushed out with words. An armed revolution was called for,
and for that, it was recognized, foreign aid was essential. There
was a meeting of minds among the leaders on this, but the pro-
claimed resolutions did not say so in so many words.

Sometime later, the Executive Committee of the party met one
night in a monastery in Chawdwingone of suburban Rangoon.
Police surveillance was vigilant. The Committee had first assembl-
ed at a monastery in Thingangyun, but the abbot drove them out
saying they would bring nothing but trouble. Thakins Ba Sein, Tun
Oke, Nyi, Aye, Khin Maung, Chit Tin and others were at the
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meeting. They deliberated deep into the night. When the meeting
broke, the Committee had decided, with one mind, that foreign
contacts must be found in the search for foreign aid.

The other faction of Thakins met in May 1940 in Tharrawaddy
where the Saya San rebellion had started. They proclaimed that
they would struggle towards the goal of Burma’s independence.
As the Sinn Fein had seen opportunity for the Irish cause in
Britain’s troubles during World War I, so now the Thakins de-
clared that Britain’s difficulty was Burma’s opportunity. The leaders
then dispersed to take the resolution to the people and mobilize
them for the struggle.

2

The Government adopted the traditional tactic of putting away
the young revolutionary politicians in jail, while appeasing the
older politicians with promise of more privileges for them and
constitutional reforms for the country. The tactic did not succeed
against the rising tides. There seemed to be no end of young
Thakins to jail; when one was locked up, two appeared to take
his place. “Our mothers brought us forth, the jails bring us up,
the living is indeed easy,” they cheered as they went on their way
to enjoy the hospitality of the Government.

The older politicians in the House and the Cabinet joined hearti-
ly in the suppression of the Thakin movement. The “young
upstarts” made them feel uncomfortable. U Saw even saw it fit to
employ his Galon Army to break up meetings of the Dobama Asi-
ayone by force. But the older politicians too had to justify their
existence. In the House, therefore, they moved their resolutions
calling for definite word from His Majesty’s Government that
Burma would be established in dominion status after the war.
Such word was not forthcoming, and even the old politicians began
to grumble.

Thakins Aung San, Than Tun and a few others made a tour of
India in March, 1940, meeting leaders of the Indian National
Congress. Before leaving on the trip Aung San worked through
the night drafting a statement to explain the origin and purpose of
the Dobama Asi-ayone. This statement, copies of which were dis-
tributed along the way, was later adopted by the Working Com-

§
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mittee of Dobama Asi-ayone of which he was general secretary,
and published as its manifesto.

“We stand,” the manifesto explained, “for complete mdepen—
dence of Burma (including the areas excluded under the Govern-
ment of Burma Act, 1935) from the present imperialist domina-
tion and exploitation and for the introduction of a free, indepen-
dent people’s democratic Republic . . . .” One of the basic princi-
ples of the Republic would be “democratic dictatorship of the
proletariat and peasantry.” Emancipation of the workers; “radical
agrarian programmes providing for abolition of landlordism, free
distribution of lands to middle and poor peasants with a\view to
ultimate nationalization and mechanization of all lands;” ngtionaﬂ
zation of all lands, forest, waterways, railways, mines, heavy in-
dustries, banks, etc., were to be definite goals in the economic field
in the new Republic. Socially, there would be equal rights and
opportunities for women, freedom of conscience and religious
worship for all citizens, free universal education with special care
for the moral, cultural and social elevation of the youth; cultural
autonomy for all minorities; equality of all before law, irrespec-
tive of race, religion or sex.

The Asi-ayone also felt the need to define its foreign policy as
“Burma and the world form one organic link.” Surveying the
European scene, the manifesto noted that “the Soviet Union alone
is the constant and consistent supporter of human freedom.” It
then went on to proclaim: “We shall have no truck with any ideo-
logy that actually crushes other people’s freedom and interest. We
cannot contemplate even for one moment the question of parti-
cipation in the present imperialist war for the freedom of another
country so long as we are not allowed freedom of action in such
matter. We stand for friendly and businesslike relations with any
foreign nation, especially with those in our neighbourhood and the
Far East in all possible matters.” Finally, imperialism was de-
nounced “for it fostered war which meant death and distress to
countless millions. It entails the enslavement, poverty and death
of several millions; we shall therefore strive for the speedy end of
the war and shall strive to liberate the whole humanity from every
form of oppression and exploitation.”

“We reject the present constitution,” the manifesto declared,
and “demand that a Constituent Assembly be convened by the
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people of Burma to frame up their own constitution by their own
delegates.” The Constituent Assembly, it was pointed out, would
spring “not from the stars above but from the people below. The
people will create it out of the furnace of their own revolutionary
experiences. We make no mistake about ourselves and our de-
mands. We shall forge mass sanction to secure our ends. This
is the main kernel of our strategy.”

One hundred thousand members would be enrolled, the mani-
festo proclaimed, “in order to strengthen our Asi-ayone as an
impregnable democratic bulwark of the workers, peasants and
the rest of the toiling population.” Enlistment of more volunteers
for the Bama Letyone (‘Arm of Burma’ or the ‘Army of the
People’), and intensive training and selection of cadres for the
coming struggle were to be some of the immediate tasks. “We
invite through this manifesto the co-operation and sacrifice of our
enterprising youth.” '

“Within our organization all are welcome—Socialists, Com-
munists, nationalists, if they accept and work our policy of anti-
imperialist struggle for freedom. Our Asi-ayone is a potential
democratic front of all the people in Burma.” It was explained
that the Asi-ayone was not a Communist organization. Not one of
those who levelled the charge that it was could say, the manifesto
countered, what Communism meant. “It is the ‘Red Menace’ all
over again. Ours is not a Communist, but a freedom fighting body
in the present phase of our country’s history. However, unlike the
reactionaries and vested interests, we are not alarmed by the
‘Spectre of Communism’.”?

That was a powerful manifesto, rather wordy, but strong in
ideal and enthusiasm. It was a far cry from the prayerful resolu-
tions of the GCBA, the carefully couched resolutions debated in
the Legislature to be adopted finally in diluted forms. The differ-
ence in tone and temper between those prayers and resolutions
and the manifesto and the demands of the Dobama Asi-ayone in-
dicated not merely that the younger men were more hot-blooded
or impulsive. It showed that the people themselves impatiently
demanded clear, ringing words, with decisive action to follow.
The young Thakins, with all their revolutionary fire, occasionally

1The manifesto is reprinted in full in The Guardian magazine, Jan.,
1959.
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got a rap or two from an impatient public. “The Dobama Asi-
ayone should do something more than make speeches and hold
demonstrations,” reminded the New Light of Burma, in its issue
of May 31, 1940.

Thakin Aung San addressed a political meeting at Zalun in
Henzada district on June 1. Mr. D. W. Xavier, the district
superintendent of police, after reading the stenographic notes of
the speech, decided that action for sedition would be justified. A
warrant of arrest was issued. A reward of Rs. 5 was offered to
anyone who could provide information leading to the arr%r;)f the
wanted man. The small reward was insult added to injury, Ko
Hla Maung, president of the RUSU thought, and he wrote: to the
editor of the Rangoon Gazette, expressing his indignation. The
Gazette published the letter.

Dr Ba Maw, the Dictator of the Freedom Bloc, lost his freedom

on July 26, when he was arrested on charges of sedition. He was
tried in Mandalay. He sat through the trial, grandly displaying
disinterest, walking out occasionally to address the crowd that
had gathered outside the courtroom. The sentence was a year in
jail.
) U Saw, minister for forests in the Cabinet led by U Pu, decided
that his time to take over the supreme leadership had arrived. He
resigned from office, crossed the floor and tabled a no-confidence
motion against his Chief of 30 minutes ago. The motion was
carried. U Pu’s government fell. U Saw became premier. The
Cabinet was reshuffled. A few ministers, like Sir Paw Tun who
was almost a fixture in every Cabinet formed under the new con-
stitution, remained. But U Saw was the boss.

U Saw sent several older politicians to jail: U Ba Pe, his men-
tor, U Ba U of Mandalay and U Ba Thi. The joke in town was
that U Saw was not fond of people who had “Ba” in their names.

The Thakins went to jail in their scores and hundreds. Thakins
Nu, Soe, Than Tun, Wa Tin and others from the one faction, and
Thakins Nyi, Khin Maung, and several others from the “Ba Sein-
Tun Oke” group. The Defence of Burma Act and Rules gave the
Executive large powers of preventive detention. The formality
of judicial trial could be dispensed with. All that was needed was
to find the “subversives” and put them away.

The situation drove the young Thakins to search harder for
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foreign contacts. They must evade arrest and go underground to
organize, or get out of the country while they could. Or else, like
stags at bay, they would be picked off one by one, until the whole
movement was broken up and confined in so many jails scatter-
ed far and wide over the country.

3

Thakin Shu Maung kept working at his post office job for as long
as he could. The position held out certain advantages. He could
discreetly check the mail and the telegrams to discover what the
police were up to and then warn his comrades. His intelligence
sense was keen. The job also provided a good listening post. What
he saw and heard were sometimes of great value to the “Ba Sein-
Tun Oke” faction of the Dobama Asi-ayone which started out
early to establish foreign contacts.

Not at his job alone, but at his usual haunts also, Thakin Shu
Maung picked up useful information. The Turf Club was the
gathering ground of so many people, and there his ears were
pricked not for racing tips only. He would also go round and ask
his friends, who were working in different government offices, for
the latest news.

Thakins Chit Tin and Shu Maung would sometimes post them-
selves unobtrusively on Prome Road and take notes of the govern-
ment cars that passed. By sight, or by the number that it bore, they
could soon tell the ownership of a motor-car and even, to some
extent, its mission of the moment. They did better with some cars.
They made friends of the drivers, such as Ko Ba Chit who drove
police commissioner Prescott’s car, and found out where their
masters spent the night before—usually at the Clubs, sometimes
at emergency meetings.

Then there were the hiding places to organize, for the police
hunt was getting hotter daily, and many of the comrades had to
be lying low. The stables of horse-owner U Po We, father of Ko
San Maung, a friend; a rented room on the 4th floor of a 29th
Street building; the homes of trusted friends, such as Thein Aung
of Bengalizu, or Ko Aye Maung with whom he had shared an
apartment for many months; such were the places which Thakin
Shu Maung kept in use, always a jump ahead of the police. His
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friends suspected that Shu Maung was up to something, but they
did not ask. If they did, he would not have told, for he was quiet,
tight-lipped, well capable of holding secrets. He was not the kind
of young politician who had to go round the town, carrying a
Shan bag stuffed with papers, telling friends he was engaged in
highly secret political work.

Keeping Thakin Ba Sein in hiding involved a lot of hard work.
He had to be kept fully supplied with his physical needs—which
were many. Sometimes Thakin Shu Maung would take %e food
to him, and a concealed bottle of brandy—*“Bisquit” brandy be-
ing Ba Sein’s favourite. Sometimes, Thakin Chit Tin would go, or
Thakin Khin Maung, for the same man going too often would
attract notice. Thakinma Daw Khin Khin could slip in now and
then, but not too often, for her going there might give her hus-
band’s presence away. Being away from her too long made Thakin
Ba Scin lonesome, and that too had to be taken care of.

The “Ba Sein-Tun Oke” faction of the Dobama Asi-ayone set
out early to look for foreign contacts, and the strongest possibility
they found was Japan. They thought of Siam (Thailand), but
there was only a mild interest at that end, and that only among
adventurers. China was in the throes of civil war. After a flirtation
with Marxism, Thakin Ba Sein had become more intensely
nationalistic, more impressed with the power of the dictatorships
of Hitler and Mussolini. A total war waged with the wielding of
total power, that he thought was the sure cure for Burma’s ills.
The other Thakin group was talking a lot about Marxism and
Socialism; so, to be different, Thakin Ba Sein talked more about
nationalism and power. Forge a free nation first from the fire of
war, then there would be time enough to construct the new society
for the people. To this goal Japan seemed to offer the shortest
road. Besides, it was easier to get Japanese contacts. A small
Japanese community lived in Rangoon; its members were dentists,
doctors, photographers, traders, all very polite, always smiling,
good-mannered, bowing greetings and gratitude, ready to listen.

Thakin Ba Sein always preferred the direct approach, the frontal
attack. He started talking to the dentists, first about teeth, then
about politics. Some of the dentists grinned blankly, some showed
a glimmer of interest. Dr Kokubu, who had a clinic on Barr Street,
reacted positively to approaches. Thakin Aung Than, a fast fellow
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who had friends everywhere, served as a link between the dentist
and the inner circle of the “Ba Sein-Tun Oke” group; Thakin Chit
Tin was later assigned to go along with Thakin Aung Than to
make things doubly sure. Kokubu, it turned out was a retired
officer of the Japanese navy on the reserve list, or on active
special duty nobody could be sure. The Navy was interested in
getting to know nationalist groups in Southeast Asia who needed
foreign aid in their struggle for freedom. Japan was planning to
build the Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere, with the catch-
ing slogan “Asia for the Asians!” Aiding the nationalist groups
with arms—supplied stealthily by sea—could be a good invest-
ment. When these groups came to power in their new nations,
they would be more favourably inclined to join the Co-prosperity
Sphere as willing partners. The first thoughts of Kokubu, the de-
partment of the Japanese Navy which worked on those special
operations, and those in the seats of power in Tokyo who had
given their nod to the operations, were probably on those lines
only. An all-out war waged by Japanese arms to the furthest
frontiers, with a long drawn-out and expensive occupation to fol-
low, was not, it may be conjectured, in the minds of the Japanese
planners. So indeed thought Thakin Ba Sein and his comrades
who negotiated with the agents in Rangoon.

Kokubu introduced another dentist friend, Mr. Hatanaga, to
Thakin Ba Sein. One night in June, 1940, around 10 p.m., a
meeting of the conspirators was held in an upstairs room of
Jubilee Hall. This Hall, a heap of monstrous red-brick masonry,
had been raised to commemorate the Golden Jubilee of Queen
Victoria’s reign. Weddings were celebrated there; public meetings
were held there. The GCBA had convened a meeting there to
protest on the “shoe question”. Receptions for U Ottama had been
held there by the political parties which contested the elections
of 1936. The Jubilee Hall, therefore had its history, and its many
varied uses. But never before, as far as it could be known, had
it served as a meeting place for conspirators who were bent on
the overthrow of British power with the aid of foreign arms. The
choice of the Hall as rendezvous was not made for symbolic rea-
sons. It only happened that the caretaker of the Hall happened to
be Thakin Aung Than’s father, and it was considered safe to use
its facilities. 2
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Thakins Ba Sein, Tun Oke, Chit Tin, Aung Than and Khin
Maung were among those present. Kokubu and Hatanaga were
there. The Burmese expressed their expectations, and the Japanese
made their suggestions. Rangoon, it was suggested, was a rather
unhealthy place for this kind of work; the British were on sharp
watchout and did not view the activities with any great favour.
Let a few leaders of the Ba Sein group slip across into Siam; there,
friends would welcome them. ,

The meeting gave heart to the group. Now they werd getting
somewhere. Thakin Khin Maung had a nephew named Hla\ Maung
who had established residence in Siam. It was a relatively simple
matter to change the photographs in the passport to enable Thakin
Ba Sein to travel as Hla Maung. Arrangements for the trip had to
be carefully made. Thakin Ba Sein was a wanted man. His face
and figure were difficult to disguise. The journey was therefore
planned in stages, to be made by car, and by boat, until the
border was reached. After several weeks of preparation, Thakin
Chit Tin and Thakin Ba Sein started out by road early October,
leaving families and friends behind, venturing into the unknown.

Slowly the two made their way, stopping with trusted friends,
taking secluded paths through the jungle, travelling by canoe at
night. Near the border, Thakin Chit Tin left his friend and turned
back. Thakin Ba Sein was on his own, but nothing should go wrong
now, for the worst part of the journey was over.

But at the border Thakin Ba Sein was arrested. Someone, the
group in Rangoon concluded when they heard of the arrest, must
have betrayed him. Thakin Ba Sein had the presence of mind to
get rid of a letter of introduction given him by the Japanese agents
in Rangoon, before the police unerringly searched his wallet in
which he had hidden the letter. After a quick trial he was sen-
tenced to a year’s imprisonment for attempting to use a forged
passport.

A round-up of the “Ba Sein-Tun Oke” group followed. Thakin
Chit Tin was put away in jail at Moulmein, later to be moved to
Insein. Thakin Tun Oke went into hiding, as did Thakin Khin
Maung and those who could disappear fast enough. The rest land-
ed in jail. Thakin Shu Maung, whose job at the post office provid-
ed a convenient cover, at last felt advised to resign and return
home for a time. He had not been home for some time. News of
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him, of his leaving college, his living an apparently aimless life,
had first angered, then saddened Daw Mi Lay, the mother. His
father, U Po Kha, and his uncle, U Chit Khine, had occasionally
gone to Rangoon to reason with him, but only once or twice were
they able to run him down to one of his many hideouts. U Po
Kha, more an elder brother than a father to his boys, so friendly
was he, broke into tears when they met.

Daw Mi Lay, it was said, broke her heart over what she looked
upon as the loss of her Shu Maung. She never quite recovered.
When he went back to Paungdale, she had been dead a year or
two. Only memories of her, indelible memories, remained.

4

Keji Suzuki, a colonel of the Japanese imperial army, arrived in
Rangoon in May, 1940, in the guise of a correspondent for the
Y omiuri newspaper. Two Japanese came with him: Mitzuru Sugii,
businessman and part-time member of the Koain (a Japanese
agency engaged in research on Asian affairs), and Inao Misutani,
who was with the Manchu Railway Company. These two, and
Takeshi Higuchi were recruited to the Minami Kikan by Suzuki
in Shanghai.

Suzuki also took on the honorary duties of general secretary of
the Japan-Burma Friendship Association. His task was to study the
lay of the political land and establish useful contacts. The task
was given him by the planners in Tokyo. It was also, in part,
self-imposed, for Suzuki, a veteran of the China campaigns, a
specialist on Southeast Asian problems, had dreams of his own for
the expansion of Japanese power into the region. It was not, how-
ever, conquest that he dreamed of. His dreams were more noble—
they were for the liberation of the subject Asian people, and their
willing entry into the Co-prosperity Sphere of which the Emperor
of Japan was the benevolent father.

Suzuki moved fast, skillfully avoiding the British secret ser-
vice, yet meeting people who mattered for his work. U Saw sent
for him and asked if Japan would give material assistance in
Burma’s fight for freedom. “He mentioned the type of aid he
envisaged,” Suzuki recalled, “arms, aeroplanes, money, and I made
a quick calculation in my mind, and found the figures fantastic. 1
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told U Saw that I was only a newspaper reporter, and he should
discuss the matter at higher levels, perhaps with the Japanese
Consul.”

The Japan-Burma Friendship Association was a good place for
meeting people, and there Suzuki met and made friends with Dr
Thein Maung, an associate of Dr Ba Maw. The Japanese residents
also gave “useful information” to Suzuki. “There was U Nagai,
the Japanese Buddhist monk,” he said, “whose monastery in
Kamayut was a good meeting place. Mr. Oba, the chief| of the
Japanese trade bureau, and Mr. Kokubu. Nagai was arregted by
the police later on, and the Japanese Consul ordered me td leave
as things were getting too hot, but I remained for some months.”

Suzuki did not meet the Thakin leaders of either faction. Many
of them were already in jail, or in hiding. But he decided, on in-
formation he could gather, that they could be his most promising
clients. The Thakins, specially those of the Aung San group,
were widely regarded as Communists, and this put Suzuki off a
little. One school of thought among the Burmese nationalists,
noted Suzuki, looked to China or Russia for aid; the other placed
its hopes in Japan, but that other school was a minority. “I want-
ed Japan to help,” he said, “and we could do that by sending
arms. But the Burmese had no military experience, and we would
have to train some of their young leaders, and as that could not
be done in Burma the thing to do was to smuggle the young men
to Japan,™

Where to look for aid was, for Thakins Soe, Than Tun, Ba
Hein, Saya Chit, Saya Tun Shwe, and their comrades, a question
not merely of practical importance, but of deep ideological mean-
ing also. The question called for much soul-searching, and provok-
ed heated debates in jails, outside jails. Some wanted to fight
Japan—whose entry into the war and advent to Burma were ex-
pected—even if it meant fighting alongside, instead of against, the
British. The settlement of accounts with the British could be done
after the war. There were other young nationalists who considered
fighting alongside the British a betrayal of the cause. They would
fight the Japanese invader—for they were staunchly anti-Fascist
—but would also take on the British colonialists too. With what?
That, they could not say. The others were eager to receive

2 Keji Suzuki (Bo Mogyoe) in Aung San of Burma, p. 54.
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Japanese aid—for aid from other sources was nowhere in prospect.
If the Japanese stayed out of the country, well and good. If they
chose to come in, they could be humoured with some concessions
——a small price to pay for the vital aid they extended at the crucial
moment.

The debate went on right up to the time the Japanese armies
marched in. Then the situation took on a new complexion, and
other practical and philosophical problems arose. Till the occupa-
tion became a reality, however, the debate engaged the attention
of the nationalist groups almost as much as the organization of
revolutionary activities. Thakin Ba Hein, the student leader who
had attained prominence in the march of the oilfield workers, spent
the evenings sub-editing the New Light of Burma, and the nights
with the “Burma Revolutionary Party” (BRP), plotting and pre-
paring for the coming showdown. A literary man, with artistic
taste and curly hair, Ba Hein was a confirmed Marxist. He led
the group which wanted to take on both the Japanese and the
British. Thakin Mya, a Socialist, with seat in the House of Re-
presentatives, was the elder statesman of the BRP. A mild-manner-
¢d man, Thakin Mya could also be tough. He and Hla Maung once
tried to cross the border over jungle paths into Siam, but without
success. Saya Chit ran a co-operative store in Yegyaw and a net-
work of activities which ranged from publishing a paper, Burma’s
Revolution, to conducting classes in ideology and courses in small
arms training, and preparing suitable young men for special mis-
sions in the country or outside. Ba Swe of Tavoy, assigned to or-
ganize the students of Rangoon University, Kyaw Nyein who
worked during the day as appraiser in the Customs departm:nt
and Saya Tun Shwe, were among the top leaders of the BRP.
Young members, wearing assumed names, went about their assign-
ed tasks with great seriousness.

Thakin Nu, who wanted to write plays and poetry, took a detach-
ed view of the plans for violence. He spoke for the cause, earned
a jail sentence, and went in to muse. Thakin Soe taught Marxism-
Leninism to the young Thakins in jail; Thakin Nu taught English
and lectured on Shakespeare and sex. Thakin Soe translated
Marxist books, wrote Burma’s Revolution, and theses on the
coming struggle. Thakin Nu finished a few plays in jail. Thakin Ba
Sein, when he joined the Thakins of the rival camp in the same
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jail ward, amused himself by baiting Thakin Soe on his Com-
munism. “It’s easy to become a Communist, my friend,” he told
a young disciple of Thakin Soe, “all you have to do is denounce
Buddhism and call the monks bad names.” The taunt, meant for
Soe, effectively stung him. In a rage Soe went to have it out with
Ba Sein, whose coolness angered him even more. Frustrated in
his attempts to beat up his tormentor, Thakin Soe kept raving and
roaring for some time.® ;
Thakin Aung San, with Mr. Xavier’s warrant of arrest after him,
had no intention of languishing in jail in that decisive period. He
had proposed to his comrades that time had come to step up mass
activities, culminating in guerrilla war. “In this plan I did foresee
the possibility of an invasion of Burma by Japan,” he later wrote,
“but I thought we could forestall the Japanese, set up our indepen-
dent state and negotiate with the Japanese before they entered. If
we could not stop them coming in, we would launch a resistance
movement.” The plan, however, did not appeal very much “to
many of my comrades because our middle class origins made us
hesitant to make bold decisions and follow up boldly. We might
talk big, and we might feel impatient with the masses. But most of
us did not really believe in the effectiveness of mass action. Thus,
I was asked by my colleagues how we could wage guerrilla war
without arms, and my answer was that we should be able to find
arms if even the dacoits in Burma could. I was not able to con-
vince my friends, though. So we decided to send someone out of
Burma to seek assistance, and as I was the leading exponent of the
plan, that someone had to be me.” )
Dr Ba Maw sent word about the offer of aid from Japanese
sources at this time. “After some hesitation, we accepted,” recalled
Aung San, “but the Japanese, on their part, did not seem too
keen to go ahead. Later, we heard that they were rather suspicious
of us, thinking we were Communists. We could not wait till the
Japanese made their decision. I slipped out to China with the
assignment from my friends to do what I thought was best for
Burma.”*
* To Amoy by Chinese cargo boat Hai Lee his friends arranged
for Aung San and another comrade to go, after attempts to get

3 Thakin Tin Mya, In the Socialist Life, (in Burmese), Vol. I, p. 299.
4 Aung San in Aung San of Burma, p. 32.
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other transportation to mainland China had failed. From Amoy,
it was hoped, the two comrades might make their way inland and
perhaps get in touch with the Communist Eighth Route Army,
whose exploits were heard of in Rangoon, or even the Chinese
Nationalist Forces, whose leader Chiang Kaishek had spoken of-
ten in support of nationalist movements in Asia.

On August 8, 1940, Hai Lee sailed away from Rangoon for
Amoy, carrying on board two young men who gave their names
as Tan Luan Shaung and Tan Su Taung. They were Aung San
and Hla Myaing of Syriam, set on a bold adventure, driven by no
less an ambition than to win Burma’s freedom. They had no
friends in Amoy. Hla Myaing had never been out of Burma be-
fore, while the farthest from home that Aung San had been to was
Calcutta and Bombay. All they had was their determination, and
200 rupees between the two which was all that their comrades
could raise.

5

Thakin Shu Maung was in from the start on the activities of his
group and the Japanese agents. Not all the members of the Asi-
ayone, nor even all those who were in Rangoon, were party, for
police surveillance was increasing. The arrest of Thakin Ba Sein
at the Siamese border was also a clear signal to the few who work-
ed together that disloyalty could breed even within the smallest,
closest circle.

The plan, as it later developed, was to send young men to Japan
for military training, so that when time came they could return to
Burma with arms and skill to lead the rising. The road to Japan
was to be across Siam, through Bangkok where agents would wait.
Young men of education and ability, seriousness of purpose and
willingness to sacrifice, were marked out and kept ready. All that
was needed was a surer entry into Siam and more reliable transit
arrangements there.

Two young men, Thakins Kyaw Sein and Thit, had been sent
once into Siam. Their instructions were to pick up a quarrel with
the Siamese police and land themselves in'the police lock-up.
There, in privacy, they must give the code words, “SK., SK.,
Itoda,” and things would begin to move, all would be well. The
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men went, managed to slip across, provoked a fight with the
police, arrived at the police station, uttered the code words, and
drew a blank. It was the wrong place. The men had to use all their
cunning to get back across the border and to Rangoon.

Thakin Aung Than slipped across, shortly after Thakin Ba Sein
was arrested. He got through, but for some time there was no
word from him or about him. For many weeks there was nothing
to do for Thakin Nyi, still at large at the time, Thakins Khin
Maung, Shu Maung, and comrades, but anxiously wait, alY play
the hide and seek game with the police. '

Thakin Shu Maung was one of those who had been choen to
go to Japan. He wanted to go. Here was the adventure he had
been waiting for. Friends and he had planned during college days
to go to Bangkok in search of adventure; Thakin Nyi had then
thwarted them. Now the adventure would be bigger, the goals
larger. Thakin Nyi himself urged his nephew to go. They discussed
the prospects calmly, leaving out the sentiments and the heroics.
The mission was not a sure thing, anything could happen, even
death. But man dies, and if Shu Maung must die, it would be be-
cause his time was up, and what better way could be found than
dying in a brave cause? On the other hand chances of success were
not too bad. “Say, they are better than a sporting chance, a gambl-
ing chance,” the uncle said to the nephew, “and if you win, you
will be a leader of the national army of independent Burma. We
shall need a strong army; you can have a hand in building it.” The
younger man did not need persuasion; he had already decided.
He did not dream up a great role for himself as liberator of the
country, or leader of a revolutionary army. Here, he decided, was
a job to do, and he wanted to do it.

Ko Kyi, a horse-trainer, brought a message one day to Daw
Khin Khin. A Burmese fugitive in Mesauk, he said, had delivered
a letter for her. The man who received the letter, finding the situa-
tion on the Burmese side of the border rather unsafe, had left the
letter hidden away and passed on the word as to where to find it.
Daw Khin Khin took the word to Thakin Khin Maung who, after
carefully checking the story, sent Thakin Kyaw Sein to collect the
letter. Within a few days it arrived, blank, and suspecting that there
was more in it than the eye could see, Thakin Khin Maung took it
in the night to the home of the Japanese Consul-General in Halpin
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Road. Mr. Homa, the Consul, held up the letter against the flame
of a candle, and read the meassage which was in Japanese. It
urged the Burmese comrades to send the young men, and the
Japanese agents to help them get away.

Once more the Burmese got busy. The Japanese too were morc
decisive this time, and promised to arrange sea passages for the
young patriots. Thakins Khin Maung, San Thein, Thet She, Hla
Maung, Daw Khin Khin and the leaders of the group who talked
with the Japanese sought assurances that they were sincere in their
intentions to help Burma win her independence. Homa and Yusono
of the Japanese Consulate-General’s office nodded their heads
violently in emphatic assurance. They suggested that perhaps
somebody of Thakin Khin Maung’s standing, or Thakin Tun
Oke’s, should go along to Tokyo, move about in government cir-
cles to negotiate, while the young men trained for war. The
Burmese thought that was an excellent idea, and Thakin Tun Oke,
who was anxious to stay out of jail, was considered an excellent
choice. Thakin Tun Oke was then in hiding in a village; Daw
Khin Khin went out to inform him and bring him back to Kamayut.

Thakin Shu Maung, his friends noticed, became more secretive.
To those who were close he spoke of a noble future for the coun-
try. Time had come, he also said, to do or die. One day, Thakin
Shu Maung went and bought a suit of European clothes, which
surprised his friends for he had always dressed in Burmese. “I'm
going upcountry to smuggle opium,” he explained. Puzzled, half-
believing, his friends saw him a few days later, dressed in those
clothes in which he looked different, hail a rickshaw and ride away.

A Japanese cargo vessel, the Kouryu Maru lay in anchor in the
Rangoon harbour that month of July, 1941. Japanese ships which
called at Rangoon were getting fewer. The situation in the region
was becoming more tense. Japan was angry about the Burma-
China Road. The British were suspicious of Japanese designs.
Several members of the Japanese community in Rangoon, dentists
—including Mr. Kokubu—traders, photographers, and U Nagai—
the bonze who used to walk the streets beating a small drum—
bad been deported. Kouryu Maru was one of the last of the
Japanese ships to call, and the agents had instructed Thakin Tun
Oke and his comrades to board it.

Thakins Tun Khin and Kyaw Sein, boarding first, disguised ac-
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cording to instructions, were mistaken for thieves by the ship’s
guards. An alarm was sent up, and the two comrades had to run
for it. They arrived back in Kamayut, panting, with their pants on,
but minus their wristwatches which they had dropped on the ship
in the flight.

Thakin Tun Oke, instructed to take a sampan into the river, and
climb up the ship by a rope ladder, came back to report that he
could not find the ship.

Reports and complaints made to Mr. Homa resulted i better
boarding arrangements. All that the comrades had to do naw was
dress up as sailors and go up the gangway, each carrying a bunch
of bananas in one hand and an umbrella in the other.'Each
comrade was also given a number which he must shout out on
going up. Thakin Shu Maung’s was number. 7.

To make sure that Thakin Tun Oke found the ship all right
this time, Thakin Khin Maung sent him off in style in the car used
by Mr. Prescott, the police commissioner. The driver, Ko Ba Chit,
whose friendship had been cultivated over the years, was told that
a Chinese opium smuggler had to make a getaway from the coun-
try. Thakin Tun Oke, on his part, was told to keep his lips sealed
on the drive to the harbour.

One by one, the comrades boarded the ship. The arrangements
were improved when one of the ship’s Japanese officers had the
brainwave to show some nice pictures of naked girls to the police
and the customs staff who were checking arrivals at the top of the
gangway. The photographs were more exciting than the arrivals,
and when Thakin Shu Maung went up, he did not even have to
call out his number, he was passed in.

Below the deck, by many flights of stairs, the comrades were
taken down quickly, deep into the bowels of the ship, to a hot
steaming room close to the engine. It was a small room, so small,
so low, they could neither stand up nor lic down together. A small
bucket in a corner of the room was for the toilet. The ventilation
was so poor, it was hard to breathe after a while. As the hours
passed, many of the men grew faint or ill.

Six members of the “Ba Sein-Tun Oke” Dobama Asi-ayone
boarded the ship: Thakins Tun Oke, Shu Maung, Kyaw Sein,
Ngwe, Thit and Tun Khin. In the room, down below, they met
five other Burmese who, they found out on inquiry, were mem-
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bers of the other faction of the Asi-ayone. The five were Thakins
San Hlaing, Tun Lwin, Than Nyun, Maung Maung, and Hla. It
was a matter of surprise to the members of either group that the
other was also in on the mission. But they were glad to be together
on the lonely voyage. They came from two factions of the Asi-
ayone; they had been practically rivals. Now they were on the same
ship, bound for the same destination, striving towards the same
goal of Burma’s freedom. When they came aboard they were six,
and they were five. Now they were eleven and united as one.

6

Thakins Aung San and Hla Myaing were in Amoy for nearly three
months. The police occasionally questioned them, and once they
had to bribe their way out of threatened imprisonment. They took
up lodgings in a small hotel, paying Rs. 4 per day for the room.
They could not travel into mainland China. Amoy bristled with
smugglers and spies, but they could not establish contacts which
might be useful for their purpose. Their money quickly ran
out and Aung San wrote to friends in Burma for more. The friends
were scared, for Aung San’s handwriting could be recognized by
the police. Tun Ohn, Ba Gyan, T. K. Boon, and others, who had
started a successful *Varsity Co-operative Stores, raised the money
and remitted it by telegraphic money order.

The BRP—or rather those few of the group who managed to
remain at large—spoke to Dr Thein Maung about the two com-
rades in Amoy. Dr Thein Maung, in turn, spoke to Suzuki. “In
September,” the latter recalled, “Dr Thein Maung came to see
me. He showed me pictures of Aung San and Hla Myaing, said
they had slipped out and reached Amoy, and Dr Thein Maung
and his friends wanted me to arrange for them to get to Tokyo.
I left Rangoon on the 3rd October, and stopped in Bangkok for
a few days to make arrangements with the Japanese military at-
tache for young Burmese who might slip across the borders on
their way to Japan. Then I flew to Taipeh, and visited the Japanese
Army headquarters where I asked a friend, Colonel Tanaka, to
send one of his reliable officers to Amoy to contact Aung San.
Tanaka co-operated, and thus Aung San turned up in Tokyo.”®

% Keji Suzuki, in Aung San of Burma, p. 56.

6



82 Burma and General Ne Win

On November 12, 1940, a blowy day which indicated that an
early winter was on the way, Aung San and Hla Myaing landed
at the Haneda airport, dressed in their summer clothes. Suzuki met
them, and took good care of them. “Two or three days later,”
Aung San wrote in an autobiography which he did not live to
finish, “he took us to a country hotel, where he asked us if we
would like to take a woman. We were abashed at that—I was up
to that time a hundred per cent bachelor—and we replied, No.
Suzuki said: ‘You needn’t be shy, It is nothing, no more than
taking a bath. There’s a woman’s quarter here.” We thahked him
but declined to enjoy ourselves in this manner, and I ask
‘Is it their intention to demoralise us first?’ ” '

Doubts remained on both sides throughout the following weeks.
Suzuki and his associates wanted to test the sincerity of Aung San
and his friends in Burma; Aung San on his part wanted to know
how sincere the Japanese were. “They wanted to know why I went
out to China,” Aung San recalled, “whether I was a Communist,
and what attitude we had towards their China policy. I replied that
[ went to China seeking help; that I did not believe in imposing any
foreign system on a country, and we wanted to study all systems
and adapt them to our needs; we had serious objections to Com-
munism, though we were impressed with its planned economy.
Regarding their China policy, my reply was that we were more
concerned with our struggle, and looked upon those who opposed
our foes as our friends. I did not think the Japanese were satisfied
with my answers, and they continued to watch and study me with
some suspicion.”®

Colonel Suzuki and associates were at first free-lance adven-
turers who had the unofficial blessing of the Army or the Navy
in which they held their commissions. They drew from different
sources for funds. When they ran short, they dug deep into their
own pockets, or sold their things. They also enlisted the support
of big business. The Daitoa Shipping Company, whose directors
were one evening invited to dine with Suzuki and the Minami
Kikan, pledged their full support in getting the young Burmese over
to Japan. Several businessmen placed their country houses at the
disposal of the group for use as transit camps. The Navy was to
provide training facilities. The Minami Kikan received more open

¢ Aung San of Burma, p. 34.

myself,
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support from the High Command of the imperial forces later on,
and Suzuki was appointed its chief.

Mr. Sugii and Thakin Aung San were sent back to Rangoon in
March, 1941, by a cargo ship which called at Bassein. They went
disguised as pursers; Aung San wore false teeth which, he hoped,
would put the police off. From Bassein Aung San made his way
to Rangoon where, after some searching, he found the comrades
of the BRP. Thakin Chit found a hideout in Thingangyun for a
secret gathering of the clan. “One Japanese officer who called
himself Mr. Minami Waka, was with Aung San,” wrote Bo Let
Ya, “we were eager for news and Aung San did not disappoint us.
He said that understandings had been reached with the Japanese
who would support our rising with arms and money, but would
not, themselves invade Burma. To get us ready for the rising, the
Japanese would train our young leaders in military camps abroad,
and we must select and send them by land and by sea. We accept-
ed the plans; we had no choice, and we were all agreed that
British power could only be ousted by force. It was a long night
for us, and when we had finished talking, we fell into the deep
sleep of the fulfilled.”?

Thakins Hla Pe, Ba Gyan and Aye Maung, and Ko Tun Shein
of the RUSU accompanied Aung San and Sugii when they sailed
back on March 10. In the next few weeks Thakins Shwe, Tun
Shwe, Tin Aye, Than Tin, Saw Lwin and Soe, and Ko Aung
Thein, a member of the students’ Steel Corps, got away in one
batch. In the next went Ko Hla Maung of the RUSU, Thakins San
Mya and Khin Maung U. Thakins Aung Than and Than Tin of
the “Ba Sein-Tun Oke” faction were able to cross into Siam and
find their way to Tokyo. Ko Saung, resident in Tokyo, was adopt-
ed as one of the members of the now legendary “Thirty Com-
rades”. The eleven who left by the Kouryu Maru were the last
batch.

The Minami Kikan wanted more young Burmese to come out
to the training camps. Thakin Khin Maung and friends select-
ed 30 young men, or more. The arrangements were to take them
out, in one group if possible, in a big Burmese sailing boat from
Pyapon. On the high seas, just beyond the territorial limits of

TBo Let Ya, in Aung San of Burma, p. 44.
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British power, a Japanese ship was to wait for them. But the mon-
soon came; the seas became rough. Thus the plan was struck down
by the storms.

7

Several steaming, uncomfortable, anxious hours passed in the
engine room of the Kouryu Maru before the ship evertually set
sail. Thakin Shu Maung, tall and lean, took off his shirt as he
profusely sweated. The ship’s doctor came down often tojdo what
he could for the comrades. Food was brought down in trays: fried
bacon and eggs, steak done Japanese style with plenty of sugar;
but few could eat. Mr. Mitzutani of the Minami Kikan, a veteran
of the China wars whose body was scarred all over, was in charge
of the operation and he treated the men as precious cargo. There
was no lack of attention, but not a sound, it was warned, must be
made in the cngine room, until the checking on the decks was
done. “Let’s sail as quickly as possible,” Thakin Shu Maung urged
an officer of the ship who came to visit, “if we must die we would
rather die outside Burma’s waters.”

At last, on July 8 the ship could leave. Once Burma’s waters
were left behind, the comrades could come out on deck and breathe
the fresh, free air. There was great rejoicing. The treatment given
by the ship’s officers to the comrades was royal. They were wined
and dined and treated as heroes. Sea-sickness prevented all but
Thakins Tun Khin and Ngwe from doing full justice to the feasts.
Off Singapore, a British pilot vessel came alongside, and the com-
rades had to go into hiding for nearly two hours. It was not so
bad this time, however, for they were put away in cabins below
the deck and told to keep quiet. Then on, the ship sailed, reaching
on July 22 a Japanese naval base off Shanghai, where Comman-
der Hidaka welcomed the comrades with grcat warmth. From
Shanghai, in the disguise of motor car drivers of the Japanese navy
they were flown to Yokosuka naval base for a stop-over of five
days, spent in sight-seeing, feasting, fishing—Thakin Tun Oke
caught a small octopus and was thrilled. Then to Fukuoka, and to
Hakone by .bus, passing by the snow-capped Fujiyama. Sight-
seeing in Tokyo, riding on the underground railway or resting in
Japanese inns, pretty girls everywhere always sweetly smiling and
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ecager to please. At Hakone the comrades were put up for a few
days at the summer resort of one Mr. Iwasaki. The housekeepers,
husband and wife, and Eiko San, the sister of Mrs Iwasaki, look-
ed after them very well. The younger men in the group were some-
what apt to forget their purpose and succumb to the temptations
of the moment. Thakin Shu Maung was one of the older mem-
bers who kept the team moving along in harmony and discipline.

The training camp was on Hainan island. The team was the last
to arrive, and it brought the number of the comrades up to thirty.
A dark, stern man, wearing luxuriant whiskers walked about the
camp with scrious strides, and the arriving team took him at first
to be an Indian Sikh, on a mission such as their own. The man
turned out to be Thakin Hla Myaing who had gone out to Amoy
with Aung San.

8

The going was rough at the camp. Time was short, Captain
Kawashima, the commandant, reminded the comrades. Their task
was huge. They must, therefore, work hard on training programmes
in which years werc packed into months. From early dawn every
day to late at night it was drill, training, exercises, lectures, de-
monstrations. The comrades were not only taught, but toughenéd,
for if Hainan was rough for them, their return to Burma would
surely be rougher.

Life at camp was spartan. Food, brought over at meal times
by naval boat from a base some distance off, was of the simplest
fare. Boiled rice, sugary soup, some fish, some pickles, an occa-
sional chicken or meat. After meals there was the washing up to
do and the general cleaning up of camp, at which everyone must
take his turn. For clothes the comrades were issued short-sleeve
shirts and shorts, canvas shoes and boots. In the rough and tumble
of training, in the bush, in the jungle, up the hill, or across stony
stretches doing the crocodile crawl, the shirt and shorts were gross-
ly inadequate. But scratched, bruised, bleeding, the comrades
carried on. Emphasis made by exhortation and example by the
instructors was on the fighting spirit, the will to win. Man himself
is the mightiest weapon of war. Give him the skills, cast his spirit
in a mould of steel, and he will ram through all opposition to vic-
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tory. That was the constant theme on Hainan island. To drive thxs
theme home, the instructors would drive the comrades hard, praise
them, blame them, coax, console, encourage, deride or shame
them by turns. This training, this treatment, compounded with
the patriotism that brought them there made men out of the youth-
ful comrades and gave them the necessary courage and conﬁdence
to lead.

The Japanese instructors were thorough. They prepared traini g
schedules carefully. They marked the progress of each of the co
rades. They graded and classed them on the basis of 1.Q., ability,
leadership, and perseverance. After basic training, each class h
to specialize. Dai-ippan, the number one section, trained the
would-be battalion commanders. It took somewhat younger men
and put them through the usual course for troop officers. The Dai-
ippan did a good deal of drilling and digging; its members grinned
and called themselves the coolies, condemned to hard labour. The
Dai-nihan trained a few comrades for fifth column activities and
guerrilla war. The members were nicknamed the thieves, for
theirs were tasks to be accomplished while the enemy slept. The
San-pan, took a few who were marked out for high command.
Thakins Aung San, Shu Maung, Hla Pe and Aung Than were in
the group. Thakin Tun Oke, the oldest of the thirty, regarded
himself as the political leader who must be preserved for no less
a position than head of state or prime minister of independent
Burma. He made himself available to the Japanese general staff for
high policy discussions, and took only a polite interest in the mili-
tary training. He was, though few realized it, under a serious
handicap for field activities. Like a true Burmese he had had him-
self tattooed from waist to knees when he was a younger man.
Wearing shorts would show the tattooes, which he was shy to
do. Thus, Thakin Tun Oke in Dai San-pan preferred to wear
trousers and work on jobs—such as writing the constitution of
New Burma—which exercised the brain more than the brawn.
The members of the San-pan were known, among the comrades,
as the “Sampan-wallahs”, the ferrymen who plied their sampans
across rivers back home.

Aung San was a small man, but he was driven by a strong will
power. He would fall down from sheer exhaustion in those field
exercises which were specially strenuous. But he would get up and
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go on. The same spirit burned in all the comrades. Shu Maung
was tall and lean. “We called him ‘Takasugi’ which in Japanese
means a tall and straight cider tree. Takasugi is also the name of
a Japanese hero of the Meiji revolution,” wrote Mr. Sugii. Shu
Maung asked questions in field and in class. Into whatever he did
he put his whole heart. When he had a rare moment of leisure in
the Dai San-pan, he would go along with the other groups to
learn more. Once, in a battalion attack on a hill, he had to carry a
machine-gun. The exercise covered several miles of hard terrain,
and when they moved up the hill the comrades were near the limits
of their endurance. Shu Maung fell several times under the heavy
burden. But he rose after each fall and tottered forward. When he
could not totter, he crawled.

The Japanese were deeply impressed with the performance of
comrade Shu Maung. He was, they decided, fit for the highest com-
mands. Aung San, who had at first looked upon the comrades of
the rival “Ba Sein-Tun Oke” group with some caution, was un-
reserved in his agreement. “Shu Maung will be my right hand in
the independence movement,” he told Sugii. Thakin Aung Than,
claiming seniority in his membership of the “Ba Sein-Tun Oke”
group, felt displeased with all the glowing reports on Shu Maung,
He complained to Thakin Tun Oke that his own grading should
be much higher. “But, Aung Than,” Tun Oke replied, “you and
I are politicians. We can’t possibly survive long in the army. We
are not made for this sort of life. Besides, Shu Maung is doing
very well. I think he has found himself.”

The camp was in an isolated part of Hainan, itself an out of the
way island. The sign at the gate of the camp read, “Sanya Farmers’
Training Depot”. The disguise was well kept. The Japanese made
occasional security checks in the area to keep strangers away.
There were a few small villages of the islanders not far from the
camp, and the Burmese comrades would go there on their rare
holidays to visit. The villagers lived a bare, primitive life. Coconut
trees grew everywhere, providing the comrades with fresh,
nourishing drinks of coconut juice in intervals between training.
Lone Chinese guerrillas prowled the jungles preying upon lone
Japanese soldiers. These guerrillas had crossed over from the
mainland and lived in the jungle on fruits, figs, fish and frogs.
When they were captured, they received cruel and summary treat-
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ment from the Japanese, but they met their ends defiant. The
Burmese comrades saw how the Japanese dealt with some of those
guerrillas, and wondered whether, if the world situation made the
Burmese presence an embarrassment, the Japanese would not deal
with them also in the same manner.

As time passed, the comrades began to repeat their training.
The Dai San-pan did the same battles over and over again in;its
map-fighting on the sand. Life became a little boring and anxious.
Tension grew at camp. There were suspicions and anxieties among
the Burmese whose one great desire was to get home and inko
action. They felt restive, cooped up on the island, caged. The
Japanese themselves were not free from their own anxieties. The
rivalry between the Navy and the Army did not end with the
official birth of the Minami Kikan. Kokubu, the “dentist” from
Rangoon, turned up as a naval captain assigned to the Kikan.
Captain Kawashima, the commandant of the camp, was navy. In
fact the whole training programme had to depend largely on naval
resources. Colonel Kojima, Lt-Col. Hidaka and Maj. Nagayama
were other naval officers attached to the Kikan. But people came
and went, army officers, navy officers, civilians; ambitious, indivi-
dualistic men who clashed and quarrelled often. Col. Suzuki him-
self was an arrogant man who was quick to assume to himself more
authority than the General Headquarters were willing to grant
him. From his Japanese associates he demanded absolute obedi-
ence. He never quite forgave Kokubu for dealing with Thakin
Aung Than of the “Ba Sein-Tun Oke” group without telling him.
When Aung Than managed to slip across to Bangkok, both
Kokubu and Suzuki happened to be in town. Kokubu kept Aung
Than from Suzuki for some time, until Suzuki found out for him-
self and accused Kokubu of trying to steal the Burma show for the
Navy. If there was any stealing of the show to be done Suzuki
would do it himself; the mission had become personal to him. “The
idea of Col. Suzuki” Sugii had noted in his diary, “was that in-
stead of presenting a special kind of fruit to the Emperor, he would
present a country.” Later, after long association with the Burmese
comrades, Suzuki became excited with their enthusiasm for
Burma’s independence. ‘

The General Headquarters in Tokyo could never quite make up
their minds about what to do with the Minami Kikan. Suzuki’s
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vanity and freelancing habits were trying; the world situation was
fluid. The domestic situation too was sometimes hard to assess;
many groups contended for power. If there was jealousy between
the Navy and the Army on Hainan island, there was even sharper
jealousy and endless intrigue between the two arms in Tokyo.
The German invasion of Russia made the world situation per-
plexing to the policy-makers in Tokyo; it cast a cloud of despair
over the Japanese staff and the Burmese comrades in Hainan.
Now Japan would not go to war against Britain, the Burmese
thought, and all the promises of aid in the fight for Burma’s free-
dom would be forgotten. More, they themselves, incriminating
evidence of Japan’s designs, might be destroyed. The comrades
lived in a state of nervous vigilance. Aung San, Shu Maung, and
the leaders among them tried to keep the comrades calm. One
night, Hla Myaing, more dceply disturbed than the rest, rose and
shouted an alarm, “Comrades, the time has come!” There was a
dash for the armoury to grab weapons, but fortunately peace was
quickly restored and the whole affair was made out as an exercise.
The Japanese, however, could read the signs. They smiled more,
treated the comrades better, relaxed their training schedules, en-
couraged them to go fishing or shooting on Sundays and promised
that the return to Burma would soon be arranged.
Thus the months passed, and October, 1941, arrived.

9

In Burma there was little to do but wait.

Those Thakins and politicians who opposed the Government
had been jailed; those who were fast enough had gone under-
ground. The BRP conducted its war by pamphlet and bulletin, and
kept the people ready. The German invasion of Russia started 4
hot debate among the BRP and Thakin theoreticians, and called
for an urgent reappraisal of policy. Thakin Soe in jail sent des-
perate messages to the comrades outside that the line of action
must now clearly be to associate with the British in the fight against
fascism; there was neither need nor time to bargain for Burma’s
freedom, for Britain’s war had become the peoples’ war. Those
messages, those debates, however, were to be little consequence in
the larger realities of the war in South-east Asia.
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U Saw reigned supreme. He got on well with the British in the
1CS. He became good friends with Sir Reginald Dorman-Smith,
the new Governor. Satisfactory relations of give-and-take deve-
loped between the two of them. When general elections fell due in
1941, the Governor obligingly offered to postpone them by decree.
U Saw, pleased and grateful, promised continuing co-operation.
As leader of the Myochit (Patriot) party in a situation which iwas
highly charged with nationalist feelings, he had to do somethj ng,
show some results to the people. Sir Reginald, after some thinRing
and some cabling back and forth with London, decided that U
Saw should go there and talk things over himself. U Saw was again
pleased and grateful. He left early in October, 1941—just about
the time the thirty comrades were preparing to leave Hainan on
their way home.

It was a grand, well-publicized exit, for U Saw had that flair.
He flew up, with his wife, in a private aeroplane he had bought
from U Ohn Khin, and circling round the Shwedagon pagoda,
paid his respects from the air. People thought that was an unwise
thing to do. One adopts the most humble posture, on hands and
knees, to pay one’s respects to the Buddha’s image. U Saw did
the reverse; he took to the air and worshipped from above. It was
a bad omen for him. Besides, the world was up in flames with war.
It was doubted that U Saw would return from his mission.

In London, U Saw, assisted by U Tin Tut, a Burman ICS officer,
made his rounds. He saw Mr. L. S. Amery, the Secretary of State
for Burma, several times. He met the press and wrote letters to the
Times. He addressed meetings. The climax of his visit was his
encounter with Winston Churchill at Chequers. He gave Churchill
a box of Burmese cigars and asked for a promise that Burma
would be given dominion status at war’s end. Churchill took the
cigars but did not give the promise. U Saw was disappointed, and
he said so to the British press. He flew off to America to return
across the Pacific. The American reception was coldly correct.
He reached Honolulu, the day after the Pearl Harbour incident.
The wrecks of American ships, half-sunk, half-protruding out of
the sea, announced in silence that war had come to the Pacific
area. U Saw flew back, touching at Lisbon where he called at the
Japanese Consulate-General. The British intelligence, intercepting
Japanese messages sent out of Lisbon, found that U Saw had
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promised to take sides with the Japanese if they invaded Burma.

By the time U Saw landed in Lisbon, the thirty comrades and
the Minami Kikan were already on the move towards Burma.
Sugii recorded in his diary, on January 18, 1942: “Information
was received that U Saw contacted the Japanese Consulate in
Portugal. The Japanese General Headquarters communicated this
information to the military authorities, then the Navy forwarded
the information to the Hayashi Army. The Hayashi Army consult-
ed Suzuki, but he did not agree.” Suzuki had met U Saw in Ran-
goon in 1940, and sized him up as an opportunigt.

U Saw was arrested at Haifa. A press communique was issued
by the British Government on January 19: “From reports received
about U Saw’s movements after his goodwill mission to this
country, it has come to the knowledge of His Majesty’s Govern-
ment that he has been in contact with Japanese authorities since
the outbreak of the Japanese war. This fact has been confirmed by
his own admission. His Majesty’s Government accordingly has
been compelled to detain him and it will not be possible to permit
him to return to Burma.” Thus the “journey perilous” as U Saw
called his mission in a series of articles which he published in
The Burmese Review after the war, ended at Haifa. He was in-
terned in Uganda for the duration of the war.

Rangoon received the news of U Saw’s arrest without much
interest. Sir Paw Tun, who had been in all the Cabinets formed
since April 1, 1937, was obviously the dean among the ministers.
He was appointed prime minister.

Released and returned to Rangoon in January, 1946, U Saw
met the press soon after his arrival. In well-starched white shirt
and well-pressed white trousers U Saw made a vivid picture.
Dark, snub-nosed, with smile or grin which seemed to split his
face in two, he had always been a cartoonist’s delight. Reporters
asked him what his plans were; he grinned and replied, “I am
arranging things.” They asked him what he thought the prospects
for Burma’s winning freedom were; he answered, “I am arranging
things.” With all his self-confidence, he felt uneasy in the present,
uncertain about the future. So he dwelled fondly on the past in
which he had shone. He remembered his meeting with Churchill,
the landing at Lisbon, and his visit to the Japanese Consulate.
His arrest at Haifa, next stop from Lisbon, where before he was
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taken in he was stripped and searched by the British intelligence.
He remembered the search with a shiver. It happened in January at
the height of winter. “I was stripped right down,” he recalled,
“and I felt mighty cold.”



4

The Burma Independence Army
1

THE THIRTY comrades, Suzuki and his staff moved from Hainan
to Formosa in October, 1941. Like hounds on the leash, all were
straining hard, ears pricked for the word, “Go!” Elements of the
Kikan in Bangkok prepared to receive the force, recruit men and
launch the invading columns into Burma. Several comrades were
to be sent in first as “internal disturbance groups”. These com-
rades, including Thakin Shu Maung who was selected to lead one
group, were given training with special weapons and explosives.

The General Headquarters in Tokyo still refrained from flashing
the green light. Japan was preparing for war while her diplomats
were sweetly negotiating for peaceful agreements; appearances
must, therefore, be kept up. Orders for caution and secrecy irked
the Japanese and the Burmese alike. “Now the thirty comrades
have completed their training,” Sugii noted on October 25, “and
would be bitterly disappointed if they were sent back to Japan in-
stead of Burma. The Minami Kikan could not understand the at-
titude of the GHQ and decided to carry on as planned.”

On October 30, the GHQ cabled orders to stop all movements
as the situation was sensitive. Suzuki cabled in reply that “all the
Burmese comrades had run away, only four had been caught, but
the search was still going on.” To give some truth to the message,
the force had to scatter. The comrades and the Japanese staff,
divided into small teams, started out for Bangkok, the rendezvous,
by sea, by air, by road, by direct route, or through Hanoi or
Saigon.

Bangkok was not yet ready to welcome the great adventure.
For several weeks, the operations had to be done under cover.
Some of the Burmese comrades, and the Japanese staff who arriv-
ed first in the city had to go about as “geologists” in Japanese
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mining concerns; some posed as businessmen and even opened a
few shops. Surveillance was not strict; the Thai police were oblig-
ing; it was easy to move about. Home was near; time for action
was nigh; morale was high.

In Burma the people waited. There was nothing to do but wait,
for war that they knew must come, for changes they knew must
happen. In the war many people would die or get hurt, many lose
their homes, but they were so weary of this awful, endless waiting,
they would prefer to go through it all, and get it over with, The
young politicians, the BRP, the Thakins, waited in the jails, or\out
hoping, talking, debating, organizing, dreaming; there was little
else that they could do till help came. The older pohtxclans ept
talkmg, but in subdued tones. Sir Paw Tun was acting prime mini-
ster, in the absence of U Saw, and there was little for the Cabinet
to do. The Governor and his staff had started work on civil de-
fence; building air raid shelters in the streets of Rangoon was a
campaign. A small Burma Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve, with a
handful of young Burmese officers, and a small Burma Royal Air
Force, with another handful of young Burmese officers, were in
training. The Militia in Maymyo was turning out some young
Burmans to officer army troops which were not yet there.

In Japan, the weeks of waiting were imposing a heavy strain on
the nerves of the citizens. Governments were changing. Now it was
the Navy on top, now the Army, in the power struggle; now it
was to be peace, now war. On October 18 General Tojo, War
Minister, became leader of the War Cabinet, with a free hand.
Yet, the talks in Washington went on, a smoke-screen to cover
the preparations for war.

Then came the attack on Pearl Harbour. “In the early dawn
of December, 8,” wrote Mamoru Shigemitsu who was Japan’s
Foreign Minister in the last two years of war, “telephones in Tokyo
were busy. The great success of the attack on Pearl Harbour was
already known to those in the inner circles and communicated to
their friends. The radio announced the outbreak of war and read
the Imperial Decree. The citizens listened respectfully. They re-
joiced at the good news and breathed a sigh of relief. It was not
entirely due to the good news. They had been held in a state of
suspense so long and now that waiting was over they sighed with
relief, as a Japanese might well do, and as Japanese they resolved
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to go through with it to the end and smash the enemy. Nobody had
time to reflect what it all meant.”

2

For the thirty comrades the start of war meant that they could
come out into the open and get ready for the march homeward.
For Thakin Tun Oke it meant that he could now deliver over the
radio the speeches that he had kept locked up in his breast. He
spoke many times. He invoked the glories of Burmese history, and
called on the people of Burma to rise and restore them. Their
hour, his hour, had come.

The Burma Independence Army was inaugurated on Decem-
ber 26, 1941. Volunteers from the Burmese communities in Bang-
kok and Chiangmai flocked under its banner. “That night,” wrote
Bo Let Ya, “we had a meeting of all those who had returned from
the training camps in Japan, and Aung San suggested that we
should each pick an auspicious name, a name that would give pride
and sense of mission, a name to carry on our march. It was Aung
San’s idea, not one that we conceived by collective or prolonged
thinking. We liked the idea, we made our selections, tried them
out, liked them, and felt a few inches taller wearing the new
namgcs.”’?

Thus, Thakin Hla Pe became Let Ya, the Right Hand; Aung
San was Teza, the Powerful; Shu Maung became Ne Win, Brilliant
as the Sun. All the comrades took on new names, names that
sounded brave and noble, some of which had belonged to the
heroes of Burma’s history. Thakin Tun Oke, whose ambition was
for political leadership, did not choose a new name for himself. A
ritual of the ancient warriors was also performed at the meeting.
Each of the comrades cut open a bit of the arm to give blood into
a silver bowl; then all drank the oath of loyalty in blood. It was,
perhaps, a primitive ceremony, but then the comrades were setting
out on the primitive—apparently eternal—mission of war, in which
men settle their scores in fire and blood.

Each new name was prefixed with the title “Bo”—meaning

1 Mamoru Shigemitsu, Japan and Her Destiny, E. P. Dutton & Co., Inc.,
New York, 1958, p. 267.
2 Aung San of Burma, p. 47.
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officer, commander, or leader of fighting men. Designating by rank
or function, in later years, the title “Bohmu” for officers of field
rank, major and above, and “Bogyoke” for general, commander-
in-chief, or supremo, came into use. But “Bo” was applicable to
all the officer brethren, from the young cadet officer to the com-
manding general, and this was the title that the thirty comrades
adopted with their new names. Bo Teza, Bo Ne Win, Bo Let Ya,
and so on, they became as they raised the BIA and prepared to
march. The names have stuck, except for Bo Aung San who used
the new name only for a while on the march. .

Colonel Suzuki also received a new name chosen for him by
the Burmese comrades. Remembering the songs about the Mogyoe
thunderbolt which would one day strike and shatter the umbrel-
la’s rod—interpreted by the astrologers as British power—the
young comrades decided to call him Bo Mogyoe. The new name
pleased Suzuki immensely. It made him feel that he was sent by
some divine power to perform a historic role for Burma. He would
march at the head of BIA, drive the British out, and proclaim
Burma’s independence. It was all very simple. “We shall occupy
Government House in Rangoon—the seat of British power—and
proclaim independence thcre,” he kept saying to the comrades.
The Japanese GHQ asked Suzuki how many divisions should be
launched into Burma; Bo Mogyoe curtly replied, “None, we shall
do it ourselves, just give us the arms!” The GHQ, which found
the war going much better than they expected, had their own
thoughts, but they decided to humour Suzuki for some time. Mean-
while the GHQ contented itself with cutting down on indents for
arms for the BIA.

Bangkok was a busy city. The Hayashi Army soon arrived. The
Minami Kikan had its many offices, many camps. Jealousies be-
tween the Navy and the Army in the Kikan became acute again.
Bo Mogyoe’s swagger and claim of priority for the BIA annoyed
the other Japanese units. He assumed the local rank of general,
and called himself General Minami or Bo Mogyoe. He was irre-
pressible. His arrogance, his demand for absolute priority for the
mission, his claim of star role for him and the thirty comrades in
the Burma campaign, these saved the BIA from being relegated
to a subordinate role. The generals in Tokyo and the Hayashi
Army went into fits when they heard about, or from, Bo Mogyoe.
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The clashes between Army and Navy within the Minami Kikan,
and the rivalry between Suzuki and Kokubu took on serious pro-
portions in Bangkok. “Discussing these matters is not advisable,”
noted Sugii in his diary, “but in the Kikan the opinion was divid-
ed.” That was a mild way of describing the situation, for the Navy
tried to launch out into Burma on its own. The Burmese com-
rades, however, were uninterested in the quarrels of the Japanese.
They were united under the leadership of Aung San. Bo Ne Win,
a senior by virtue of age and standing in the “Ba Sein-Tun Oke”
Thakin group which came out, helped to persuade the comrades
to forget factional feelings and work together in the common
cause. “The Naval side,” Sugii therefore found, “could not ob-
tain any members from the Thakin Party except Bo Setkya (Aung
Than). The Army, however, through Mr. Sugii and Lt. Kitajima
managed to secure many members so that the Navy naturally
had to look to the Army for the lead.”

Work saved the situation from getting out of hand. The BIA
needed men; recruiting teams therefore went to the villages to
enlist volunteers. Aung San’s firm instructions to the recruiting
officers were to take volunteers only, strictly avoiding anything
that looked like compulsion, making it amply clear to them that
it would be rough-going, no picnic, and it was a fight for freedom,
not a raid for loot or plunder. Shans, Burmans, Thai, they came
forward in their hundreds, pledging victory or death. Thai rail-
ways helped to transport the recruits to Bangkok; at railway sta-
tions women wept and wailed while their men sat impassive, im-
patient for the train to move off. Most of the recruits wanted ad-
venture and an opportunity to strike a blow for Burma’s freedom.
Some wanted to pray at the Shwedagon pagoda in Rangoon.

At camps in Bangkok the recruits were given their basic train-
ing. One thousand pieces of arms—rifles, machine-guns, mor-
tars—were obtained by Suzuki from Japanese troops stationed in
South China. The shipment of arms arrived at Mitsuei wharf in
Bangkok on January 1, 1942, just in time to arm the recruits
who had started pouring in. Three thousand more pieces were
supplied, and these were transported to Rahaeng, Mekan and
Kanburi for distribution to the BIA troops. When the march into
Burma began in columns, there were more men than arms.

Bo Ne Win, Bo Tayar, Bo Linyon and Bo Monyoe were among

7
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a small group who were trained intensively for parachute-jumping.
The plan was to drop the group and arms behind British lines, so
that the revolutionary forces in Burma might rise. The “operation
airdrop”, however, ran into red tape and inter-service rivalry at
the Area HQ. Week after week the operation was put off. There
was a shortage of aircraft against heavy demands for their servi-
ces. The Mayu Maru, bringing a supply of arms and explosives,
was sunk, and with the ship went all hopes of operation airdrop.
Those members of the BRP who waited in Rangoon, ]ookiqg up
eagerly skyward for help, had to wait in vain.

Bo Ne Win and comrades decided they would go in anyhow,
overland, through the jungles. Time was of the essence. Bo Aung
San was also anxious to have friends in Burma know the situation
and prepare. The struggle was not going to cnd with the collapsc
of British power over Burma. That would only be the beginning;
a long, hard road lay ahead. Aung San wanted to get that message
across as quickly as possible, and well before the Japanese arriv-
ed. Bo Mogyoe on his part also wanted Bo Ne Win and party to
move on well ahead. He wanted a BIA victory, to get to Ran-
goon first.

Thus, the race began in carnest. Sugii’s records of January 12
showed that on that day Bo Mogyoe, Mr. Uchida, Adjutant Kimura
and Staff Ijima left Phitsanulok for Rahaeng. So did “Bo Aung
San and the group for inside disturbance works, Bo Ne Win and
5 members together with 3 guides carrying disturbance arms.”
On January 13 Sugii noted: “Bo Ne Win and 8 followers were
to leave Rahaeng on the 14th to create strife and disorder in
Burma. Major Taira and Kisako were to help him. Within Siam
the clothing of the group would be Siamese style. At the border
they were to change into Burmese clothes. They were to carry
arms—small size pistols, explosives, rifles, bayonets, etc. They
would also carry cash Rs. 3,000.”

3

Rangoon received the first air raid on December 23, 1941, the
day before Christmas Eve. The bombers, some seventy of them,
escorted by about thirty fighters, flew in around 10 a.m.; the warn-
ing sounded, but curious people went out into the streets, instead
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of the shelters. The Japanesc raiders came in like a swarm of
bees, dully droning; only, they were deadlier. They bombed the
airfield in Mingladon, the dockyard and several other places in
the city. A few archaic anti-aircraft guns barked at them. The
lone Royal Air Force squadron sent up those of its Buffaloes
which escaped the bombing at Mingladon. The American Volun-
teer Group sent up its squadron of Tomahawks. The ensuing dog-
fights in the air were wonderful to watch, and people crowded
together in the streets and the open spaces to enjoy the aerial cir-
cus. On them the raiders dropped anti-personnel bombs. It was
Rangoon’s first taste of war; a bitter taste it was.

There was utter confusion in the city, and thorough unpre-
paredness in the high places of power. Commands and command-
ers changed in rapid succession. Burma was under the “ABCD”
(Allied S. W. Pacific Command) with General Wavell as supreme
commander based in Java; when the ABCD command was broken
up, Burma was placed under C-in-C, Singapore. The fall of Singa-
pore returned the command to India. Commanders came and
went. Wavell himscif came from the deserts of the Middle East
where he had fought Rommel. On his transfer to the Eastern thea-
tre he handed over to General Auchinleck. General Slim, sent in
at the eleventh hour to lead the Burma Corps, also came from
the deserts of Iraq. General Alexander, who had fought on the
beaches of Dunkirk, was given ovcrall charge of the Burma cam-
paign. Stilwell, the American General, arrived in yet later stages,
with a vague command over a confusion of Chinese troops. The
best of commanders thus plunged into the worst of situations,
mingling with commanders of the old school who would only dig
deep trenches and stay in. Promised reinforcements did not arrive.
An Australian division which was on the way was recalled home
by the Australian government; Churchill’s urgent requests to send
the division to Burma could not persuade the government who
had to think first of home defence in that fast crumbling scene.

The Prince of Wales and the Repulse, battle cruisers of the
British Navy, were attacked and sunk in Asian waters by a squad-
ron of Japanese bombers. Reporting to the House of Commons
in secret session on April 23, 1942, Winston Churchill recounted
the many disasters which had befallen British arms in the course
of a few, brief, anxious weeks. The two ships had arrived at Singa-
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pore on December 2. “It was hoped,” he said, “that their presence
there might be deterrent upon the war party in Japan, and it was
intended that they should vanish, as soon as possible, into the
blue. I have already explained to the House how they became
involved in a local operation against Japanese transports in the
Gulf of Siam which led to their destruction. On the night of
December 9, in view of the ncws we had received about the heavy
losses of the American fleet at Pearl Harbour, I proposed to the
Chiefs of Staff that the Prince of Wales and Repulse should {join
the undamaged portion of the American fleet in order to sustain
the position in the Pacific. The matter was to be further considgred
next day, but in the morning arrived the news of the loss of both
these grcat ships. We had now no modern or modernized capital
ships in thc Indian Ocean.”

The early fall of Singapore, with the surrender of 100,000 Bri-
tish, Australian, Indian and other troops to 30,000 Japanese who
first landed on the island on February 8, was another disaster and
humiliation the British had to take in the Asian theatre of war.
“This episode.” Churchill observed in his report to the House,
“and all that led up to it seems to be out of harmony with anything
that we have experienced or performed in the present war.” De-
mands were made for the appointment of a royal commission of
inquiry, but Churchill could not comply. “General Wavell, who was
in charge of the whole ABCD area from January 15 onwards,” he
explained, “is far too busy grappling with new perils. We too have
enough trouble on our hands to cope with the present and the
future, and I could not in any circumstances consent to adding
such a burden, for a burden it would be, to those which we have
to bear.”?

Rangoon, in those weeks, was a city wrapped in gloom.
Rumours of impending disasters ran wild, driving the people to
evacuate in desperate hurry. The railway stations were jammed.
The roads were choked with the exodus. People moved out and
on, carrying their belongings; where they were going mattered lit-
tle, the thing was to keep moving. Some refugees who moved out
of Rangoon, pushed on by the fast sweep of the invasion, ended
up in Myitkyina or Bhamo in the far north.

3 Winston S. Churchill’s Secret Session Speeches, Cassell & Co. Ltd.,
London, 1946, p. 49 and pp. 54-55.
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Events moved so fast that the Government had to change its
mind often. Now it was going to hold Rangoon; next it was leav-
ing. Now Sir Reginald Dorman-Smith was promising that the lines
would be held firm, every inch of ground to be defended to the
last man; next the order was to withdraw. Now the citizens of
Rangoon were called upon to stay at their jobs; next they were
told to evacuate. Sir Paw Tun, the prime minister, members of the
Cabinet, and senior officials, packed their bags and kept moving;
wherever they stopped, Prome or Mandalay, Maymyo or Sagaing,
they drew their salaries on time.

In Rangoon, a few weeks beforc the general evacuation began,
arrived Bo Ne Win after hard march and travel from Rahaeng.

4

The march across hill and jungle had been long for Bo Ne Win,
Bo Tayar, Bo Monyoe, Bo Linyon, the two Japanese officers whose
task was to get the comrades to thc Burmese border, and the
Thai and Karen guides whose duty was to lead the group through
footpaths to the river Thaungyin which separates Siam from
Burma.

Each of the comrades carried sword, bayonet, binoculars, rifle,
grenades, pistols, and cquipment all weighing about 60 pounds.
which was a sizeable load for the jungle journey. A fast pace was
kept up, for the urgent purpose was to gct home, organize the
friends, warn them, build postures of strength from which to bar-
gain with the Japanesc. The task forbade deeds of heroism on
the way, Bo Ne Win warned his comrades whenever they wanted
to engage in skirmishes. Strict discipline was also observed during
the brief stops in villages. Some were Thai and some Karcn, but
the villagers were generally friendly though a little suspicious at
first contact. In one village, after the usual exploratory greetings,
the village elders became very friendly and made the visitors wel-
come. The girls, in their colourful sarongs then came and whis-
pered to the elders, giggling and smiling shyly as they spoke. The
elders conveyed the message to Bo Ne Win and his comrades that
the girls would be glad to receive them in the late evening, the
customary courting time. The invitation had to be politely de-
clined. Taira and Kisako, who were told about it only the next
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morning, when the village had fallen far behind. were bitterly
disappointed.

Ko Maung Gale, a Karen forest ranger, guided the party over
a difficult stretch of jungle. The man moved like a leopard, fast,
smooth, silent, through the jungle that was his home.

Thaungyin river was wide and wild. A raft was made to cross
it. When the party climbed aboard, it barely floatcd. The swift
current carried the raft downstrcam, against rocks, into sandbanks
It took some time to touch the Burma bank. Then, Taird and
Kisako Jumped off first, saying to Bo Ne Win, “Wait, let u§ put
you down in proper style on your native land.” They joined hakndq
making a chair for him to sit on, lifted him from the raft and' ‘put
him down tenderly on the bank. It was a touching gesture, a mov-
ing moment for all. The Burmese comrades said farewell to Taira
and Kisako who went back the way they came to report to Bo
Mogyoc and Bo Aung San that Bo Nc¢ Win’s mission into Burma
was well launched.

At Shwegun village, hcadman U Ba Han and his group of vii-
lage defence men were suspicious. Bo Ne Win’s explanation that
he was a forest officer scarching for a lost elephant failed to satisfy.
The headman wanted to disarm and search the party, and Bo Ne
Win felt compelled to take the headman aside and reveal the true
mission of thc party. The headman responded with great warmth.
“All is well, go home,” he told the villagers who gathered round,
“these are our friends.”

By boat down thc Salween river the party went to Wetkyi vil-
lage. There the monastery of U Zawtika, a monk who had given
his heart to the Thakin movement, gave refuge for one night. Bo
Ne Win whispered his identity to the monk in the gathering dusk
of the evening, and the monk stood up and burst into a lusty cry
of “Dobama!” Thakin Saw Maung, in the village, was hastily
summoned so that he might also hear the good news that the BIA
was coming.

At Theinzeik, the presiding monk at a monastery was less hos-
pitable. He drove the party away, refusing shelter even for one
night. In the streets, the party ran into a police patrol, and had
to make a quick withdrawal into another monastery where, fortu-
nately, the monk was kinder. The monk gave rice and dried fish
to the comrades, and words of encouragement. “National freedom
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will give glory to our religion and enhance the standing of the
Sangha,” the monk murmured with delight when he was told about
the mission, “it is therefore my duty to help you.” A police search
party arrived, however, and the comrades had to take to the fields
where they took their rice and fish. Time had come, Bo Ne Win
told his associates, to separate, and make their way as best as they
could to their assigned areas. Bo Tayar was to operate in Pyin-
mana; Bo Monyoc in Pegu; Bo Linyon in Prome. Bo Ne Win
himself and a Thai guide were bound for Rangoon, the head-
quarters of the BRP, the nerve-centre of the revolution, the fort-
ress which the British still held stubbornly at that time.

Bo Ne Win and his comrade took the train at Hninpale station
and arrived in Rangoon on February 2. Wearing old clothes and
with a towel wrapped round his head, Bo Ne Win ran into Ko
Aye Maung, with whom he had shared an apartment on 35th
Street. It was not safe to exchange more than a few words in pub-
lic; Ko Aye Maung therefore handed his long lost friend the key
to his house in Shwegondaing. When they met in privacy there
were many questions to ask of each other, much news to exchan_ge.
“How’s Mya Than?” was one of the first questions Bo Ne Win
asked, remembering their other room-mate of the 35th Street
days. “He is dead,” was the sad reply.

Thakin Nyi and several other associates were in jail. Those who
had not been jailed were lying low, and it was difficult to run them
down to their lairs. Bo Ne Win went to Kamayut looking for
Thakin Khin Maung. A suspicious, frightened elderly woman
drove him off saying, “Go away, no Thakin Khin Maung lives
here.” The next man whom Bo Ne Win sought was Ko Kyaw
Nyein, an organizer of the BRP, who worked as an appraiser at
the Customs House. Ko Than Maung of the Home Department
went to see Ko Kyaw Nyein and fixed a meeting on the Shweda-
gon invoking the name of Ko Thein Pe, a mutual friend. The meet-
ing led Bo Ne Win to the dens of the BRP. There, among the
regulars were Thakins Mya, Kyaw Nyein, Ba Swe, Ba Hein, Tin,
Chit, and Pu; Saya Hla Maung, once of the Yetar, Ko Hla Maung
of the RUSU; Aung Gyi, who worked in the Defence Department
as a clerk; Maung Maung, a medical student, who read up the
stolen training manuals and served as an instructor in the use of
small arms and the art of guerrilla war; Ba Swe (Rangoon), a
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sullen, scowling young man, intense yet Bohemian. Thakin Chit
managed a Co-operative Store in Yegyaw quarter on 49th Street;
the shop was also a convenient transit camp for young Thakins
such as Tin Mya who took assigned tasks, under assumed names,
observing iron discipline. The Varsity Co-operative Store in Scott
Market was another BRP nest. There, men like Ko Kyaw Nyein,
Ko Aye Kyaw, Ko Tun Ohn, T. K. Boon, and Ko Ba Gyan raised
money—honest or otherwise—to supply the BRP with the sinews
of war—hid comrades, took messages, ran errands. ‘

Bo Ne Win and Toke Shwe, a young comrade assigned to
serve as his aide, made one bold attempt to rescue Thakin |pri-
soners who were being moved from Tharrawaddy jail to Mandalay.
Information was received by Thakin Chit at the underground head-
quarters that the prisoners were to be brought down by train and
transferred to the Mandalay Mail at the Rangoon central station.
Thakins Nu, Soe, Than Tun and several others were reported to
be in the party. Bo Ne Win and his aide found the station heavily
guarded. Two carriages were reserved for the prisoners and a
cordon of guards was thrown round the carriages. The rescue party
of two walked in, mingled with the crowds, and quietly led away
ten prisoners who were at the tail-end of the line just as they were
being transferred from one platform to the other. Thakin Htain
Win, U Tun Maung (New Burma) and a Thakin Buddhist monk
were among the ten who were rescued. The rest were packed
away to Mandalay where they languished in jail until Japanese
bombs broke down the walls and delivered them,

The arrival of Bo Ne Win and a few of the thirty comrades.
with some .22 pistols and cash, inspired the BRP to set out on a
grand venture. Ko Kyaw Nyein, with his winning smile, was given
the task of wooing Burmese soldiers of the few rifles battalions
to come over. When the men came in with their arms, a force
could be organized to fall upon the British troops then dispersed
over a sector between Rangoon and Tharrawaddy, to Daik-U and
Pegu. Decisive victory might not be obtained, the BRP modestly
agreed, but blows could be struck, which would make definite
contributions to victory.

Ko Kyaw Nyein went out merrily on his mission of seduction.
riding bicycles which he had begged, borrowed or stolen from
people. He was fairly successful. Once, without prior notice to his
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associates, he brought a man in uniform to a BRP hideout. The
associates thought that it was a police raid, and that Kyaw Nyein
had been caught. Someone sounded the alarm; all ran; one jump-
ed out of the window and landed on his knee. Kyaw Nyein wanted
to create an impression with his comrades; he succeeded.

A section of men from the Burma Rifles and a Havildar (offi-
cer holding the Governor’s commission) agreed to come over.
The next move was to pick them up at a rendezvous in Mingla-
don, off their barracks, and transport them to Tharrawaddy, the
grouping area from which the BRP planned to strike. Trucks were
needed for the move, and Ko Kyaw Nyein, dressed as a police
officer, accompanied by Thakins Pu and Mya Thein, and Yebaw
Toke Shwe went about to steal some. The party, by using straight-
faced bluff, acquired one from the Road Transport Department.
Encouraged and emboldened by the success, the party went to
the Boat Club on the Royal Lakes to pick up some army trucks
which were parked outside. Here, however, the guards were more
sharp and fired a few shots at the prowlers who had to beat a
hasty retreat. Bo Ne Win went ahead to Letpadan to organize.

Things went well until, in Tharrawaddy, a British army offi-
cer seized the truck. Fortunately, the Burma Rifles men had been
safely dispersed by then, and Bo Ne Win, Ko Kyaw Nyein and
party decided to walk back the 75 miles to Rangoon to recruit
more men. It was a long walk; they started out under cover of
dusk, at about 7 p.m., and reached Okkan around 2 a.m. The
police at an outpost on the approaches of the town were suspi-
cious, but the comrades told a convincing story that they were
staff of a government department who had gone out in advance
to make preparations for the evacuation of their office from Ran-
goon. The police gave the news that gangs of bandits were at large
on the road ahead, and suggested that the comrades should rest
at the outpost till daybreak. The suggestion was gratcfully taken,
for the comrades needed to stretch their tired limbs. In the morn-
ing they marched on, to hear, at Taikkyi that martial law had
been declared and groups of people might be fired upon at sight.
The party decided to break up, and make for Rangoon separately.

Bo Ne Win and Yebaw Toke Shwe followed the railway track,
which was rather lonely, for few trains passed. Toke Shwe limp-
ed along, his feet badly swollen. Bo Ne Win did the scouting and
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the fetching of food and water from the villages. At Hmawbi the
aide wanted to rest, but Bo Ne Win urged him on. They snatch-
cd a few hours of sleep under the shrubs, then pushed on. In the
morning they reached Hlawga, just as a train pulled in, headed for
Rangoon. It was a crowded train, with people sitting on the roof
and clinging to windows. Bo Ne Win made a dash for the train,
but Toke Shwe could only wobble along behind; so he stayed
too, and thc two of them slowly walked on. Tired and hungry,
the two entered Kamayut at last, and begged for food and water
from an old lady in a hut. The University campus was occﬁied
by the Indian troops, and some sentries had to be passed in c%ut—
ting their way to Bauktaw, but the two made it without any mishap.
Back in Bauktaw, reunited with their associates, Bo Ne Win and
Yebaw Toke Shwe ate large meals and fell asleep.

Thakin Chit soon left for Pegu to dircct operations in that
area. Bo Ne Win took charge of the BRP headquarters in Ran-
goon. U Shain and U Zaw Weik, pioncer physical culturists,
brought food to the camp. British troops blew up some parts of
Rangoon and left the city to the looters. Fires broke out here
and there. Bo Ne Win and party organized to take over the ad-
ministration of the city, restore law and order, and make ready
for the arrival of thc BIA. Buildings lay empty; there was no
shortage of accommodation. The Methodist high school on Signal
Pagoda Road, thc Park Hotel, thc Devon Court, and the row of
buildings on both sides of the road were prepared to accommodate
the BIA. Shops were open; people took what they wanted, and
threw away in the strects things they did not want. Do not steal,
do not rob, Bo Ne Win warned his men. Do not forget our mis-
sion, he always reminded them. Respect the lives and properties
of the citizens, he told them. He gave his men sufficient pocket-
money, and expected them to pay for what they wanted, in that
city of free-for-all. Once a Thakin member of the headquarters
brought back a case of whisky, pleased and proud with his rare
acquisition, prepared for a few days of intoxicated bliss. Bo Ne
Win kicked away the bottles, and sternly scolded the man for his
indulgence. There was a war to be fought, and it would not be
won with whisky.

On March 7, 1942, the first Japanese troops appeared in Tauk-
kyant and Mingladon. Okuda, a young Japanese officer, and some
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40 BIA men were in the spearhead of that thrust to Rangoon. On
receiving news that the forward elements of the BIA had arrived,
Bo Ne Win and Toke Shwe took a bus and drove out to Mingla-
don to fetch them. The meeting, which took place beyond Mingla-
don, was happy. The BIA soldiers, after their march, were tired
and covered with dust. They were glad to have a bus ride home.

5

The main BIA columns came into Rangoon soon afterwards.
“We marched in thrce columns,” wrote Bo Mogyoe, “I com-
manded thc main column, with Aung San as my chief of staff, and
we had 2,300 men and 300 tons of equipment with us, and we
marched across rough terrain. We made good specd. Aung San
and I wanted to enter Rangoon first, ahead of the Japancse army,
and we drove through British lines, fought a few actions, reached
Pegu on the Ist March, and Rangoon on the 10th.™

From Victoria Point, low down south of Burma, through Mer-
gui and Tavoy, one column ascended. Another marchcd through
Myawaddy, and yet another through Papun and Pa-an. All the
columns converged on Rangoon where, Bo Mogyoe had promis-
ed, the tri-colour flag of the Dobama Asi-ayone—minus, of course,
the hammer and sickle—now adopted as the banner of the BIA
would be unfurled on the flagmast of thc Government House, and
Burma’s independence proclaimed. The columns sent out scouting
patrols, or madc brief diversions, but the destination was Rangoon.
The ranks of the army became swollen with recruits from the
villages and the towns through which it passed. Men, young and
old, found the call irresistible. For more than a century—since,
in fact, the days of Maha Bandoola who resisted the British in
the war of 1824—the glory of Burmesc arms had dimmed. There
had been no victorics, only defeats. Worse than merc defeat, there
had been this long, dark mood of defeatism. Now the BIA was
redeeming it all, in the buoyant spirit of victory. So thought the
thousands who joined the columns that marched over hill and
through jungle, that waded or swam the rivers and the creeks,
and ultimately, in open country, through the paddy ficlds, leaving
behind them clouds of dust. Often, the BIA troops would march

¢ Aung San of Burma, p. 58.
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through the fields in several directions, raising great volumes of
dust—the “smoke-screen” the Japanese called them—and then
retire and do it all over again in another place. This gave the im-
pression to British units, whose morale was sinking fast, that
hordes of Japanese troops were upon them. Rumour was another
weapon which the BIA skilfully employed. People in Pegu and
Shwegyin heard with awe that a great Mongolian army led by
ons Bo Mogyoe, a Burmese prince, a direct descendant of Prince
Myingun, was marching in with the Japanese. The great y
might turn out to be no more than a platoon of BIA soldiers,
dressed in shorts, breeches or longyi, wearing the tricolour arm-
band, bearing assorted arms—from rifles and machine-guns left
behind by the British troops, and arms of Japanese issue, to
sword and spear which had been forged by the Burmese black-
smiths. It was a motley army, moving on its feet, riding on bul-
lock-carts, clephants and horses. All types of men joined it. Men
who were afire with patriotism, driven by ideal. Men with loot
and plunder in mind, or who had old scores to settle; men who
were running away from the law, or from nagging wives.

There wcre skirmishes here and there between the BIA and
the British troops which were on the retreat. There was an en-
counter near the Sittang river where the British held the bridge,
then blew it up, leaving some of their troops on the other side.
In Shwegyin which Bo Saw Aung and a company of BIA occu-
pied, Indian troops rcturned to encircle the BIA and a battle broke
out in which Bo Saw Aung fell. These and a few other brief en-
counters, were all that stood in the way of the BIA in its race
to Rangoon.

More serious encounters took place between the BIA and troops
of the Japancse 15th Army which took command of the Burma
campaign. The Army itself came under Field-Marshal Juichi
Terauchi who had his headquarters in Saigon. Two divisions, the
33rd which had been fighting in China, and the 55th made up the
Army whose first task was to group and stabilize in Siam. Policy
at the Imperial Headquarters at first seemed to have been un-
certain as to whether the 15th should enter Burma. When the
war went so well for the Japanese forces in the region, it became
too tempting for the makers of high command policy to stay away
from Burma. Thus, Lt-General Shojiro Iida, commanding the 15th
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Army, went in. Once Burma became an operation, the role of the
Minami Kikan and the BIA lost its importance to the regular sol-
diers who tended to look upon Bo Mogyoe himself, with his self-
bestowed jump promotion from colonel to general, as an adven-
turer who had only some nuisance valuc. Bo Mogyoe was unde-
terred. He quarrelled with the staff officers at the Army HQ, and
often argued with Iida himself that the whole operation should be
called off because it was unnecessary, wasteful, and against the
pledges that he, Bo Mogyoe, had made to the Burmese. But it
was a futile thing to stop the Army which had started moving in
according to plan.

The BIA entered Tavoy and set up a “peace preservation com-
mittee” to undertake the administration of the town. The 15th
Army did not like that very much. The 55th Division, under Lt-
General Takeuchi, entered Moulmein about the same time as a
BIA unit led by Captain Kawashima and Bo Bala. The BIA pre-
pared to establish a committee, but the Hiraoka organization of
the 15th Army appeared on the scene to organize military ad-
ministration. Kawashima did not possess sufficient weight to pre-
vail against the Hiraoka people. In the eyes of the Japanese fight-
ing troops, the Hiraoka organ had more regular status than the
motley BIA and its Japanese irregulars. Terakura, the general
staff officer of the division at Moulmein, suggested that Bo Mog-
yoe should settle the issue with Takeuchi, but Bo Mogyoe had
pushed on. Thus, Moulmein came under military administration.
To the BIA this was evidence of Japanese duplicity.

“Our first regret came,” Bo Ne Win recalled in a famous broad-
cast made on May 7, 1945, when, after leading the resistance
forces in the Delta area, he arrived in Rangoon to organize, “with
the fall of Moulmein. Doubts began to awaken in Burmese minds
when the Japanese for the first time broke their promise for de-
claring Burma’s independence and handing over the administra-
tion of the town to the Burmese themselves. Since that time be-
gan discussions among the Burmese regarding the questionable
character of Japanese promises.”®

If Moulmein was bad, Rangoon was worse. The BIA did get

5 This broadcast was first printed in The New Burma in the New World,
Rangoon, 1946, and is often reprinted in the English newspapers on Re-
sistance Day special issues.
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into the city before the 15th Army arrived; but the race, it turned
out, was not for the quick, it went to the strong. The Japanese
Army was bigger, stronger, better-organized, and backed with
morc power all the way from Rangoon to Tokyo. It was the 15th
Army, therefore, which occupied the Government House where
a department of military administration, headed by Colonel Yoshio
Nasu, started business from March 15. The BIA, quartered along
Signal Pagoda Road where Bo Ne Win had thoughtfully taken
a whole row of buildings, was a force under the 15th Army’s
command.

The unfurling of the BIA flag at the Government Hous¢ was.
therefore, out. So too the proclamation of Burma’s independcnce.
Bo Mogyoe, who had enjoyed his role of deliverer, was furious.
He told Bo Aung San and the Burmese comrades that they should
go ahead and declare Burma was free; if the Japanesc Army madc
trouble, fight them, he said. “At onc point,” Bo Mogyoe remem-
bered in later years, “I felt so desperate that I called in my Japa-
nese officers and asked them if they would follow me if I fought
the Japanese. I also met Aung San and his colleagucs and asked
them to rise against the Japancse, and Aung San said they would
not dream of doing that as long as I was there.” Bo Mogyoe’s
unrestrained utterances were heard in Tokyo. “Lt-Gen. Muto of
the General Staff came to visit Burma,” Bo Mogyoe recalled, “and
he asked me if it was truc 1 wanted to proclaim Burmese inde-
pendence. 1 said it was, and hc said that would be premature.
Muto was hanged after the war as a war criminal.”®

The BIA did hold a paradec in Rangoon in the Burma Athletic
Association football grounds and 10,000 troops marched past
the saluting base on which Bo Mogyoe and Bo Aung San stood.
Bo Ne Win, who had spent much time organizing with thc BRP,
was without proper uniform or sword. A young Japanese offi-
cer offered to lend him his sword, for a senior officer of Bo Ne¢
Win’s standing would not be properly dressed without one. Seve-
ral of the thirty comrades were now most impressively dressed in
high boots that shone, in riding breeches; they carried sword, bino-
culars, revolver, whistle and whatnot. Those who were most fan-
cifully dressed were often those who had done the minimum of
work or fighting. Aung San looked grim and shabby: he had prob-

6 Aung San of Burma, p. 58.
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ably been wearing the same shirt and breeches for the last few
weeks. There was hard work ahead, and this parade was no vic-
tory parade; this was not the end of the journey but only the
beginning. There was need for courage, perseverance, endurance:
not much need for sword and fancy uniform in this parade. Bo
Ne Win declined the loan of sword with a smile, and took part
in the parade, crect and austere.

6

Marching orders came soon after the parade. Bo Mogyoc relin-
quished command of the BIA—though not without some per-
suasion from Aung San and the comrades. There was a dra-
matic scene at Bo Mogyoe’s residence to which the comrades were
summoned one morning. Bo Mogyoe came down the stairs, dres-
sed in a silk kimono. Bo Aung San, Bo Ne Win and the com-
rades stood up and bowed. “Sit down,” Bo Mogyoe grunted, and
then threw down on the table a letter which the comrades had
written him. He then drew his sword and with its tip pushed the
letter towards the comrades. It was a tcnse moment, and Bo
Aung San gripped his sword. Bo Ne Win cautioned him; therc
were Japanese sentries all round the place. Then Bo Mogyoc said:
“You are all like my sons. You must not write to me like this.
Come and talk to me, letters are not good. But whatever you say
in the letter is correct!”

On the following day, Bo Mogyoc issued an order appoint-
ing Bo Aung San commander of the BIA, which was organized
into two divisions. The 1st Division, which the Japanese called
the Kaga Corps, was placed under Bo Zeya (whose Japanese
name was Kaga). The 2nd Division, or the Takasugi Corps, was
given to Bo Ne Win (Takasugi, the Tall Pine Trce). Japanese
commanders handed over to the Burmese, and took on new roles
as “advisers”. Bo Mogyoe was content to remain the “father of
the BIA”, the military statesman who worried about making gov-
ernments, high policy, and independence. Captain Kawashima
served as adviser to Aung San. Captain Noda was adviser to Bo
Zeya; Captain Kitajima went with Bo Nec Win.

The two divisions were ordered by the 15th Army to march
up north, along either side of the Irrawaddy river. The 33rd was
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the Japanese division to which the BIA was responsible. The
Japanese Army saw to it that the BIA did not win too much glory
in battle. It was, for the most part, slow plodding up the poor
roads for the BIA, or slow sailing in the big boats up the river.
It was, however, good training for the BIA, a good test of the
strength of its soldiers and commanders. Aung San and his asso-
ciates had decided that they had to build a strong army which
would become not merely the right arm of the nation, but its hope
and a living symbol of defiance. The BIA could rouse the people,
forge national unity, and fight through to final victory. This re-
solve kept the young commanders going. This was the message
they took to the people.

Dropping in at Henzada, a Delta town, Bo Ne Win met town
elders, including Karen leaders, and U Mya and U Aung Tha
who were both of U Saw’s Myochit party at that time, and spoke
earnestly on the need for unity. The only thing that the Japanese
respected was strength, Bo Ne Win told the elders, drawing from
his own personal experience and knowledge. Unity between the
Karens and the Burmese who were so mixed and mingled in the
Delta, between young people and the elders, between civil ser-
vants and the various classes of citizens, between the BIA and
the people, that unity was the only source of the needed strength.
The elders agreed that they must all work together.”

Off Shwedaung, on the road to Prome, BIA troops collided
head-on with the rear-guard of a retreating British column. The
BIA launched waves of frontal attack, to be mown down by ma-
chine-guns. The British had a few tanks left, and these were skil-
fully employed to beat off the attackers. The action was heated;
casualties were heavy on both sides. One Japanese officer, Lt.
Hirayama, whom the BIA soldiers called Bo Mokeseik for his
luxuriant growth of whiskers, fell. Another Japanese casualty was
Hiranobu who had been with the thirty comrades since Hainan.
Among the Burmese who went down at Shwedaung were stu-
dents, teachers, boys from the farms, men who had come from
as far as Tavoy, Chiangmai or Bangkok. The battle of Shwedaung
and Bo Yan Naing became a subject for songs.

Most of the march was plain plodding. There were logistical

7 Gen. Ne Win's Statements of Policy on the National Races, (in Bur-
mese), Rangoon, 1964, p. 64.
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problems to take care of, though not too many, for the troops
lived off the land. Movement was slow, and most of the units were
within hailing distance, so that communications did not pose diffi-
culties. Bo Aung San would meet his field commanders, Bo Ne
Win and Bo Zeya, and give a few simple orders. That was enough
communication for a few days, for the orders would take that
much time to execute. He would also go round and visit the
camps, talk with the men and their officers, and with a quiet
chuckle boost their morale.

Aung San had said on Hainan island that Bo Ne Win would be
his right hand in the fight for freedom. The march from Rangoon
to Myitkyina and Bhamo in the far north, lasting nearly two
months, showed up nothing to shake Aung San’s faith. The two
men were, in fact, alike in many ways. They had the same strength
of character, the same unbending will. Both werc puritan and
perfectionist, practical and rcalistic at the same time. They cared
little for the welcoming parties, the eulogistic speeches. On a few
occasions each on his own gave startled elders of welcoming towns
a good tongue-lashing for giving him a great feast while leaving
the soldiers hungry. The men came first with Bo Aung San and
Bo Ne Win; the army came first, for it was their politics, their
mission. The two commanders had neither time nor patience for
the privilege-seekers—of whom there were many in every vil-
lage or town. They invited members of the Dobama Asi-ayone
to join the BIA, rather than chase the illusion of power in the
peace committees which would be short-lived anyhow. Toughen
yourselves, learn to fight, they told the Thakin comrades. The
response, however, was not always good. Many of the members
wanted power, or even the pretence of it, if only briefly to hold.
Some Thakin members who were put on the committees imme-
diately started to swagger. Some walked the streets with two
pistols in the belt—status symbols to show that now they belong-
ed to the ruling elite. Some went round with followers holding
the golden umbrella over their heads. “We belong to royalty
now,” one Thakin, appointed headman of a village, was heard
to observe to his daughter, “you should stop mixing with the
common crowd.” '

The great response to the BIA came from the young students
—sons of peasants, government officers or clerks—farmers and

8
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village people, workers in the towns, school teachers. Patriotism,
it was seen, was not the monopoly of the slogan-shouting politi-
cians.

The two commanders also showed one quality: integrity. There
were many temptations—power, riches, women, all there for the
taking. But neither of them yielded, nor even showed a flicker
of interest in the distractions. Lesser men, including a few of the
thirty comrades, succumbed. Some grabbed gold. Some abused
power to serve the interests of the flatterers. Some strutted in
fancy uniform, complete with gold braid and plumage, and Yent
courting.

Such practices were not for Bo Aung San or Bo Ne Win. |Bo
Aung San moved about without pomp or ceremony, accompanied
by a staff officer. In the middle of the march, Aung San became
bored with the clumsy uniform and paraphernalia; so he wore
his khaki shirt and Burmese longyi, packing the uniform away
in a bundle. That was the dress in which the commander-in-chief
made his triumphal progress.

Bo Ne Win, taut, trim, and tall, dressed simply, worked hard,
punctual, thorough, untiring. He was level-headed; no flatterers
could sway him. He was correct with money. Funds supplied to
his division were carefully accounted for. Funds collected were
turned over without delay to GHQ. His soldiers must not steal,
rob, or extract “gifts” from grudging donors, but they were well-
fed and well looked after. To a large extent the division had to
rely on food parcels given by the villages, or supplies that were
locally bought. There was no shortage of people who wanted
to wine and dine the commanders, but Bo Ne Win preferred to
live and eat with his men.

Bo Mogyoe visited the troops now and then, taking time off
from high politics. His influence on affairs was on the wane;
Hiraoka and the 15th Army were on top of him. But Bo Mogyoe
did not give up. He appointed Thakin Tun Oke as the chief ad-
ministrator, and kept on issuing many directives addressed to the
people. There were too many directives coming from too many
sources; few people read them. With the help of Nagai, the Japa-
nese bonze, Bo Mogyoe also tried to win over the Buddhist monks
with whom he conferred in a Rangoon meeting. This, and other
such moves, did not please the Japanese Army HQ. Once on a
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visit to the troops which were around Prome, Bo Mogyoe accom-
panied Bo Ne Win to Paungdale and Paukkaung. The villages
warmly welcomed them. Conversations with U Po Kha and the
elders of Bo Ne Win's family impressed Bo. Mogyoe deeply.
“Now I know why the BIA is so successful,” he told Kitajima
back at camp, “its leaders come from such good families with
such broad support. Nc Win's father can get 1000 men for us if
we need them; he is so influential in his area. Don’t let Ne Win
run too many risks: Burma needs him.”

Kitajima was an able officer and a veteran of the China wars.
He knew Siam well and was specially assigned to the Minami
Kikan. Because of his intelligence and sharpness, he was special-
ly chosen to be Bo Ne Win’s adviser, for Bo Ne Win was held in
high esteem by the Japanese Army HQ and regarded as one who
should be helped as well as watched. “Bo Ne Win’s division march-
ed side by side with the Japanese forces aiming at Gangaw,” Kita-
jima wrote, remembering the long march. “When we were march-
ing along the Irrawaddy river above Prome, many BIA soldiers
died of cholera. Bo Ne Win took the trouble of treating the dying
soldiers, using his own medical knowledge and personally organiz-
ed the burning of the dead—while I myself was very much afraid
of contracting the deadly disease and kept myself away. I first had
doubts about his ability to command a division in the battlefield
because 1 knew he had received training only for a short period,
but I admired him when I found he could lead the soldiers with-
out trouble. He was a great disciplinarian and very diligent. Amidst
all odds he would get the troops ready to move or do things an
hour ahead of schedule.”

7

The gathering of the political clans took place in Mandalay in
March. The BRP was there, represented by Ko Kyaw Nyein, Ko
Thein Pe, and Ko Khin Maung Gale who was a teacher in the
National High School addicted strongly to leading students’
strikes. In jail were Thakins Nu, Soe, Ba Hein, Kyaw Sein, Mya
Thwin and others, and leaders of Dr Ba Maw’s Sinyetha party
and other parties. The politicians in the jail felt deeply frustrated,
feeding all the time on rumours, while the war came up. Thakin
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Soe, with his high passions, fumed and fretted because he was
there, caged, while he should be out in the field rousing the people
and fighting the Japanese Fascists. Behind the bars he could make
war only in his dreams—or nightmares.

General Wang, a Chinese emissary, visited the Thakin group in
jail. He had known Thakin Nu in Rangoon and in Chungking
which the latter had visited on a goodwill mission. Deedok U Ba
Choe, who also had Chinese contacts, had asked Wang to look
up the young Thakin leaders, cheer them up, and take them out
to China if possible. Wang was more than willing, Thakin Ny had
his reservations. He explained to Wang that the Governor imust
get a promise from London that Burma would be given her in-
dependence as soon as the war was over; if the promise was forth-
coming the Thakins would fight with the British and the Chinese
against the Japanese with clear conscience, for their war would
be a patriotic war. Thakin Soe was willing to fight the Japanese
on any terms, for the German invasion of Russia had given him
the clear ideological answer.

While Thakin Nu was talking with General Wang about re-
solutions, pledges, declarations, the BIA was marching up along
the Irrawaddy, and the Japanese forces were pushing north
through the Shan mountain ranges. By the time Thakin Nu and
party decided to get out to Chungking the Japanese had blocked
the roads. “So our trip to Chungking petered out at the foot of
Maymyo hill,” Thakin Nu wrote, “and we were back at the cho-
lera-stricken central jail in Mandalay.” It took the party a few
more weeks and some patient negotiations with the jailer before
they were able to get out into the deserted city.®

Across the river, at Sagaing, General Slim was trying to hold
the remnants of the Burma Corps together in an orderly fighting
withdrawal. A party of Burmese officials “dressed in morning
coats, pin-stripe trousers and gray topis” called on the general
and presented “a neatly typed resolution duly proposed, seconded
and passed unanimously at a largely attended public meeting.”
They asked for an assurance that no military operations would
be carried out in the hills, held in veneration by the Buddhists,
and at that time a haven for the war refugees.

“I was terribly sorry for these people,” General Slim wrote.
: 8 U Nu, Burma under the Japanese, p. 13.
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“They were all high officials of the Burma government, commis-
sioners, secretaries, judges, and the like; their world had tumbled
about their ears, but they still clung to the democratic procedure
of resolutions, votes, and the rest that we had taught them. They
brought me their pathetlc little bit of paper as if it were a talis-
man.” Slim could only say that he himself had no wish for mili-
tary operations in the hills, but the Japanese general might not
be so obliging as to agree; the Burmese party went away polite
but puzzled. “The impressiveness of the proceedings was some-
what marred,” the general recalled, “by one gentleman who came
back and asked could he not be issued with a six months’ advance
of pay?”?

Dr Ba Maw broke out of Mogok jail about this time. It took
him some planning, some help from friends outside and from his
wife who had been staying in town for the rescue. Then on the
appointed day Dr Ba Maw slipped out to be picked up on the road
by his wife who was waiting for him in a car. They drove out
to a Shan village and waited for the proper time for the leader to
step out onto the stage. Dr Ba Maw had a keen sense of the right
and dramatic timing; he knew his time would come. Ko Kyaw
Nyein searched him out and urged him to go back to Mandalay
and join hands with the BRP group. Dr Ba Maw declined with
smiles. With the group he would be one among many. Alone in
the solitary mountains he would be more vividly seen as the one
without whom the many would be lost. Besides, he could not go
to the Japancse; they must come to him.®

And Dr Ba Maw was right. The scarch for him became a spe-
cial task with the Japanese Army. General Tojo in Tokyo wanted
him for he was the one political leader of sufficient staturc to be
appointed leader of the government in Burma.

General lida wanted him, for some kind of government must
be set up and a front-man was needed. Bo Mogyoe, Thakin Tun
Oke, the peace committees, all these were becoming a little too
much for lida; he wanted something simple which he could under-
stand.

? Field-Marshal Slim, Defeat into Victory, David McKay Co. Inc., New
York, 1961, p. 70.

10 Dr Ba Maw, It Happened during Thingyan, in The Nation, April 13,
1964.
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Bo Aung San, Bo Let Ya, Bo Ne Win and the leaders among
the thirty comrades had agreed even in Hainan that Dr Ba Maw
should be given leadership of the wartime government. He was,
after all, the leader of the Freedom Bloc. The Japanese them-
selves, in sounding out the comrades, had hinted their preference
for him. If they must have him, they must. There was no need
for making an issue of what was, in calm analysis, a matter of
no great importance. The vital thing was to forge national unity.

The debate assumed urgency in Rangoon where the appear-
ance of the military administration organs made for more, con-
fusion. In Mandalay, when the commanders of the BIA, the
Thakin leaders of different political thoughts, the BRP and other
groups met for the first time after a long separation, the debate
assumed larger proportions, covering wider range of problems,
generating greater heat. Some Thakin leaders urged Bo Aung
San to take the leadership of the nation as a Generalissimo, but
he was uninterested. It was not Aung San’s ambition to lead a
puppet government. “You may have your head in the clouds,” he
used to advise his associates, “but at least have your fcet on the
ground.” Aung San saw that whoever took on the leadership of
the country under the Japanese occupation would only have to
grapple with petty problems, wielding some pretence of power,
while the Japanese Army would make the big decisions reserving
to themselves the real power. The leader of the government would
therefore come out of the war exhausted, tainted as collaborator,
politically finished. Bo Aung San therefore decided to stay with
the army, build it, and prepare himself, for the right time and the
decisive struggle. “I am not ready, the job is too big,” Aung San
told those who wanted him to become Generalissimo.

Thakin Ba Sein saw the severe limitations under which a war-
time regime must operate, and the perils. He realized that the
fortunes of war must change, the Japanese must fade away. But
a politician must stay in politics, move and manoeuvre in chang-
ing circumstances. He would, therefore, join a government, not
as an end in itself, but as a means to something better in the
future. He could not, however, accept Dr Ba Maw as the leader.
“How much had that man sacrificed in the national cause?” he
asked.

On May 13, 1942, the Japanese Kempetai made contact with
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Dr Ba Maw. The “rescue” was suitably played up for publicity
purposes. Colonel Furuki of the 15th Army and Colonel Hiraoka
urged General lida to appoint Ba Maw, without any delay, as
head of a provisional administration which the Army was prepar-
ing to establish,

At Kyunhla in Shwebo district, Bo Aung San and Bo Ne Win
decided to fall back to Mandalay to participate in political discus-
sions. The future government of the country, the choice of leader,
the future of the BIA, these were the big and urgent issues. Bo
Zeya was left in charge of the march to Myitkyina and Bhamo,
fixed as the grouping point of the troops. At Yinmabin in Monywa
district, they met Thakin Than Tun who had just come out of
jail, but there was only enough time to give him some news and
drop a few hints on the situation. They ran into Thakin Thein Pe
in Shwebo. Thein Pe, after circulating anti-Japanese pamphlets,
was bound for Calcutta, which was some way away, and the
Japanese were already hunting for him. Bo Ne Win, who was
neither aware nor informed of the situation, was asked to take
Thein Pe in his car to Amarapura where the BIA was assembling.
He complied, and the drive was, fortunately, without mishap. The
Ava bridge had been blown down, and the Irrawaddy had to be
crossed by ferry. Bo Ne Win gave the code word to the Japanese
guards and the ferry took them across. It was only much later,
when Bo Ba Thein of Henzada who conducted Thein Pe part of
the way to Calcutta returned and reported to him, that Bo Ne
Win discovered that the ride to Amarapura had been a really
perilous one.

Iida met the political leaders in Maymyo. Thakins Mya, Nu,
Than Tun, Kodaw Hmaing, Ba Sein and Tun Oke were there.
Bo Aung San, Bo Ne Win and Bo Let Ya represented the BIA
at the meeting. lida asked for the views of the leaders on the ap-
pointment of Dr Ba Maw as chief administrator. Thakin Ba Sein
and Thakin Tun Oke spoke strongly in dissent. The BIA com-
manders said that as lida seemed to have made the choice, they
would raise no objection. Thakin Kodaw Hmaing, who had ex-
pressed himself in forceful words in private councils against Ba
Maw, kept his silence at the meeting. lida, and in fact Tojo in
Tokyo, had already made the choice, and the meeting was mere
formality. )
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Dr Ba Maw complained to Bo Mogyoe that some BIA soldiers
were treating members of his Sinyetha party rather roughly. Bo
Mogyoe promised instant action. It was true that the BIA had
been high-handed in places, but Ba Maw’s complaints were in
token of his authority, to show who was the boss. Bo Mogyoe’s
respectful response also acknowledged not the bigness of issue,
but the fact that Ba Maw was the chosen one. Both men were
good actors, at home only in grand roles. That of Ba Maw was
now beginning; Bo Mogyoe’s was just about played out.

With the Japanese Army, however, Dr Ba Maw stood firfn on
the need for a strong national army. The BIA might have its faults,
but it could be reorganized. There were, inevitably, bad elements
in it; they could be weeded out. Bo Aung San and his command-
ers should be given an opportunity to build the army, using the
good elements in the BIA as the nucleus. There were hard times
ahead, Ba Maw knew, and without a strong national army thc
nation would be weak, helpless, vulnerable.

Iida’s own respect for Aung San, and the strong support given
by Ba Maw, helped to save at least the hard core of the BIA.
Troops which had reached Bhamo were ordered to regroup in
Mandalay. The campaign was over: it had been brief, all too
brief. The British had withdrawn; the Japanese Army was in occ-
upation of the land.

8

When the BIA ended its long march, it had rallied to its banner
some 23,000 men. That was an unwieldy number for a force rais-
ed so quickly in the dust and din of battle. The army attracted
the good and the bad elements, the best as well as the worst. More,
it also provided an outlet for pent-up passions and deep-rooted
prejudices. Troops committed excesses here and there because they
were intoxicated with power or from sheer over-zealousness or
short-sight. Mistakes were made which amounted at times to ex-
pensive blunders. Summary “justice” was done in the field which
sometimes amounted to cold-blooded cruelty. Yet, all in all, disci-
pline was maintained by the commanders of the BIA, and the
troops gave valuable service to the people by protecting their
homes and keeping law and order in the troubled transition. By
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its very nature and mission the BIA made the people feel good
and hold their heads high with pride.

One ugly incident happened in the Delta. There, in some parts,
Karens live with Burmese in villages, or Karen villages flourish
as good neighbours of Burmese. The British had taken Karens
into racial battalions long before they started to admit Burmese
recruits, When the British forces withdrew, Karen soldiers return-
ed to their villages with their arms. These soldiers, taking propa-
ganda for pledge, believed that the retrcat was only a tactical
withdrawal. They therefore considered it to be their duty to resist
the Japanese and the BIA. Besides the soldiers, many of the
Karens themselves, classified by the British as “loyal”, felt they
had 1o live up to that reputation. Some elders, and some of those
who had been associated with the rulers and the missionaries, felt
that way and they wielded great influence on the villagers.

The BIA marched in, spoiling for a fight, searching for glory.
Some Karen villages in the Delta, veritable fortresses, appeared
to the BIA as a challenge. Clashes occurred near Bassein and
Myaungmya between the BIA and the Karens, which soon as-
sumed the proportions of a small war. Wholc families, whole vil-
lages, were destroyed in the slaughter in which both sides took
part, driven by the fiercest passions that the war had unleashed.
In Rangoon, the BIA, a few thousand strong, was left under the
command of Bo Setkya. The commander, however, spent most
of his time at play, with little time to spare for troops, while Bo
Kyaw Zaw, a younger man, supervised their training. Bo Aung
San, Bo Ne Win, Bo Let Ya, Bo Zeya, and the scnior staff were
up in the north, plodding on with the army.

Bo Mogyoe organized a punitive force which he planned to
lead to Myaungmya. A conference in Maymyo called him away
for a few days, and on his return he heard that parts of the Delta
were already in flames. His favourite aide, Kimata, was killed ‘on
operations in the area, and this made Bo Mogyoe hopping mad.
He was a frustrated man. He had missed his role of deliverer of
Burma. He was Mogyoe only in name—and perhaps in legend,
which would soon fade—but the “thunderbolt” had struck noth-
ing, made no visible impact. Now he would show the Karens what
the Mogyoe could do. Besides, there was Kimata to avenge.

When Bo Mogyoe reached Wakema by river-boat, the devasta-
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tion in the area was clearly visible: dead bodies of Karens and
Burmese floated down the river. That was not enough, Bo Mogyoe
decided. The rebellion must be crushed completely. After plan-
ning a campaign all night, Bo Mogyoe ordered Bo Kyaw Zaw and
a regiment of the BIA into battle at dawn. Karen villages near
Wakema were the target. Bo Kyaw Zaw, trained and indoctrinated
in Hainan to execute orders without question, waged the battle
with thoroughness. Only much later did Bo Mogyoe discover that
it was not at Wakema but at Begayet near Bassein that Kimata
was Killed. Such mistakes, he said with a shrug of the shoujders,
were bound to happen in war.

“The Delta incident was an expensive mistake, a great blunder,”
General Ne Win told Karen leaders several years later, “it opened
gaping wounds in Karen-Burmese relations which were hard to
heal. We tried our best, as you know, to heal the wounds during
the war. Even when they did, the scars remained.”

There was another incident in the Shan State which was less
destructive, but perhaps nearly as damaging to the popularity of
the BIA. One young officer, leading a force of one hundred men,
went on a spree through the State. The forces looted and plun-
dered. In Hsipaw, they broke into the palace of the chief helping
themselves freely to what valuable things they could find. The
officer then mounted the throne and cursed the “feudal lord” of
the palace in pithy language. The force went round wounding feel-
ings left and right. In Lashio they shot cows in the market-place
for meat. When Bo Aung San and Bo Ne Win heard of the mis-
deeds of the force, they sent out a party in hot pursuit. It was,
however, too late. The mischief had been done, and when the party
caught up it found that the young officer had fled into the hills.
Later reports said that he renounced lay life and became a Bud-
dhist monk.!!

There were many wounds to heal, many scars to erase, many
incidents to live down. The wonder was not that there were so
many, but that there were not many more.

9

The BIA was reorganized without delay. Only 3,000 men were
to be retained out of the 23,000. The rest were to go home. The
11 Gen. Ne Win's Statements of Policy on the National Races, p. 63.
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selections were therefore strict; the partings were sad. The older
men were asked to go back to their professions and their fami-
lies. Thus U Ba Than, an old lawyer from Thaton, “as wily an
old rogue as a small town lawyer could be,” as a comrade affec-
tionately described him, was going home after receiving a promo-
tion in the ficld. So was Yodaya U Ba Thein, so called because
he joined the BIA in Siam (Yodaya-pyi). So were some 150 Sia-
mese nationals who had joined up in Bangkok, Chiangmai, or
Kanburi; they had come a long way from home, and some did
not even know how to return.

Not the elderly only, but the young too must go, for only three
battalions were to be kept. The divisions, the regiments, all were
disbanding. Day after day, the men were lined up for the selec-
tions which Bo Ne Win supervised with swift eye, sure judgement,
and fine memory for faces and names. Many young boys wanted
to stay, and to them he was kind. While selecting the men, cadets
for the first officer training course to be organized at an academy
in Mingaladon were picked out. A young boy, so lcan he was
willowy, stepped forward at one selection parade and asked to
be sent to the academy. His company commander, Bo Than Daing,
decided he was too young and much too small. “Step back”, he
told the boy kindly, “step back and go home”. The boy persisted,
and Bo Than Daing decided to stop the boy the only way he knew
how: he hit him hard across the cheek, the way the Japanese liked
to do. The boy reeled but did not fall. “Hey, stop it,” shouted
Bo Ne Win, “let the young fellow go to the academy if he is so
keen.” Thus, the young soldier, Mya Thaung, went to Mingaladon,
then on to Japan for higher military studies, and service with the
army through its many campaigns.

One by one, the many melted away, taking their little bundles
of clothes, storing away their precious memories of the great
march. But all was not lost. Those who went home had been
trained to fight. They had tasted victory; they were confident, un-
afraid. When time came for them to rise again they would be
ready.

The few remained, the hard core of the national army that must
be built, future commanders of the army and leaders of the na-
tion. Aung San received a colonel’s commission from the Empe-
ror, ceremonially handed to him by General Jida, and was ap-
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pointed commander-in-chief of the Burma Defence Army. Bo Ne
Win was made a major and given the 1st battalion, which marked
him out as number two in the chain of field command. The bat-
talions were scattered. The 1st was sent out to Arakan to defend
the border alongside the Japanese troops, and to help in the cons-
truction of roads. Captain Kitajima went along as Bo Ne Win’s
adviser.

The Minami Kikan was officially dissolved on July 10,,1942.
Some civilian members of the Kikan, such as Sugii, Mizuta‘hi and
Higuchi, had considered that its mission ended as soon §s the
15th Army gained a firm foothold and established military ad-
ministration, and that Suzuki had been talking too much and too
loud without authority. Those soldiers in the Kikan who chose
to stay on—thcy were the majority—were absorbed into the 15th
Army HQ and assigned to the advisory group attached to the
BDA. Control over the BDA itself was retained by the Army
HQ.

Col. Suzuki was promoted to be a major-general and sent back
to Japan to command the Home Guard in the Honshu area. A
remarkable man, he had given a fine performance in a unique role
cast by history. Now the role was played; the curtain must fall,
for the stage must be cleared for other players, other parts.

On July 27 the BIA was officially wound up and the BDA inau-
gurated. The BIA was seven months old when it was disbanded.
It had been seventy days on road and river, from Rangoon to
Bhamo, in that brief career. The thirty comrades were no longer
thirty when the BDA was organized with base at Pyinmana. Bo
Moe had fallen in a skirmish at Htugyi; Bo Nyarna had been kil-
led in action between Bilin and Papun; Bo Saw Aung had been
felled by a sniper in the battle of Shwegyin. Bo Mya Din died
of illness at a hospital in Chiangmai where he had to be left against
his loud protests just before the BIA began its march. Thakin
Than Tin never even got back to Bangkok, never set foot on Bur-
mese soil again, for he died of illness in a hospital on Formosa
island. Bo Saung alias Bo Htain Win never seriously joined the
thirty; in Rangoon he went over to the Hiraoka Organ. Thakin
Tun Oke had neither heart nor stomach for the army; he went
only after political office. Thus the thirty had dwindled, and there
were those among the survivors who tended to stray, and those
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who would rest on their laurels. But nourished by rich new blood,
the BDA began to gain strength rapidly.

On August 1, the Executive Administration was installed with
Dr Ba Maw as chief. There were nine other members of the Ad-
ministration of which five were his former political associates: Dr
Thein Maung, U Tun Aung, Bandoola U Sein, U Ba Win and
U Hla Pe. The four remaining members were Thakins Tun Oke,
Ba Sein, Mya, and Than Tun. Thakin Tun Oke was appointed
Executive for Forests, while Thakin Ba Sein became Executive
for Communications and Labour.

Schoolmates had joined the BIA in their scores partly out of
friendship for Bo Aung San, Bo Ne Win, Bo Zeya and others.
Ko Thi Han, a pious man who had rcgularly walked to the Shwe-
dagon pagoda from the University hostel; Ko Tin Maung who
liked to sing and dance in college, and later acquired fame as an
actor and director in the A-1 Films; Ko Chin Secin, also of A-1,
who became better known as Shwe Nyar Maung; several actors,
such as Tin Ngwe, Chit Swe and Tha Gaung; Ko San Maung,
the son of U Po We who kept racing stables; these and many more
had marched with the BIA. When they were demobilised, some
had jobs to go back to, some nceded help in placement.

Bo Ne Win took Ko San Maung to Thakin Ba Sein’s house and
told the former political mentor to look after him. When Thakin
Ba Sein became Executive for Communications, he sent Ko San
Maung out to look for books, the bigger the better, dealing direct-
ly or remotely with the subject of communications. Books were
scattered all over the town, for offices and libraries had been
raided, stripped and sacked. San Maung, however, turned up with
a postal manual and a telephone directory. Pleased, and satisfied
that he was suitably equipped to run his department, Thakin Ba
Sein went to work. He appointed Ko San Maung superintendent
of posts with office in Mandalay. Neither he nor Ko San Maung
knew what the duties of superintendent entailed. Undeterred, Ko
San Maung hunted round for a few more books, then hurriedly
left to assume charge before someone else could make a grab for
the job.
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The Resistance
1

Building an administration from scratch was an exciting job and
Dr Ba Maw loved it. He had a notice published calling the civil
servants back to duty. They were to report at the Secretariat at
the latest by September’s end. Just as in February and March all
roads seemed to have led out of Rangoon, now they led back to
the city. By boat, bus, or railway, the refugees returned, among
them the thousands of civil servants eager to get back to work.
Thousands of young graduates or college students also sought em-
ployment, for the colleges were closed and they could not remain
idle.

The Secretariat was the employment exchange. Every morning
the seekers would come, bringing their applications and the let-
ters of recommendation from their Thakin friends or their local
Sinyetha party. Some wore the “pinni” home-spun jacket in the
hope that that might please thc Thakin members of the adminis-
tration. Some did better: they wore the baggy pants and the skull-
cap which Dr Ba Maw preferred. No more, however, the Euro-
pean suit, for this was the Burmese Era and one must move with
the times.

When Dr Ba Maw arrived, accompanied by his Japanese “‘ad-
visers” and bodyguards, the applicants would move forward, hop-
ing to catch his eye. A few who were more bold would follow him
and say a few words in respectful greeting. The Leader would
smile, wave to the crowd, then pass on.

For the plums of jobs the Thakins and the Sinyetha party fought
at various levels including the “inner circle” which Dr Ba Maw
informally gathered round him. The fight remained a principal
occupation of the leaders for some time. The Thakins enjoyed
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the advantage of having U Kyaw Nyein as secretary to Dr Ba
Maw. U Kyaw Nyein would arrange appointment orders for the
signature of the Chief, placing those for nominees of the Sinyetha
party on top. Dr Ba Maw would sign away, pleased with the
“fair” distribution of jobs. After a few orders were signed, he
would stop checking the papers carefully and thereby miss the
fact that the remaining appointments went mainly to Thakins.

The spirit of the Administration was good. It was a big chal-
lenge to build a brand-new State out of the ashes. The Japanese
simultaneously helped and hindered, willing to participate in the
building, yet anxious that they might no longer be wanted after
independence was proclaimed. Swarms of their advisers descended
on the Secretariat. They followed Dr Ba Maw like his shadow.
They followed the other members of the Administration as well.
U Thein Maung, who became Minister for Justice later, adopted
an effective method of keeping his adviser away. “Study all these
statutes,” he asked the faithful shadow, “and advise me on which
of them should be abolished, which amended.” The man took the
volumes of the Burma Code away, never to return.

Despite the Japanese, despite the odds and the hardships, the
Administration was put into shape in a few short months, and
its writ began to run throughout the war-torn land. Men went to
their posts without grumbling. They did their best in the perfor-
mance of their duties. The Administration was without large re-
sources; the staff sharpened their own resourcefulness to com-
pensate. Supplies were poor; few things came in while the Japanese
took out much of what they found. The people, and the public
servants, learned to manage with what they had. Senior officials
rode bicycles to office. Wearing “pinni” became common, not
because that was what the Thakins used to wear, but because
that was all that the people could get. When the bombs began
to fall—over the cities they rained—government staff moved their
offices to the monasteries or the rest-houses on the pagodas, and
carried on. The salaries were poor. The Executives (later Minis-
ters) received Rs. 1,200 a month; Supreme Court judges Rs. 1,000;
Secretaries Rs. 800; Deputy Commissioners Rs. 600. The Japa-
nese Army printed paper currency—in dollars and cents—and
circulated them in large volumes. Labourers would get their paper
money crisp and sweet-smelling, moist with fresh ink. Inflation
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was rapid. The price of a cup of tea climbed from $ 1 to $ 10 in
no time. A bag of rice cost a few hundred. Medicine went off the
market. Quinine for malaria, and sulphur ointments to relieve
the skin diseases caused by undernourishment, were in great de-
mand. But the people, and the public servants carried on with-
out losing their sense of humour. Government staff managed by
selling off silk and fine clothes of their pre-war wardrobes. Their
wives sold their gold. Some people in high places and some staff
in the districts were rumoured to have made some fortuhes during
the war, but they were few. The majority worked with inspiration,
and the will to prove to the Japanese—and to themselves—that
Burmans could run their own country. \

“One Voice, One Blood, One Command!” That was the slogan
which Dr Ba Maw coined. “Let us be strong, for strength is the
only medicine,” he said. He called for a New Order built on a
new plan “radically different from the old democratic plan which
was based on vote-value instead of labour value. A real plan,
that is a revolutionary plan, must be built on labour-value whe-
ther it gets the votes or not. The votes must wait till the work is
done and the peril is averted, when people may go back to their
old political play-acting if they should still want to be amused
that way.”*

2

For many of the BIA commanders and leaders of the BRP and
political groups the end of hostilities marked the beginning of the
mating season. Physically exhausted after the endeavours, ment-
ally elated that the danger of death had receded at least for the
time being, they began to marry to get nursed, or go into the mili-
tary hospital to ultimately marry the nurses.

Bo Aung San followed the latter course. In hospital he met
Daw Khin Kyi, a comely nurse, whom he married after a whirl-
wind courtship. He who used to growl at the weddings of his offi-
cers or comrades that they were going soft now discovered that
domestic life had its delights. Young officers, eager to get on
with the revolution, wondered for many months whether their
Supremo would emerge in time from his prolonged honeymoon.

1 Dr Ba Maw’s New Order Plan in Burma, 1944,
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Mandalay was where the BIA stopped for several weeks which
gave time enough to the officers to get married. Bo Zeya got mar-
ried to a Mandalay girl. So did Bo Bala. Bo Let Ya married a girl
from Pegu whose older sister was a fellow striker in 1936. U
Kyaw Nyein was united with the girl whom he had loyally wooed
in college. U Hla Maung was similarly successful.

In Rangoon the comrades, now established in office and power,
lived in the Golden Valley which was once the home of Sir J. A.
Maung Gyi, ministers and high officials in the colonial government.
In British days a man’s Golden Valley address indicated to the
nationalists that he was on “the other side”. During the war, how-
ever, such an address showed that a man was in the “inner circle”
or at least on the outer fringes of that inner circle. If a sentry stood
with a rifle at the gate, then the man was in the inner circle. If
not one sentry but two or three stood at the gate, then the man
was a real big man and, as the popular saying went those days,
“only an elephant would be bigger than he”.

Thakin Kodaw Hmaing lived in the Golden Valley. He held
court regularly for the young Thakins and cursed the Japanese
and Dr Ba Maw in rhyme for their benefit.

The Japanese soldiers were becoming much hated, with their
arrogance and their greed. The British had liked being called
“thakin”; the Japanese liked to be called “master”; they came as
masters all, only the Japanese were more rude. Daw Thi, the
Burmese wife of a Japanese dentist, had broadcast from Radio
Tokyo that the Japanese were coming to Burma as liberators. She
spoke often about the cherry blossoms in Japan and the snow on
Mount Fuji. Now those beautiful dreams were shattered. The
Japanese soldier slapped people in the street, grabbed things,
pursued women. The Burmese had not hoped for this kind of
liberator. “What sort of a god have you invited into our country,”
Thakin Kodaw Hmaing asked Aung San, “can’t you send him
back?” That was good for a joke but unfair. “The Japanese would
have come anyway,” Aung San retorted. Thakin Kodaw Hmaing,
however, only asked questions; he did not want the answers.

There was talk in the political and army circles of resistance,
but it was just talk. No bridegroom of a few months wanted to
become a guerrilla fighter. Besides, the Japanese were there solid
and secure. There were some clashes, but they were minor quar-
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rels. Some Burmese soldiers kept beating up the Japanese soldiers,
and vice versa, but that was not the resistance. Things had moved
too fast, and the people needed time to sort out a clear picture
of the true situation, time to prepare for whatever they must do.

Bo Ne Win went to Arakan with his battalion. There in the
mud and rain he lived with his men. Most of them were veterans
of the long march, but they needed to be trained properly. So at
Pyinmana, and in Lamu camp 100 miles north of Sandoway, fhe
battalion was put through tight schedules of training, from the
commander down. The day’s programme would be first worked
out by Bo Ne Win, Kitajima and the company commanders. The
officers would then teach the non-commissioned officers, who
would in turn teach and train the men. Through the day, day in
and day out, this was done, and Bo Ne Win would join in till
the end of the day’s schedules. Kitajima would also translate Japa-
nese military manuals and textbooks into English; Bo Ne Win
would read up and translate into Burmese those which the offi-
cers and men should also study.

There was plenty of work to do: roads to make and keep in
repair, from Padaung to Taungup pass and up; supply lines to
keep open; sentry duties and security. Arakan was a frontline of
the war, a spring-board for the projected Japanese offensive
against India, a vital objective for the early British assaults. Bri-
tish aircraft would come over often and strafe and bomb. Units
of the 1st Battalion, would shoot at the low-flying planes with
their rifles and machine-guns, scoring fatal hits a few times, and
attracting reprisal raids.

The rice, which was supplied by the Japanese depot, was often
stale, and fresh meat and vegetable were rare. The men were thus
undernourished, and prone to malaria and various skin diseases.
Bo Ne Win would go to the cookhouse often to check the food,
and he liked eating with the men in their mess. Kitajima would
go to the supply depot occasionally to complain, and the supplies
would improve, but only for a while. Bo Ne Win would also send
Bo Aung Gyi, a supply officer of the battalion, to Ramree to buy
fresh supplies for the men. Feed them well, work them hard, care
for them with kindness when they were ill; Bo Ne Win drove him-
self hard to achieve those aims. The men loved and respected
him. The discipline and the spirit of the battalion were good.
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Among the officers were Bo Ye Tut, one of the youngest of the
thirty comrades, who had the machine-gun company. Bo Saw
Naung and Bo La Yaung, also of the thirty. Bo Tin Pe, who
commanded the 4th company; Bo Kyaw Myint, the medical offi-
cer; Bo Than Maung who, as a clerk in the Home Department,
had supplied information to Thakin Shu Maung.

It was lonely in Arakan, on the Yomas. But man often needs
loneliness to build strength for his inner self.

3

Thakin Thein Pe trekked out to India through Arakan and Chit-
tagong. The BIA sent Thakin Tin Mya and a few men to take
him to the border. Thakin Soe went along, resolved to fight Fas-
cism from India; his comrades, however, ultimately convinced him
that he was needed in Burma where the resistance must be ral-
lied.

Thakin Thein Pe was arrested at the first police outpost in India
which he reached. They took his money and things and locked
him up. The British intelligence interrogated him thoroughly be-
fore they decided that he was genuine and not a Japanese spy.
Once he was cleared he was treated well. He was attached to
the ministry of information, and later to Force 136, a secret ser-
vice organization whose mission was to nourish the forces of resis-
tance in Burma. His book, What Happened in Burma, created
quite a stir. Edgar Snow, author of Red Star over China which
had inspired many young Burmese nationalists, wrote a foreword
to the book and recommended that it was essential reading for
“every intelligent Englishman who wants to win the war.”

The attention which Thakin Soe received in Burma was not so
pleasing. The Japanese hunted him, and he had to go underground
in the Delta region. He lived dangerously, prowling like a beast
of the jungle, preaching to his disciples like a prophet who had
risen out of the pages of a religious textbook. The villagers found
him irresistible, especially the young girls. He was free from in-
hibitions, In those days of many privations and restrictions he
was a welcome change, a breath of fresh air—or a gust of strong
wind. He attacked everyone. Bo Aung San, whom he called a
Japanese puppet, a military martinet. Thakin Than Tun had be-
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trayed the cause, he said, and was enjoying his make-belief role
of minister too well. Dr Ba Maw was beneath contempt. Puppets
all, caricatures, traitors to the cause; only he, Thakin Soe, the
great teacher, the prophet, was the saviour. Thakin Soe spoke,
wrote his manifestoes, published his pamphlets, and kept on run-
ning. His untimely utterances and writings made much trouble
for his comrades aboveground. They also helped to keep them
awake.

Thakin Kyaw Sein, Thakin Pe Htay, Thakin Mya Than, Com-
rade Rajan and others formed a group to start the resistance.
They tried to establish contacts with Thakin Soe but the prophet
kept moving. They distributed anti-Japanese propaganda, but that
was ineffective and premature. The Japanese Kempetai rounded
the group up and gave them the treatment. When they were re-
leased they were broken men; their will to fight was gone.

A few young officers in the BDA kept plotting for the resist-
ance. They too wrote their pamphlets and drafted noble mani-
festoes. They translated treatises on guerrilla warfare; they plan-
ned their grand strategy. But the young men were scattered, from
Taungup in Arakan to Pyinmana, from Mandalay to Indaw up
north. They had the will to fight, but neither the men nor the arms
to do the fighting with. To his bookish aide, Bo Maung Maung,
who was one of those young officers, Bo Aung San once put the
question: “Can you find me someone who will do an assassination
job and keep absolutely silent if he was caught?” The young aide
had to admit that it would be difficult to find such a man, for most
men might kill but would squeal under pressure. It was a ques-
tion of will, Bo Aung San explained, a man of steel will could
bear any amount of pressure. The Japanese will was forged in
steel by hard training and indoctrination. “We must forge the re-
sistance forces likewise,” Aung San said, “before we fight the
Japanese.”?

Aung San was the living symbol of the army. The soldiers
sang songs about him and the nurse whom he loved. Stories about
the austere Bogyoke, the dedicated leader, became legend. But
Bo Aung San could not visit the troops as often as he wanted;
the Japanese Army must approve his tour programmes. His Japa-
nese advisers always surrounded him. Closer to the men in the

2 Brig. Maung Maung in Aung San of Burma, p. 67.
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field, therefore, was Bo Ne Win who lived in the camps, worked
and played with the men, sharing their hardships and hazards.
The young officers found him a sympathetic listener; he might not
always agree with them, but he understood. Bo Ne Win used the
strong, salty language of the soldier—his schoolmates say that
he had the language even before his army days—and the young
men felt good with him even if he cursed them sometimes in his
pithiest prose. To him they unburdened their thoughts and brought
their literature. Bo Ne Win was young enough to be excited by
the plans that were unfolded to him, but also old enough to know
better. He too realized that the Japanese could not be pushed out
of the country with pamphlets. He too stressed the need for pati-
ence, for thorough organization and preparation. The young offi-
cers would then retort that he was no more than an echo of
Aung San.

Bo Ne Win was absolutely loyal to Bo Aung San who was a
younger man, and junior in many ways. In politics Bo Ne Win
had started out earlier. In wordly wisdom he could claim more
breadth and depth, for he had learnt much at the hard school of
life. In regard to some raw realities of life Aung San was an inno-
cent. But Aung San had his great qualities. His integrity was un-
impeachable; his patriotism was absolute. Aung San was selfless
because he never learned to be otherwise, because there was no
self but only country. In matters of principle Aung San never
gave a thought to considerations of personality or faction. Since
Hainan where members of the two factions of the Dobama Asi-
ayone shed off their factional differences Aung San thought only
of the one goal of national independence to which the people must
strive as one force. Bo Ne Win thought and felt the same way.
His loyalty to Aung San was therefore a natural consequence,
not pretence, nor mere propriety in military behaviour towards
an officer of hlgher rank. It was subordination of self not to a
man but to a mission.

Some of the former associates of the “Ba Sein-Tun Oke” fac-
tion of the Asi-ayone were sometimes impatient with Bo Ne Win’s
absolute loyalty to Aung San. Why must he be so correct, they
grumbled among themselves, why could he not side with his for-
mer associates in the tug-of-war for the leadership. If he would
join them, or say a few right words in the right places, Thakin Ba
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Sein and Thakin Tun Oke could win. Bo Ne Win, however, was
uninterested in the power struggle. Bigger things were at stake
than the appointment of the chief Japanese puppet.

4

In January, 1943, General Tojo announced during the 80th ses-
sion of the Imperial Diet that Burma would be recognized as an
independent state within the year. In March, a delegation led by
Dr Ba Maw flew to Tokyo for talks. Aung San, promoted Major-
General, Thakin Mya and Dr Thein Maung were on the dek’%a—
tion. “Let the political organization of New Burma be simple and
eflective,” Tojo urged, “as for economic affairs Burma should
promote her economic dcvelopment by just and unhampered acti-
vities under her own authority as a unit in the general economic
construction of Greater East Asia.”
© The Emperor received the delegates in audience and invested
them with the Order of the Rising Sun. “I am profoundly touch-
ed and overawed,” Tojo reported to the Diet in its 81st session,
“by the boundless magnitude of His Imperial Graciousness.” A
scroll given by Tojo to the delegation containing the solcmn pledge
of independence was, however, less graciously received. Dr Ba
Maw left it bchind at a Manila hotel on the return journey, and
remembered only in Saigon that he had forgotten to bring the pre-
cious document along. Major-General Isomura, shepherd of the
delegation, went into a fit. It was, for him, a serious crisis, in-
volving honour. The Burmese took the whole thing as a good
joke. Isomura, however, suffered for several hours and seriously
considered committing harakiri (suicide) in order to save his face.
In Rangoon an independence preparatory commission was ap-
pointed and given the task of writing a constitution without de-
lay. It was a small but representative commission which included
Aung San, Thakin Nu, Thakin Mya and Thakin Kodaw Hmaing;
politicians of the GCBA vintage, such as U Chit Hlaing and U
Thein Maung; Dr San C. Po, a Karen leader; Sir Mya Bu, the
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court; U Khin Maung Dwe of Man-
dalay; U Kyaw, U Mya, U Aye Maung, U Tun Pe, and U Thwin.
Isomura sat in during the deliberations of the commission. Hurry,
hurry, he said, for General Tojo wanted to proclaim Burma’s
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independence soon. The war was not going too well for Japan.
The tide of victory was fast receding. Japan must march on India;
a well-timed proclamation of Burma’s independence might per-
suade the Indian nationalists to rise up in arms against the British
and clear the way for a Japanese victory. Besides, the people of
Burma were getting restive; independence might make them happy.

The jurists in the commission talked endlessly on abstract cons-
titutional principles which they had studied long ago for their bar
examinations. Was the constitution going to be flexible or rigid,
was the state to be federal or unitary? They asked questions, they
expounded, referring to rulings, quoting from books. Isomura’s
temper would rise in direct ratio with the length of the proceed-
ings. A few weeks to the deadline, and the first draft of the consti-
tution was not yet done; the old men were still discussing abstract
principles and looking for further references. “Get on with the
job,” Isomura urged. “But we need to build safeguards into the
constitution. No constitution is complete without them,” the
jurists argued. And Isomura fumed, “You don’t need any. You
have God!” “Which God?” the old men wanted to know. “The
Nippon Imperial Army,” was the imperious answer. The com-
mander-in-chief of the Japanese Army had to invite the commis-
sion in for a strong lecture on how desirable it was for the consti-
tution to be simple but effective and how time was of the essence,
before the old men decided they had had enough fun and must
now deliver the document on time.

On August 1, 1943, greatly to the relief of the commander-in-
chief, the independence of Burma was proclaimed with proper
pomp and ceremony. The military administration was withdrawn
in the early morning. Dr Ba Maw was installed as the Adipadi,
the Head of State. Thakin Kodaw Hmaing, who had consistently
voiced his objection to Ba Maw, now crowned him and adminis-
tered the oath which the kings took on ascent to the throne. The
constitution vested supreme power in the Adipadi who was also
the commander-in-chief of the national armed forces. Dr Ba Maw,
suitably garbed in the uniform of commander-in-chief, read out
over the radio a declaration of war against the Anglo-American
Allies.

A new government was formed to assist the Adipadi who was
also Prime Minister. Most of the members of the Executive Ad-
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ministration were retained. Thakin Tun Oke and Thakin Ba Sein
were, however, dropped. They were sent with their families into
exile, the former to Singapore, the latter to Java.

The Sinyetha party of Dr Ba Maw and the Dobama Asi-ayone
were merged into the Dobama Sinyetha Asi-ayone to forge a
united political front. Thakin Nu, who was appointed Foreign
Minister, was a principal organizer of the new party. With him
were Thakin Nyi, Thakin Tin and several of the old comrades of
the early Thakin days. ,

Major-General Aung San was appointed War Minister in. the
new government. Colonel Ne Win took over as commandervin-
chief of the army, now re-named the Burma National Army. “Qur
task is not merely defensive,” Bo Ne Win told reporters at a press
conference which he gave soon after taking up his new duties,
“we shall wage war against all enemies.” _

The Army was quickly expanded; the training was improved
and intensified. The BDA had started out with three battalions,
which later grew into six. Now logistic support was added. Armour
and artillery units were also got together. A Karen battalion was
raised, partly with the political objective of restoring Karen-Bur-
mese amity. Saw Kyar Doe and Saw San Po Thin, officers of the
British army who stayed behind, were won over by Aung San to
make a common cause.

Thus the army grew stronger and became more ready for the
resistance.

5

Not the Army only but the people were ready to rise. The “in-
dependence made in Japan” whetted their appetite for the genuine,
durable kind of independence. The fact that even in those im-
possible conditions Burmans could make a going concern of an
administration and build a national army gave the people pride
and confidence. The war also taught them that if they wanted
something better than what they had they had to fight for it. They
were ready to fight, therefore, for real freedom from foreign do-
mination, from want and hunger, from privations and restriction,
from humiliation. In their readiness they looked to the Army to
lead.
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The Army was of the people. The soldiers were boys barely
out of their teens. Aung San, the Bogyoke, was not yet 30. They
all came, these yebaws (comrades), from different parts of the
country, from families of peasants, of workers, or working intel-
ligentsia. Men from the different national races served together:
Arakanese, Burmese, Chins, Kachins, Karens, Mons, Shans. They
spoke with accents; they had different customs and cultures; the
majority were Buddhists but some were Christians, some animists;
but one common aspiration, which transcended all the differen-
ces, kept them marching together—the aspiration for the freedom
of the one country in which they and their families made their
homes.

Wherever the yebaws went they were received by the people
as their sons. The boys were poorly paid, poorly clothed, but their
complete dedication to the service of the country was patent on
their faces, their behaviour and demeanour. They came like torch-
bearers, bringing the flame of faith and courage, and lighting up
other torches they passed on. Soon, the torches were burning
everywhere.

The East Asiatic Youth League with branches in even the most
remote parts of the country became an army in reserve. Young
men and women who could not join the Army served in the
League instead. They helped in the recruiting campaigns, in the
supply of troops on the march, in building closer relations be-
tween the Army and the people. When preparations were made
for the resistance, members of the League organized the parti-
sans, laid the supply dumps, got the camps and hide-outs ready,
and alerted the people. On the central executive of the League
were U Ba Gyan, T. K. Boon and other associates of Aung San
and the BRP; lady executives included Daw Thin Kyi, Daw Yee
Kyain, Daw Ohn of Mandalay, and Daw Than Sein. From the
central executive to members in the villages, the League was an
auxiliary force of the Burma National Army.

The people were behind the Army, and the Army had its hero
and leader in Aung San. It was one of those unique periods in a
country’s history when a man, his mission, and the people who
were looking for the man came together and became one. Dr Ba
Maw had called for one blood, one voice and one command. The
people responded, but his was not the one voice nor his the one
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command which they were willing to accept. It was Aung San
whom they wanted and needed. Dr Ba Maw was able, courageous,
good in showmanship, clever with words, a man of good political
style. He stood up against the Japanese as few men dared to do;
in British days as a minister, he had stood up against the Euro-
pean businessmen and British I1.C.S. officers. He was suave and
silken. He knew that in time of war the uniform had its glamour;
he wore his Field-Marshal’s uniform on ceremonial occasions and
cut a brave figure in it. He did what he could to inspire the people
and win their trust. A free thinker, he went up the Shwedagon
pagoda and prayed often—with due publicity. He invoked\ the
aid of the nats (spirits) in holding the country together. He thad
a bucketful of victory soil brought from Shwebo to Rangoon'for
good luck. He tried hard to keep the politicians in his administra-
tion and the party working in harmony. He ran many personal
risks. A clique of Japanese adventurers attempted to assassinate
him. With all these, however, as the months went by, it was to
Aung San that the people increasingly turncd as the one leader
who could pull them through.

Aung San was short and shabby. He could not look like a con-
quering general even if he tried, and he did not. He was curt in
speech, blunt of manners. He had two suits of uniform, worn
threadbare. When he took off the jacket on hot days, his vest
grimaced with its many holes. He loved his family well, but his
country better, and the pcople knew it. They knew he was honest,
therefore poor. Their love for him and trust in him constituted his
sole riches, but which patriot could ask for more?

Among Gen. Aung San’s chief licutenants Col. Let Ya was an
efficient administrator, but a little too polished and sophisticated
to be the soldiers’ man. Bo Let Ya was fond of art, music, fine
clothes, class distinctions. Col. Zeya was also a bit of a dandy. It
was thus that the young officers gathered round Col. Ne Win to
plan and prepare for the resistance. In his office the young men
printed their papers and pamphlets, collected money and arms.
His command network provided their distribution channels. The
sinews of war were thus developed in the bamboo and thatch
headquarters of the commander-in-chief at the War Office on U
Wisara Road, Rangoon.

Goodwill missions to the Karen villages in the Delta led by
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Thakin Nu and Bo Let Ya were successful. Even more so was
the Army band conducted by Capt. San Po Thin, for the Karens
are fond of music and love community singing. At the War Office
secret discussions held between Bo Aung San, Bo Ne Win, Thakin
Than Tun and other Burmese leaders and Saw Kyar Doe, Saw
Henry, Johnson Kan Gyi and other Karen leaders laid firm ground-
work for Karen-Burmese unity in the resistance.

Col. Setkya, sharp, shrewd and self-centred, learned that San
Po Thin was in contact with Major Seagrim of the British army
who had stayed behind in the hills of the Salween district to or-
ganize Karen guerrillas. “Arrange for me to get away to India,”
Setkya urged San Po Thin, who passed on the message—and the
information that the BNA was preparing to rise—to Major Sea-
grim. Somehow the Kempetai came to know about this and
promptly placed San Po Thin under arrest. Setkya was sent away
to Tokyo as military attache in the Burmese Embassy where, the
Japanese thought, he would be beyond mischief-making.?

Premature freelance activities by individuals or small groups
could not mount the resistance. In fact they did more harm than
good, frittered away valuable resources, exposed the people to
Kempetai vengeance. Towards the latter part of 1944, therefore,
efforts were made by Aung San and his comrades to forge all the
forces into a common front. The first person to bring into the
front obviously was Thakin Soe, the authentic rebel, the prophet,
who had consistently followed one line of action. A party led by
Bo Ne Win therefore went out to the Delta to pick him up at a
rendezvous. In Rangoon, Thakin Soe, dressed up as an army cap-
tain, went into conference with the planners of the resistance with-
out delay. Bo Aung San and Thakin Soe had long conferences
on August 4 and 5 at the Burma Army’s Sanpya (Model) School
in Pegu—which conveniently kept the young firebrands in one
place, within easy reach of the War Office. The conferences re-
sulted in a meeting of minds on joint efforts for the Resistance,
and the first statement of aims and purpose which Bo Aung San
himself drafted.

Another important conference was held on March 3 and 4,

8 Jan Morrison, Grandfather Longlegs, Faber & Faber, London, 1947,
p- 199.
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1945, at the residence of Aung San on Park Road (now Natmauk
Road) by the lakes. Behind doubled security guards the objec-
tives of the resistance, as well as the plans, the philosophy, the
strategy and the tactics were discussed. The Burma Army was
strongly represented by about thirty senior officers including Bo
Aung San, Bo Ne Win, Bo Let Ya, Bo Zeya, Bo Kyaw Zaw, Bo
Aung, Bo Yan Aung, Bo Aung Gyi, Bo Khin Maung Gale, Bo
Maung Maung, Saw Kyar Doe, Bo Po Kun, Bo Win and Bo Ba
Htu. Thakin Than Tun and Thakin Soe spoke for the Corpmunist
groups. U Kyaw Nyein, U Ba Swe, U Hla Maung and \Thakin
Chit participated as leaders of the BRP. Bo Ba Htu left for Man-
dalay soon after the conference.

Thakin Soe did not deviate from his original line of all-out co-
operation with the Anglo-American Allies in the “patriotic war”.
There was, for him, no question of continuing the fight after the
Allies had “liberated” the country. To do so would be to hamper
the Allies in their war efforts. Aung San and his comrades were
shy of “liberators”. The resistance must, they decided, be aimed
at higher objectives than supporting the Allies. If the war was
prolonged, opportunities might even be better to consolidate the
nation and bargain with the British for Burma’s independence.
The war in Burma should be short and swift, for the people and
their homes must be spared as much as possible. But the aim of
the resistance must be Burma’s full and complete freedom. Thakin
Soe thought that was all very lofty and unrealistic. “Blind, stu-
pid young patriots,” he said to his disciples about the army offi-
cers, “the war will wipe them out, leaving the field open to the
Communist party.”

The discussions finally produced a manifesto calling on the
people to “Drive out the Fascist Japanese Marauders.” Do you
want to be free, asked the manifesto of the people, do you want
peace and security? “Then drive away the Fascist Japanese bar-
barians. Set up a People’s Government. Co-operate with the De-
mocratic Allies.” The manifesto was issued in the name of the
“Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League (Burma Patriotic Front)”.
The “Victory Flag” of the AFPFL was to be a red flag with a
white star in the left top cormer. “Red symbolises bravery, the
masses and unification of all the peoples of the world” the mani-
festo explained. “Red also draws attention easily. The star sym-
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bolizes the guiding star for the people to attain freedom and pro-
gress.”*

The AFPFL was thus forged. The Army was ready, so were
the people. The manifesto went out to the villages through secret
channels to alert the people that the time to strike was approach-
ing. The Flag had been designed; all that was needed was to un-
furl it and follow it into the field of battle.

6

In June, 1944, Bo Ne Win organized a tour of BNA units for
Gen. Aung San and Gen. Sawamoto, the principal Japanese ad-
viser. Kitajima, who had been with Bo Ne Win since BIA days,
also went along. It was a long trip taking the party to Mandalay
and Maymyo, Shwebo, Namkham, and Indaw, Yenangyaung, Al-
lanmyo, Prome and Paungde. Travelling was difficult, for air raids
were heavy and frequent. Bo Ne Win, however, took good care
of the party all along the way, and Gen. Sawamoto was well-pleas-
ed. For the Burmese commanders it was the last opportunity to
meet the troops in the north and alert their officers. Wherever
they went, they also met the elders and the local leaders, and urged
them to work together.

In Mandalay, Bo Aung San asked U San Maung, the postal
superintendent, to convene a dinner meeting of Burmese officials,
city elders and young leaders. “Make sure no Japanese come to
the dinner,” Aung San instructed, “and let there be plenty to
drink.” The instructions were carried out faithfully. A jovial mood
obtained at the meeting. The drinks dissolved the inhibitions.
“Time has come again,” Aung San said in a short speech, “to join
hands in a common struggle. Let us sink personal jealousies and
political differences in the larger cause of national freedom.”

On August 1, 1944, the first anniversary of independence was
celebrated. In Rangoon a public meeting was held at the Jubilee
Hall at which Dr Ba Maw, the Adipadi, spoke. When his turn
came, Gen. Aung San spoke briefly and bluntly. The indepen-
dence that was being celebrated was not yet real, he said, and it
was only enjoyed by the few such as himself and the ministers.
The people were suffering. The struggle for the freedom of all the

4 The manifesto is reproduced in The New Burma in the New World.
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people of the land must yet be waged. The Japanese were not
pleased with the speech, but the people hugged it to their hearts
and understood its message.

Then came the secret meetings at which the AFPFL was or-
ganized and the manifesto drafted. The troops stationed in the
north, with Bo Ba Htu in command at Mandalay, waited impati-
ently for the signal to strike. The Japanese march on Manipur,
with the support of the Indian National Army which Subhas
Chandra Bose had raised, was a disaster. On the plains of Kiahlma
the Japanese divisions were beaten and broken. The time to\strike
was now. Later, the initiative would have been lost.

But the Allied Southeast Asia Command in Kandy, tunder
supreme commander Lord Mountbatten, cautioned restraint. A
premature ristng would bring down harsh reprisals on the civilian
population, it warned the BNA. Also, the SEAC received conflict-
ing advice from its military commanders and the civilian adminis-
trators who were attached to it. The ICS officers, commissioned
as colonels, and their chief, Major-General C. F. B. Pearce, had
advised that issue of arms in large quantitics to the BNA would
“imperil the present and future security of Burma.” The com-
mander of Force 136, on the other hand, made out his case that
“a strengthened guerrilla movement in Burma would greatly assist
his own operations behind the enemy lines.”> Mr. Pearce had his
prejudices, and he owed a divided allegiance to his civilian chief,
Sir Reginald Dorman-Smith who had been a governor without
a country to govern since May, 1942. The Civilians did not want
to go back to Burma to find the AFPFL established as a national
government. If they did, all the fine plans of reconstruction that
they had drawn up at Simla would be wasted. Besides, Sir Reginald
and his staff had their honour to redeem.

Lord Mountbatten, however, did not personally have a wound-
ed pride to heal, nor any strong prejudices against the nationalist
forces in Burma. He was a man of stature and standing—which
helped when he had to talk with the War Cabinet in London—
and he had a broad mind which helped when he had to consider
larger problems calmly. He had a war to win. If he did not re-

5 Adm. Lord Louis Mountbatten, Report to the Combined Chiefs of

Staff by the Supreme Allied Commander, Southeast Asia, 1943-45, London,
HMSO, 1951.
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cognize and support the Resistance, he might have to suppress
it, and that would involve using troops which should be fighting
the Japanese. “Moreover, I considered that armed intervention
on our part, to prevent the Burmese from fighting the common
enemy and helping to liberate their own country,” he wrote in his
Report to the Combined Chiefs of Staff, submitted after the war,
“could not fail to have unfavourable repercussions in the United
Kingdom, in the United States, and in other parts of the world.”
Though the Resistance was “not part of my plans, it would un-
doubtedly provide an acceptable bonus; and since the areas affect-
ed would be in the south, it might help to hasten the capture of
Rangoon.”

The War Cabinet approved, though not without reservations.
SEAC must not discuss political issues with Major-General Aung
San or other leaders of the movement, the War Cabinet directed.
Also, Mountbatten wrote, the War Cabinet “instructed me to pub-
licise by means of my Psychological Warfare Division, the fact
that we considered the British and Indian forces, assisted by the
Americans and the Chinese, to be the true liberators of Burma.”

Who gets the credit for victory depends, of course, on who is
looking for it. Orde Wingate, who led the Chindit long range
penetration forces behind the Japanese lines, thought he would
win it. Colonel Merrill, commander of the American Marauders,
would consider that he had carned a large share of the credit.
So did Gen. Joe Stilwell of the U.S. Army who fought with the
Chinese. The Indian forces would say they bore the main brunt
of the Burma campaign. So would the Chinesc. And the regular
forces would belittle the contributions of special forces, the Win-
gates, the Merrills, the Resistance.

But Hollywood had the last word on who won the war in
Burma. Tt was Errol Flynn who, in Jungle Victory, won it single-
handed.

7

The Allied Forces opened their offensive in a race with the mon-
soon. In December, 1944, the XIVth Army led by Gen. Slim,
crossed the Chindwin. In a few weeks the 33 Corps broke into
the Shwebo plain. Gen. Slim, pressing the advantage, decided to
push further south and, crossing the Irrawaddy, draw the Japa-
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nese into a major battle in the plains between Mandalay and
Meiktila. Major engagements were fought in February and March.

In these developments, Bo Ba Htu, the BNA commander at
Mandalay, decided to strike. He gathered his forces, made his
declaration of war against the Japanese on March 8, 1945, and
began fighting. In the streets of Mandalay he and his men fought.
He had a few hundred men, but a brigade of troops could not
have raised more havoc and done more damage to Japanese mo-
rale. When Maj.-Gen. T. W. Rees arrived on the outskirts of
Mandalay with his 19 Indian Division the Japanese were in flight.
Only a handful of them remained, making noises in the jpalace
which the British troops bombarded and destroyed. \

Bo Ba Htu made a fighting withdrawal into the Shan hills.
Knowing that the BNA was not yct deployed in southern Burma,
and his action could seriously prejudice the plans for the resist-
ance, Bo Ba Htu thoughtfully put out a terse statement that he
and his forces had to rise because Dr Ba Maw and Gen. Aung
San were puppets in the hands of the Japanese, and unable or
unwilling to protect the people from the oppressors. The state-
ment helped to allay suspicions of the Japanese high command
in Rangoon. Maj.-General Sakurai, the principal adviser to the
BNA and successor to Sawamoto who had gone to the 33rd
Army as chief of staff, held a meeting with Kitajima and other
advisers to discuss the Ba Htu rising. Japanese Army HQ wanted
to know whether the remaining BNA troops could be trusted, or
whether the troops should be disarmed. The advisers decided that
there was no need to disarm the BNA. Bo Ba Htu, they thought,
had acted on his own. He was an impulsive and excitable man,
they agreed,—and a man from Tavoy where men were simple
but stubborn. Bo Arlawaka, who commanded the anti-aircraft
battery at Mandalay, was another inflammable man. When the
two men combined in the critical situation around Mandalay, the
result was the rising. The advisers also decided that the wise policy
would be to issue more arms to the BNA, rather than disarm the
troops, to show more trust and give opportunities to the troops
to show their mettle and prove their worth.

Gen. Aung San had been suggesting just that for quite some
time. Give us arms, he had been asking, and let us fight. The
boys were spoiling for a fight, he told the Japanese, disperse them
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in the Delta and along the Irrawaddy, and let them have a go.
The Japanese high command, under pressure of the Allied on-
slaught, bewildered by the political situation, finally agreed.

The BNA had these forces to employ in the resistance. Eight
infantry battalions: the 1st commanded by Bo Tin Pe at Twante;
the 2nd by Bo San Yu at Pyalo and Allanmyo; the 3rd by Bo
Hla Pe at Pcgu; the 4th by Bo Thein Maung at Mingaladon; the
5th by Bo Thaung Kyi at Toungoo; the 6th by Bo Sein Win at
Pyalo and Allanmyo; the 7th by Bo Maung Gale at Mingaladon;
the Karen battalion commanded by Bo Tun Sein at Rangoon.
The 1st Engineering Battalion, led by Bo Aye Maung, was al-
ready in action in Mandalay; the 2nd of which Bo Monyoe was
commander, was in Allanmyo where a regional command head-
quarters had been set up under Bo Aung. Units of the Light Anti-
Aircraft Machine-Gun Battalion, commanded by Bo Myint Aung,
were stationed in Sagaing, Mandalay, Maymyo and in the Sittang
area. Bo Thein Oo, commanding the unit at Sagaing, fell in the
fighting there. Bo Khin Nyo was commander of the Heavy Anti-
Aircraft Battalion which had a unit in Mandalay under Bo Arla-
waka.

There was also the Military Academy at Mingaladon. It had
turned out four batches of cadet officers. Of the first batch of 300,
thirty of the best had been sent to Tokyo for higher studies. The
second sent about 40. By that time the cadets knew that if they
went they would be missing the resistance, and those who went
were reluctant; many feigned sickness so that they might be left
behind. The third and fourth batches were close and sent none
to Tokyo. The four batches produced an adequate corps of young
officers in time for the resistance. The fifth was still at school with
the youth corps—bright and hardy boys who were being care-
fully trained for future high commands. There were also the ins-
tructors and staff of the school.

There was then the War Office, with more officers than sol-
diers, more brain—it was hoped—than brawn. Some of the col-
lege mates of Bo Aung San, Bo Ne Win and Bo Let Ya had been
brought in and commissioned. U Tun Ohn and U Thi Han, of
the 1936 students’ strike, were officers in the general administra-
tion and the directorate of supply respectively. There was even
an art section at the War Office—with artists U Ngwe Gaing, U

10



146 Burma and General Ne Win

Myat Kyaw and M. Tin Aye—which had been reconstructing in
vivid colour the march of the BIA, the battle of Shwedaung and
other such battles.

A Women’s Corps was in the bud. Daw Saw Mya, Daw Khin
Kyi Kyi and a few pioneers were already seriously at work when
time arrived to take to the hills. They did their share in the resist-
ance.

The infantry battalions, the engineers, the armour and the
artillery, the War Office and its branches and the logisti¢al units
were armed and supplied and assigned their areas of operation.
The Academy had to keep going, to put up appearances| When
the resistance began the cadets and the youth corps, led by the
instructors and staff, fought their way out to join the others.

March 27, 1945, was the Resistance Day. There had been
several postponements of the date for several reasons. Now the
day could no longer be put off. Time had come to do or die.

On March 17, a parade was held in the football ground (now
the Resistance Park) on U Wisara Road, near the western foot-
hills of the Shwedagon. Troops of the BNA who were going out
to war were given their blessings by Dr Ba Maw and Gen. Saku-
rai. Gen. Aung San was, as usual, brief. He called on the army
to go out and fight the enemy. He would, he promised, himself
lead the army in the ficld. Who the enemy was, he did not say,
but most of the men did not need to be told.

The citizens of Rangoon gathered around the parade ground
to watch and weep. They lined the streets and gave sprigs of
eugenia leaves to the dcparting soldiers for good luck. The city
would be lonely and empty without the boys, and so open to the
Japanese who were becoming so desperate.

A few Japanese aeroplanes, remnants of a decimated air force,
flew above and flapped their wings in salute.

Then, the BNA melted away. There was no time to tarry, no
time for tender farewells. The urgent need was to get to the as-
signed posts without delay. Most of the troops got there in time.
Those who did not, and stragglers who wandered lost and un-
aware of what was happening, fell into Japanese hands and werc
cruelly butchered. From March 27 it was a fight to the death,
with no holds barred, no quarters asked or given. The Resistance
was an elemental struggle.
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Gen. Aung San drove out from his house on the morning of
March 23. On the outskirts of Rangoon an escort truck of BNA
soldiers, and a small saloon car containing a few young officers,
were waiting. Together, the small convoy sped fast on the road
to Prome.

Maj.-Gen. Sakurai, calling at Aung San’s residence later that
day, found the house deserted. Alarmed, he drove out to Minga-
ladon in hot pursuit. Road blocks turned him back, and he went
to the Military Academy, there to find the majority of staff and
cadets gone. Collecting a posse of advisers and guards Sakurai
went north again to investigate. The posse was received calmly
at BNA camps along the way, which reassured the general. He
returned to Rangoon to report to the Japanese Army HQ that
there was nothing to fear from the BNA. Two days after he had
reported, the resistance began.

Kitajima was the only Japanese adviser who had early hints
of what was coming. He had been with Bo Ne Win all along, since
the BIA, and friendship for him and the Burmese associates gra-
dually ripened into a deep loyalty. When time to start the resist-
ance approached Aung San dined with Kitajima a fcw times and
sounded him out. “I am with you all the way,” Kitajima res-
ponded, “I go wherever the BNA goes.” Thus, Kitajima joined
the resistance against the Japanese.

From Shwedaung Aung San sent a hurried note to Dr Ba Maw.
“We shall have to be prepared to struggle alone for sometime,”
he wrote. “But I have every confidence that our cause will win
ultimately. The struggle for our national independence must go on
till it ends in victory.”® The note was never delivered.

Thayetchaung village, west of Thayet, and hugging the foot of
the Yomas, was where Gen. Aung San’s headquarters was set up.
The site was well-chosen. It was sheltered, yet close enough to
the frontline of the war. An early meeting between Gen. Aung
San and the commander of the Allied army could, therefore, be
anticipated. The headquarters was also linked with the scattered
resistance forces by reasonable communication systems. A few
wireless sets, dropped by the SEAC, were available, but they did

6 A photostat of the letter is in Aung San of Burma.
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not always work. Road and river transport was available, though
slow and unsafe. Relays of couriers and scouts kept Gen. Aung
San in touch with the commanders in the different zones of the
resistance.

Zone 7, under Bo Aung, had an operational sector covering
Thayet-Allanmyo-Minbu. Bo Maung Gale, Bo Monyoe, Bo San
Yu, Bo Sein Win, Bo Sein Hman and the troop commanders were
with this zone. Gen. Aung San’s command headquarters was in
this zone, so that occasionally Aung San could personally %«: a
hand in directing local operations. The departmental heads df the
War Office were with the HQ which was therefore a War Office
in miniature. Bo Zeya, Bo Yan Aung, Bo Min Gaung, Bo \Win
and Bo Khin Maung Gale of the supply directorate, Bo Shain of
signals, Bo Tin of ordnance, Bo Maung Maung of the medical
corps, Bo Hla Aung of the map and survey section, were among
those at Thayetchaung.

The operational results of Zone 7 were good. There were skir-
mishes, night attacks, the hit-and-run, the ambush. Thayet, how-
ever, was off the war path, and no pitched battles were fought in
the area. Discipline at command HQ tended to become slack as
too many senior officers wanderzsd around with too little to do.
Gen. Aung San saw discipline and unity going downhill, but
abided his time before he spoke out. He read, brooded, sent out
couriers to troops which were scattered far and wide, read and
re-read reports which came in. He worried about the fate of the
cadets at the Military Academy, and sent out a courier to find
out. The cadets and their instructors had, it turned out, broken
through the Japanese cordons and taken up positions in Tantabin.
This report kept Aung San happy for days. News camé one day
that Saw Kyar Doe had been arrested by the Japanese in the
Delta. This worried Aung San a great deal. He sent a young offi-
cer out to see if Saw Kyar Doe could not be rescued.

Finally Gen. Aung San decided to talk to the officers and men
at the headquarters. They were told to fall in. When all were
lined up, some 300 of them, colonels to privates, Aung San gave
them a piece of his mind. He was aware, he said, that discipline
was bad, specially among the senior officers. There was a lot
of rank-consciousness among those officers. Petty jealousy was rife.
He knew that some of the senior officers slipped out of camp:to



The Resistance 149

return to their families for days on end. Some spent their time
hunting in the jungles. This was no picnic, no sefari. “Don’t think,”
Aung San warned, “that you are going to have a good time when
the British arrived. Don’t think you will get your promotions and
live swanky and happy ever after. Get rid of your conceit and
complacency. Hard struggle still lies ahead.”

9

Zone 2 had the whole Delta to take care of. Its area stretched
from Hanthawaddy to Maubin, Myaungmya to Bassein and Hen-
zada. The commander was Bo Ne Win. Among his licutenants
were Bo Aung Gyi, Bo Tin P¢, and Bo Kyi Win. Saw Kyar Doe,
San Po Thin and Saw Tun Sein were given an area in Bassein-
Myaungmya to lead the Karens in the rising. The arrest of Saw
Kyar Doe, however, nipped the resistance in the Karen arcas in
the bud. In Henzada, Bo Aung Min, a few young officers and
men moved about in the hills and the Karen villages, sometimes
fighting the Japanese in the open paddy fields.

The Delta, in fact, was wide open country. Bo Ne Win’s troops
had to fight in the swamps and the sodden paddy fields without
the benefit of cover. Night raids were possible, but costly. Am-
bushes were out. All war, at the start, was frontal war, with few
opportunities for hit-and-run. The hardest fighting was done by
the resistance forces in Dedaye and Pyapon where Bo Ne¢ Win
personally took command. The Japanese held the Delta in strength.
Their commander, Lt-Gen. Hanaya was a ferocious old man
whose boast was that he had never suffered a defeat in his long
career of war. The Japanese set out to round up the resistance
men, taking the offensive into the villages.

Political advisers were attached to zone commands. Several
months before the resistance began Thakin Soe and associates
were given full liberty to give classes in army camps. In secret ses-
sions in Rangoon and Pegu Thakin Soe himself gave lectures to
small groups of eager officers. Well-read in Marxist literature,
he spoke with deep passion. His students would listen, rapt. A
few lectures would convert most of them into faithful disciples.
The classes, however, threatened to break up the unity of the
army. Those graduates of the Marxist courses of lectures, began
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to feel they were superior men; the other soldiers were blind pa-
triots, devoid of philosophy—robots without the ability to think.
“The resistance and the call to arms came in time,” Gen. Ne Win
once said, remembering those days, “to save the army from be-
ing split.”

In the resistance also the Communists and the Marxist-indoc-
trinated partisans tended to look upon the soldiers as mere ins-
truments of war, to use, then to discard or destroy—if the war
did not destroy them. The soldiers, on their part, tended to}look
down upon the politicians as mere talkers and a bit of a nuisance.
There was, therefore, no easy partnership between the politicians
and the soldiers during the resistance. There were, of course, rare
exceptions here and there. And there were partisans who came
in to help and fight; they were different; with them the soldiers
did not have any problems.

Thakin Soe looked upon the resistance as an operation in sup-
port of the patriotic war being fought by the Allied forces. This,
of course, differed basically from the viewpoint of Bo Aung San
and Bo Nc Win. The difference led to several heated arguments
between Thakin Soc and Bo Ne Win in the Delta. Once at Kun-
plai village in Dedaye area Bo Ne Win had to give Thakin Soc a
good tonguc-lashing. Wireless communications with Allied forces
in India made a few air-drops of arms and supplies possible in
the later stages of the resistance. Thakin Soe, in requisitioning sup-
plies, gave priority to nylon, lipstick and cosmetics, and fancy
pistols for the girls who were among the partisans. When Bo Ne
Win came to know about this he lost his temper. “This is the resis-
tance,” he shouted at Thakin Soe, “we are not playing spies or a
fifth column group. What will they think when they get your re-
quest? We must ask for arms to carry on with the fighting.”

There was much fighting in the Delta. The Japanese at last
gave up the hunting and became the hunted instead. Hanaya’s
division began the retreat. Night after night, its convoys passed
over the roads. The ambush became profitable for the resistance
forces then.

Nevil Shute, the novelist, wove a romance round the stories
of the resistance in the Delta which he was able to collect. In
The Chequer Board a British pilot called Morgan was brought
down by Nevil Shute in the Delta and into the hands of a resist-
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ance unit led by one Utt Nee. The resistance men wanted arms
and one Major Williams who had parachuted into the area had
the wireless to call for air-drops. “I send him a present for a pre-
sent,” said Utt Nee to Morgan. “I give you to him as token of
our good faith. As token of his good faith he must give us grena-
des and guns.”

Utt Nee sent his pretty sister along with the party, telling Mor-
gan: “My sister will go with Thet Shay to interpret with the Eng-
lishman. If he says he will give us arms, then I will come to see
him with Colonel Ne Win, and we will arrange the details.”

“If he says he won’t give any arms,” asked Morgan, “do you
take me back and hand me over to the Japanese?”

Utt Nee laughed. “I do not think we should do that. We are not
on speaking terms with the Japanese at the moment.”

Morgan and the pretty sister of Utt Nee fcll in love—of course
—and married after the war and lived happily thereafter in a
Delta town.”

Many men of the resistance were less fortunate than Morgan.
They married death instead.

10

Zone 1, under Major Maung Maung, cxtended in area from
Prome to Insein. Bo Myint Aung, Bo Thi Han, Bo Thein Maung,
Bo Thein Dok, Bo Shwe, Bo Aung Min and Bo Min Thein were
among his officers. In the first few weeks of the resistance the
force confined its activities to blowing up railway bridges and
locomotives, cutting down telegraph wires and felling telegraph
poles. Japanese troops, massed in Prome and Paungde, were thus
isolated. They did not venture forth to give battle. The guerrillas
also ambushed convoys on the road. Villagers gave hearty sup-
port and took on small Japanese patrols. Thakin Nyi, who knew
the arca around Prome well, went as the political adviser at Zone
HQ. When the Japanese troops withdrew, Zone 1 moved to Penwe-
gon on the Rangoon-Toungoo Road. There, dispersed in villages
along the Sittang, the guerrillas lay in wait for the Japanese troops
which crossed the Pegu Yomas and tried to break across the

7 Nevil Shute, The Chequer Board, William Morrow & Co., New York,
1947, p. 161.
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paddy fields and the river. The most bitter battles were fought
there in the mud, under the monsoon rains. The Japanese were
broken up, hungry, and sick; but desperation gave the last ounces
of strength to their customary defiance. The Zone HQ, establish-
ed in a monastery near the road occasionally attracted Japanese
visitors. They would stumble in at night, hoping to find a safe
spot for rest. When they discovered their error they would try
to throw a few grenades and run. There would then be shootings
in the dark which were not good for one’s nerves. Scores o; pri-
soners were taken by the guerrillas in the fighting along the Sit-
tang. The Japanese did not submit easily to capture; few of| the
Allied troops had therefore scen live Japanese soldiers at close
quarters. When the resistance forces in Zone 1 handed over the
prisoners, the Indian Brigade carried them away lovingly as prized
souvenirs.

Zons 6, under Bo Yet Htut, in the Meiktila-Toungoo and
Southern-Shan-State sector, joined up with the advancing Allied
army after engaging in some heavy action. Bo Tauk Htain, Bo
Tayar, Bo Thaung Kyi, Bo We Lin, Bo Nyun, Bo Bala, Bo Tun
Lin, Bo Ba Yi and Bo Lwin the medical officer, were among the
senior officers who alternated between running the Zone HQ and
leading the guerrillas into action. Ko Mya led the partisans. The
Zone command was also able to link up with Bo Ba Htu who had
withdrawn into the Shan State. Thakin Tin Tun and Thakin Ba
Hein were the political organizers. U Kyaw Nyein who was also
assigned to the Zone did not make his appearance: he stayed
behind in Rangoon with U Ba Swe whom the Kempztai arrested
and later set free.

The Pegu-Shwegyin-Thaton area was allotted to Zone 4 under
Bo Kyaw Zaw who had Bo Aung Shwe, Bo Lun Tin, Bo Lwin,
Bo Ba Tin, Bo Aye Maung, Bo Thein Dan, Bo Hla Thamein, the
medical officer, among his senior officers. The Model School at
Pegu had provided cover for activities in preparation of the resis-
tance, and for classes in Marxism. Organization was good in the
area; publicity and public relations were excellent. The Zone HQ
published a weekly bulletin of its own which carried reports on
guerrilla successes and the progress of the war in the north.

The Japanese army planned to withdraw to Moulmein-Tavoy-
Mergui—where it first entered Burma with the BIA—and then
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perhaps make their final stand. That area, marked for the regroup-
ing of the scattered Japanese forces, was given to Zone 5 of the
resistance. Bo Tin Tun was commander; Bo Kyaw Tun Tin, Bo
Than Daing, Bo Pe Thet and Bo Hla Pe Gyi were among his lieu-
tenants. The resistance could not accomplish much in the area be-
cause the Japanese soon began to arrive in overwhelming numbers.
A few of the resistance leaders and partisans who fell into Japanese
hands were cruelly tortured to death. The guerrillas, however,
saved the villages from being put to the torch by the Japanese.
In Thaton area they could group and fight. Some BNA units also
attached themselves to Dr Ba Maw, his ministers and their fami-
lies, whom the Japanese took along as hostages to Moulmein and
Mudon.

The evacuation from Rangoon started on April 23. The Japa-
nese high command had been divided on whether to make a stand
in the city, or to leave. U Thein Maung, U Tun Aung and repre-
sentatives of the Cabinet persuaded the commander to spare the
city and, morc particularly, leave the Shwedagon pagoda unharm-
ed. Dr Ba Maw, U Tun Aung and a small delegation went to
Tokyo in November, 1944, at the invitation of the Japanese govern-
ment which wanted the leader of embattled Burma to give pep-
talks to help the recruiting of Kamikaze suicide pilots. The visit
provided an opportunity to the Burmese leaders to bargain with
the Imperial Headquarters about Rangoon. It was then generally
agreed that Rangoon would be saved, provided Ba Maw and his
Cabinet accompanied the Japanese army on its withdrawal.

The departure from Rangoon, left till almost too late, was dis-
orderly. Dr Ba Maw, Dr Ba Han, Thakin Mya, Thakin Nu, “Ban-
doola” U Sein, U Tun Aung, some staff, and their families were
packed into trucks and driven off. The cars broke down often,
or the convoys ran into ambush laid by the resistance, or they
were strafed from the air by Allied aircraft which now had an
open sky. In Moulmein the Burmese government continued to
function, its main activity being the despatch of protests, through
the Japanese Ambassador, Mr. Ishi, to the Japanese commander.
There were many things to protest against: atrocities, arrests at
random, failure to keep the Burmese government supplied with
food and funds. Ishi promised, in proper diplomatic language, to
speak to the army commander, and to send the notes to Tokyo
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itself. There were, however, no replies. This went on till August,
when Japan, hit by atom bombs, decided to surrender. Dr Ba
Maw then left alone, ending up finally in the Sugamo jail in Japan.

11
The monsoon was about to break. The British forces, eager to

take Rangoon, yet cautious, prepared to bombard the city from
the sea and the air. Messages had to be sent by the Resist;ﬁce

that the city was in its hands, but they were still somewhat dubi-
ous. .
For the Resistance leaders who were already in Rangoon thkre
was much work to do. There was urgent need to keep law and.
order in the city. Several hundred of BNA soldiers had been
rounded up by the Japanese and thrown into Insein jail. They
had to be organized and looked after. There were units of the
Indian National Army who had to be persuaded to lay down their
arms and cooperate with the BNA.

City elders, high officials, and political leadcrs had to be search-
ed out and persuaded to stand together and talk with one voice
for the national interest when the British arrived. Some agreed to
come in. Many were uninterested. They did not know how the
BNA itself would be treated by the British; it might prejudice
their careers if they were seen in the company of the revolutionary
clements. Anxious thoughts among Burmese officials tended to
dwell mainly on back pay, seniority in service—which they hoped
the war had not affected—and whether they might be penalized
for having served under the occupation government, Some took
out their morning coats from the dusty boxes, cleaned them and
prepared to meet the returning British bosses in proper style. They
also started to practise the handshake, the smile, the words of
welcome, the excuses to offer for working in the occupation gov-
ernment.

On May 1, the Burma Revolutionary Party issued a proclama-
tion that “the Burma Revolutionary Army has occupied Rangoon
since 6 a.m. Burma Standard Time on the 5th Waning of Kason,
1307 Burmese Era. The BRP takes the fullest responsibility for
the maintenance of law and order in the city and for the safety
of the citizens’ lives and homes. As the BRP is the People’s Army
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and is fighting for the people at the war front, the people should
give all help and cooperation. As a true representative of the
people, the fighting forces of the BRP will serve for the cause of
freedom of the country and the people, regardless of danger to
their own lives.”

Bo Ne Win returned to Rangoon on May 6, leaving the Delta
area command with Bo Tin Pe. If things did not go well guerrilla
war might have to be resumed.

On May 7, Bo Ne Win’s report to the people on the aims and
achievements of the resistance was broadcast. The report ended
with a call to “‘comrades and countrymen to give us yet more ot
your willing cooperation and help, for before you all, ever loyal
and true, we stand in readiness to fight for our cherished freedom,
our one objective, our very life.” The broadcast was picked up by
the All India Radio and re-broadcast in gist three times—which
was an unexpected bonus. The report, now famous, was an im-
portant one, made at the right time. Bo Ne Win drafted the re-
port, assisted by U Chit Maung (Journal-gyaw) and Bo Aung
Gyi. U Khin Maung Latt, the first editor of the Working Peo-
ple’s Daily, helped with the translation. U Pe Shin, who had
worked in the propaganda department of Dr Ba Maw’s Govern-
ment and whose hobby was wireless transmission, assembled a
transmitter. When time came to broadcast, Bo Ne Win was away
at the Government House in conference with Col. Holden, and
Bo Aung Gyi arranged to have the report read out, in English
as well as in Burmese, by U Tun Sein and U Htin Fatt, of the
disintegrating Ministry of Press and Publicity, who had thought-
fully set up the “Rangoon Experimental Radio Station” with the
transmitter.

In a letter dated May 19, despatched by courier from Rangoon.
Bo Ne Win reported to Bo Aung San on the general situation. “I
tried to reach you by wireless,” he wrote, reviewing the past, “but
the wireless was not working. Only on April 10, about 20 days
before the Japanese started to leave Rangoon, could we pick up
messages and transmit again. Thakin Chit has now returned to
Rangoon from Pegu, Thakin Than Tun from Toungoo. So, I have
a fair picture of the situation there. Ye Htut is engaged in the
Toungoo-Pyinmana sector. The mechanized units of the XIVth
Army would not assault Toungoo; our men went in instead. Thus
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Toungoo was redeemed without any British effort. (The fall of
Toungoo was announced on Radio Delhi, and due credit was
given to the resistance on the radio and in the SEAC newspaper.)
There have been successes in Pegu as well. The retreating Japanese
are bombed by the Allies during the day and hunted by our guer-
rillas in the night. At least 10 per cent casualties are being in-
flicted.”

“British liaison officers have come down by parachute in Pegu,
and as in Pyapon and Toungoo airdrops of arms have beep ar-
ranged. Japanese strategy seems to be to fall back east of the
Sittang and make their stand there. British forces like to bpmb
everything out before advancing. That is costmg heavily in\the
lives of the village people. We have offered to go in and clear the
way, if they would only give us the arms.”

“Three Japanese divisions, the British estimate, have crossed
the Pegu Yoma between Tharrawaddy and Prome, and they are
trying to break through in small groups of 50 or 100. Our forces
are engaged in mopping them up.”

“Rangoon was occupied on April 30 with a force of about 600
BNA and partisans. Bo Khin Nyo, Bo Thein Han, Bo Sein Tin,
Bo Ba Ni and others commanded the force. Several of these offi-
cers and the 600 men were released by the Japanese when they
left—which was on April 28. Ko Ba Swe, Ko Kyaw Nyein and
Ko Kyaw Nyein (R.E.T.) helped to organize the occupation of
Rangoon before the British arrived. We proclaimed the occupa-
tion immediately, and formed a Peace Preservation Committec
with those Cabinet ministers who were around, and Justice Ba U.
We broadcast the proclamation repeatedly from an experimental
broadcasting station. Yet, the British apparently received infor-
mation that the Japanese were massed for the battle of Rangoon.
We got a message that the Indian Navy and the 15th Army Corps
were going to bombard the city on the very day that we reclaim-
ed it. We had to send Bo Aung Gyi urgently to Elephant Point to
inform the British forces that the city was safely in our hands.
The 15th Army Corps then took the credit for the capture of
Rangoon.”

“l came down to Rangoon,” Bo Ne Win reported, “on May
6 to take stock of the situation. Col. Holden of the 15th Army
Corps, the 26th Indian Division and V Force, came to sec me.
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He explained the need to collect the arms from our men while
they are in Rangoon. He emphasized that our forces were not
being disarmed. Indian troops of their forces have never seen the
Japanese, and our men might be mistaken for Japanese, he told
me, and Indian soldiers might therefore fire upon them, thereby
damaging relations beyond repair. Holden told me they would
supply us with uniforms and funds. I asked for Rs. 2 million; he
said he only had Rs. 2,000, which he gave me. He asked for situa-
tion reports on the Delta and other parts of the country; I sup-
plied it. We have good working relations with him, but no access
to Gen. Chambers, the commander, who is reported to be assisted
by ex-police officers, Loader, Orr and Hoope.”

The political situation was fluid, which worried Bo Ne Win.
“I thought Thakin Than Tun had settled the political problem
with the British authorities,” he wrote, “but apparently he hasn’t.
We presumed that the Burma Army would be recognized as a
standing army, but it appears that that has not been agreed upon.
‘We seem to be entirely on our own.” .

The British were saying that they could not discuss the future
constitution of the country, nor even the future of the resistance
forces. Gen. Chambers announced that he had assumed duty as
“military governor” of Rangoon to Justices Mya Bu and Ba U, U
Soe Nyunt, U Aung Chein and P. K. Chow. “The BNA was not
invited to the meeting,” Bo Ne Win reported, “which was an indi-
cation that they wanted to ignore our existence.”

“We have been issuing press statements to clarify the aims and
achievements of the resistance. On May 10 I met correspondents
from the Associated Press, Reuters, United Press, the B.B.C..
the London Times, All India Radio and others, and explained
that we fought the British in 1942 because Burma was left out
of the Atlantic Charter, while we were promised independence
by the Japanese agents. When the Japanese broke their pledge
and we saw the face of Fascism clearly revecaled, we rose against
them. All along, our one aim has been to win national indepen-
dence, for which we are prepared to keep up the struggle. These
statements are necessary, I think, because Mr. Amery has said
that the Burmese would welcome the British back with open arms,
and he might cite the action of our forces as example of such a
welcome.”
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The White Paper issued by the British government, in which
the Governor’s personal rule was envisaged for Burma for three
years at the end of which elections would be held, also disturbed
Bo Ne Win. “That would mean,” he wrote, “that the British capi-
talist interests would return and resume their grip on Burma’s
economy. After that, they would grant us self-government. Col.
Donnison (lately of the ICS) told Thakin Than Tun: ‘I don’t
know what to do with you and your organization!’ So huch is
now in the balance, the future of the country, the future\of our
Army. These are crucial times. I think you should return ti( Ran-
goon without delay.”® \
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Gen. Aung San left his command headquarters for Thayet on
May 6. From there he was to fly to a rendezvous with Gen. Slim
of the XIVth Army.

On May 7, at camp in Ponna village, word was brought that a
sizeable Japanese force was approaching, Northwards, along the
Irrawaddy river, battles were being fought between the Japanese
and the Allied forces. For several days, therefore, Aung San and
party were caught in the whirlpool of battle. A Japanese force en-
tered the village, slipping through the guerrilla guards. Bo Aung
San, who had moved on to another village a few miles away, had
some things to say about the conduct of Bo Zeya and his men
who had charge of the area. On May 12, Gen. Aung San crossed
the river to Allanmyo. Gen. Slim sent an aircraft to take Gen.
Aung San to Meiktila where the two commanders met for the
first time on May 16.

“The arrival of Aung San,” remembered Slim, “dressed in the
near Japanese uniform of a Major-General, complete with sword,
startled one or two of my staff who had not been warned of his
coming. However, he behaved with the utmost courtesy, and so,
I hope, did we.” “I was impressed with Aung San,” wrote Field-
Marshal Slim. “He was not the ambitious, unscrupulous guerrilla
leader I had expected. He was certainly ambitious and meant to

8 The letter, in Burmese, is reproduced in Armed Forces Day, a collec-
tion of articles and material on the Resistance, published in 1960 by the
Institute of Military Science.
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secure for himself a dominant position in post-war Burma, but 1
judged him to be a genuine patriot and a well-balanced realist—
characters which are not always combined. His experience with
the Japanese had put his views on the British into a truer pers-
pective. He was ready himself to cooperate with us in the libera-
tion and restoration of Burma and, I thought, probably to go on
cooperating after that had been accomplished. The greatest im-
pression he made on me was one of honesty. He was not free with
glib assurances and he hesitated to commit himself, but I had the
idea that if he agreed to do something he would keep his word.
I could do business with Aung San.”®

The meeting ended on a cordial note. The resistance forces
were placed at the disposal of the Allied commander who in turn
undertook to arm, equip and supply them. Lord Mountbatten,
supreme commander SEAC, wrote in his Report to the Combined
Chiefs of Staff: “On the 30th May, 1945, I held a meeting in
my Rear Headquarters with Sir Reginald Dorman-Smith, which
was attended by Lt.-Generals, Leese, Slim and Stopford, and by
the new Chief, Civil Affairs Organization (Burma), Maj.-General
H. E. (later Sir Hubert) Rance (who had succeeded Maj.-Gene-
ral Pearce on the 10th May). At this meeting it was agreed that
there would be no political censorship on the activities of the
Burma National Army; but that guidance should be given to our
own military observers and to the Psychological Warfare Depart-
ment, to confine themselves to stories of a factual nature. It was
also agreed that the forces under the command of Maj.-General
Aung San were to be re-named as the Patriot Burmese Forces. . . .”

For a few more months the PBF were kept busy along the Sit-
tang River between Toungoo and Pegu. Perilous tasks did not
end in that area with the 