April 1 27th, 1947


When the second Gripsholm sailed, September 19th, 1943 I fully intended to keep a diary; my friend S.P. had asked me to do so and I duly started to record the small daily events which made up our lives. Much as we missed our friends we were glad for their sakes that they had gone and we consoled ourselves by having a little extra space; it was just wonderful to expand somewhat----- then, the blow fell. We were told that a portion of the Yang Chow Camp had been disbanded and the inmates were being transferred to Chapei; the number of new arrivals would exceed the number of those who had left on the Gripsholm and we would be more cruelly from lack of space than we did from lack of food if that were possible.


It was not long before the exhausted inmates of Yangchow (“Yang Chow”) camp arrived and their condition was pitiable; not only had they been robbed on their journey by water to their camp, but they were robbed again on their journey back. The J’s had inadequately guarded their luggage and the Chinese had had a golden opportunity to help themselves to winter clothing, bedding and stores and anything they could lay their hands on. Appeals were made to those members of our camp who had anything to spare and much was given. Acts of generosity in camp were the real thing, because you were giving up something you badly needed and something which you had no slightest hope of replacing. 

Then the crush began, re-measuring of cubicles and shelf space. There was much ill feeling and heart burning and I remember one pitched battle between two grown men over 3 inches of shelf space. It struck me on more than one occasion that our camp was like the world on a miniature scale; whereas out in the world the prize of battle might be a continent, with us it would be an inch or two of floor or shelf space. The overcrowding was now so bad that my cubicle mate and I were unable to keep the beds we brought into camp. We chose rickety iron beds from among those left behind by the repatriated people. We chose high beds keeping our own mattresses. This was so that we could place every earthly thing under them. Washing utensils, pails, shoes, etc; the space under the bed was sort of a wardrobe, dressing table, and scullery all combined. I need not say what a back breaking job it was to clean under the beds with nowhere to put the articles lodged there. Many neglected this chore, which meant that they and their neighbors breathed in germ-ridden dust every night.

Nothing was too small or petty for the J’s and one of the meanest of the tricks they played on us was the following. After the departure of the G. all the belongings of the repatriates were ordered to be put into the guard house, this included their beds and trunks. The latter contained many family souvenirs and photographs, clothes etc. At first no great anxiety was felt about this as keys were in the keeping of our chairman, an Englishman, but, as soon as the Guard House was piled from floor to ceiling the J’s demanded the keys. Need I say that they pilfered EVERYTHING, although they had promised that the luggage would be kept safely. It was only by the merest chance that I rescued a trunk belonging to my friend by rushing out and claiming it as my own. 

Mr. A. had suggested that WE should open the baggage left behind and distribute contents among those most in need. The suggestion was turned down and if that had been done no one could have proved that the J’s would have stolen it anyway, but it (“was”) a great pity it was (not) done. 

To refer again (to the diary) which I had projected, as soon as we were squashed and reduced and readjusted I thought of taking it up and then a new horror loomed. We heard that the whole camp was to be moved elsewhere. This was no idle rumor, the chairman told us that the J’s very definitely had this intention and just why they abandoned it I do not know. It then seemed strange to us that we could long so much to stay just where we were because a move would mean intensive pilferage if not total loss of luggage and vital necessities. This threat hung over our heads for some time and I then decided not to keep any record, to do so was forbidden, if we move we would be searched, confiscation was the best one could hope for and punishment seemed likely. Besides that time the daily record would have been unbearably sordid and depressing and I could (not) imagine ever wishing to re-read it. I feel differently now as it was, after all, a unique experience but while we were going through it we did not know when it would end if ever, or if we would ever see our dear ones again. Our fears were not ungrounded either as I have bee told that the J’s had actually built a welcoming oven on the German model in Manchuria but I have not been able to verify this. 

Another reason why we hated to move was that this would mean to abandon all the improvements which worthy members had made in our camp. Again to compare to the world in general, we had those who constantly laboured to IMPROVE our surrounding and  this without tools or help, with nothing in fact except ingenuity and good will. Three undertakings remain outstanding in my mind. One was The Dutch Garden. This meant a great deal to me as I saw it from my cubicle window. A Dutchman undertook to convert a heap of rubble into a very delightful little Dutch Garden. He had several helpers and one or two women who were clever gardeners remained on his permanent staff. It was the only place in camp where children were not allowed and was a haven of refuge. I remember finding one of the women workers, an elderly lady with white hair almost in tears after peace had been declared, because in the general excitement of those first days the camp goats had been allowed to stray into the Dutch Garden and had done much damage. I tried to console her by saying that it really did not matter as we would all soon be leaving the camp forever but just at that moment she cared more about her seedlings than the end of the European conflict, and my efforts to console her were in vain. 

Another noble effort was the building of a wash shed by a group of men in the camp. They had to manufacture their own tools and how they did this and the instruments thy used would be of great interest to boys or men mechanically minded, I will only say that they used the primitive type to implement used by Chinese peasants. The wash-shed was a fine piece of work when finished and the greatest comfort to harassed washers. We now had a comfortable place to stand and do our washing instead of crouching about the camp in ungainly and uncomfortable attitudes. We also could turn on a tap which was an unbelievable luxury. At first there was only ONE cold water tap for over a thousand people and one had to wait in a long queue for every drop of water. This luxury living with regard to the taps of running water for washing did not last long owing to water shortage,  but it was grand while it did. Another enterprise which was to the advantage of the camp was the vegetable garden. This was out of bounds and I never once saw the place. The man in charge chose his workers very carefully and he was anti-woman; he wanted no “walla walla”, to use local phrases. He admitted one woman worker who made the garden her camp duty throughout her whole stay in camp. From time to time we had a hand out lettuce, cucumber or a tomato, most welcome addition to a carbohydrate diet. These were people to who laboured to build, one must also mention the great work to organize a school with negligible equipment. There were books but not enough, chairs bench and table again not enough and No exercise books, inks, pens, states, or pencils.  The school was in a leaky draughty shed and all the classes huddled together. The younger children were unruly and next to impossible to discipline, it was like dealing with a hoard of little wild animals; nevertheless, the school was organized and functioned during our entire stay. Another noble effort was the infirmary. There were a few professional nurses but most were volunteer workers quite untrained. 

Contrary to these “builders” were those out for destruction, they broke rules imposed by the Japanese thus exposing the whole camp to bitter punishment and deprivation, there were those who were filthy in their habits and who constantly, day after day clogged the drains with garbage instead to taking it out doors. The drainage system could hardly bear the strain of the increased use it was put to owing to  over population and it must have broken down had the internment lasted much longer. Even without the constant abuse of lazy and unscrupulous people it was a constant menace to health. There was frequent over-flooding and I always considered as camp eros the men would lie with their arms deep  trying to clean out some drainpipe. There were those who would throw litter and tins on the campus while others swept and tidied up. The hooligan teen-aged boys who cam from Yang Chow cost us the “Shack” of which S.N.P. spoke in her account. Before we could get around to using it they broke the oven described and a heavy fall or rain did the rest. They never left the shack alone and found ways of breaking in and stealing provisions and charcoal. We only had one precious little store of this and its import was now forbidden. Then the order came to dismantle our little hut. I felt so bad about this that I never again went near the place where it had stood. The pleasantest hours of camp life had been spent there and I always had the memory of my friend working so hard to complete the oven as a farewell gift of comfort to us. The forces of destruction were always at hand and in this instance they descended without any loss of time. 

The camp was it its peak of prosperity when the Gripsholm left; we had a good canteen and expected this to last. It should have done so as we received comfort money from our Gov: but it irked the J’s that we should rec: any quid pro quo and one day the canteen was suddenly closed while orders were being filled. We were staggered by this bad news and kept on hoping that it would open again,  but it never did, except toward the end for a few cheap and nasty food stuffs. We had been able to, in addition to food, buy mops and matches and brushes etc: this ceased and the J8s demanded that the corridors be kept clean while refusing to supply ANY brushes or pails. Finally it was no longer possible to make a pretence of cleaning, the whole place was filthy with rolls of dust as big as rats blowing about everywhere. Finally they did send in a few brushes made of soft reeds. It was now impossible to buy matches and as the campites still had cigarettes, to light them became a problem. Some incense coils were donated and one man undertook to light one a day for the benefit of smokers. People would now trudge up and down long flights of stairs and from one building to another to get a light, but here disputes arouse as selfish pipe smokers would break off a piece of the coil to light a pipe. Small things become so intensely important. It seems incredible in retrospect that while daring deeds were being performed in the outside world and the cream of our nations were being sacrificed and stupendous discoveries were being made that strong men in camp could argue and dispute over such trivial matters. That was nevertheless so, I saw a most heated (quarrel between two men) about one clothes pin. 

But camp life was not all fatigue and quarrels and drudgery, there were high lights too.  Camp shows including ballet and parties for grand occasions such as the Harvest Festival and Xmas and birthdays.  I will write more of these anon because just now I want to tell one unique event and that was a camp wedding in the grand style. Later some of the matrons said smilingly that this wedding was brought about by a group of young girls who realized that to arrange a camp wedding would give them scope for pleasurable activity and planning during several months. However that may be the two young people concerned were quite willing to be organized into matrimony. The bride to be was a beautiful Jewess and the swain, tall thin and red haired was an ardent Catholic. Since entering the camp he had a distinguished career as the head garage man and had won universal respect and popularity while fulfilling this duty. Well, the first step was to convert the bride so her group of young sponsors rallied around and tried to drill her in the catechism. The young bride’s I.Q. did not equal her beauty and she absorbed this new lore with the utmost difficulty, in fact all of the group of girls who were drilling her knew the Catechism backward and forward before she had grasped it.  Finally however she was able to pass the test determined by the Catholic father who had undertaken her conversion and the wedding day was set. Then began the planning of dress, presents, wedding feast, quarters for the new couple and a thousand and one other things.  

When the great day arrived the weather was fine and the bridal procession seemed truly lovely to our beauty starved eyes.  The vies had granted permission to send out for flowers so ”the Church” was decorated and the bride and each bridesmaid carried flowers. The Church was our rickety old East Shed which served in turn for every form of camp activity, school, Theater and so on. The bridegroom who was fasting according to Catholic custom nearly fainted during the ceremony but he was revived with a sip of water and all was well. The wedding feast also went off in grand style and it was amusing to know how it had been brought about. The brides self appointed organizers had gone around to all the guests with string bags on their backs and other containers and collected ingredients which had been promised and agreed upon in advance. Some would give a spoonful of sugar, others a smidgen of lard some wealthy ones a time of salmon and others a few raisons or a pinch of spice, thus the wedding cake was achieved (“made”). One of the girls was such a clever baker that she really could make a cake with next to nothing.

The bridal quarters were labeled Win sor Lodge. For a few weeks the couple were allowed to occupy a cubicle separated from the main dormitory with a thin partition of wood; this was an unheard luxury and too good to last. It was part of the infirmary and needed for the sick and ailing of whom there was any death.

A list of wedding presents would seem amusing now. I remember looking with envy at a super “stream-line” plunger which was being constructed for the new household. This was an aid to washing and consisted of a stick to one end which an inverted tin liberally punched with holes was attached. Another treasure was a coffee pot made out of a lacto tin. The bride had at least two containers fitted to hold knives forks and spoons. These were made out of (???) to be hung on the wall. Sheets and pillow cases were provided by friends who could spare one or two and these were duly monogrammed. In some instances the monogram already there was carefully unpicked and the new one substituted. On the eve of the wedding the apartment was on view and what those girls had managed to accomplish was truly remarkable/ Little frilled curtains to cover the window, a strip of matting, fancy bed cover, little dressing table (was) rigged up, and a few pictures for the walls were not lacking. Both the young people wished for children and before we were released the union was duly blessed with a small redheaded son. This baby was born in the camp because the J’s were growing nasty and would no longer (allow) prospective mothers go out of the hospital to be delivered. I think I am right in saying that this was the only baby born in the camp. 
Another thing which did a great thing to increase camp moral was the Shows which took place at intervals all through our internment. Among the internees were Carol, a professional dancer and entertainer and his Indian wife, a very beautiful woman and lovely dancer. She also had a baby born during internment, a queer little dark eyed mite that survived its parents rather primitive and artistic method of child raising. One show that I thought extremely clever and original was an imitation of the old fashioned silent movies. This (show) took place behind a net curtain (mosquito net fitted into a large wooden frame,) The actors had their faces made up dead white and they acted with jerky trembling movements and now and again there would be an abrupt stop and they would hold up their ungainly attitudes until the machinery would- so to speak be repaired  then they would continue to jerk out their roles. As the plot was also of the sentimental variety the whole effect was very funny.  

The Carols had brought in trunks full of fancy costumes  and these did yeoman’s service although as time went on it was ever more difficult to produce the shows because even small things like thread to adjust the dresses were lacking also made up ran out. Finally reversed seats were bartered for a needle or a small length of black or white cotton or a little stub of lip stick or rouge. The J’s refused absolutely to allow  anything to be brought in to aid the shows although they never failed to turn up and occupy the front seats. They usually wrapped their squat bodies in blue cotton kimonos and came noisily in and out as the shows proceeded. There permission had to be asked and the program submitted for approval and they did allow one or two large electric light bulbs to be used but the hours of lights out was not extended. One internee had been in (“a”) bed hospital at the time of internment and left the packing to her Chinese amah and other servants. These few people who doubtless felt they had good use for all her pots and pans themselves presumably swiped those and sent all her evening dresses and high heeled shoes and a large feather fan into camp. She was very generous about lending her lovely dresses for the shows although she was razzed a good deal about her camp equipment. Another outstanding show was the “Hill Billies”. There were some Southerners in camp and they put up a show worthy of professionals, one young man chewed tobacco in order to make his performance more realistic, much to the disgust of his female relatives in camp. One clever show which the Carols put on represented The Gay Nineties. For weeks in advance we could hear the rehearsals and the chorus “No, a thousand times No, I’d rather die than say YES” rang through the camp. Later on this show which was a great  success was revived again and we heard the refrain daily, in the end it became a sort of camp slogan. 

One show which burst upon the camp as a complete surprise was three one act plays given by teen-agers. For weeks and weeks they had rehearsed after hours in the kitchen and their show was most charming, the young girls looked lovely in Victorian costumes which they had managed to rig up for the occasion. Just to show some of the difficulties involved I will mention that the ”stage consisted of the office and school tables. These had to be dismantled every evening and carried back across the campus up many flights of stairs, but for A SHOW all the young folk lent a willing hand. 

Camp life however was one of the unremitting drudgery and these were the high lights which made it tolerable. The worse feature was waiting in queues for every single thing, it was such a waste of time and effort and toiling up and down the stairways brought on a heart condition for many people who had never been so troubled before. With the failure of the canteen the food became more and more horrible and was really was not worth waiting for. The meat consisted of water buffalo and stank to high heaven. I used to wonder who the men who worked in butchery could bring themselves to carve it up, sometimes we were given only offal and this came sewn up in a bag and was not fit for human consumption, none of it was for that matter. The rice varied but was always most unappetizing as there were no facilities for washing rice for a thousand people  and even good rice would have tasted bad as ours was cooked. On one occasion the Committee decided to protest to the J’s about the rice so handful was gathered up, full of cement and rice droppings this was put on the table where the J’s held court and their attention was drawn to it. Can you guess their reaction? They doubled up with laughter and could hardly contain themselves. When rice of a better quality came which did happen and I am not sure that this was not thought the Red Cross, we were ordered to hand over a number of sacks to the J, guards. The guards were ill paid and they were ready to cadge from their prisoners. For instance on going into camp a quantity of milk and sugar had been taken in from American School. The J. guards were continually appearing with their tins to be filled. Eventually the camp children paid for this and I remember seeing a little girl cry because she was told that she would have to eat her cracked wheat without sugar. The ration with the J’s supplied sank as low as 30z a month and then ceased altogether and at that it was very poor quality with hardly any sweetening value. Toward the last the J’s ceased to feed us, the only thing they supplied up to the last was a loaf per day of the sour brown bread. Our MENU was hung up in the hall and read as follows, 





No Breakfast





Tiffin




 
Beans from the American Red Cross






Bread





No Tea





No Supper.

After this menu had been swinging in the Hall for several weeks we had a visit from Mr. Eglie, the Swiss Representative looking after our interests. His attention was called to the Menu and he gave his stock answer. Very sorry nothing could be done about it. Human nature is such that every time Mr. Eglie visited the camp (and this was not often) we hoped against hope that some improvement would ensure. The Chairman always called a meeting to announce the result of the interview and I can hear now the loud groans and boos which the oppressed and hungry people gave vent to as his evasive replies were repeated, I hope they will haunt him in the hereafter as it is our conviction that the Swiss let us down pretty badly, they drew good salaries from our Governments to protect our interests and to all intents and purposes our existence. One thing we noticed about the Orientals was they were so mean and petty, nothing was too small for them to appropriate and pilfer and of course they were delighted in Humiliating the white man. Their aim was to reduce the standard of living and one stock answer to any suggestion of improvement in our condition was ”The Japanese soldiers have no better, or the J. soldiers do not have it”. They even appropriated a certain of Red X parcels sent in to us but I must say that we were always received our monthly parcels during the whole time we were in camp and these although examined were not tampered with. It was these parcels which kept us alive and in good health. Our friends on the outside of neutral nationality were called “Contacts” and I shall never cease to be grateful to my contact because the monthly parcel never failed and to prepare these was a real labour, not only buying but weighing and complying with all the thousand and one fussy regulations. Containers became a great problem, we could not send them out for a refill and our friends on the outside were hard put to it to find empty tins. Some people were very unlucky they had to trust unworthy people, who kept their funds and did not send them parcels, others lost provisions which they had left to be sent in gradually. It seems pretty low to steal from people who are starving in camp, (“. They even stole from”) people with children too but this was done in a number of instances. 

We had a camp bakery but it did not always function owing to lack of fuel. The aim was to have a baking day once or twice a week. One baker had the bright idea of using all the left over bread as fuel so this was duly collected for that purpose. The men in charge of the oven were amazed to find that the ashes from the bread formed into a large porous rock of a greenish tinge. Someone said, “it is plaster of paris”, to which another man replied, “Don’t flatter yourself that the J’s would feed you plaster of paris, it is much too expensive.” We never did find out what the bakers put into the loaves but it was obviously something to make the loaves weigh heavy.

The Lighter Side of Camp Life

The other day, on looking through some notes that I had made for a talk on camp life, it occurred to me that it might be amusing and even profitable to write the light side of our camp experience; for such there undoubtedly was. You can suddenly rob a thousand people, accustomed to “the good life” of their sense of fun, although you herd them together, rob them of all privacy, and feed them pig wash, even more so is that the case when most of the thousand people happen to be Americans. There was never a time in camp when some smiling faces not to be seen; and even in the dreariest days and most hopeless days a joke was being cracked somewhere; it might be a very tiresome old joke, “well-broken” rather than “cracked” and the laughter that greeted it may have had the dull ring that cracked goods give, but even so it did its share towards keeping up morale.

It is now three years, almost to the day, since I left Chapei Concentration Camp in Shanghai and I am glad to note that, without any conscious effort on my part, my tendency is to remember pleasant episodes and amusing people, rather than the dark patches, of which were so many. 

In my last talk, I described a number of “shows” that were put on by campites, but one outstanding one I have not touched on. As Christmas approached, it was decided that a number of tableau/vivants represents the Holy Family on their way to Jerusalem, and the Magi etc: would be a welcome contribution. I may say that it was so well done “out of nothing and pronounced good”, that I have seldom seen anything se- more pleasing. 

