SUHASINI BISWAS POW FUKUSHIMA JULY 1942 to AUGUST 1945

Suhasini Biswas was born on 31st December 1895 in Calcutta, in the family home at 4, Mullen Street, to Hiralal and Sarat Kumari Biswas. She was the second last child to be born, almost at the end of a line of six other siblings, and was one of five sisters and two brothers. 

She belonged to a Bengali Christian family and was educated at St. John’s Diocesan School and College, one of the oldest educational institutions for women to be founded in Calcutta in 1894 by the Clewer Sisters (later called Sisters of Mercy) of the convent of John the Baptist. The school was however first started by Ms. Angelina Margaret Hoare, a missionary from Kent, England in 1876. When Ms. Hoare died in 1892, Bishop Johnson of Calcutta gave an assurance that her exemplary work in the field of education would be continued. 

In the last two decades of the nineteenth century, a new generation of young women educated by missionaries or Brahmo (a reformist religious group associated with the establishment of the Brahmo Samaj by Raja Rammohun Roy in 1828. It was a modern, rationalist organization that spearheaded the anti-sutee campaign and encouraged women’s emancipation) educationists, took up teaching as a life-long occupation, often remaining single and deriving satisfaction in contributing to the uplift of women, engaging with their profession in the spirit of a mission.   

Suhasini obtained her graduation degree and went on to complete her teachers’ training from Calcutta’s Diocesan College. She began her career at Jagat Taran Girls’ High School in Allahabad in the state of Uttar Pradesh. Allahabad was well-known for its University and was a mofussil town with a concentration of educational institutions. The school that Suhasini joined still exists and has turned 150 years old. The period that she was associated with the school are not available, but she also served as Principal of the institution. Later she was appointed headmistress in Faizunessa Government Girls’ High school in Comilla, East Bengal. This school too in Bangladesh is still functioning though they do not have their pre-independence (1947) records.

In erstwhile East Bengal, Christian missionary activity was quite active especially in the field of women’s education. In 1882 the South Australian Baptist Mission encouraged what would become the pioneering activity of women missionaries in the zenanas. Several of these single women missionaries initially came to Calcutta, were trained in Bengali and participated in a range of activities before they took up their work in Faridpur, Comilla, Mymensingh, Noakhali , Sylhet, all areas in erstwhile East Bengal.

Australian missionary presence persisted in East Bengal in the early decades of the twentieth century. Suhasini came into close contact with Australian missionaries when she started working in Faizunessa Girls’ High School in Comilla and Miss Edna Hale of the Australian Baptist mission persuaded Suhasini to visit their country. Notwithstanding the fact that the Second World War was still storming the world, Suhasini decided to travel to Australia in 1941. It was not common for Indian women to travel in those days and it must have needed exceptional independence and a sense of vocation to convince her family about this journey.  

In 1941 the war was at its stormiest. On 7th December 1941, the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbour and had attacked the Phillipines and on 8th December, the Allies, England and the US, declared war on Japan followed by China doing the same. The Japanese were on an invasion spree, invading the Phillipines, Guam and Burma, followed by British Borneo and Hong Kong. The seas had become unsafe with the first Japanese merchant ship being sunk by a U.S. submarine on 15th December 1941. On Christmas day, the British surrendered in Hong Kong and on 27th December 1941, the Japanese bombed Manila. This relentless pace of the battle did not deter Suhasini from bidding her family goodbye and to voyage out to visit Baptist friends in Australia.

During the first quarter of 1942, the war had intensified. A German-Japanese-Italian military agreement of the Axis powers was signed in Berlin. Even as the first Japanese warship was sunk by a US submarine, the Japanese continued to invade Bougainville, Singapore (where the British surrendered in February 1942), Java, Sumatra and Bali. On 19th February 1942, the largest Japanese air raid since Pearl Harbour was launched against Darwin, Australia. Increasingly the waters of the Pacific became troubled with the first U.S. carrier, the Langley being sunk by Japanese bombers on February 26, 1942 and within the next few days the Japanese won their naval victory in the Battle of the Java Seas by sinking the largest US warship in the Far East, the Houston. Much of the wartime activity in the first quarter of 1942 hinged on naval battles and the southwest Pacific remained a venue of dramatic maritime victories and defeats. Japan ventured across the Indian Ocean and on 23rd March 1942 invaded the Andaman Islands in the Bay of Bengal. By early April 1942, US troops arrived in Australia and around the same time, US troops surrendered to the Japanese in Bataan. Notorious during this phase of the war was the Bataan Death March when 76,000 Allied POWs including 12,000 Americans were forced to walk 60 miles under a blazing sun without food or water toward a new POW camp, resulting in over 5,000 American deaths.

Not merely land battles but infiltrations by air and sea marked the history of the Second World War at its peak and there was nothing to ensure that the lives of civilians were safe and protected. After her sojourn in Australia, when Suhasini was returning to India aboard the ship the S.S. Nankin, it was attacked on the high seas in the middle of the Indian Ocean (about latitude 270 south, longitude 900 east) on 10th May 1942 by a German raider, probably ‘Thor’. 

According to a pencilled diary entry by Suhasini, her homebound voyage aboard the S.S. Nankin began from Sydney on 17th April, 1942 at 5pm. Then they sailed into Melbourne on 20th April at 3 am and then set sail from Melbourne harbor on the evening of 24th April 1942, reaching Freemantle on 3rd May around noon. The departure from this port was on 5th May at 7am, under the command of the Master, Captain C. Stratford with 321 people aboard. Of these 104 were passengers, 39 being women and children; 46 Lascar seamen from a British Tanker that had been sunk in a bombing raid on Darwin, 26 Officers (mostly Australian) and an Indian crew of 145.  

The dramatic events that followed on the morning of Sunday 10th May 1942 are cryptically recorded by Suhasini:

“10th unidentified plane 8AM [sic;] at 2.40 reappeared damaged bridge, officers’ accommodation and some lifeboats. Simultaneously with air attack the ship appeared approaching over the horizon. Nankin altered course but enemy ship opened fire. Nankin guns went into action after a time we ceased fire. Nankin was holed low in port bow. The flag was then lowered, Nankin was to be scuttled after getting the passengers into the life-boats but prevented. All passengers and crew were taken aboard by the raider. A German working party boarded Nankin.”

The passengers and crew captured from the Nankin were transferred to the Regensburg where there were also several prisoners from the torpedoed British freighters Willesden, Wellpark and Kirkpool and the Norwegian freighter Aust.

On 31st May 1942 all passengers and a part of the prisoners were trans-shipped to M S Dresden. Through June, the ship steamed to Japan via Sunda Strait, the Java Sea and perhaps West of Phillipines. The destination was Yokohama and on 23rd  June 1942 the ship anchored in Tokyo Bay and entered Yokohama harbor the next day. On 3rd July 1942 the prisoners were transferred to Rameses with prisoners from the Pagiatellos. On 10th July they entrained for Fukushima arriving at the camp the next day. One part of the ordeal had ended to inaugurate another and the future seemed uncertain. One only survived on hope taking the experiences of each day as it came.
Curiously enough, Suhasini’s experiences at the internee camp at Fukushima were recorded as penciled-in entries written in Bengali, (which was her mother-tongue) in a copy of the Bengali Gitanjali or Song Offerings. Rabindranath Tagore had been awarded the Nobel prize for literature in 1913 for this volume of songs/poems that he had translated himself into English. When the personal belongings of the internees had been confiscated by the Japanese guards, Suhasini had managed to retain this volume by telling the camp guards that it was a copy of the Bible. The songs do have a core of deep spiritual meaning and the marginalia inscribed by Suhasini indicate how these provided moral sustenance during the days of confinement and uncertainty. The Gitanjali was often used as a diary where Suhasini kept an account of camp happenings and routines as well as her innermost thoughts.

The trials and tribulations that Suhasini writes about are corroborated by camp records and the accounts of several other internees. To these already available first-hand reports, one can now add that of this British civilian female internee. This account is written in English.

Report on Life as an Internee

“An internee has to be in confinement in the country of the enemy for political precautional reasons and for no wrong committed by the individual. It is a mere accident that our life had to be passed as an internee in Fukushima Japan. Consequently we came with the impression that pleasures and privileges safe for the country’s interest and not hindering the discipline of the camp would not be denied to us and we would strive our level best to help in the efficient administration by our good conduct, since we cherish no personal grudge against any under whose charge we were placed. With regret I say, we have felt that we are prisoners in a prison within a prison. Life has been very difficult and trying. Our activities are so limited that however cheerful and occupied one tries to keep the monotony cannot be dispelled. The space to move about out- of- doors is so limited just to a few sq. yds for fixed times in the day, and that not even every day, that one does not wonder at the number of rheumatic patients. The insufficient food both in quality and quantity has added to our suffering. The bare necessities of life particularly in the shape of proper supply of clothes and medical attention have often been withheld. 

These are the common features of the conditions under which we have lived for the past 28 months. In addition to these trying circumstances the hard times that we have had to go through, during the first half of this period has to be mentioned for an adequate idea of our internment life. The harsh and brutal treatment from the officers had a deplorable effect on our nerves. We were treated and punished like criminals several times. For want of proper, sensible and fixed routine for our movements, we were never at ease and that has told greatly on our health. Books and papers which could have helped to pass our time happily were not available. Meetings of men and women at least husbands and wives which was essential was not permitted. 

Conditions were slightly improved after the first period but the food question was not considered and it is in fact growing meager and meager with time. Since March’44 there has been a definite change in our life. Through the exertions of the delegates of the Protective Power and the International Red Cross society many of our wants have been supplied. We were entirely cut off from the outside world. Newspapers are now supplied from March last. The management of the camp is entirely on different lines since the present commandant has taken over charge. We are no longer harassed by the officers in the same way. Some of the officers still attempt to make things difficult for us but it is nothing compared to what we experienced formerly. Our feelings are respected. Our requests are dealt with kind consideration. Men and women can communicate. Husbands and wives and some friends meet at regular intervals, although husbands, wives and children would have been happy to meet for a short time every day.

We feel quite different in this changed atmosphere and are very grateful for the changes in many vital concerns of life as human beings but I cannot help mentioning that the scanty food and the lack of freedom in the enjoyment of fresh air at fixed times and the neglect in the dental treatment for so long a period are ruining our health permanently and improvements in these directions would be very welcome and would certainly make the last part of our stay in Japan more pleasant than the past.”
 Another diary entry for 11.7.45 clearly indicates the change that internees noticed in the administration of the camp, the humane concerns that were implemented after the Red Cross and international agencies intervened to facilitate the rehabilitation and future release of prisoners. The entry reads as follows:

“ The visit of the PP. For 3 days we had been asked to clean. For some weeks all on a sudden we had food twice a week. (We knew the P.P. would come) On Sunday we were allowed to meet. On Monday there was a talk but we did not tho’ we cleaned. On Tuesday we were told at 6 o’clock, out on the concrete after being practically awake the whole night due to continual siren alarms raring [?]up and a long stay in the cellar with children and all over a few daily raid alerts, to go on with the cleaning. So all for the P.P. because the plush chairs and big tables taken to the big hall confirmed. Our guess (Mr. Bernhard was not able to come). At the usual time for train visitors two men – one a European the other a Japanese were seen walking down the street towards our building. Both waved at us and we were sure the P.P. had at last arrived. He had been expected to pay us a visit since April. Mr. Bernhard was sick so he could not come. Mrs. Thoms had to be in the small room for three hours not being able to have her lunch even. An account of the talk with him was read out to all this morning. The P.P. went into every possible detail  of the different vital questions concerning us. He was very firm about his enquiries and did not mince matters at all. He informed us that 118 of us (i.e. barring Gks)  were under the Swiss delegation. He wished to know what arrangements had been made for our safety against the raids. Mr. Taori (the Prefecture Commandant perhaps) said that he was trying his best to make all arrangements and there is no cause of anxiety. If this house is on fire there is plenty of water. Cap. S. mentioned about the help offered by men willing to be fire fighters if only the authorities would agree and allow a regular scheme  could be worked out. One man would be responsible for one woman and for each child also and a set of men would act as fire fighters so that the building could be saved. The authorities said that there was no necessity for endangering their lives everything is arranged for and should this house be burned there was another place available for us. Capt S suggested whether it would not be wiser to have a few days food stored up. The answer was there was no food to be stored. Rice was suggested but – it was not possible. There were more than one bakery – should this be bombed within ½ hours journey there are several. The jewelleries should not have been taken specially wedding rings. Once they were returned from Tokyo. He will try his best. The Germans have returned our things but the list has not arrived. The passports are not traceable. He is trying his best. He enquired after everything –food, clothing, games, music, meet up, beds, baths, religious service, medical attention, work, cigarettes. The answers were just the same. Once the ball fell over the fence, games stopped, if only we had a pair of forceps could pull the teeth out. Red Cross parcels would soon be coming. Every bit of it is ours. The last wrappers and boxes were claimed by the Cap. He has no right. Cap said—I was only suggesting them for dusters – Cap S. but they are still with you. I wanted for garments. Sewing cotton and soap are still in need. The garden produce are not wholly ours. We should have the possibility.”     

Cryptic though the entries are, these give a perspective of life in Fukushima internee camp. Another interesting entry that may be shared is a poem composed by Suhasini that refers to Nankin co-passengers and crew in the context of adjusting to the realities of life in confinement.

“A is for Alex the stealer of hearts

 And Austrian Helen that buxom young tart.

B for Ed Billet and Alice his wife,

And bathroom cockroaches fear for their life.

C is for Collins of suicidal fame,

And again for the Captain who daily plays train.

D’s for doctor whose offspring we’ve mentioned

Coe’ve not been their patients but they are both well-intentioned

E’s for Mr. Elsey, our good friend the purser

He saw a poor invalid and sat by to nurse her.

F’s Freddy Harty who scavenged so well,

And Fulton who always has some tale to tell.

G is for Gordon who is not far behind her

And of George, our loud speaker, we need no reminder

H Hale and Harty’s and Hynd who’s so kind,

And our friend Uncle Harris with so much on his mind.

I is for India’s representatives four.

And the Icecream of which we can always eat more.

J is for Jacky and Johnny the flirt,

We wonder what’s happened the rest of the shirt

K for the Kelly from down Melbourne way,

And if meals are on time? Well, ask Mrs. Kaye!

L for La Cortez, our talkative friend,

And the luggage of which there’s apparently no end.

M’s for Manning for whom golf’s been a boon,

Continuous meals and songs neath the moon.

N’s Norway and Noble who ne’er seems to tire

And the nautical experts deceived by no liar

O is for Owens who hails from North Wales,

Yet over all oceans serenely she sails.

P’s Padre and Paddy of different girth,

Yet one in their love of the land of their birth,

Q’s for the quantity eaten at meals,

And the quiet that so seldom at night o’er us steals.

R is for Ruby, Ross, Redman and Rout

With their swinging and reading, knitting and stout.

S for Shebesheviz, and soap boxer Scotty,

And the Singapore party where we all went plain potty.

T’s Transville ofcourse where they first let  us out,

The town’s seething with gossip, of that we’ve no doubt.

U’s for the umpires in scores at each game,

And the unstained advice regarding each aim.

V’s for the voices which strike on our ears,

And variety of complaints which the poor 2nd hears.

W’s Walker who sleeps up on deck,

And our jovial Miss Wood, who’s not just a speck!

X is for Xperts of whom there’s no lack—

If we took their advice we’d never get back!

Y’s for Yodels we hear from the stern.

And the Yawns and the Yells each heard in their turn

Z is zepool where we all kept so thin

And the zeal which we have for the good “Nankin”.

When Suhasini returned to Dacca via Australian ports and Bombay in November/December 1945 after the war had ended. She spent some time at 26 Rankin Street, Dacca, with family friends, recuperating from the trauma and anxiety of the years as an internee briefly described in the extracts above. From camp records it is noted that she had lost 25 pounds in body weight between the time of her captivity (July 1942) and that of her release in August / September 1945. She later came to Calcutta to take up a teaching position at Sakhawat Memorial Girls’ School from where she retired in 1950 as Headmistress.  Post-retirement, she served the All Bengal Women’s Union working for the rehabilitation of underprivileged and destitute women and children. She died on 28th December 1970, and was buried the next day at Lower Circular Road Cemetery, having lived a full life dedicated to education and social work.

Several of the notes and diary entries by Suhasini express her concern and involvement with the experience of camp life, its monotony and suffering, positive moments of concern, camaraderie and support snatched from circumstances and conditions that were largely negative. Through these days of exile from one’s homeland, separation from friends and loved ones, Suhasini sustained herself by garnering strength from her immense faith in God and dependence on His will. In an entry dated 10.6.44 she writes, “For many weeks the Lord has been burdening us for the spiritual needs of those in this place, and the prayer of our hearts has been heard.”

[Type text]

