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CHAPTER 1 

Colonel Johnny Cook struggled to understand what was happening to 
him. He was staggering, sweating profusely and breathing heavily, 
through the Malayan jungle along a barely discernible trail, with 
leeches sucking at his ankles and insects of all descriptions finding 
their way up his nose and into his eyes. Saw-toothed leaves tore at his 
clothes and scratched his bare arms. Every time he slowed to catch 
his breath, he was prodded heavily in the back with the butt of a Bren 
gun. 

By late afternoon, the group of eight bandits who had kidnapped 
him arrived at a small dry clearing and set up a temporary camp of 
several small bashas, rough shelters made of bamboo and nipa. 

The leader of the group, a Chinese with a round, pock-marked 
face, walked up to Johnny and said, ‘We rest here, Tuan.’ 

He then handed him a tin cup with tepid water that tasted salty and 
brackish, probably from one of the swamps they had waded through 
on the way. 

Exhausted, Johnny slumped to the ground. One of the men gave 
him a lighted cigarette and pointed at his ankles, indicating he should 
use it to burn the leeches off his skin. As he touched them with the 
hot end, the wriggling bloated creatures dropped off one by one. 
Although he didn’t smoke, Johnny took a couple of puffs and 
somehow felt slightly better. The same man handed him a piece of 
brown paper with some cold dried fish and rice and indicated that he 
should eat. Not exactly cordon bleu, Johnny thought, but a necessary 
misery if he were to survive this perilous situation. 

It was raining softly when he was shown the basha he could 
shelter in, and he lay down inside the low structure, barely able to 
think. He felt totally disoriented, having no idea in which direction 
they had been travelling. At the same time, he was bewildered as to 
why he had been targeted for kidnapping. 
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* * * * 

As the MI6 head of operations for the eastern hemisphere, Johnny 
Cook had flown from London to Singapore in mid-March 1946 to 
assist the new Malayan Security Service (MSS), set up by the British 
at the end of the war as an intelligence agency for the region. The 
MSS was responsible for security during the ceremonies on the 1st of 
April to accompany the creation of the Malayan Union. Following his 
arrival in Kuala Lumpur, Johnny borrowed a car and driver, known as 
a syce, from Major Algie Browning, the chief of the MSS station in 
Kuala Lumpur, to visit the group’s operational centre in the Cameron 
Highlands. The car was an old two-door Alvis, which struggled and 
groaned as they navigated the rugged thirty-five miles from the 
village of Tapah, north of KL, to Tanah Rata, the main township of 
the Cameron Highlands. The winding, rough road was surrounded by 
thick jungle growth over the hills and flats. Occasionally, it was cut 
into cliff sides so that there were steep drops on either side. Johnny 
had begun to doubt whether the old Alvis would ever make it, when 
they finally reached the plateau incorporating the Cameron Highlands 
settlement, a sharp contrast to the rest of the countryside. As they 
approached Tanah Rata, he noted various tea plantations, farms and 
orchards as well as bungalows, mansions and holiday homes. An 
oasis in the wilderness. 

The syce asked for directions and they continued up an even 
rougher winding road, which weaved for about five miles through 
thick jungle growth, ending at an old Tudor-style house known as the 
‘Moonlight Bungalow’, the headquarters of the MSS in Pahang. 
Geoffrey Landers, a former MI6 operative and now chief of the 
centre, greeted him, as did three young MSS agents who had been 
local English policemen before the war. Later, he could only 
remember their names as Barry, Lew and Stu. 

Landers, an old Malaya hand who had red veining on his cheeks 
and nose, was about thirty-eight years old. To Johnny, he seemed 
experienced enough but the other three looked green about the gills.  

During the late afternoon and evening, they shared a pleasant 
dinner and a bottle of Scotch while discussing the strategies for 
compiling intelligence information, particularly on the Malayan 
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Communist Party (MCP). The MCP, largely Chinese-Malays with 
resourceful leaders, had been trained in guerrilla warfare and armed 
by the British before the fall of Malaya and Singapore to the 
Japanese. The MCP had had significant success against the Japanese 
during the war, especially in ambushes and sabotage. The British 
authorities now feared that with the end of hostilities, the MCP might 
be entertaining ambitions to take control of Malaya and eventually 
expel the white foreigners who they perceived had been so easily 
defeated by the Japanese in 1942.  

The main task of the MSS in Pahang was to keep a close watch on 
the activities of the MCP, or other such organisations in that region, 
for any signs of mutiny. 

The following morning, Johnny Cook set off in his car back down 
the rough track from the Moonlight Bungalow. They had only 
travelled two miles when the Alvis was stopped by an armed group of 
men. Wordlessly they pulled Johnny from the car, shot the syce and 
immediately marched Johnny off into the jungle. 

* * * * 

In the high altitude of the jungle camp it was cool but Johnny found it 
difficult to sleep on the damp ground. At first, a long silence was 
broken by the loud clicking of crickets accompanied by the shriek of 
cicadas, the grunting of frogs, and other unknown jungle noises. He 
was hungry, and every bone and muscle in his body seemed to ache. 
He had thought he was fit, but apparently not fit enough for this. He 
fell into a fitful sleep but awoke when the myriad jungle noises 
stopped suddenly while still dark. 

As he lay there he felt determined that he would survive this. No 
point in losing hope and wallowing in despair. He would endure 
whatever these people had in store for him, and perhaps even find out 
why he had been taken in the first place. He wondered if they were 
MCP bandits. 

As the light began filtering through the tapa roof of his basha, he 
heard the others talking to one another in Cantonese. He recognised 
the language but didn’t understand it. 
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One of the men kicked his boot and said in Malay, ‘Bangun [get 
up].’ 

After another quick meal of dried fish and rice, they set off 
through the jungle, following some indiscernible trail, with one of his 
captors again prodding him in the back whenever he stumbled or 
slowed. Despite the cooler climate in the mountains, Johnny could 
feel the sweat running down his back. Their progress was relatively 
slow, but the constant pace was unrelenting. Ignoring the barbed 
leaves and bamboo sticks scratching his skin, Johnny squared his 
shoulders, determined to show no sign of weakness. 

Around noon, the party stopped for a rest and more dried fish and 
rice. Johnny sat under a tree and watched them while they smoked 
and chatted in their curious dialect. Then they were off again through 
the infinite jungle. 

About mid-afternoon, they reached a large clearing. Emerging 
from the dark canopy of the jungle, Johnny blinked in the harsh light. 
A large, long bamboo and tapa hut stood next to a stream to his right. 
Staring at them from in front of the hut was a small group of men, 
women and children. The children were all naked. One of the bandits 
pointed at them and said, ‘Temiar.’ 

Johnny had read about the Temiar Senoi, the aboriginal people of 
this region of Malaya. He realised he had probably been led along one 
of the almost concealed sakai trails of the Temiar over the past couple 
of days. 

They left the Temiar behind and continued for another half-hour 
along a well-trodden track, arriving at a larger encampment with 
many bamboo huts with tapa roofs and about fifteen men and a few 
women, mainly Chinese. They all stopped what they were doing to 
stare at the new arrivals, particularly Johnny. 

A thin, authoritative-looking Chinaman, obviously the chief, 
emerged from one of the huts and spoke angrily to the moonfaced 
leader of the group that had kidnapped Johnny. His words came out 
like a machine gun, and the other man looked around self-
consciously. With its guttural tones, Cantonese is a good language to 
be angry in, Johnny thought. 

The chief finally walked over to Johnny and asked in relatively 
cultured English, ‘Who are you?’ 
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‘My name is John Cook, and I’m wondering why I’m here,’ said 
Johnny. ‘Who are you?’ 

‘What’s your position in the British Military Administration?’ the 
Chinese persisted. 

‘I have no position in the BMA. I’m just a tourist from England 
who was visiting the well-known Cameron Highlands,’ said Johnny. 
‘Your men picked me up there. I have no idea why.’ 

The Chinese studied Johnny, spat on the ground and said, ‘My 
men made a mistake.’ 

‘Well, you know my name and I’d like to know yours before you 
take me back to Tanah Rata,’ said Johnny. 

‘We can’t do that, unfortunately. My name is Tan Boon Cheng. 
You can call me Boon. You shall be our guest for a while, Tuan 
Cook.’ 

‘Why would you want to keep me prisoner here?’ 
‘Never mind. I’ll show you to a hut where you can settle down at 

night. Follow me.’ Boon turned on his heel and strode towards one of 
the smaller huts. 

Johnny followed him, protesting, ‘How long do you intend to keep 
me prisoner? Am I to be locked up?’ 

Ignoring him, Boon entered the small hut and said, ‘We’ll get you 
some blankets and a few spare clothes. We’ll even see if we can find 
a spare toothbrush. You can set up camp in here.’ Then looking at 
Johnny with a grin, he said, ‘I don’t think we need to lock you up. Do 
you?’ 

After he left, Johnny inspected his new quarters, realising that 
what Boon had said was true. There was no need for them to keep 
him under lock and key. He was unarmed and without a clue where 
he was. No one in the outside world knew where he was either, and 
the thick jungle surrounding the encampment was as effective as any 
prison walls.  

* * * * 

The radio call came through to the offices of the Commonwealth 
Investigation Service (CIS) in Darwin in the late morning on the 20th 
of March 1946. Garry ‘Sparky’ Speck, the Darwin CIS group’s radio 
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operator, office manager and general factotum, found his boss, Jamie 
Munro, mumbling moodily as he wrestled with paperwork in his 
office at the old Hotel Darwin on the Esplanade overlooking Darwin 
Harbour. 

‘Jamie – sir, there’s a fellow from Malaya on the radio for you,’ 
said Sparky. ‘He said his name is Major Browning, of the Malayan 
Security Service. He wants to speak to you urgently.’ 

Jamie was happy to be relieved of the tedium of filling out reports. 
He strode after Sparky into the CIS radio room and picked up the 
headphones and speaker. 

‘Hello! This is Jamie Munro. Over.’ 
‘Ah! Hello, hello! My name is Algie Browning. I’m with the MSS 

in Kuala Lumpur. We have a situation here which you might be able 
to help us with. Over.’ 

‘Yes. Go ahead. Over.’ 
‘A senior MI6 agent has gone missing, believed kidnapped, in the 

Cameron Highlands.’  
Jamie noted a degree of desperation in his voice.  
‘I’ve been onto MI6 in London and they suggested I contact you 

directly. You may know the chap. Over.’ 
‘Okay. What’s his name? Over.’ 
‘Colonel John Cook. MI6 in London said that your organisation 

would be the best bet to find out what happened to him as quickly as 
possible. Over.’ 

‘Yes, I know Colonel Cook. What have you been able to find out 
so far? Over,’ said Jamie, intrigued. 

‘Very little. His car was found just northeast of the main village of 
Tanah Rata, and his driver had been shot,’ Browning said 
breathlessly. ‘Actually, I’d lent him the car and the driver was mine. 
Over.’ 

‘Yes, go on. Over.’ 
‘Well, there were signs that they took him into the nearby jungle, 

but the trail has been impossible to find. The jungle is quite thick 
there, you know. It’s known as the “high ulu”. Over.’ 

‘Okay. I’ll contact MI6 in London and then arrange to get to Kuala 
Lumpur as soon as I can. Over.’ 
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‘I can meet you in Singapore, if it’s easier for you. Over,’ said 
Browning. 

‘I’ll let you know. Anything else at this stage? Over.’ 
‘No, but the BMA is worried it might be the start of some sort of 

insurrection by independence activists or the MCP. Over.’ 
‘What’s the MCP? Over.’ 
‘Malayan Communist Party. Over.’ 
Jamie frowned. ‘I thought they were on our side against the 

Japanese. Over.’ 
‘They were, but there could be some fanatics amongst them. 

Over.’ 
‘Okay, I’ll let you know when I have my arrival date for 

Singapore. Over and out.’ 
Jamie removed the headphones and stared thoughtfully at the 

radio. He had known Johnny Cook since the North Africa campaign 
during the war. He and his close friend, Jack ‘Jacko’ O’Brien, had 
worked with Johnny for British MI6 to expose and capture German 
spies in Cairo and confuse Rommel’s Afrika Corps with false radio 
signals using German frequencies. Jacko, a half-caste Warramunga 
aborigine, had saved Jamie’s life during the earlier Syrian campaign. 
After the war, with the cooperation of MI6, the three of them had set 
up the Northern Australia operations of the CIS in Darwin. If Johnny 
Cook was in trouble, they had to help him, and quickly. Jacko had 
highly developed tracking skills, essential to any strategy aimed at 
extracting Johnny safely. 

Jamie’s immediate problem was that Jacko was not in Darwin. He 
and his fiancée, Monique Rousseau, were currently in the Philippines 
with Monique’s father, a wealthy Frenchman who had been a major 
manufacturer of fine furniture in Egypt, where Jacko had met 
Monique. The Rousseau family had recently immigrated to Australia, 
much to Jacko’s delight. M. Henri Rousseau wished to investigate the 
Philippines as a furniture-manufacturing centre, because of the range 
of fine timbers and the many English-speaking craftsmen in that 
country. With them was Jacko’s half-sister, Sarah Nangala, a young 
Warramunga lubra from Tennant Creek. Carna Hidalgo Munro, a 
Filipina with many contacts in the country and Jamie’s new wife of 
only three weeks, had also agreed to go with them. 



8

Jamie knew he would have to fly to Singapore via Manila to pick 
up Jacko on the way. Sarah would want to go with Jacko, and she 
would certainly be an asset if tracking through the Malayan jungle 
was necessary. Jacko had always said that his sister could track an ant 
up a stringybark tree. Jamie smiled. He had seen Sarah in action and 
could well believe Jacko’s boast. 

Breaking from his reverie, he stood and faced Sparky who was 
hovering by the door. 

‘Sparky, would you try to phone Harry Williams at the US High 
Commission in Manila?’ he asked. ‘You’ve got his contact details 
somewhere.’ 

‘Yeah, not a problem, boss!’ 
‘When you get him, I’ll take the call in my office,’ Jamie added. 
Harry Williams Jr was the intelligence chief in the Philippines for 

the Office of Strategic Services (OSS). He had worked closely with 
Jamie and Jacko a few months previously in the successful 
apprehension of a ruthless gang involved in the kidnapping and 
smuggling of young orphaned children out of the war-torn Philippines 
to Australia and the USA, financed by paedophile rings. Jamie 
thought warmly about the tall, obliging Texan who had been vital to 
their success and who had been wounded during the operation. He felt 
certain that Harry would be happy to assist him in arranging travel to 
Singapore from Manila. It seemed like only yesterday that he had last 
seen Harry. Jamie now anticipated the joy of seeing his beautiful 
Carna again in a day or so. 

The telephone rang, and Jamie recognised the Texan drawl of his 
friend in Manila. ‘Hi there, Jamie. I’ve seen your buddy, Jacko, and 
his gorgeous girlfriend. I’ve also met your brand-new wife. She’s a 
real looker, you old fox. Are you coming back here again? This place 
has been as dull as dishwater since you guys were here last.’ 

‘Good to hear your voice again, Harry,’ said Jamie. ‘I was 
wondering if you could help me.’ 

‘Just say the word, ol’ buddy.’ 
‘We have an urgent situation in Malaya. An MI6 colleague has 

been kidnapped in the Malayan Peninsula, and I was planning to get 
to Manila as soon as possible to pick up Jacko and his sister, and then 
fly to Singapore.’ 
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‘Yeah, I can sure help you get to Manila,’ said Harry. ‘There’s a 
group of US aircraft engineers leaving Darwin today or tomorrow for 
Manila. If you contact our OSS man in Darwin, Dan Morrow, I’m 
sure he’ll be able to fit you in.’ 

‘That’s great, Harry. I’ll get onto him right away.’ 
‘Malaya’s a bit out of my bailiwick, but I’ll see if I can arrange 

something to get you to Singapore from here. I’ll call Jacko at the 
Manila Hotel. It’s lucky you called now, ’cause they were all 
planning to go to Cebu tomorrow.’ 

‘Thanks a lot, Harry. How is your wounded shoulder?’ 
‘Okay now. Aches a bit once in a while, but improving.’ 
‘That’s good. I’ll call you when I know the schedule. I’ll call Dan 

right away.’ 
‘Real good. I’ll have a cold San Miguel ready for you, ol’ buddy.’ 
‘That’ll do me, Harry.’ 


