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A Walk Through Time

Chapter 1

Bemen’s story: 
My early life

Bemen:

Life is about circumstances and a series of happenings that 
make us who we are today. By learning many lessons, and 

proceeding through many trials and tribulations, we grow, and 
as we grow, we look back on the experiences that made us the 
strong people we have become. My life has been like my own 
movie in the making. Born on 18th July 1927 in Rangoon, 
Burma (presently known as Yangoon, Myanmar), I began my 
journey.

My grandfather Chittambalam, seeking greener pastures, 
migrated in the late 19th century to Burma from Jaffna, Ceylon 
(presently known as Sri Lanka). There, he married Jeyalakshmi 
from the Kingsbury family, and my father, Thanabalasingham, 
and his two younger sisters, Navamani and Sironmani, were 
born. Unfortunately, they lost their mother during the birth 
of the youngest child. My grandfather then married his wife’s 
cousin, so that she could help care for his three very young 
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children.

My father, Thanabalu, was educated and brought up in 
Rangoon, the capital of Burma. At a suitable age, he found 
employment in the Postal Department, enabling him to help 
his two sisters. He also found suitable partners for both of them 
and had them married young. He married a woman named 
Lara Sinnamma, his brother-in-law’s sister, in order to be of 
help to his sisters.

World War I

My father was in the British army during World War I. When 
he came back after the war, he told me a story that I would like 
to share. He was a soldier attached to Secret Service Despatch, 
and he was asked to go to Mesopotamia. Because he was in 
the postal department, they thought he would serve better 
there. He was asked to carry secret messages from A to B or 
B to C on behalf of the British army. The enemy would have 
tried to intercept them, so he travelled on horseback because it 
was faster. He had to work in secret; he had no choice in the 
matter. 

His job was risky. From 1915 to 1918, my mother was always 
afraid that he would not come back, as he was going where 
there was danger. That brought insecurity at home, and she 
prayed constantly for his safe return. She was a very God-
fearing woman, and eventually her prayers were answered. My 
father decided to send his family from Rangoon, Burma, back 
to Sri Lanka, and he remitted his salary in full to my mother 
at the time. She bought a home in Sri Lanka with her savings. 



9 

A Walk Through Time

Financially she was provided for. After the First World War, he 
went back to Rangoon, and he worked there till 1941 when the 
Japanese occupied the country.

On one occasion, during the First World War, when seven 
soldiers were sleeping in a tent at night, an enemy soldier came 
into the camp with the purpose of stealing all the officers’ 
revolvers. He was possibly Turkish, but I can’t be sure, and he 
got into their tent. While my father was fast asleep he heard 
some movement, and what this enemy was doing was trying 
to collect the revolvers of the seven officers in the tent. It was 
hard, as army officers normally keep their revolvers under their 
pillows for an emergency. He collected the rest, but he couldn’t 
find my father’s revolver, which was under the bed. While he 
was looking for two more, my father woke up and saw what 
was happening. He thought, ‘I’ve got to arm myself now’, so 
he armed himself intending to get up and confront him.  After 
collecting the first five, the intruder returned for more, and my 
father shot him through the back. The intruder dropped dead. 
At the sound of the shot, the other officers woke up and saw 
that the dead man had five revolvers in his hand. Because of 
his bravery and ability to face danger, my father was awarded a 
medal for Bravery by the Governor of Burma.

Another thing he mentioned, which I was surprised to hear, 
was that they started fighting at 8 o’clock in the morning when 
the flag went up. They stopped at 5pm, just like a normal work-
ing day. They collected their wounded soldiers and returned to 
their barracks, wherever they were, and had a party till 10pm. 
Not the two sides together, of course, but the British Army had 
a pleasant evening. Next morning, the white flag would come 
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down, and they started again. That 5pm ceasefire was respected 
by both sides. And picking up their wounded was something 
worthwhile.  Nowadays, they bomb and kill everybody; there is 
no respect for anybody at all.

Family life

I was born on July 18, 1927, the last child of my parents. The 
oldest child was a boy who passed away at the age of eight. My 
parents were broken hearted at this sad event in their lives. In 
a few years they were blessed with two girls, Rani and Sothi. 
As a child, I was spoilt by my mother who was still pining for 
the loss of her eldest son. She was very protective of me, living 
with the fear that she would lose me like my older brother. As a 
result, I was the envy of my two sisters. My mother’s home was 
her happiness, keeping the family together, and I don’t think 
she had any other direct interests.

Until I was seven years old, I lived with my parents in a 
rented property and living was difficult; our accommodation 
was minimal. Then, because my father was promoted, we had 
a better income and could afford to buy a nice cottage with a 
garden and a badminton court. Because he was in long-term 
employment, the Postal Department gave him a loan for a 
property that he liked, and that was repaid like a mortgage.

At home, generally, we spoke English. Because Burma was an 
English colony, it was everybody’s second language. We spoke 
Tamil with our mother, but the majority of our neighbours 
and other people spoke Burmese, the language of the country. 
I am very fluent because of having grown up there, so I speak 
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Burmese better than Tamil.

Our family consisted of my parents, two sisters and me – five 
of us only. That was considered a small family in those times, 
but we had many relatives nearby. My mother had four brothers 
who migrated to Burma because there was scope to work and 
develop, like the people who come to Australia now because 
of a shortage of workers. Knowing the English language, both 
reading and writing, was a great advantage. Both my father and 
his father moved there independently from Sri Lanka. There 
was an inflow into Burma; we had friends and relatives as well 
and they had children also, who are my cousins.

Burma is a very large area. Everyone, whatever job they did, 
started right at the bottom, but by 1940, they had all risen 
to the top through promotions, and all of them were doing 
extremely well. Burma was run well by the British. Wherever 
British people moved, they brought law and order into the 
country.

As a family, we went to the Methodist Church regularly, and 
we were all sent to Sunday School. All my cousins, uncles, and 
aunts were there too. Once a month, on Sundays, particularly 
if there was a birthday party or wedding, we all had a meal 
together. Since the Tamil population was reasonably large 
and most of them came from India, our food was aligned to 
what the Indians and Sri Lankans eat today. My mother was 
Sri Lankan and she always prepared home-cooked food, and 
we enjoyed it. We never went hungry; we didn’t miss out on 
anything important.

Although we knew many Christians, the Buddhists were in 
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the majority, but Christians were tolerated. In fact, I told my 
eldest son here in Australia, that before I die, I want to visit 
Burma once more. I still have Burmese friends there. With 
English as the common language, we didn’t miss much in 
terms of culture, nor in terms of food or friends. It was quite 
a supportive community, lots of friends, plenty of extended 
family, and the church gave us some structure as well.

My sisters attended a Catholic school whilst I attended 
a Baptist school in Rangoon. Both schools were private, fee 
paying schools. Even though my father was also promoted as 
Chief Inspector of Postal Services during this time, my parents 
struggled to educate us, as they were not very affluent. At 
times, they even found it difficult to pay the school fees. On 
one occasion, at the age of eleven, I was forbidden to sit for my 
annual examination for non-payment of fees. I still remember 
how small I felt when I was the only boy singled out and put 
out of the class room. I began to cry and made my way to the 
school gates feeling very dejected. Many frightening thoughts 
went through my mind. I thought that my education had come 
to an end, and my life was at a crossroads. Just then, as luck 
would have it, my aunt, (bless her soul!), passed that way, and 
finding me in tears stopped to enquire what the matter was. 
When she realised what had happened, she took pity on me 
and paid the fees. I was then allowed to sit the exam and I was 
overjoyed beyond measure. 

In the late 1930s, when I was 12 years old, I met with a 
serious accident. While riding a bicycle, I was knocked over 
and my right hand was badly injured. Medical facilities were 
rather primitive at that time and I was taken for treatment to 
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a local quack. At the end of the treatment, I was pain free but 
I did not have the normal use of my hand. I was not able to 
attend school because I couldn’t write. I felt very dejected, not 
being able to visualise what the future had in store for me. I was 
very self-conscious and sat on the sidelines watching my friends 
playing games. I felt very sorry for myself and depressed.    

My dear mother was upset and felt very sorry for me. She 
was a woman of great faith and persistently prayed for me. Her 
determination and perseverance encouraged me to use my left 
hand to write. I was not able to attend regular school, but my 
mother did all she could to organize a private tutor to teach 
me at home to keep abreast with the work my classmates were 
doing at school. As days went by, my disability became less of a 
handicap, and I was able to cope much better than I thought. 
After one year, I began attending the Baptist school again. I 
was very proud of myself as I was back again with my friends 
in school.

World War II

Another story my father told was about the Christian watch 
night service for New Year’s Eve in Rangoon in 1940. We were 
all seated in a pew, when my father disappeared.  He heard a 
noise outside, some gunshots, so he went out to see what was 
wrong. The church was attached to the Supreme Court, and 
they had prisoners locked there for the night. One prisoner 
escaped and the guards chased after him.  My father always 
carried his revolver. He went there and saw this man running 
so he fired a shot. The man stopped, and the guards grabbed 
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hold of him. There was a trial after that because the prisoner 
was charged with trying to escape. My father was a key witness, 
so he had to go to court on a regular basis for some time. 

When the judge made a ruling he gave him five years’ jail.  My 
father was in the box with the accused, so when the judge said, 
‘Five years,’ he got up and told my father in front of the crowd, 
‘Because of you I’m in jail. When I come out I’ll tie you up and 
kill you.’ So the judge said, ‘Ten years,’ doubling the sentence 
on the spot because he had threatened my father. When, after 
ten years he was released, the police spoke to my father saying, 
‘He’s being released now – you watch out!’ But although we 
suffered a great deal of anxiety, the man didn’t harm us.

Calamity struck when, in 1941, the Japanese declared war 
and commenced bombing the capital, Rangoon. The first air 
raid by the Japanese planes on Rangoon was on Christmas 
day. Although the destruction was not very great, people 
began to panic and worry about the future. The Japanese army 
was advancing into neighbouring countries. Trenches and 
air raid shelters were being constructed as a precaution as we 
were getting warning sirens often. Our family moved from 
Hanthawaddy Road, where we were living, to my Uncle’s home 
in Boundary road. All foreigners and Indians in Rangoon made 
arrangements to send their families back to their countries of 
origin. Steamer services were irregular and hence the Burma 
government advised us to travel by overland route to India, if 
the situation deteriorated.
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Flight to India

As expected, the situation worsened, and we had to flee. Late 
one night, there was much confusion. We had decided to flee our 
home and move to Sagaing in northern Burma, the birthplace 
of my brother-in-law, and it was quicker to travel to India by 
the overland route than to travel by sea. Panic prevailed in our 
previously peaceful home as we hurriedly ran around looking 
for items small enough to carry, and valuable enough to take 
with us. I remember collecting my possessions, only able to fill 
a little jute bag I was able to carry. I was feeling very low and 
sad, and began to cry at the thought of leaving our home, the 
things I dearly loved and my good friends. That was the saddest 
moment in my life so far. 

My father, decorated in the army during the First World War, 
was a brave and practical man. He showed his mental strength 
by organising our escape. My mother, a woman of great faith in 
God, resorted to prayer as she always did during difficult times. 
She had the presence of mind to take with her gold sovereigns 
and jewellery, which she tied around her waist, as she knew 
that local currency would not be legal tender in Burma after 
the Japanese occupation. My mother also carried a copy of the 
Bible and a picture of Jesus Christ, and repeated the 23rd Psalm 
frequently when the going was tough. My father, on the other 
hand, took with him his revolver, presented to him for bravery 
and loyalty by the Governor of Burma. The revolver became 
extremely useful as a source of protection during the dangerous 
trek out of Burma. 

We began our journey from Rangoon to Mandalay by train, 
and after breaking journey, we arrived at the Sagaing crossing 
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on the Irrawady River. We were staying with relatives when the 
Government of Burma, in March 1941, issued a notification 
that Government servants were advised to travel overland to 
Calcutta, India, to secure employment at the office which had 
been set up there. My father was a Government servant and 
hence he decided to leave Burma and begin our trek overland. 

My eldest sister, Ranee, met a relative, Sambanthan, in Sagaing 
and they were married on 6th March 1941. In the latter part 
of April 1941, we set off on our overland trek to India, as the 
situation was getting worse day by day. Our group consisted 
of my parents, my sister Ranee, her husband Sambanthan, my 
sister Sothy, our servant, Budha and me. We carried with us 
only the bare necessities as we boarded the train to Monywa, 
a half day journey. On arrival, we proceeded to the Chinwin 
riverbank to board the steamer that would take us along the 
river to Mawlaik.

When the steamer docked, there was a big rush, as the crowd 
that had gathered on the bank of the river scrambled to get 
into the boat, carrying all their belongings with them. There 
was pandemonium, and as we boarded, the steamer began 
moving because Japanese planes were sighted. All hell broke 
loose! My brother-in-law was missing and so were our suitcases. 
My sister Ranee, a new bride, was inconsolable. She knelt 
and prayed continuously for his safe return. It was the most 
miserable journey we ever made. When we reached Mawlaik we 
disembarked, giving up all hopes of seeing Sambanthan again. 

The following day, our group stood by the shore looking 
anxiously into the distance and, lo and behold, we sighted 
an object coming over the horizon. As we looked with great 
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expectation, we recognised that it was a boat slowly making its 
way toward the shore where we were gathered. After an hour, 
the boat came closer, and we could see people on the deck. I 
ran to Ranee and drew her attention to the passengers on the 
boat. Her tears of despair turned first into tears of anticipation, 
looking intently trying to recognise her husband among the 
large crowd of passengers, then turned into tears of joy, as she 
spotted her husband waving his white handkerchief frantically. 
She was overcome with emotion and excitement as the boat 
docked, and he scrambled out and they were in each other’s 
arms. This was a great reunion for all of us. Unfortunately, 
Sambanthan was only able to bring a few of our suitcases on 
board, leaving the other bags behind on the shore, because of 
the shortage of space on the boat.

There was great confusion as to where we were going next. We 
spotted the army personnel who directed us via the Manipur 
State to the Indian border. We were told that it was a very 
long way off and it would take approximately three weeks to 
reach Imphal, the capital of Manipur state, where the Indian 
Government had made arrangements to provide accommodation 
for the refugees. We began our long trek walking by day, and 
sleeping under trees at night. Rations of rice and pulses were 
distributed to all the refugees. There was no shortage of water, 
as there were lakes and streams all along the way. We became 
weary of walking but we were refreshed, as we were able to 
have a bath, cook, eat and rest. After three weeks, we arrived at 
Imphal, where we were accommodated in a big building with 
all facilities. 
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Road to Assam

After resting at Imphal for two days, we made ready to 
begin our trek to Assam. The road to Assam was very hilly, 
dangerous and narrow. Many of the refugees contracted cholera 
and died, because of poor sanitation and nutrition. We were 
very depressed and sad at the sight of the bloated dead bodies 
being rolled down the cliffs. A few days of trudging later and 
feeling very exhausted, we arrived in a town called Kohima in 
Nagaland.  

After having something to eat and some rest, we were about 
to continue our journey when there was a sudden emergency. 
I began feeling very unwell and was running a temperature. 
My parents were very worried, and their efforts to find some 
medical help proved to be fruitless. My mother thought that 
I was not going to survive and in desperation she knelt down 
and prayed for my recovery. In the meantime, my father was 
able to hire a bullock cart from the natives and we resumed 
our journey, with the hope to find some medical help along the 
way. We were travelling along comfortably till we reached Naga 
Hill, where the bullock cart could not proceed any further.

We were desperate, and my father hired a couple from a local 
tribe to carry me while the others kept walking. We began the 
next leg of our journey, where we witnessed the worst horror of 
human suffering. People leaving their kith and kin behind and 
walking away from them, some sinking and awaiting death, 
others unable to walk due to fatigue and hunger, and dead 
bodies lying all along the roadside and rolled down the cliffs. 
There were neither medical facilities nor any arrangements 
made for the disposal of the dead bodies. The infection kept 
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spreading very vigorously, and cholera was rampant. To our bad 
luck, the woman who was carrying me with the help of her 
husband, contracted the infection and died. This was a very 
sad moment in my life. The husband wanted to be released to 
return to his village and, after compensating him, we let him go. 
There was no media coverage at that time, and the number of 
deaths among the unfortunate refugees was not known. No one 
died in our family. We escaped, like many thousands following 
the same route to India. If you were from Burma, whether you 
were Tamil, Indian or British, you had no choice.

We did come into contact with Japanese soldiers. I remember 
when the Japanese shot army personnel, they beheaded them 
and had their heads exposed so that people could see them. I 
may be wrong in my assessment, but I think that the Japanese 
had too few people to control a big crowd, so that killing and 
beheading soldiers, then putting their heads on display, was 
really to intimidate everybody and cause a great deal of horror. 

While we were resting along the roadside, feeling very dejected 
and weary, we sighted an army truck at a distance making its 
way towards us. The truck came to a halt near us, and out 
jumped an army officer who began making inquiries about our 
adventurous journey out of Burma. He was very concerned 
about our safety, and doubted whether we had the stamina to 
go on walking, so he offered us a ride as far as Dimapur, a town 
situated on the Indian border. The army officer was travelling 
to that town to collect some medical supplies. We were very 
excited and thankful to God for having answered our prayers, 
and for having sent us this help when we were tired and on our 
last legs. We were not able to get a wink of sleep that night, 



Bemen and Rupa Singham

20

as we were excited about leaving early the next morning. At 
4am, we boarded the truck and set off, to be dropped off at the 
Dimapur railway station. We were completely amazed at how 
God came to our rescue when we were about to trek the most 
dangerous and tiring part of our journey.

 

Calcutta at last

In January 1941, after having recuperated from the Burma 
and India trek, our family arrived in Calcutta by express train, 
ending an eventful journey. We were surprised to see many 
volunteers from various organisations offering help to the 
refugees. I still remember a volunteer from the Marwari relief 
society taking us in a truck to the city, and dropping us off at 
a large building with many rooms with some basic facilities. It 
was a relief to have the comfort of something as simple as soap. 
Having travelled for approximately four weeks with minimal or 
no facilities, we were very comfortable in our new abode. 

My father was able to locate a Burma Postal Office in the town, 
and obtained financial assistance from the British Government. 
These funds enabled us to find a flat to rent, and we settled into 
our new home very comfortably. My father secured temporary 
employment with them and we were able to rebuild our home 
once again. After around nine months the Burma government 
notified all employees that they could return to their country of 
origin, leaving their new addresses with them. My father, with 
nowhere else to go, made plans to return to his mother country, 
Sri Lanka, in October 1941. 

I have no doubt that the insecurity that my mother suffered 
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throughout her life never left her. Many years later, when she 
passed away while we were in Malaysia, my sister living in Sri 
Lanka had suitcases packed with her belongings. One thing 
that she had in one of her suitcases was my late brother’s sarong 
and shirt and she carried that all the way from Burma back to 
Sri Lanka. Throughout her life, she fasted on the date that he 
died, and when they opened one suitcase, among her clothes 
was money. She left a fair amount of money in that suitcase 
because she had experienced two wars, and the failure of banks 
and institutions in wartime; so the cash was held in reserve.

My father was not much changed after his wartime experiences. 
The only thing was that when you go to war you must learn to 
drink. He was a non-drinker earlier, but when he went to war 
he drank a lot of beer; not that he misbehaved, but he drank, 
so we saw a change in him. Before the war he never drank, but 
when he came back he used to drink more than he should have. 
I remember my father as a fairly happy-go-lucky man. He was 
a light hearted man, very good in company, like many people 
who drink. I think his mother died when he was as young as 
four or five, and as a child he was supposed to have been quite 
naughty, according to my mother. We thought he was a happy 
person. I don’t think the war affected him badly. Years later, he 
was quite proud to gather his grandchildren together, talk to 
them and tell them all stories. He was proud of what he did 
during two world wars.

Journey home to Jaffna

Our journey to Pandetherippu, Jaffna, my parent’s birthplace, 
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was very long and tiring. It was, however, nothing compared 
to the war, the worst time in my life. The journey consisted of 
our family taking a train to Port Danashkodi in South India, 
breaking the journey to rest for three days in Madras. We crossed 
the Palk Straits by boat and arrived in Talaimannar, a small 
Sri Lankan port. We then boarded a night train to Jaffna and 
arrived at our destination the next morning. On our arrival in 
Jaffna, there was no one to meet us, so my father hired a horse 
and carriage to take us to our village, Pandetherippu, where my 
grandparents still lived. It was my first ride in a horse carriage 
and I enjoyed that part of the journey very much. When the 
carriage came to a halt where my grandparents lived, I was very 
disappointed that the excitement was all over. 

Our  unannounced arrival was a great shock to my grand-
parents, as they had not been aware of the family’s whereabouts. 
They thought that we had perished in the war. Our grandparents 
cried tears of joy as they came to terms with their family having 
survived the war, and we cried tears of joy as we realised it 
was the end of our long, tumultuous journey. It was a very 
emotional reunion for all of us. I had not met my grandparents 
before, but during our journey to Jaffna my parents had told 
me all about them. 

With great excitement, I ran into their arms as soon as I 
saw them. Joyfully we hugged each other. Our grandparents 
welcomed us with open arms and made us comfortable in their 
home. It was a relief that after our long journey as refugees, we 
had finally come home. The home belonged to my parents and 
while they were living in Burma, my grandparents occupied the 
house. We settled in comfortably and began living in our home 
once again.
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Back to school

I had no schooling for almost two years after leaving Rangoon, 
and my father made inquiries regarding a good school for me to 
attend. In January 1942, aged 15, I began schooling at Jaffna 
College, Vaddukodai, in the fourth form. It was a new experi-
ence for me. I did not understand the Tamil language spoken 
by the students. I felt very lonely not being able to make new 
friends and start afresh with happiness, and not being able to 
converse with others, going through each day with no one to 
talk to.  

On the first day of school, as I walked into the classroom, the 
boys began to ridicule me and a general unrest prevailed. I did 
not understand why they were laughing at me, until I noticed 
that I was the only one wearing shoes. I then realised that it was 
the accepted practice in Jaffna to attend school barefoot. I im-
mediately removed my shoes and socks, and felt relieved. After 
school when I returned home, I was in tears, and related to my 
mother the episode regarding the shoes. 

Academically, I faced some difficulties as I had no knowledge 
of the Tamil language, which was the universal second language 
at that time. Compelled to learn Tamil, without understanding 
the subject matter, I memorised pages of it and found myself 
excelling in the subject as well as in my overall performance 
in class. I was very happy with my results, and so were my 
parents. When the other boys realised that they were studying 
hard and I was doing elementary Tamil and getting first prize 
in class, they protested. I realised I could not do Tamil at the 
Ordinary level and switched to Latin, making everyone happy 
as normalcy returned. 
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My father had been without a job for four years, and life 
was quite difficult at this stage. The family had to live on a 
low pension with barely enough money to pay the school fees. 
However, I did not realize, as a young boy, what was going on 
as far as finances were concerned. I survived using experiences 
such as these to build on, hoping to use them to teach my own 
children some day.

In 1944 I had reached the School Certificate level and 
passed my matriculation. It so happened that there were two 
B Singhams’ sitting the public exams. When the results were 
announced by the Education Department, only one of them 
had passed. Fear ran through my mind as I waited in suspense 
to discover who had passed. Finally, when I was able to look at 
the student number, I was relieved and ecstatic to find that I 
had passed.

In 1945, I decided to move to Colombo, and attend night 
classes at the Technical College to better my education and 
prospects. I had to choose a profession to accommodate the 
disadvantage I had because of  my bad hand. The only professions 
available to me at that time were Law and Accounting. I was very 
worried with regard to my future prospects and spent sleepless 
nights. Prayer was a comfort during this time, as my family and 
I continued to ask for God’s guidance during this difficult time. 
Our prayers were answered when my thinking and circumstances 
pointed to my taking up studies in Accountancy.  

However, I ran into a problem when I found that to begin 
my studies in Accountancy, I had to pay 2500 rupees to be 
able to serve articles immediately. Having no money, I resorted 
to prayer again and again my prayer was answered when 
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Sambanthan, my brother-in- law, offered me a loan of this sum. 
I was then able to start the course on time. Years later, when I 
completed the course and secured a job as an accountant in a 
British company in Colombo, E.B. Creasy & Co Ltd, I was 
able to repay Sambathan’s loan.

I began as an accountant at the bottom of the ladder in 1953. 
Progressively, I rose to the position of Chief Accountant in 
early 1955. I was 27 years old, and at this point in time I began 
to consider my marriage prospects. I had a stable job, and a 
reasonably good salary. What more did I want? I needed a life 
partner and my thoughts were focused in that direction early 
that year.


