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How South China
Guerrillas Aided
Western Allies
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During the embattled days! of 40 years ago, a number
of guerrilla units under the leadership of the Communist
Party waged a heroic struggle in many parts of China al-
ready behind the lines of the advancing Japanese. The East
River Guerrilla Column 2, operating in eastern Guangdong
province near Hongkong, had a particular role to play
in cooperating with allied forces? in the area against their
common fascist enemy.

From the end of 1941, after the outbreak of war in
the Pacific, many prisoners of war from Britain, India and
other allied countries were held4 in Japanese—occupied
Hongkong. The East River Column infiltrated® people
into Hongkong to help the POWs® escape, and later guided
them to China’s rear areas? from which they could be picked
up by allied planes. About 90 foreigners were rescued in
a relatively short period, the majority being Indian and
British, but also including eight Americans, three Danes, 8
two Norwegians?, a Russian and a Filipino19,
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British Friends

Among the first to be helped by the underground was
a small group including the Australian Col.1!L.T. Ride
and an Englishman, Major12 J.D. Clague. They had es-
caped from a prison camp and,not knowing the area well,
blundered into some Japanese troops. They were saved
by the timely arrival of East River guerrillas.

After going on to Chongqing (then the wartime capital
of China), Col. Ride suggested that thc British government
set up an organization to rescue POWs. In july 1942 the
British Army Aid Groupl3 was established with its head-
quarters in Huizhoul4, Guangdong, under the command
of Major Clague. He immediately contacted the East
River Guerrilla Column asking for their cooperation, part-
icularly in getting information about the situation in and
around the Japanese prison camps.

The occupied areasl5 were cruclly ruled, and the
column’s underground workers again and again risked
their lives to help the Aid Group establish intelligence and
liaison posts16 and to carry messages connected with escape
plans. They saved money from their own meager food and
clothing allowances to coverl7 the costs of the cooperative
cfforts.

The allied forces and the resciied POWs had nothing
but praise for the daring and effectiveness of the guerrillas,
but their very success roused the jealousy and hatred of the
Kuomintang government, which did its best to disruptl8
this aliied collaboration with Communist-led guerrillas.
As a result of these pressure, in August 1943 the Aid

]



Group suddenly broke off relations with the East River
Column. Nevertheless, the guerrillas continued to aid escap-
ing POWs and allied personnel gathering intelligence on
the Japanese who passed through their territory when-
ever they could.

After the war Col. Ride became one of the vice—chan-
cellors1? of Hongkong University and died in 1977. His
son, now an Australian diplomat, using the records of the
Aid Group which his father had kept, wrote a book called
The British Army Aid Group—Hongkong Reststance, 1942—45.
Tt gave full credit to 20 the East River Guerrilla Column for
its heroic acts of aid to the allied forces.

The American Connection

Besides helping the British against Japan, the East
River guerrillas also saved the lives of a number of Amer-
ican pilots. One of the first was Lt. Donald W.Kerr of the
14th U.S.Air Force Group. On February 11, 1944, his
plane was downed during a raid over enemy-occupied
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Hongkong. Despite his wounds, Kerr parachuted21 safely
to the ground, and guerrillas spirited him away to22 a
mountain cave to hide him from the intensive manhunt
mounted by the Japanese. Later he was escorted?23 to
guerrilla headquarters and stayed there until he was well
enough to return to his base at Guilin.

Kerr’s report on his experience to General Claire
Chennault, 24 commanding officer of the 14th U.S. Air
Force Group (the famous “Flying Tigers”) resulted in orders
to American pilots to seek help from the guerrillas in case
their planes crashed.

On May 24, 1944, the East River Column rescued five
more “Flying Tiger” pilots, this time from the sea at Daya
Bay?5, where they had been bombing enemy ships. The
fliers — Lieutenants Lefkoe and Laverell and Sergeants
Shank, Conley and Ellis—said how deeply grateful they
were to the guerrilla fighters, and promised to tell the
world about these unsung heroes28.

Cooperative Intelligence Work

Because of reports in foreign publications, the U.S.
public, as well as the armed forces, began to know more
about the efforts of the East River Column.In September
1944 the article “Strategy of the East River Guerrilla
Column and Allied Forces in the Pacific War” appeared
in an American magazine. It argued that in order to change
the critical situation in China, the guerrilla struggle behind
enemy lines should be helped and strengthened.

One month later U.S. Army headquarters in China,
despite serious opposition from the Kuomintang govern-
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ment, sent an intelligence team equipped with radio equip-
ment to work with the East River Column. The guerrilla
unit in turn set up a special operation to collect order-of-
battle intelligence 27 on the Japanese for the U.S. army and
air force. In March 1945, when an American work team
was sent to the Guangdong area to survey suitable routes
for a possible allied landing, the East River guerrillas made
themselves responsible for the team’s safety and conveyed
messages for them back to U.S. headquarters.

Allied bombardment of military targets in Hongkong
and on the sea inflicted heavy damage on28 the enemy.
In a special message to Zeng Sheng,29 commander of the
East River Column, General Chennault indicated that a
good deal of credit for this was due to the timely and accur-
ate intelligence reports provided by Zeng’s guerrilla forces.

Four decades have passed. But those who know of that
fierce struggle against the common fascist enemy will never
forget the close, friendly cooperation given by China’s
Communist-led partisans39 to the allied forces. This occur-
red not only in Guangdong but also in northern and central
China where many alliel personnel were saved from the
enemy or otherwise helped in their war work.

(From China Reconstructs)

1. the embattled days: LI R H F. 2. the East River
Guerrilla Column: AT 35 9B\ 3. allied forces:(Z— kK&
DL 4. were held: ¥ B ;¥ 0E. 5. infiltrate: 3%,
TN 6. POWs: [k{2, 7. rear areas: [5Jj, 8. Danes:
B3# A 9. Norwegians: B A . 10. Filipino: A,
11. Col: E#, 12. Major: /b#s, 13. the British Army
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The British freighter Narcissus! lay in Bombay harbor 2
on a hot, sticky tropical night in the 1890’s. Already loaded,
it was to sail the next morning on its homeward voyage.
The last crew member to come aboard was a huge Negro,
James Wait. The Negro, who had a severe cough, asked
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his shipmates to help him in stowing his gear3. A little later
the men were in their bunks4, and the only sound was
snoring, interrupted at times by Wait’s fits of coughing.

At daylight the Narcissus sailed. That evening, as the
sailors gathered in little groups about the deck, the laughter
and yarn spinning3 ceased at the sound of a weak rattle in
Wait’s bunk. It ended with a moan. The black man climbed
up on deck, looked about, and made the men miserable
by berating® them for making so much noise that he, a
dying man, could have no rest. It seemed, after a few days,
that the Negro looked upon the approaching death as a
friend. He paraded his trouble to everyone, railing bitterly
at the salt meat, biscuits, and tea at mealtime.”

All the men in the forecastle were touched by the dying
man and his fits of coughing. There was nothing that they
would not do for him, even to stealing pie for him from the
officers’ mess. Even Donkin, a Cockney who thought that
no one was ever right but himself, catered to Wait.8 The
Negro did no work after they were a week at sea. The first
mate? finally ordered him below to his bunk, and the cap-
tain upheld the mate’s order.Each morning the men carried
the invalid up on deck. Finally he was put in one of the
deckhouse berths.10 He never let anyone doubt that his
death was imminent. He fascinated the officers and tainted
the lives of the superstitious sailors, even those who grum-
bled that his illness was a fraud.11

As the Narcissus approached the Cape of Good Hope,
heavier sails were set, the hatches were checked, and every-
thing loose on deck was securely lashed in place in prepar-
ation {or the winds that were sure to come.1? On the thirty-
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