
36 Tuberculosis among the Gurkhas and their Dependants 

that once dreaded disease; so that he may return to his regiment and "soldier 
on" or return to a healthy vigorous life in his small holding in N epa!. 

I am grateful to Lieutenant-General Sir Alexander Drummond, who first envisaged 
this entire scheme when he was A.O.M.S., H.Q., Malaya Command, and who has 
pursued it with inspiring determination to the present day; to Lady Templer, whose 
productive interest in the welfare, health and happiness of the Gurkhas has been a 
source of great encouragement; to Sir Geoffrey Todd, honorary consultant physician 
in pulmonary tuberculosis to the Army, who has trained our specialists in this field; 
to the Major-General, the Brigade of Gurkhas, and his regiIIlental officers, who 
recognised and pursued the invaluable part to be played by them in this anti-tuberculosis 
campaign; and to Mr. G. Kent Harrison, thoracic surgeon at the Army Chest Centre. 
I must also pay tribute to the tireless devotion of all medical, nursing and welfare 
officers and. all the British and Malayan nursing orderlies, and instructors in the 
R.A.E.C., for their part in the increasing success of this great work. 
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THE WILL TO LIVE* 

BY 

Lieut.-Colonel E. M. TURNER, M.B.E., R.R.C. 

Queen Alexandra's Royal Army Nursing Corps 

PROBABLY most of us, at some time during our life, find ourselves up against 
circumstances when we need all our will-power to help us survive. 

The will to live 1 How deeply rooted is this basic urge? How does it manifest 
itself, and when, if ever, are we conscious of it? That it is there is indisputable. 
It is at the core of existence. Because of it nations survive, through travail and 
tribulation, and the individual no less than the nation. Indeed, in times of acute 
stress it is, and has always been, the most prominent quality of the social order, 
the driving force of human achievement. Is this will to survive linked with a 
faith, or belief? I feel sure that it is. 

When I left a blazing Singapore Harbour on Friday, 13 February 1942, for 
"an unknown destination"-probably Java-it never entered my head that I 
would not eventually get there. I think I embarked quite cheerfully, though 

• A talk given at the Director-General's Exercise, October 1959. 
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E. M. Turner 37 

very concerned about the people who had been left behind. As things turned 
out, I never saw Java, for on the following day we had a direct hit, and before I 
had time to think further I found myself in the water. I managed, with several 
others, to reach a small near-by island. There we remained for three days, 
tending the sick and wounded. 

At six o'clock in the morning of the third day we were taken off by a small 
cargo boat. This second voyage was short. At nine o'clock that night we had 
two direct hits, and the boat, with practically all on board, sank in five minutes. 

The ship's officers managed to throw overboard a few small rafts before the 
vessel went under. With another Nursing Sister I got hold of two of these rafts 
(which were only large enough for one person to sit on), and we joined them 
together. During the night we picked up fourteen people, including six children. 
We took turns sitting on the rafts, holding the children, while those in the water 
held on the ropes. It is difficult to think back as to what then were my reactions. 
I suppose all of us were rather stunned-so much had happened since we left 
Singapore. It was not a bright prospect to find oneself part of a floating mass in 
the Indian Ocean. Between us and the horizon there was not a sign of help 
anywhere. 

With no food or water, and with the tropical sun beating down-a brazen 
spear-point, as it seemed-was it surprising if gradually, one by one, hands· 
which had been holding on to the trailing ropes, or raft, let go and slowly 
drifted away? I do not think, at this stage, the thought had crossed my mind that 
I would not survive. Came the second day. I was left sitting on the raft with 
only one other woman. Next day she, too, slipped off, and I was alone. There 
was not a ship in sight, nor sign of land. 

It was at this moment that I became acutely conscious of the will to live. I 
was determined that I would hold on to life as long as it was humanly possible. 
I prayed 'that help would come, and felt very definitely that some unseen power 
was watching over me. Why me, and not those others who had drifted away? 
But let that be. I managed to collect a few drops of rain-water in the lid of my 
powder compact, and also ate som·e seaweed which floated near the raft. I 
wondered how long I could survive without food and fresh water-perhaps a 
few more days! I had no opportunity of knowing, as on the evening of the 
fourth day I sighted a large vessel coming towards me. The unexpected had 
happened, sweeping away, in one exhilarating moment, further speculation. I 
little knew then that I was landing myself in more trouble. 

The ship was a Japanese battleship. I was hauled aboard. By this time I was 
burnt black by the sun, and could possibly have been taken for a native. The 
ship's doctor-a Japanese who had been trained in America~was very good to 
me, and when it was discovered that I was British I was taken to Banka Island. 
There I spent the next three and a half years as a prisoner of war. 

We were moved from camp to camp, save for six months I spent out of 
camp, working in a native hospital. Then, for no reason-with another Q.A.-I 
was put into a small cell in a native jail for a further six months. 
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38 The Will to Live 

These months in jail-the longest six months of my life-left us with 
plenty of time to think. However, we realised that introspection would not help 
us. Not that way lay the will to survive, to win through in the end. Boredom 
we consciously or subconsciously avoided, and with practically no resources 
we kept ourselves fully occupied. We found that a draught-board could be quite 
effective chalked on the prison floor, and it was a major achievement to us when 
we had collected sufficient stones on our twice-daily five-minute exercise to play 
our first game of draughts. We never neglected our daily walk, though only 
four paces up and down the cell floor. In our imagination we were not in a cell, 
but walking the leafy lanes of England, and there was always (in our imagination, 
of course) a wonderful meal at the end. England! Should we ever see England 
again? How grateful I was for those pleasant memories of home, and how 
comforting they were in those dark days ! 

Eventually-was it after centuries?-I was released from jail, and returned 
to the prisoner-of-war camp. It was certainly a case of the survival of the 
fittest-not that anyone was really fit as time went by. Never for one moment 
did we give up hope as to how the war would end, nor lose faith in our country. 
We were often weak and ill, but provided we could keep going somehow we 
seemed to gain strength and courage. We felt that if we gave in we might not 
get up again from those boards. 

I was lucky; I had a profession. Although the nursing was rather a hopeless 
kind of nursing-no drugs or medicines-we were kept busy. In addition, of 
course, we had all the other work in the camp to do-wood-chopping, cooking, 
making clothes out of improvised materials. When not working-which was 
not often-we occupied ourselves with home-made cards, and a mah-jong set 
made from pieces of wood. We had concerts with people humming in imitation 
of various instruments, etc. We were winning through; the will to live had 
again taken command. 

Looking back on it now, some fourteen years after it all ended, and trying 
to see what were the most important things that helped me through, I would say 
that first of all self-discipline, which had been instilled into me during my years 
of training, was probably the greatest factor in my own survival; in any 
emergency or moment of crisis one's first thought was how to deal with the 
situation with every outward appearance of calm and confidence. Another 
important factor was our attitude towards the enemy; one could not really 
actively hate them, for if so one became angry and life in prison with such strong 
emotions might prove impossible, but we did feel contempt for our captors and 
it is just as well the J aps did not realise how much we used to laugh .at them. 

And last, but by no means least, there is the place of religion in such situations. 
I cannot say, I am afraid, that I said my daily prayers on the raft, but I did have 
implicit trust in God and called for His help often during those four days. 

The thought did strike me also, "Am I only conscious of God's true existence 
in times of supreme crisis? I must resolve, if saved, to do better in the future 
and recognise Him without wanting something in return." 
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