About This Book

This book chromcles many historically important events thil ook
place at the Rangoon Public General Hospital and bevond durimg the
lapanese occupation (1942-1945) as witnessed by D, Myint Swe, @
staf 1 phvsician. Ivineludes firsthand accounts invelving many bold [ace
names of hstory such as Gen, Aung Sang Daw Khin Kyi, U Nu, Bo Ne
Win, Bo Letva, Bo Setkya, Thakin Than Tun, Thakin Mya, Deedok U
B Cho. Lanmadaw Po Tote, Gen, SC Bose, L1, Col. JR Bhonsle, and
many more

It is also a story of how a small group of determined people
apminst all odds not only made the wartime hospital hmetion but also
restaried the couniry s medical system

e first edition of the book won the 1967 Sarpay Beikiman
Manuseripl Award
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Foreword by Author (First Edition)

This book is a memoir of my expeniences as a staff
physician at the main hospital in Rangoon | Yangon| during
the Japanese occupation of Burma [Myanmar] { 1942-1943)

I'd first like 1o give the readers some background.
Western-style healthcare in colonial Burma was available
only in a few major cities. The number of physicians was
miniscule, and that of specialists smaller still. Specialists
could really be found only at the Rangoon General Hospital
{RGH), Everyone in the country had 1o come 1o the RGH 1o
see i specinlist. There was a good chance that they would be
met by lorcign-borm physicians since about hall the physi-
cians and most of specialists were loreigners.

You may ask why. In my opinion, healthcare for the
masses was never a priority of the British imperialist govern-
ment. The record speaks for itself. University education was
strictly a provinee of the elite. Only the very few could afford
to o 1o university. The couniry s only medical school at Ran-
goon University had a few scats. Even that medical school,
which offered an MBHS degree program, was opened only in
1923, The highest medical education available before 1923
whs o three-and-g-half’ year LMP { Licensed Medical Practi-
tioner) program launched in 1905, Prior to 1905, the best you
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could do n the country was a two-year Hospital Assistant
program. 1 vou wanted 1o receive further education, vou had
to travel abroad. For example, my father had to study in Ma-
dras [Chennai] for his LMP degree.

The point is only # select few in the country could
even dream of becoming a physician, The small medical sys-
tem was run mainly by foreigners and the tiny elite for for-
eigners and the tiny elite,

All this came home o roost when World War 1
renched ashore in 1942, The impeniolists evacuated the coun-
try so abruptly that all kinds of chaps ensued. | was a final
vear medical student studying in Rangoon then, and wit-
nessed how many people, especinlly forcigners and the elite,
scrambled 1o leave town with the retreating British forces.
In & rush to get out, many simply lefi their properties unat-
tended. Several buildings in downtown were abandoned.

One immediate effect of the exodus was that what-
ever semblance of a medical system the couniry had also
prompily collupsed. Hospitals stopped aoperating, The medi-
cal school was closed down, Students were strunded. Some
like me were really close 1o graduating. The war had come
Just before we were about to take our final-vear exams.

The Imperial Japanese Army {LIA ) and their ally"Bur-
ma Independence Army (BIA) enlered the-city on 7 March
1942, The A ook over the RGH, and reserved the hospital
solely for the Japanese, staffing mainly with Japanese per-
sonnel. The rest of the city, including the BLA, necded o hos-
pitul, and of course, physicians to staff it

Fortunately for us Burmese, one brlliont physician
had not fled. He was one L Ba Than. | consider D, Ba Than
truly special-one in o million, He wus one of the exceedingly
few Burmese who had obtained on advanced medical degree.
Mot only had Be received an FRCS (Fellowship of the Royal
College of Surgeons) degree from the UK but he had also
practiced at the RGH and taught at the medscal school. When
almost everyone else in the elite circles fled, he stayed behind.
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When Dir. T. Suzuki of the incoming Japenese admin-
istration contacied him 1o re-open a hospital for the BIA, Dr.
Ba Than readily agreed. Now came the hard part. There was
nothing lefl. No infrastructure. Mo hospital. No stall. Noth-
ing. Everything needed to be rebuilt from scralch. It was how
the story of the Jopanese-ern hospital began.

First, he needed o lnrme enough building to house his
new “BLA Hospital”, He asked one of his former students Ko
Kyawt Maung to find o suitable place. Mr. Kyawt Maung se-
lected the building of Anglican Diccesan School of Rangoon
The girls® schoal for the daughters of Rangoon's elite had
heen used by the British army as 4 makeshift hospital right
before they lefi.

Mext, the “hospital” necded staff. At the outset, in
carty April 1942, it had just two physicians. The Outpatient
Department was staffed by Dr. Ko Ko Gyi, who st both
moming and evening shifis. Inpatient cases were handled by
[or, Ba Than and his assistant Ko Kyewt Maung. They des-
perately needed help, But oll they could recruit were final
vear students like me. In late April, four stranded final year
gudenis—Ko Hin Han (Hla Thamein), Ko Kyaw Khin, Ko
San Myint and myself—were hired as Resident Medical OF-
ficers (RMO=). With our arrival, Ko Kyawt Maung focused
on hiring and managing the auxilisry staff—orderfies, jani-
lors, cooks, elc.

Around the same time we joined, a group of young
nurses who would became the core of the nursing stafl came
on board. The first two to arrive were Daw Khin Gyi (Inter,
wife of Thakin Than Tun) and ber younger sister Dauw Khin
Kyi (later, wifie of Gen. Aung San), They were charged with
recruiting nurses, ns well as setting up an on-campus dormi-
tory for nurses. There weren't enough certified nurses left ei-
ther. Besides the two sisters, only one other nurse, Daw Kelly
¥ hin Shwe, formerly of Ellen Mitchell Hospital of Moulmain,
was cerified. So, they had 10 reoruit nursing students, many
of whom hadnt finished school because of the war.
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All the nurses stayed on campus. Daw Khin Gyi was
the chief of the nurses’ dorm. Under her watch were: (1) Ma
Tin Hiwe, (2) Ma Yin Nu (later, Capl. Yin Nu), (3) Ma Khin
Si (later, Maj. Khin 5i), (4) Ma Chit 5 (later, head of the
Nursing School), (5} Ma Mya (later, Capt. Mya of the Min-
galadon Military Hospital), and (6) Ma Khin Nyunt, Ma Tin
Hitwe, who would later become my wile, roomed with Daw
Khin GyTand Daw Khin Kyi.

Agninst all odds, the hospital slowly came into its
own. lis name was changed to the Burma Defence Army
(BDA) Hospital in August 1942, U Shwe, the former trea-
surer al RGH, was hired as the treasurer. His son Ko Tun
Sein joined Ko Kyawl Maung in the operations department,
A second-year med school student, Nyunt Thwin (later Dr.
Nyunt Thwin) became an assistant (o Dr.Ba Than and my-
self, Ko Tin Ngwe and Ko Thein Nyunt joined as hospital
pharmacists. 1 must also mention teveral others—orderlies,
cooks, janitors, ete.—who did the essential tasks 1o keep the
hospital running.

A photograph of the medical staff (doctors and nurs-
e5) was taken in ¢. mid-1942. The photo, preserved for pos-
terity, is included in the book here, (The piciure counts 22
members not inchading three who were away.) Many ofeny
colleagues 100 have kept the photo with much nostalgia.

| would be remiss if | didn't mention Dr. 85 Sen,
who joined the staff shortly afler the phato was taken. The
Indian-borm Dr. Sen was an internal medicine specialist, He
was working at the Mogok prison in Upper Burma at the stan
ol the war, and helped Dr. Ba Maw [later, Premier of the
Japanese installed Burmese government] escape from pris-
on. Dr. Sen could easily have left the country, but stayed be-
hind because he dearly loved the country. His arrival greatly
helped reduce Dr. Ba Than's workload,

In November 1942, the huspital officially became a
public hospital, and came under the purview of the Ministry
of Health. The hospital becaume a magnet for the few remain-
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ing physicians. The physicians were: (1) Dr. Ba Than, (2)
Dr. Sen, (3) Dr. Myint Swe, (4) Dr. San Myint, (5) Dr. Than
Aung, (6) Dr. Yan Shin, (7) Dr. Yin May, (8) Dr. Kyi Paw
{lnter, surgeon), (9) Dr, Maung Maung Than, (10) Dr. C. Tor-
rens, (11) Dr. Naw Saw Khin, (12) Dr. Daw Khin Kyi, (13}
Dr. Daw Pu, { 14) Dr. Chan Tate, {15) Dr. Seit Shein, (16) Dr,
E, (17) Dr, Hla Shwe, There were also Japanese specinlists
such ns Dr. Asahi, Dr. Suji, Dr, Horibe, and Dr. Shikuma,

In November 1942, Daw Ama of Dufferin Hospi-
tal, joined as head of nursing. A few changes followed. Daw
Khin Gyi left her role as the head of the nursing dormitory,
After a couple of interim replacements, Ma Kelly took over
the role until the war's end. By late 1943, the hospital was es-
tablished enough that affiliste hospitals were established. Dr
¥in May led a group of physicians 1o start a matemity hospi-
tal at another building downtown. D, Kyi Paw, Dr. Naw Saw
Khin, Dr. Pu and Dr. Khin Kyi went there, My med school
classmates Ko Hia Hun and Ko Kyaw Khin had joined the
army, and lefi for the newly opened military hospital,

A number of the physicians at the hospital were noy-
ices Tike me who didn't get to take their final year exams.
By warking at the hospital day and night, we got plenty of
hands-on experiences. But we still didn’t have any certilica-
tion. The senior physicians at the hospital recognized the real
need to restart the medical school to get the next generation
of medical practitioners. Dr. Ba Than, Dr. Sen, Dr. Yin May
und Dr. Chan Tate led the creation of the LSMP (Licensed
Surgery and Medical Practitioner) course. Because of their
lireless efforts, the new school was able to produce much
needed physicians for the country, many of whom went an 1o
become specialists in their respective fields,

Because of the selfless efforts of many people, the
general hospital at Gora Hill served the people for three
viears { 1942-1945), and the alumni of the hospital continued
1o serve the country in the following years. May | note thal
today, there are many young Burmese physicians, many of
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wham have gone on to receive advanced degrees smdreamed
of by those in the colonial ern. They should remember the
pioneers who made all this possible.

I dedicate this book 1o Savagyi U Ba Than and other
ploncers of the medical profession, 1o whom 1 owe deepest
ratitude,

Myint Swe
December 1966



