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  CTs




  Throughout this book Communist guerrilla fighters are referred to as CTs, short for Communist Terrorists. At first they were officially labelled ‘bandits’ –

  until the British discovered that this word had unfortunate connotations. ‘Bandits’ had been the identical term used by the Japanese and Chiang Kai-shek to describe Communists; since

  neither of these powers had been successful, the use of ‘bandits’ by the British put them on a similar level in the eyes of Malayan Chinese. The British therefore changed

  ‘bandit’ to ‘Communist Terrorist’ or CT. In order to make for easier reading, I have used the term throughout.




  A War or an Emergency?




  It was a war but there was a curious reason why it was never called one. As the author John Gullick, an authority on Malaya and one-time member of the Malayan Civil

  Service, points out, ‘It was a war – though out of regard for the London insurance market, on which the Malayan economy relied for cover, no one ever used the word.’ This misnomer

  continued for twelve years, for the simple reason that insurance rates covered losses of stocks and equipment through riot and civil commotion in an emergency, but not in a civil war.




  Straits Dollars




  During the war there were eight Straits dollars to the £ sterling, and all computations have been made at this rate.
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  1 THE BATTLEFIELD




  Above all else, and from the earliest moments of history, one primordial force has dominated the life of every man, woman and child in Malaya – the gentle Malays

  themselves, the industrious Chinese, the listless Indians, the perspiring British alike. It is the jungle; the jungle which none can escape, the jungle which reaches to the back of every compound,

  to the back of every mind; the jungle which blots out the sun over four-fifths of Malaya’s 50,850 square miles. Harsh and elemental, implacable to all who dare to trifle with its suffocating

  heat or hissing rains, the jungle alone has remained untamed and unchanged.




  Here the tall trees with their barks of a dozen hues, ranging from marble white to scaly greens and reds, thrust their way up to a hundred feet or even double that height, straight as

  symmetrical cathedral pillars, until they find the sun and burst into a green carpet far, far above; trees covered with tortuous vines and creepers, some hanging like the crazy rigging of a wrecked

  schooner, some born in the fork of a tree, branching out in great tufts of fat green leaves or flowers; others twisting and curling round the massive trunks, throwing out arms like clothes-lines

  from tree to tree. In places the jungle stretches for miles at sea level – and then it often degenerates into marsh, into thick mangrove swamp that can suck a man out of sight in a matter of

  minutes. In the heart of the country the giant trees cover the great north-south mountain range that rises to 7,000 feet, virtually bisecting Malaya from north to south.




  In an evergreen world of its own that will never know the stripped black branches of winter, elephants, tigers, bears and deer roam the thick undergrowth; flying foxes, monkeys and parrots

  chatter and screech in its high places; crocodiles lie motionless in the swamp; a hundred and thirty varieties of snake slither across the dead leaves on wet ground; the air is alive with the hum

  of mosquitoes ferocious enough to bite through most clothing; and on the saplings and ferns struggling to burst out of the undergrowth thousands of fat, black, bloodsucking leeches wait patiently

  for human beings to brush against them. Only on the jungle fringe is there colour and light and a beauty unmarred by fear. Here, when the sun comes out after a tropical shower, thousands of

  butterflies hang across the heat-hazed paths in iridescent curtains.1 Brightly coloured tropical birds dart like jewels between clumps of bamboo, giant ferns, ground orchids, flame of

  the forest trees, bougainvillaea, wild hibiscus, in a countryside heavy with the scent of waxen-like frangipani blossoms, where the occasional monkey watches suspiciously from the heights of a

  tulip tree with its clusters of poppy-red flowers.




  This is the jungle and this was, for twelve years, to be the battlefield for a strange and terrible war, as relentless and as cruel as the jungle itself; one in which Communism for the first

  time in history launched an all-out guerrilla war with the avowed aim of conquering Malaya for the disciples of Mao Tse-tung.




  Malaya is one of the most beautiful countries on earth. Pear-shaped, hanging like a five-hundred-mile-long pendant below the narrow Kra isthmus which links it to Thailand

  – its only land frontier – it is a little larger than England without Wales, a little smaller than the State of Florida. To the south lies Singapore and, below the equator, the

  scattered spice islands of Indonesia; to the west the still, hot waters of the Indian Ocean stretch to Africa; to the east the China Sea swirls westwards to the Philippines and the Pacific,

  northwards until its breakers dash against the shores of countries whose very names are evocative of blood spilled in racial wars – Cambodia, Vietnam, Hong Kong, China, Japan, Korea.




  In 1948 Malaya was not only beautiful; it had achieved a rare distinction: it was a contented paradise in which men of many skins and creeds lived in harmony, enjoying the highest standard of

  living in all Asia as the country moved quietly but firmly – and without any strife – to the day when it would be granted independence from the British who had ruled it for nearly a

  century.




  Perhaps it was the prosperity brought about by the booming rubber and tin markets that made it easier for people of many races to live cheek by jowl; perhaps it was the catalytic qualities of

  the British, who (whatever their faults) loved the country passionately and on the whole ruled it wisely. Perhaps the reasons went deeper – to the fundamental differences in outlook and

  aspirations of each race, so markedly different that no one was likely to tread on anyone else’s toes; to religions and cultures so widely divergent that Malays, Chinese and Indians –

  whether politicians, businessmen or rubber tappers – could work together by day and then return each evening to their separate communities, to their own ways of life.




  The Mohammedan Malays, whose country this was, numbered just over half the population of 5,300,000 and were distinguished by qualities of dignity rare in this world, by impeccable manners, by

  love of an easy-going life and consequently a lack of interest in making money. To the ordinary Malay, life revolved round his kampong, preferably near the sea or the brown rivers that laced the

  countryside, where all a man needed was a plot of land. Palms produced oil, roofing, coconuts – and even strong drink, for when the juice of the coconut bark was squeezed out, the fermenting

  toddy became as lethal as whisky. A paddy field provided enough rice; breadfruit, golden breast-shaped papayas clustering beneath parasol-shaped treetops, the evil-smelling but nutritious durian,

  grew in every kampong. On the roadside wild ginger, cinnamon, figs waited to be picked. A dazzling array of tropical fruits – mango, rambutan, dikku, pomelo, starfruit – flourished in

  every compound, while the waving green wands of sago formed a fence – if such a thing were needed – to mark off one man’s property from his neighbours. Fish was so abundant in the

  sea or rivers that the simplest traps enabled a household to eat well without the chore of actually fishing. And if a man wanted a little pocket money, then a few rubber trees provided him with

  enough strips of latex, for which there was always a ready demand.




  For the most part the Malays accepted British authority with polite indifference and reserved their reverence – and that is not too strong a word – for their Sultans. These were the

  rulers of the nine Malay States which formed the basis of the Federation of Malaya2 and though they were ‘assisted’ by British Advisers, each Sultan, despite his limited

  powers, still maintained a royal court magnificent in its oriental splendour. For all formal occasions, the Sultan sat under a giant state umbrella (a royal monopoly), immobile since immobility was

  a sign of divinity, his person so sacred that it was forbidden to touch him. Around him lay his insignia of office handed down over the centuries – the jewel-studded kris, or dagger, the seal

  of state, the sceptre, the betel box; while in front of him at formal levees, vast throngs gathered to see the chiefs of his state arrive to make their formal submission of loyalty, each chief

  approaching the dais, sitting cross-legged, laying his hands on the earth in front of him, and drawing his body forward painfully until he reached the throne.




  Of course the Sultans with their panoply had no more political significance than the Queen making her ceremonial speech at the Opening of Parliament, but the Sultans took good care that their

  subjects should not forget this was their country. In private, however, they were very different. Educated, sophisticated, they were also fun-loving. Indeed, the Sultan of

  Johore,3 the most southerly state in Malaya, was so wealthy that he dined off gold plate, gave £500,000 to the British in World War Two – and was so fond of the ladies that

  the Governor once had to ask him to limit his ‘raids’ on the taxi-girls of the local Great World dance hall.




  Only one indigenous race in Malaya refused to bow to the power of the Sultans: the Aborigines. They had never been counted but by 1948 they were estimated at between fifty and a hundred

  thousand. Anthropologists believe that some tribes were descended from Indo-Chinese who migrated southwards a thousand years ago. Shy and gentle, they dwelt in unexplored areas, a pale brown race

  of long-haired people left alone to live; the men naked but for a loincloth, the women dressed in sarongs of bark. Expert with their bamboo blowpipes, they hunted small game, often lived in

  communal houses built on piles driven into the edge of a river near their plots of land. Once they had worked out the soil – on which they grew rice, vegetables, sugar-cane – they moved

  on.




  Mostly animists who believed that every object from a stone to a stick had its own living spirit, they were more advanced than the Aborigines in Australia and New Guinea and could on occasion be

  quite hard-headed. Despite the fact that they never ate any of the pigs, chickens or dogs reared in their village (because they believed it would be like eating a member of their own family), they

  happily traded their dogs, pigs or chickens for those raised in a neighbouring village, so that each settlement could have a feast without a twinge of conscience. But all attempts to

  ‘civilize’ them had failed.




  No contrast could have been more extravagant than the regal splendour or the simple lives of the Malays with the lives of the two million industrious Chinese, many born in Malaya but still

  aliens, their deepest loyalties being rooted in China, which they had never seen but from which they had brought their women, religion and customs. Certainly it was the Chinese (who had come to

  Malaya in the sixth century) who provided the industry and wealth to make Malaya prosper.




  Every city, almost every village in Malaya, had its Chinatown, and as one turned a corner from the prim British government buildings or a padang with Malays playing their favourite sport of

  badminton, it was like turning into another country, another world. The easygoing walk of the Malays gave way to the bustle of Chinese hawkers loping along, their food containers dangling from

  bamboo poles arched across bony shoulders. Whole families – the men in vests and shorts – pecked at their meals with chopsticks on the street kerbs under canopies of coloured laundry

  hanging from poles jutting out of the windows above. Black-haired, black-eyed children, like exquisite dolls, played ball on the roadside, dodging the taxis, trishaws, bicycles and the large

  American air-conditioned cars of their richer compatriots. In the shops, lacquered ducks as flat as boards, birds’ nests, sharks’ fins, hung from every window, while the cheaper

  restaurants blared with neon signs and music. Even the smells changed. In ‘Malayan’ Malaya, they had seemed to be of the earth, of fruits, in Chinatown they were compounded of spices

  and the continual frying of assorted lumps of scraggy meat which had hung, covered by flies, for days in the oppressive heat. This was the hectic frenzy of every Chinatown in every settlement in

  Malaya. They were foreign enclaves living entirely separate lives from the Malays, rarely inter-marrying, but each race tolerating the foibles and whims of the other – for while the

  Mohammedans were horrified at the thought of eating pork, never worked on Fridays, and fasted at Ramadan, the Chinese reared and ate pigs, worked seven days a week if necessary, and celebrated

  every festival by guzzling all they could eat – those who could afford it, for 600,000 of the Chinese in Malaya belonged to a rather different category.




  These were the squatters, families who lived in ramshackle home-made huts on the jungle fringe, on land to which they had no title, diligently toiling on plots where they raised pigs, ducks,

  chickens, and grew vegetables. The number of squatters had increased alarmingly during the Japanese Occupation as starving Chinese fled the cities to try and eke out a living as far removed from

  the Japanese as possible.




  They had nothing in common with the West’s idea of squatters. They were not migrants, nor were they motivated by antipathy to the government. They had just lived here for so many years

  – and now numbered one out of every ten in Malaya – that no government had even dared to consider ordering them to move.




  In the suburbs of some cities the scene abruptly changed. The poles of washing vanished, the bustle, the noise, the frenetic pace of Chinatown gave way to the languid world of the Indian, for

  half a million Indians lived in Malaya, providing a floating labour force, mostly on the rubber estates. They came mainly from the Madras area, spoke Tamil (and were therefore usually called

  Tamils), and earned twice as much as they could have done in their own impoverished country. They worked, they saved until they had enough to return home and buy a plot of land, and meanwhile they

  were absorbed into the polyglot fusion of races that made up the country, living quietly in areas where the streets were filled with men in flapping shirt tails, often squatting on their hams as

  they talked, the women sauntering by in vivid saris, the pavements daubed with the scarlet stains of betel nut, the air choked with the scent of chillies and hot curries cooking.




  And then there were the British, whose influence had started when Raffles of the East India Company took over a trading post in Penang in 1805, and who ‘acquired’ the vital island of

  Singapore in 1824. After that, British influence spread rapidly across the country of Malaya, and though the Sultans always retained certain rights and privileges, the country was in effect British

  by 1874.




  Now, the British numbered 12,000 – members of the Malayan Civil Service, policemen, rubber planters, tin miners, doctors, businessmen – all with a prestige slowly declining in the

  postwar resurgence of Asia; but each one of them in love with a wondrous country as diverse as its people, and, to the best of their ability, putting Malaya on its feet after the Japanese

  Occupation. By 1948 tin was booming and so was rubber – natural rubber which had been grown originally from seedlings smuggled out of Brazil, germinated at Kew Gardens, and which now supplied

  more than half the world’s needs – of which ironically Communist Russia was in 1948 Malaya’s largest customer.




  This was Malaya in 1948, a country in the distant marches of the Commonwealth, so beautiful that no man could wish to live in a better one; and this was the country to which violence, terrorism

  and war came at twenty-five minutes past eight on the morning of June 16.




  Sungei Siput, with its main street of shophouses, coffee shops and one cinema was typical of the tin-mining towns of northern Malaya. Eighteen miles north of Ipoh, the main

  city in the State of Perak, it lay to the west of the north-south mountain range, straddling the main trunk road leading from Ipoh to the north, the heart of a thriving mining industry which

  provided more than a third of the world’s tin. The ridge of mountains that bisected Malaya not only split the country geographically, but economically, so that almost all the country’s

  seven hundred tin mines and most of its three million acres of rubber lay on the highly developed sector west of the mountains.




  The town was small, surrounded by the pale ochre moonscapes of worked tin mines, the dredging ponds, the lifeless, metallic-coloured water sprouting with tall, straight lilies; and always in the

  background the grotesque-looking dredges, like half-finished Meccano constructions. To the east, as the flat country merged into the foothills of the mountain range, the tin mines gave way to

  rubber plantations, many isolated like the Elphil Estate, which lay twenty miles east of Sungei Siput at the end of one of the loneliest roads in Malaya, a road which only ended when it reached the

  main office building of Elphil, with its corrugated iron roof, whose manager was Arthur Walker, a man of fifty who had spent twenty years in the country.




  Just before eight o’clock on June 16 Mrs Walker drove into town (early to escape the heat) for some last-minute shopping before she and her husband sailed for England and home leave. Like

  all planters, Arthur Walker made the rounds of the estate before breakfast and shortly after eight o’clock he returned to the office to see his estate clerk, Kumarin, an Indian, and to clear

  up a few papers. Kumarin went back to his own office which had a window overlooking the main gate.




  Shortly before 8.30 three young Chinese rode up to the office on bicycles. Carefully they leaned them up against the building and in no apparent hurry walked towards the door of the office.

  Walker’s dog started barking and he tried to quieten it as the men walked in. Kumarin heard one Chinese say to Walker, ‘Tabek, Tuan!’ (‘Salutations, sir!’)

  Walker returned the greeting cheerfully, with apparently no thought that anything was amiss. Within seconds two shots shattered the morning stillness. Through the window, Kumarin saw the three

  Chinese walk leisurely to their bicycles. For one second, as he peered, terrified, Kumarin’s eyes met those of one of the men. The Chinese returned the stare with a cold unsmiling face devoid

  of emotion. With a touch of arrogance the man, who seemed to be the leader, stared unblinkingly, obviously to show that he was quite unafraid of being identified by a vital witness. Then, with a

  gesture that bordered on insolence, he spat once, turned away, and the three men mounted their cycles and calmly rode off down the road.




  Kumarin rushed through the communicating door into Walker’s office. The estate manager’s body lay slumped by the office safe. He had been shot twice through the heart and chest. The

  key to the safe lay by his side, and the safe, containing $2,000, was untouched.




  Within half an hour, and ten miles away, twelve armed Chinese surrounded the main building of Sungei Siput estate; inside, John Allison, the 55-year-old manager, was in his office, while in an

  adjoining room Ian Christian, his 21-year-old assistant, was discussing the day’s work with two Chinese clerks.




  Christian’s office had a separate outside door. Two Chinese with revolvers kicked it open, told Christian and the clerks to put their hands above their heads. As at Elphil, the

  clerks’ most haunting memories are of the cold-blooded, almost casual attitude of the men – ‘as though they were soldiers obeying orders and weren’t even very

  interested.’




  In English one Chinese coldly asked Christian for his revolver. ‘I haven’t got one,’ Christian replied.




  No one spoke, and in a silence almost uncanny, the man took a length of cord from his pocket and tied Christian’s hands behind his back. As this was happening, three Chinese had burst into

  Allison’s office next door, while the others remained on guard outside. Allison’s arms were also pinioned and he too was asked for his revolver. ‘It’s in the

  bungalow,’ he answered.




  The man motioned Allison to stand up. Another man brought in Christian and the two clerks. All were then marched to the bungalow, sited on a rise about a hundred yards distant. With cold

  efficiency, with no show of emotion, no shouts, no prodding of guns, Allison and Christian were ordered into the bungalow. The two clerks were left outside under guard. Ten minutes later the

  British were brought out, and with revolvers stuck into their backs, were marched to the office. One Chinese turned to the two terrified clerks and reassured them in Malay: ‘Don’t be

  afraid. We’re only out for Europeans and the running dogs’ – ‘running dogs’ being the Communist epithet for British supporters, though later it was generally for most

  anti-Communists, particularly the police.




  As they reached the door, another Chinese motioned with his gun to the clerks to wait outside. Casually he remarked, ‘These men will surely die today. We are going to shoot all

  Europeans.’




  Within a few minutes, Allison and Christian had been bound to chairs in Allison’s office. They were shot sitting in them. The Chinese, completely disregarding the cowed and terrified

  estate clerks, calmly opened the door, walked out – and disappeared. As at Elphil – as in countless estates in the years to come – no one made any attempt to stop the murderers.

  Only when they were certain the Chinese had gone did one of the clerks telephone the police.




  A third Briton, Donald Wise, who planted at Kamuning, a few miles out of Sungei Siput, escaped with his life because his jeep broke down while he was on his rounds. Three Chinese who had ridden

  up to the office on bicycles became suspicious at the delay and decided to leave.




  Eighteen miles to the south, in Ipoh, the Chinese Affairs Officer was at his desk patiently listening to an old woman who had travelled eighty miles to air a minor grievance. The man was Robert

  Thompson – Bob Thompson to everybody – one of the most remarkable men in Malaya, a man who worked his way through the war until eventually he became Secretary of Defence, was knighted

  (and later asked by President Nixon to visit Vietnam on his behalf).




  Bob Thompson, son of an English clergyman who had spent forty years in the same Surrey parish, was a fluent Chinese scholar who had joined the Malayan Civil Service in 1938. He spoke excellent

  Cantonese, understood several other dialects. When the Japanese attacked in the Far East in 1941 he had been caught in Hong Kong, had walked across part of China to escape, then joined an RAF unit

  supporting the famous Wingate Chindits. Thompson had a brilliant war record and was decorated with the DSO and MC, the latter partly for (according to the citation) ‘always being to the fore

  with his tommy-gun’.




  Now thirty-two, he bore a startling resemblance to the late Herbert Marshall, the actor, and was a passionate lover of Malaya and a fervent believer that Communism could never be beaten by force

  of arms alone, but only by showing men and women a better way of life. A dashing handsome, highly intelligent bachelor, with a ready chuckle, he was far removed from the generally accepted image of

  the stuffy Colonial administrator.




  The Chinese Affairs office was housed on the ground floor of a two-storey building near Ipoh’s ornate railway station. It had been built in 1880 of hard, tough chengai, a kind of ironwood,

  indeed the only wood in Malaya through which voracious white ants could never eat their way. The top storey housed the headquarters of the Perak State Police, and on the ground floor Bob Thompson

  worked in one corner of a room over forty feet long. It was an open-plan office, with no private cubicles where government officials could escape. Everybody was on view to anyone coming in with a

  problem, and to Bob Thompson it was the modern equivalent of the open meetings that in early days had always been held under the village banyan tree. Bob was listening to the dignified old Chinese

  lady who insisted that her son-in-law kept insulting her. As Chinese Affairs Officer, he tried to settle scores of problems a week, ranging from this old lady’s to labour disputes – all

  brought by the thrifty Chinese who hated wasting money on legal battles.




  Thompson will never forget that morning – the lazy fans providing barely enough movement of hot air, the clerks in their white duck suits, the sunlight filtering in bands through the

  rattan curtains. As he listened, a plainclothes officer from upstairs almost ran across the big desk-cluttered office – and one never ran in Malaya – and as he reached

  Thompson’s desk, simply said, ‘Bob – it’s started!’ Briefly he told him of the murders and Thompson jumped out of his chair ready to leave, though (and it is typical

  of the man) he spared a few minutes to tell the old Lady that he would write a severe letter warning the son-in-law to behave. Then he called an interpreter, his Malay driver, and set off in his

  Chevrolet for Elphil Estate.




  As he raced north, Thompson was thinking of a sinister incident that had occurred only three weeks previously. He had stopped at Sungei Siput for a drink with a police officer friend and asked

  why there seemed to be such a crowd milling in the town. Bitterly the police officer replied, ‘Bob – you and I know there’s going to be a bust-up before long. Tonight all

  the top Communists are meeting here in Sungei Siput – and I can’t do a damn thing about it. If I were allowed to, I could pick up every top Communist in Malaya tonight.’




  Like almost every European in Malaya, Thompson was deeply concerned at the increasing violence and industrial strife. In 1947 over three hundred Communist-dominated strikes had paralysed rubber

  plantations or tin mines. In the last month two labourers had been shot on a tin mine, while police in one town had opened fire on a rioting band of labourers armed with spears, stones, bottles and

  lead piping, killing seven after they refused to disperse. On rubber estates posters tacked to the trees cried, ‘Destroy the Running Dogs’. And outside the country, as though in

  harmony, Communists were harrying the Burmese government and fighting in the streets of Indonesia.




  By the very nature of his work, Thompson was able to see what was coming. It was part of his job to know all the important Chinese, including unsavoury characters, and for some time he had

  remarked on the absence of several top agitators and Communists. He was under no delusions about these latest outrages. They were no ordinary murders, and, as he drove along the Lintang Road

  towards Elphil, he knew that his first priority must be to prevent panic. Half a dozen rubber estates in the area employed a total of twelve thousand men and it needed only one spark to start them

  streaming in their hundreds to Sungei Siput. Tearing along, he passed a military convoy. A company of Gurkhas was on the way to Elphil and Thompson knew that these tough, squat, fearless Nepalese

  troops who had fought with the British army for decades would provide the finest tonic for bewildered, terrified labourers. Their courage was a legend over all Asia.




  As he reached Elphil, he stopped the car in dismay. The office – separated from the roadway by an ornamental box hedge barely two feet high – was surrounded by a throng of workers,

  their excited high-pitched talk drowning every other noise, as they ignored a couple of Malay policemen begging them to calm down and leave. Forcing a way through the crowd, Thompson managed to

  reach the office where Walker’s body still lay between the safe and the big two-pillar desk in the L-shaped room. Thompson needed only one glance at the imposing safe – still unopened

  so that robbery was out of the question – before turning to his interpreter and saying, ‘This is the start – the start of a war.’




  There was little Thompson could do until the Gurkhas arrived when, as though by magic, their very presence caused the crowd to melt away. Thompson and the company commander arranged that the

  Gurkhas should be split up into small groups and posted – for the next few days, anyway – on all the estates in the area. ‘The Communists may be tough enough to murder lonely

  planters like Walker,’ Thompson told the officer, ‘but there’s not one Communist in Malaya with the guts to take on the Gurkhas.’




  Thompson now drove to Sungei Siput Estate where Allison and Christian had been murdered. It was reasonably calm, but just to be sure nothing happened later, Thompson – who had not bothered

  to arm himself – decided to spend the night alone in Christian’s bungalow. ‘I ate poor Christian’s supper,’ he remembers, ‘but I didn’t like to sleep in

  his bed.’ He dossed down on a sofa, and after a bad night’s rest decided to return to Ipoh. His office had telephoned him that angry planters were ‘on the march’.




  As he was about to leave, he saw a typical example of the British eccentricity that so often seemed to thrive in ‘the Empire’.




  The half-dozen Gurkhas and a police officer at the gate stiffened to attention as an imposing Humber car approached. Two flags fluttered on its front wings – the Union Jack and the Perak

  State flag – and that meant that the British Adviser to the Sultan had arrived.




  The police officer saluted and then said anxiously, ‘Don’t you think, sir, you should have an escort?’




  ‘Escort? Good God!’ snorted the Adviser. ‘Why on earth should I need an escort? I’ve got my walking stick and my wife.’




  While Thompson was speeding back to Ipoh, more and more reports of murders and atrocities were reaching police stations up and down the country. On the Senai Estate near Johore

  Bahru – within easy driving distance of the palace belonging to the Sultan who so enjoyed his dancing girls – ten men lay in wait for a Chinese head labourer and pumped fifteen bullets

  into him. In Pahang, a family was burned alive in a house. At Taiping, not far from Sungei Siput, a Chinese contractor was murdered. There seemed no pattern – except perhaps one: to make sure

  that the people of Malaya realized from the start that this was a war of terror none could escape. Nowhere was this major Communist theme demonstrated with more horror than on the edge of Voules

  Estate, also in Johore, where five terrorists in jungle green with red stars on their hats openly walked into a kampong and knocked on the door of the headman, a Chinese rubber tapper called Ah

  Fung. Coldly, impersonally, with Sten guns nonchalantly cradled in their arms, and regardless of the crowd that quickly gathered, the CT leader told him, ‘We need subscriptions. You will

  collect fifty cents a week from every tapper on the estate.’




  Ah Fung pleaded that it was impossible, nobody would obey him. ‘Are you the headman or are you not a man?’ the CT asked him scornfully. Still Ah Fung wailed that he could not, that

  he had a police record, so was suspect.




  The CT looked at him impassively. ‘My name is Goh Peng Tun,’ he said, ‘and this is a war against the hated British. Perhaps your colleagues will co-operate if I show them how

  we deal with traitors.’ Then, with a nod to another CT, ‘Tie him up.’




  A terrified Ah Fung now shrieked, ‘I’ll do it.’ But the CT retorted, ‘Too late.’ On the edge of the estate, Ah Fung was tied to a tree, still protesting that he was

  no traitor. His wife and eight-year-old daughter were brought and tied to nearby trees. Then Goh Peng Tun beckoned to a CT to lend him a parang, the deadly flat-bladed Malay jungle knife. Looking

  at the woman and girl, he shouted, ‘Make them keep their eyes open!’ and as CTs forced their heads in the right direction, Goh Peng Tun wielded the parang. With the first stroke he cut

  off the man’s right arm above the elbow, and as the blood spurted, he hacked off the left one.




  The wailing and screaming mother and daughter begged for mercy. Goh Peng Tun turned to them and said, ‘I am in a benevolent mood today. I will spare his life.’ Before the CTs left,

  one tacked a leaflet on the tree above the sagging, bleeding body of Ah Fung. It read simply: ‘Death to the Running Dogs’.




  While the labour forces were being intimidated CT jungle units were also starting to attack lonely estate bungalows up and down Malaya, and the next day, as Thompson reached Ipoh, the planters

  called a meeting in the Perak Club, not far from Thompson’s office. In twos and threes they arrived and dumped their revolvers in the mahogany-lined entrance hall with its notice-board giving

  the latest rubber and tin prices.




  The planters had good cause to be angry, for as tension mounted they had watched with impotent frustration the complete lack of any action by the Federal Government in Kuala Lumpur, led by Sir

  Edward Gent, the High Commissioner. All demands by planters and miners for arms and protection had been pooh-poohed by Gent, who considered them ‘alarmist’. The planters would have been

  even more angry had they known the real extent to which Gent disliked them. At one planters’ deputation to the High Commissioner, W. F. N. Churchill, a member of the Malayan Civil Service,

  had been present. He noted in his diary that evening: ‘Sir Edward told me, “Planters make me sick. Do they want me to put a bloody guard on every estate bungalow?” ’




  That was just what the planters did want – that or an issue of arms so they could raise their own forces of guards. For these outrages were, in the words of Donald Wise, ‘the last

  straw – a bloody disgrace. We all knew it was going to happen, and Gent hasn’t done a damn thing.’ Another planter shouted sarcastically, ‘Why don’t we recommend Gent

  for a bar to his OBE?’




  Donald Wise was in a delegation which demanded to see Gent in Kuala Lumpur the next day, where the planters gave him such an uncomfortable half-hour that he declared a State of Emergency in the

  Ipoh and Sungei Siput areas of Perak and in part of Johore. Incredibly, he refused point blank to declare a nationwide emergency – until the following day when the Straits Times echoed

  the thoughts of every planter in Malaya by printing an editorial headed simply, ‘Govern or Get Out’.




  Within twenty-four hours public opinion forced Gent to extend the Emergency to cover the entire country. He cancelled all police leave, even recalled police on leave in Britain. He asked the

  Army to ‘assist the civil power’, and they immediately issued Sten guns to police and (while the supply lasted) planters and miners who knew how to use them. The government was given

  stringent powers of search, detention and curfew, and plans were made to form a Special Constabulary armed with rifles to guard the lonely estates and mines. Donald Wise and others who had been in

  the army were detailed to train many of them – though without any target practice, for bullets were rationed to five a month (and government red tape demanded a strict accounting of every

  bullet fired).




  Within days, the streets of the major cities had changed. Police on traffic duty wore revolvers. Planters stumping into the Coliseum, their favourite bar in Kuala Lumpur, put their rifles or

  revolvers on racks before ordering their stengahs. Everywhere there was talk of ‘war’ – yet there was a curious omission in their gossip. There might be vague talk of Chinese

  infiltration across the Thai border, of the hidden hand of Mao Tse-tung, but nobody seemed at first to realize just who had upset the happy routine of Malayan life, who was putting them under

  attack. ‘We’ll beat these bloody Commies in a couple of weeks,’ was the general summing up.




  Bob Thompson was not so sanguine. He knew that this was war to the bitter end, and moreover a war in which the Communists were led, ironically, by brave and resolute Chinese who had fought with

  British officers behind the Japanese lines after the fall of Singapore in 1942, men whose courage had been sufficiently recognized for them to have taken part in the Victory march through

  London.




  2 THE PROTAGONISTS




  The final, irrevocable Communist decision to launch an all-out war had been taken little more than two weeks prior to June 16 at the end of a secret meeting of the Party

  Politburo, held during the last half of May in the jungles of Pahang, the largest state in Malaya, a vast area of mountain and rain forest, of riverine villages with fragile wooden boathouses

  clinging like molluscs to the banks of the yellow waters under their canopy of giant fern trees, bamboo, nipah palms and the occasional mangrove, whose sinister, twisting roots sprang like giant

  spiders round the lapping edges of still waters.




  Here, the Communist Party Politburo staged its last meeting of peace to plot war. Pahang had been chosen because it lay midway down the five hundred miles between Thailand and Singapore, and so

  was accessible. It also had the advantage for a secret meeting of being sparsely populated. Pahang lay east of the mountain range, and on that side great tracts lay undisturbed except for apes,

  monkeys, the occasional wild bison and Malaya’s famous barking deer.




  Nearly fifty Malayan Communist Party leaders arrived at a large camp hidden in thick jungle between the towns of Bentong and Raub, and as they made their way up the main road to Raub –

  some walking, some cycling, some having caught the local bus at Bentong – they were met at the seventh milestone by sentries disguised as tappers.




  Among the early arrivals was a good-looking man of twenty-four called Osman China, whose parents had been Chinese, but who had been adopted as a boy by Malays. He was an intellectual rather than

  a fighter, for he had passed his Senior Cambridge Examination at Singapore’s Victoria School and if his first love was Communism, his second was intriguingly different. As he reached the

  seventh milestone he clutched under one arm a tattered, well-thumbed volume of Shakespeare’s plays.4




  A sentry, so well ‘disguised’ that his black tapper’s clothes were stiff with the spilled latex of years, led Osman China round the edges of a rubber plantation, through rows

  of identical trees with their cups fastened to mottled trunks. The rubber thinned out. Underfoot the soft, brown, weeded earth ceased. The light filtering through the regularly spaced trees faded,

  for they had reached the jungle fringe, and soon the sun vanished as they walked through the jungle. A path had been hacked along the three-mile route to the camp, and along it a succession of

  sentries waited for the men who had been summoned and who now had to make the two-hour journey, dripping with sweat which refused to evaporate in the saturated air. Visibility, Osman China

  remembers, was down to fifteen yards as they penetrated into the jungle, until without warning two armed men rose from the undergrowth barely two yards ahead of him.




  The first sentry set off back towards the main road, the new ones guided him to the camp. And to Osman China, a city man at heart, it must have been a staggering sight, for this was no

  collection of hastily erected ‘bashas’.5 Before him solidly-built huts encircled a parade ground with the Red Flag hanging limply from a pole. At one end were administrative

  offices, latrines, kitchens, and a command post, from which (much to his bewilderment) lengths of thick twine ran across the beaten ground. They led, he later discovered, to sentries a quarter of a

  mile away, who could tug the string to give an alarm.




  Several top-ranking Communists had already arrived, but the man whom Osman China greeted first was Chin Peng, Secretary-General of the Party, a remarkable Malayan Chinese aged twenty-six, born

  in Sitiawan, where his father ran a small bicycle repair shop. Pleasant-faced, though inclined to pimples on his fair skin, he was five feet seven inches tall and walked with a slight limp. He had

  a quiet, gentle manner, reflected in the soft voice he used to speak six languages, including English. He had joined the Party at eighteen, cutting stencils for the propaganda department, and

  though some historians believe Chin Peng, who had visited China in 1945 and 1946, was a puppet of Mao Tse-tung, nothing could be further from the truth. This strange, courteous, bookish man was a

  product of Malayan soil, of his own times, as individualistic as Ho Chi-minh.




  Chin Peng was the undisputed leader of the Malayan Communist Party. By a strange and curious twist of fate, which he shared with many of his top commanders, to say nothing of the rank and file,

  he had learned the art of jungle guerrilla warfare from, of all people, the British.




  It had happened quite simply. After the Fall of Singapore in 1942 several British officers, including Colonel Spencer Chapman (author of the magnificent The Jungle is Neutral) remained

  behind in the jungle to harass the Japanese, and eventually to prepare for the British liberating forces, which in the event were never needed after the atom bombs had been dropped on Japan.

  Chapman and his colleagues were known as ‘Force 136’. Soon other British officers were being parachuted into Malaya or landed secretly by submarine, and it was the most natural thing in

  the world for the Chinese – who had hated the Japanese since their invasion of China – to help Force 136. Over the years their number rose to about five thousand. They called themselves

  ‘The Malayan Peoples’ Anti-Japanese Army’. They were trained in jungle warfare by the British, and in the use of modern weapons which were parachuted regularly into Malaya. The

  British officers of Force 136 operating behind the Japanese lines had had no illusions about the Communist activities of men like Chin Peng, but as in Jugoslavia, where Britain gave Tito, an avowed

  Communist, all the support possible, Britain believed the risk was worth taking, and Spencer Chapman regarded Chin Peng as ‘Britain’s most trusted guerilla’.




  After the war it had been easy for Chin Peng and his army to pose as the sole victors over a foe against which the white man had been powerless. Ironically, it had needed a Japanese victory (and

  subsequent defeat) to promote Malayan Communists from a political party into one of organized resistance.




  Now in the jungle Chin Peng was dressed in a white shirt and khaki shorts. He had put on a little weight, but Osman China felt that ‘his brain was ticking over all the time we talked. He

  insisted that if the Communists could succeed in Greece and China against big armed resistance, they were bound to succeed in Malaya where all the Chinese were in sympathy.’




  All that first day the delegates dribbled into the camp – men with strange names. There was Ah Kuk, known as Shorty Kuk because he was barely four feet nine inches tall. Shorty Kuk had

  fought with Force 136, and so had Hor Lung, at thirty-two a ruthless, dedicated Communist, who had once infiltrated through the Japanese lines, killing live of the enemy before retracing his steps

  to the neutral jungle. Lau Yew, who had led the Malay delegation to London for the Victory Parade, was – in contrast to Chin Peng – a fighter rather than a politician. For all these men

  who had shared the perils of the jungle for so long, the meeting must have had something of the atmosphere of an Old Comrades’ reunion, and they talked far into the night as they lay side by

  side on the mat-covered planks of a shelf that was their communal bed.




  We cannot, of course, know the full details of all that occurred at this momentous jungle meeting, but we know the main points. Chin Peng’s aim was to establish a Communist Republic in

  Malaya, and he had already laid most of his plans. The dedicated Communists and sympathizers (for not all were card carriers) had to be split into two groups, each with vitally different functions.

  One would be a small, deadly striking force operating from secret jungle bases. The other would be large, dispersed and consist of ordinary citizens responsible for supplying the striking force

  with money, food – and information.




  The striking force presented no problems. Five thousand members of the ‘Malayan Peoples’ Anti-Japanese Army’ which had worked with Force 136 would, by the convenient change of

  only one word, become the ‘Malayan Peoples’ Anti-British Army’. Their arms had been hidden in hundreds of jungle caches, still in the canisters in which hey had been parachuted

  down during the Japanese Occupation – and concealed from the British. They would be the real fighters, and would be paid $30 a month out of subscriptions to be raised by extortion from

  innocent citizens. They would use many of the old jungle bases in which they had lived with Force 136. Other bases had been newly prepared – some capable of holding five hundred men, some for

  ‘killer units’ of half a dozen CTs. They would operate independently when necessary, but would receive political directions by courier from Chin Peng.




  Their main objective, however, needed no directive, for that had been supplied years previously by the dictum of Lenin: that by the infliction of terror, a well-organized minority can conquer a

  nation. The army, which was issued with khaki uniforms, would operate from their secret jungle bases in the form of eight regiments posted in strategic parts of the country. To this day no one

  knows the exact strength of each regiment. Some were large, some consisted of only three hundred men. But one thing was certain – fanning out from these regimental bases, the units would wage

  war on the classic pattern of Mao Tse-tung,6 a type of war that Mao had dreamed about, and which would now be unleashed for the first time across the length and breadth of a country.

  Chin Peng might not have realized it, but he was initiating on a nationwide-scale a type of guerrilla warfare that would become a new and terrible force in the wars of Asian countries like Vietnam,

  Laos, Cambodia.




  All the CTs had to do was to strike swiftly with murder and terror – then melt back to the jungle before the police arrived. And this was easy, for no police force, however efficient,

  could cover the whole country, could watch, night after night, the lonely rubber plantations, the isolated villages. The CTs would always have the element of surprise on their side.




  The second, dispersed force was totally different. It wore no uniform. It received no salary. Called the Min Yuen (which means ‘Masses Movement’), it consisted of ostensibly normal,

  innocent citizens who would in fact back up the army. Already the Min Yuen was operating on virtually every level of Malayan life. Communists worked as waiters in British clubs, as clerks in

  government offices, as schoolteachers, newspaper reporters. Others operated among the squatters on the jungle fringe, tappers on the estates, in the rabbit warrens of big cities. Invaluable

  part-timers, they would supply the army with food, money or information, screen it, warn it of impending trouble. Chin Peng was convinced that, as his successes mounted, the Min Yuen would grow

  even larger and that the bulk of Chinese peasants would support an uprising, would be eager to help as couriers, spies, saboteurs, or in the collection of subscriptions.




  The two branches of the army were linked by the Party itself, which was so thoroughly organized that Chin Peng’s Central Executive had a chain of command reaching down through the

  regiments to the smallest CT group, with strict Party discipline enforced by political cells in every jungle camp, often with political commissars who had the power to countermand local military

  instructions if politically necessary. The chain of command that reached every military unit worked just as effectively with the civilians of the Min Yuen. Instead of regiments, platoons, units,

  Chin Peng had organized, in descending order, State Committees, District Committees, and then small cells – the civil equivalent of a small jungle unit. Since a State member could also be a

  political commissar, there was at first a considerable measure of integration.




  On the fourth day of the conference Chin Peng explained for the first time just how he proposed to conquer Malaya – a war which he envisaged as falling into three distinct phases.




  In Phase One guerrillas who had proved their mettle against the Japanese would attack lonely estates and mines, police and government officials in small towns and villages, forcing the British

  to evacuate rural areas and make for the bigger towns. This was the classic Mao Tse-tung approach.




  This done – and Chin Peng does not seem to have doubted that it could be done – Phase Two would start. Areas evacuated by the British would be re-named ‘Liberated

  Areas’; in them guerrilla bases would be set up, the army would be expanded with recruits from the Min Yuen who would train and prepare for Phase Three. This was to be the climax, one of

  territorial expansion fanning out from the Liberated Areas, with the army attacking towns, villages, railways, while the Min Yuen destroyed the economy and security. Then the guerrilla army would

  take the field against the British, backed by the might of China if necessary, and by the moral weight of Soviet Russia.




  It was as simple as that; and if with hindsight it seems incredible that intelligent men like Chin Peng and Osman China – to say nothing of many others – firmly believed they could

  overthrow the might of Britain, then one must remember that in other parts of Asia other Communists entertained similar dreams – and some of those dreams came true. And if their army of five

  thousand seems woefully small, it must not be forgotten that the insurrection in Vietnam was to start with an armed force of Communists almost exactly equal to that of Malaya.




  It also seems strange, looking back at that conference, that nobody seems even vaguely to have considered the possibility of losing. Nobody (according to Osman China) thought to raise the

  question of what would happen if the British hit back, if Whitehall hurled in reinforcements. And nobody seems to have considered one other point. Ostensibly this was a war to free Malaya from the

  yoke of ‘Imperialist Britain’, to throw out ‘the running dogs’ so that Malaya could become independent. But already the British had virtually given Malaya a promise of

  independence.




  And so, ironically, a savage war was joined in which British and Chinese, who for years had shared the hardships of the jungle while fighting as comrades, now became bitter enemies dedicated to

  each other’s deaths. The irony cut even deeper. On the one hand, the Communists, instead of waiting, would be fighting for ‘independence’ which was already in the offing; on the

  other hand, British planters, miners, policemen, would stay and fight in Malaya, knowing that with independence there would inevitably be Malayanization, resulting in lost jobs for Britons who had

  spent half a lifetime in the country they had come to love as much as their own.

OEBPS/Images/map.jpg
SmW@ <

&Q} \%\i

5 Mountains and hills
10 20 30mies

[
016 3 dskms.






OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
NOEL B ‘ARBER
. the war
N of the






OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





