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Winning the Cold War in Malaya is of vital importance.


Robert Menzies, June 1950


Like most supporting players in any big drama, the Air Forces have received little public acclaim. Only among top level Security Force officers has the true value of the Air Force role in this war been recognised. And they are unanimous that without air support the battle could never have been turned against the Communists.


The Straits Times, January 1953




This book is written in tribute to the RAAF’s No 1 Squadron during its eight-year deployment in the Malayan Emergency, 1950–58.


It is dedicated to Brian Oswell (A51346) and to the memory of all RAAF aviators who served in the Emergency.
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Foreword


The Malayan Emergency was the most successful of Australia’s Cold War commitments, but its strategic, political and military significance has too often been overlooked or forgotten. British and Australian authorities, for example, seriously questioned the effectiveness and cost of the use of bombers in a Southeast Asian counter-insurgency campaign, long before this became the subject of huge international controversy in the Vietnam War. When the conflict is discussed, Australians often pay too little regard to the contributions of the Royal Australian Air Force.


David Mitchellhill-Green has brought these topics together by telling the story of the aircrew of the No 1 (B) Squadron RAAF who flew Lincoln bombers in the campaign from 1951 to 1958. Based on squadron records and private accounts, Wings over Malayan Jungle recounts the squadron’s experience, including their own perspectives on the tactical value of their contribution. This book records a neglected part of Australia’s military history, contributes to the debate on an important operational issue, and brings to life the personnel whose service deserves acknowledgement and respect.


Peter Edwards


Official Historian of Australia’s Involvement
in Southeast Asian Conflicts 1948–75




Preface


Australian service personnel fought in four 20th century Cold War conflicts; the Malayan Emergency is arguably the least well known. I trust this book will help to document and preserve a crucial part of Air Force history. It is the story of the Royal Australian Air Force’s No 1 (B) Squadron during the Malayan Emergency, 1951 to 1958, a protracted, often frustrating, deployment deserving of acclaim.


We should remember how the Emergency stands as a unique success story in the fight against Cold War Communist expansion. Australia’s role in the conflict, particularly in the air, was central to the outcome. It was, in the words of a contemporary RAAF review, a ‘different war’, one where:


Operations are not in the face of heavy anti-aircraft fire, as in Korea. Nevertheless, the task takes great skill and planning, and often entails ticklish flying, either day or night. Constant air attacks against Red bandits in the jungle is designed to keep them on the move. The air drive is sapping the morale of the bandits, who no longer built permanent bases in the jungle.1


Singapore’s Straits Times commended the part played by the RAAF Lincoln bombers, writing in 1953 of aviators flying ‘through mist-swathed valleys and below rugged mountains.’ Moreover, the paper added, when the ‘world is told the full story there is one fact which must be included in the first sentence of the first chapter—that the battle was fought above the jungles as well as in it.’2


***


Port Macquarie. May 2021. Brian Oswell, a former RAAF second pilot, proudly pores over his logbook. Neatly penned entries document 58 operational sorties during his tour in Malaya – a Maoist insurgency on Australia’s northern doorstep largely overshadowed by events at the time in Europe, Korea and Vietnam. Intrigued by this war and the role performed by No 1 Squadron bombers, I had the pleasure of listening to Brian enthusiastically recount his story. He began by sharing his love of aviation, a life-long passion that continues to this day. Born in Perth on 22 September 1932, Brian was ‘too young for World War II.’ As an alternative, he joined the Air Training Corps, an organisation formed in 1941 to attract air-minded youth. It was during a camp at RAAF Pearce that he experienced his first flight as a passenger in a de Havilland DH.82 Tiger Moth. Through the voice tube, the pilot asked whether he would like to have a taste of aerobatics. Loops and barrel rolls followed. During a slow roll, improperly strapped in, gravity took effect, and Brian dropped into his loosened harness, a moment of horror that ‘scared the pants off me.’ Undaunted, he relished classes, such as aircraft recognition and basic navigation, to the stirring sound of the Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation (CAC) Mustangs based at the station. Weapons handling brought Thompson and Bren guns into the hands of an eager teen and established a knack for stripping a Lee-Enfield .303 bolt-action rifle.
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Twenty-two-year-old Brian Oswell at RAF Tengah, Malaya (Oswell)





Leaving high school to begin work at the Postmaster-General’s Department, Brian’s decision to one day join the Air Force was simple: ‘I wanted to fly.’ Having exhausted his personal savings on learning to fly in a Tiger Moth, the outbreak of war in Korea in June 1950 and Australia’s involvement in Malaya provided the opportunity for direct entry into the military. Post-war downsizing of the RAAF had, by that time, left the service with only 9,442 personnel of all ranks.3 A favourable report from an Air Training Corps officer helped to ensure Oswell’s prompt acceptance into No 1 Initial Flying Training School at RAAF Station Archerfield, Queensland, in August 1952. Further instruction followed at No 1 Basic Flying Training School at RAAF Base Uranquinty, in New South Wales, where he progressed to flying CAC Wirraway trainers. During his time at Uranquinty, Brian became one of the first trainees to fly the new CAC Winjeel prior to the training aircraft entering operational service in 1955.


Completing combat training at No 1 Applied Flying Training School at Point Cook, in Victoria, 21-year-old Brian Oswell (No A51346) graduated as a sergeant pilot in the Air Force – an ambition realised. Posted to No 1 Squadron at Amberley, Queensland, he flew four-engine Avro/Government Aircraft Factory (GAF) Lincoln bombers, the primary aircraft in this story. Successor to the famed Avro Lancaster, the Lincoln had arrived too late to see action during the Second World War. Manufactured at the dawn of the jet age under licence in post-war Melbourne at the Government Aircraft Factory, Fishermans Bend, the noisy, utilitarian workhorse, as we will read, delivered the bulk of ordnance dropped during the Malayan Emergency.


Brian was deployed to Royal Air Force (RAF) Tengah, on Singapore Island (then part of Malaya), for a nine-month operational tour beginning on 27 May 1954. Memories and anecdotes from this period were recounted with flair and detail by the sprightly octogenarian. The challenges of flying operational sorties in the tropical Malayan climate, dodging electrical storms during low-level bombing missions through uncomfortably turbulent air, were also vividly recalled. By day and night, No 1 Squadron attacked the (predominantly) nondescript jungle wilderness where a mostly invisible enemy hid from patrolling ground forces. In place of destroying military installations or cities, the squadron’s role over Malaya was primarily to harass small bands of Communist insurgents by depriving them of food, obliterating their camps and driving them into prepared ambush positions. Low-level strafing in such a large aircraft – the ‘exciting part’ of a sortie as Brian reminisced – commonly concluded an attack before the return flight to Tengah.


An album of black and white snapshots, taken with a trusted Kodak 35-mm camera nearly 70 years earlier, shows Brian and young Australian aircrew assembled for a pre-mission briefing. Other images display Lincoln bombers in formation over featureless Malay jungle, life in Singapore and activities like the highly contested inter-service Rugby games.


Brian’s tour concluded on 25 February 1955. Operational flying hours totalled 167.05 by day and 53.0 by night. His logbook assessment reads ‘average plus second pilot’ with the recommendation from his commanding officer (CO), Wing Commander Hugh Moore: ‘Flying Duties–has reached solo standard in Lincoln.’
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Brian Oswell’s aircrew record from Malaya: 58 operational sorties flown and solo standard proficiency reached in a Lincoln (Oswell)





In compiling this record, I have drawn upon the squadron log, archived official reports, contemporary newspaper clippings and firsthand accounts to provide a comprehensive insight into the squadron’s activities during the Malayan Emergency; it is not an encyclopaedic listing of every operation or sortie flown. Factual errors, such as airmen’s names or geographical locations unfamiliar to those typing reports at the time, invariably crept into the official records. These have been corrected where possible. Trawling through official records, I encountered missing entries in the squadron’s operations history in June 1956 and again in June 1958 in the lead up to the squadron’s departure from Singapore.


Serial numbers of aircraft participating on certain missions discussed have been included for reference. These identifiers are based on the alpha-numeric numbering system introduced by the RAAF in the 1920s to identify a particular aircraft in service. The serial number for a Lincoln bomber, for example A73-40, is broken down to: ‘A’ – aircraft, ‘73’ – the exclusive identifier assigned to the Lincoln bomber, and ‘40’ – the fortieth aircraft delivered/taken on charge.


Ranks and titles of individuals are those held at the time of an event being described. Although it may be offensive to some today, the term ‘British’ is used in its contemporary context to denote British Commonwealth forces. Specific formations have been identified by their country of origin.


Terms such as ‘Aborigines’ or ‘Sakai’ have also been retained for historical accuracy. Both words carry a derogatory connotation to the Orang Asli, the Malay term for the ‘original or natural people’, who view them as insinuating expressions that signify backwardness or subjugation.


In keeping with the period, Imperial measurements will be used:


1 mile = 1.6 kilometres


1 yard = 0.91 metres


1 pound (lb) = 0.454 kilograms


1 ton = 1.02 tonne


David Mitchelhill-Green


2025
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No 1 Squadron personnel before Lincoln A73-29 (Oswell)
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CHAPTER ONE


Background to the Emergency


The guerrilla campaigns being waged in China today are a page in history that has no precedent. Their influence will be confined not solely to China in her present anti-Japanese struggle, but will be worldwide.


Mao Zedong, 1937


Imperial Japan’s 1942 march through Southeast Asia instilled a new fear in Australia. The British colony of Malaya no longer presented a barrier separating Asia and Australia; it had become a lengthy corridor through which an enemy could file south. Three years later, as an ‘Iron Curtain’ descended across Europe, a new threat appeared at the gate – the Communists. Whereas Australia’s post-war security was not directly affected by the threat of Soviet-dominated Eastern Europe, Britain’s declaration of a state of emergency – a war by any other name – in Malaya in June 1948 suddenly brought the Cold War uncomfortably close to home.


Robert Menzies, re-elected Australian prime minister in December 1949, led a Liberal–Country Party coalition government sympathetic to Britain and its stance on global security. Australia’s Council of Defence, it was decided, would assume responsibility for both home defence and the Australia, New Zealand and Malaya area in Southeast Asia. Signalling Canberra’s commitment, the Royal Australian Air Force’s (RAAF) No 1 (B) Squadron arrived in Malaya in July 1950 to provide heavy bomber air support against the Communist insurgency. It marked the beginning of an eight-year deployment, a controversial air power commitment we will examine closely.1


Britain’s interest in Malaya


To trace the origin of the 1950s Malayan Emergency, we begin amid the 19th century tide of European colonialism that swept across Southeast Asia and the raft of economic, political and social changes surging through Japan – two colossal movements for change that would eventually clash head on.


Favourably situated on the trade route between India and China, the Malay Peninsula has enjoyed a long and colourful history as an international trading centre. Britain’s presence in the region began on 11 August 1786 when Francis Light, a trader and former naval officer, raised the Union Jack and took formal possession of Penang, an island off the north-western coast of Malaya.2 Light founded the settlement of Georgetown, named after King George III, to lure traders away from Dutch outposts. Simmering tensions with the Dutch, which had escalated after Sir Stamford Raffles founded Singapore in 1819, led to the Anglo–Dutch Treaty of 1824. The accord sought to settle issues arising from Britain’s occupation of Dutch colonial territory during the earlier Napoleonic War and demarcated clear regional boundaries: Britain would now control the Straits of Malacca with the opportunity to intervene in Malay States’ affairs and, ultimately, to colonise them. Two years later, in 1826, the ports of Singapore, Penang and Malacca fell under British rule in a new administrative entity known as the Straits Settlement.
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Peace after the First World War brought an influx of Europeans to Malaya hoping to capitalise on the post-war demand for rubber. By 1920, Malaya was producing 196,000 tons of rubber annually, or just over half the world’s supply. (Library of Congress)





The later Pangkor Treaty of 1874 legitimised Britain’s political control over the Malay chiefs in Perak – the precursor to similar agreements that brought the entire Malay Peninsula under de facto British rule by 1914. Important for our understanding of later events is the complexity and change of Malaya’s demography and political geography under British administration. The Malays, predominately fisherman and agriculturists, were condescendingly viewed as unsuitable, or unwilling, to work in Britain’s new commercial enterprises. They had an ‘inherent laziness … the Malay has no stomach for really hard and continuous work’, one colonial administrator observed. Britain would need a more ‘diligent’ workforce if it was to invest in agriculture, commerce and tin mines.3 London’s need for cheap labour, together with its defeat of China in the two Opium Wars (1839–42 and 1857–60), helped to kick off the ‘coolie trade’ (the cargo-like transport of Chinese indentured workers).4 Indian labourers were similarly shipped from the subcontinent to work in tin mines, estates and on newly established rubber plantations.5 The rapid influx of these foreign workers rapidly transformed Malaya’s economic growth through the 19th and into the 20th century.6 While the Indians arrived with a generally positive outlook towards the government, the Chinese tended to drift away from their original role as labourers by establishing a more heterogeneous society. Such was the seismic shift in the demographic makeup that, by 1931, Chinese accounted for 1,709,392 of Malaya’s total population of 4,385,346.7


We should note that Malaya at this time was not a unified political entity. As it stood, British control across the autonomous Malay Kingdoms comprised three administrative structures: four federated Malay states (Perak, Selangor, Negeri Sembilan and Pahang); five unfederated states (Johor, Terengganu, Kelantan, Kedah and Perlis); and the Straits Settlements of Penang and Malacca, and Singapore.8 Underlying Britain’s reluctance to impose a new order was a desire not to rile the Malays, especially the Malay Sultans who acted as a stabilising force and whose loyalty and friendship was fundamental to British rule. With no compelling need to reform the existing Treaty system, Britain had, as one Colonial Office noted, kept Malaya ‘politically asleep’ for nearly 70 years.9 This system had helped to stabilise colonial rule and preclude the rise of nationalism in the years leading up to the Second World War. While the Malays remained loyal to the sultans, Chinese and Indian immigrants had yet to take an interest in local policy. Unlike the political climates of the Dutch East Indies and French Indochina (modern-day Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos), no large-scale anti-colonial sentiment existed in Malaya. Rather, it was a peaceful country, ostensibly content under colonial rule.10


Keenly eyeing Malaya’s economic growth and natural resources with interest in the 1930s was a new regional power – Imperial Japan. In a staggering period of economic and social growth and development, known as the Meiji era (1868–1912), Japan rose to become Asia’s foremost developed nation. Hand in hand with industrialisation came militarisation, conscription and the expansion of Tokyo’s sphere of influence by force. Victory over the Chinese in the First Sino–Japanese War (July 1894 – April 1895) was followed by a table-turning triumph over Russia in the Russo–Japanese War (1904–05). Korea was annexed in 1905. Within a decade, Japan had dramatically overturned the balance of power in East Asia and achieved equality with the West. A worthy player now strutting on the world stage, Japan sided with the Allies in the First World War, leveraging its favourable international standing to impose what was essentially a protectorate over China.


Determined to politically and economically dominate China – and therefore the Far East – Japan issued its so-called ‘Twenty-one Demands’ in January 1915. Threatening war should Peking reject the suite of economic, political and territorial claims, the move incensed the Chinese and sounded alarm in Washington and London. Later incidents, including the wanton killing of Chinese by Japanese troops in the Tsinan Affair (1928), and the staged Manchurian Incident, provided the flimsy pretext needed for Japanese troops to invade Manchuria (north-east China) in September 1931. Japan’s military further flexed its muscles. The creation of the puppet state of Manchukuo in 1932 was followed by a skirmish on the Marco Polo Bridge (also known as the Lugou Bridge Incident), southeast of Peking (today Beijing) on 7 July 1937. Fierce fighting broke out with Chinese Nationalist armies either annihilated or ordered to withdraw to pursue guerrilla tactics. Nationalist sentiment stirred within the Chinese diaspora, especially in Malaya, now home to the largest population of Chinese outside of China itself.11


The conflict we today call the Second Sino–Japanese War (1937–45) was a costly impasse for Japan, one with wide implications. Tying down half of the Imperial Japanese Army, it also exposed the country’s considerable Achilles’ heel – a fundamental reliance upon imported raw materials (including iron ore, oil, bauxite, nickel, tin, rubber and copper) to sustain continued economic and military growth. Inter-service rivalry also reared its disagreeable head. With the Imperial Japanese Army pursuing its war in Manchuria, the Imperial Japanese Navy, not to be outdone, turned its attention towards resource-rich Southeast Asia, especially Malaya. The British Empire, accordingly, was squarely positioned as a future enemy.12


Whitehall, equally, had foreseen the Japanese threat to its Far East interests in the aftermath of the First World War. Ominous indications followed. The Anglo–Japanese alliance lapsed in 1923; seven years later Japan withdrew from the League of Nations. As Chancellor of the Exchequer (1924–29), Winston Churchill raised the threat of Singapore facing a landward assault along the Malay Peninsula from the north, a possibility dismissed as ‘impossible’. After much debate, however, Whitehall agreed a fortified naval base would be constructed in Singapore to frustrate Japanese expansion. Unable to commit a sizeable and permanent naval deterrent in the region, a fresh defensive strategy was adopted whereby Royal Navy (RN) capital ships would be dispatched in the event of war to intercept enemy forces before Malaya was overrun. Better known as the ‘Singapore Strategy’, the RN would act as the primary deterrent.13 Naval intervention was later supplanted by an air power policy, but with insufficient RN capital ships and Royal Air Force (RAF) aircraft available in 1940, it would be left to Australian forces to fill the breach.
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British Malaya, Lieutenant General Arthur Percival wrote, ran ‘some 400 miles long as the crow flies north–south. The length of the main road and the west coast railway from Singapore to the Malaya–Thailand frontier is approximately 600 miles. The width of the country varies from about 200 miles in the widest part to about 60 miles in the narrowest. Singapore Island lies at the southern end of the peninsula and is separated from it by the narrow Straits of Johore. Malaya is bounded on all sides, except on the north, by sea. The area of Malaya is approximately equal to that of England and Wales.’ (Steven Hobbs)





‘Things had to change’


We turn now to the rise of communism in Malaya. In its April 1925 editorial, Singapore’s The Straits Times observed how Malaya had so far been spared from the ‘ugly spectre of communism’, though ‘Communist doctrines’ were present in the neighbouring Dutch East Indies. Much to their displeasure, Indonesian revolutionaries found their Malay neighbours to be politically ‘lazy and contented’. Their ‘only hope’, as they saw it, resided in the Chinese diaspora.14 The Malayan Communist Party (MCP), which formed in April 1930, was particularly appealing to younger Chinese immigrants, many of whom were forced into abject poverty during the Great Depression (1930–33). Moreover, Japanese belligerence across their homeland had struck a nationalist chord across the wider Chinese Malay community. Newspaper accounts of Imperial troops’ barbarity led to relief associations opening across Malaya and the boycotting of Japanese goods. A heightened sense of patriotism even drove some individuals to leave their jobs and families to volunteer in the fight against the Japanese.15 The main player in our story, Ong Boon Hua, was one of 12 children in a family that had migrated from Fujian (on the south-eastern coast of China) to Singapore. Ong Boon Hua’s father managed a car parts and bike shop in Perak, north-western Malaya when his son was born on 21 October 1924. During his schooling years, when Malaya’s export-driven economy had suffered heavily because of the Depression, Ong Boon Hua was drawn towards communism, in part through a sense of patriotism and anti-Japanese resistance, but also through his early experiences of hardship and colonial subjugation. As he later explained, ‘after the Marco Polo bridge incident, Chinese journalists stationed in Ipoh came to my school. The school headmaster was quite patriotic – every Chinese at that time was patriotic – he was quite liberal in running the school.’16


Our elders had watched as the British rounded up indentured Indian labour originally brought in to work the rubber plantations. Now unemployed and sleeping on the five-footways, the Indians, of no further use to their white masters, were promptly loaded onto freighters as deck cargo and deported back to their homeland. Things had to change.17


As a teenager, Ong Boon Hua was attracted to the quaintly-named Anti-Enemy Backing Up Society, a vocal and active organisation formed in response to Japanese aggression in China.18 Rising anti-Japanese sentiment within China itself brought the Nationalist Party (also referred to as the Kuomintang) and the Chinese Communist Party together in an agreement to end ongoing civil war and establish a new coalition, a ‘United Front’, to vanquish the Japanese. Too young to enlist, 15-year-old Ong Boon Hua instead became a probationary member of the MCP. Disappearing underground to elude arrest, he adopted the nom de guerre Chin Peng (the best known of his many aliases).19


Australia at war


September 1, 1939. Europe was again plunged into war following Nazi Germany’s invasion of Poland. This was the latest in a succession of minacious events, starting with post-First World War German discontent, Japan’s occupation of Manchuria, Italy’s invasion of Abyssinia (today Ethiopia), the Spanish Civil War, German rearmament under Adolf Hitler and his annexation of the Sudetenland, Austria and Czechoslovakia. Two days after the Führer’s latest gamble, Britain and France honoured their guarantee to uphold Polish sovereignty by declaring war on Germany. News of hostilities reached Malaya by wireless at 5:45 pm. ‘Thank God we are at war!’, The Straits Times editorialised the next day in the hope Nazidom would be destroyed. Distance brought solace. ‘With our defences perfected and Japanese participation in the struggle on the side of Germany an extremely remote possibility, Malaya has little to fear. Our sufferings are likely to be mental rather than physical.’20


Australia, as a Dominion of the British Empire, was among the first nations to declare war on Nazi Germany. Anxious households gathered around a wireless to hear Prime Minister Robert Menzies’ evening address. ‘It is my melancholy duty to inform you officially’, he announced, ‘that in consequence of Germany’s invasion of Poland, Great Britain has declared war upon her, and as a result Australia is also at war.’ Without parliamentary debate, Australia would again follow the ‘Mother Country’ into this new conflict.21


Speaking later from London, after visiting Australian forces stationed in the Middle East, Menzies explained his rationale for sending troops from the 2nd Australian Imperial Force to Malaya:


Their arrival is not to be taken as either an expression either of fear or of hostility, but as a definite recognition of Australia’s direct interest in the security of Singapore as one outpost of Australia’s local defence. We intend to do our duty as we see it.22


The MCP, naturally, opposed Britain’s war against Germany. A ten-point program was issued in February 1940, calling for the removal of British Imperialism, national independence and the establishment of a Malayan Democratic Republic. The party’s bellicose stance against Britain, however, was later dropped in September 1940 following a Chinese Communist Party directive.23 Hitler’s invasion of Russia on 21 June 1941 forced another shift in MCP policy, since the Soviet Union was now united with the Allies in their fight against Germany and Italy. Britain’s war effort, consequently, would receive Communist backing. Notwithstanding the Chinese United front and its fight against Imperial Japan, Malayan Communists also looked to an eventual end of colonial rule should Japan invade.24


Imperial Japanese forces amassing in southern Indochina towards the end of 1941 heralded Tokyo’s intent to occupy neutral Siam (Thailand). Would the projected invasion of Malaya follow? And would such action prod the isolationist United States to react militarily? Although Washington was not prepared to go to war over Japan’s war in China, any further expansion into Southeast Asia was deemed unacceptable. Provoked by the Japanese occupation of southern Indochina in July 1941, President Franklin D. Roosevelt opened an economic war, freezing Japanese assets in America. Acutely aware Japan imported approximately 80% of its oil from America, Roosevelt also introduced an oil embargo. The ‘noose around Japan’s neck’, as he put it, was further tightened by further bans including aviation fuel, scrap iron, steel, bronze, zinc and nickel. Britain and the Netherlands also moved to seize Japanese assets.25 Backed into a strategic and economic corner, Tokyo protested; Imperial Japan would not become an empire lying ‘prostrate at the feet of the United States’. Instead, it would rid the Allies’ influence from East Asia and establish a New Order – what it called the ‘Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’.26 Talks with Washington broke down in late November 1941. Sensing no prospect of a negotiated peace, Tokyo drew up bold strategies against America, the Netherlands and Britain. Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto unveiled an ambitious plan entailing an aerial attack on Pearl Harbor (home to the United States Pacific Fleet) and two simultaneous drives – one through the Philippines, the other through Malaya towards the Dutch East Indies.


‘With unshakable determination to expel the British’


Winston Churchill, appointed British prime minister on 10 May 1940 (the day Hitler invaded Belgium, Holland and France), originally held little real concern about a Japanese invasion. Like the British public, he was convinced Singapore was now an invincible ‘fortress’, a citadel touted as the ‘Gibraltar of the East’. The resources needed for the Malayan Peninsula’s defence, however, were simply not in place. In lieu of the ‘great fleet’, the Royal Navy’s Force Z – the battleship His Majesty’s Ship (HMS) Prince of Wales, the elderly battlecruiser HMS Repulse and accompanying destroyers – arrived in early December 1941. It was a political move Britain’s Admiralty reluctantly accepted. Britain, after all, had few ships to spare while heavily committed to fighting the war in Europe. British air power was similarly underwhelming. Planning originally called for somewhere between 350 and 550 aircraft to defend Singapore, a requirement that was never met. As the invasion fleet approached, the RAF possessed only 164 (mostly obsolete) first-line aircraft, plus 88 in reserve, flown by a mix of RAF, RAAF, Royal New Zealand Air Force and Dutch aviators.27 Four RAAF squadrons were present: No 1 Squadron and No 8 Squadron, equipped with Lockheed Hudson bombers and based at Kota Bharu and Kuantan respectively; and No 21 Squadron and No 453 Squadron with Brewster Buffalo fighters at Sungai Patani and Sembawang.


Lieutenant General Arthur Percival, a decorated British First World War veteran who had served in France, was charged with thwarting a Japanese landing. A competent staff officer, albeit hopelessly inexperienced at leading troops at an operational level, Percival’s command comprised two primary formations in the field – the understrength III Indian Corps plus two infantry brigades of the Australian 8th Division. ‘Fortress Singapore’, as it was known, totalled six British battalions with the 12th Indian Brigade held in command reserve. In an unlikely alliance, the MCP proposed raising a new force from within the Chinese community, to be taught by the British Army and equipped with British arms. Accepted in the face of looming invasion, 100 nominated political prisoners were released from gaol to begin a guerrilla fighting course at No 101 Special Training School, an irregular warfare school established in Kuala Lumpur by famed British explorer and mountaineer Frederick Spencer ‘Freddie’ Chapman. Like many similar collaborations, it had the potential to turn sour once the aggressor was beaten.
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No 1 Squadron Hudsons in formation over Singapore Island (RAAF)





‘All the night we bombed and machine-gunned their barges’


On the eve of war, three RAAF Hudsons from No 8 Squadron joined Catalina flying boats from the Royal Netherlands East Indies Army Air Force in reconnaissance sweeps over the Gulf of Siam. Two independent Japanese naval forces, including one made up of a battleship, 5 cruisers and 22 troop transports, were spotted. Where were they headed? Mindful of standing policy to avoid starting a war with Japan, Air Chief Marshal Henry Brooke-Popham of the RAF thought better of launching Operation Matador – a pre-emptive drive into southern Thailand to hold the peninsula at its narrowest point. Uncertainty still existed though as to where, or even if, the Japanese were intending to invade Malaya? Coupled with the grave consequences should he violate Thai neutrality, Brooke-Popham was forbidden from attacking Japanese shipping until a definite act of hostility against the Allies.


Monsoonal weather and poor visibility hindered reconnaissance sweeps the following day, 7 December 1941. Imperial intentions, however, rapidly became clear when a roving Dutch Catalina was shot down. RAAF Hudsons again reported Japanese shipping including a merchant ship conveying ‘a large number of men on deck in khaki’ uniforms in the company of an Imperial Japanese Navy cruiser, which opened fire.28 Aboard the transports, a Japanese wartime documentary later crowed, ‘were picked troops, each imbued with the indomitable spirit of “Bushido” and each with unshakable determination to expel the British from [the] Malay Peninsula.’29 As they waded ashore in heavy seas near Khota Bharu – an hour and a half in real time before the first Japanese aircraft appeared over Hawaii – Brigadier Berthold Wells ‘Billy’ Key, 8th Indian Infantry Brigade, became the first Allied commander to engage Japanese forces on land.


In another first, No 1 Squadron Hudsons attacked the enemy transports in the RAAF’s first Pacific operation. Exacting a terrible price, thousands of enemy troops were slaughtered by the twin-engine bombers during successive strafing and low-level attacks on the invasion force. A RAAF officer later described the carnage on the beaches:


Black with the dead bodies of Japs. All the night we bombed and machine-gunned their barges full of troops coming from the big ships. The Japs advanced regardless of their losses. We were always outnumbered, not only in the air but on the ground as well. In front-line aircraft the odds against us were never less than seven to one.30


By the end of the first day’s fighting, only five of the original 13 Hudsons were still airworthy in what has been hailed as one of the finest actions in the annals of the RAAF.31


Successfully gaining a (costly) foothold on the Malay Peninsula, Lieutenant General Tomoyuki Yamashita’s 25th Army, mostly veterans of the vicious Sino–Japanese War, began their southward drive. Overhead, Japanese aircraft dominated the skies. ‘The sky seemed full of red circles’, Flight Lieutenant Jack R Kinninmont observed from the cockpit of his No 21 Squadron Buffalo. In the absence of effective air cover, Prince of Wales and Repulse were hunted and sunk by long-range Japanese torpedo bombers on 10 December. The tables turned fast. Within days of opening hostilities, the Imperial Japanese Navy had smashed British sea power in the Far East and savaged the United States Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor. Britain’s empire began to unravel, Singapore was exposed, Hong Kong was foredoomed, the Indian Ocean lay open, and India, Burma (present day Myanmar), New Zealand and Australia were threatened.


Back in Australia, Prime Minister John Curtin (sworn in as Menzies’s successor on 7 October) announced to the nation on 8 December that ‘We are at war with Japan’. It had happened, he said:


Because, in the first instance, Japanese naval and air forces launched an unprovoked attack on British and United States territory; because our vital interests are imperilled and because the rights of free people in the whole Pacific are assailed … This is our darkest hour. Let that be fully realised. Our efforts in the past two years must be as nothing compared with the efforts we must now put forward.32


In a later New Year message, Curtin acknowledged a profound swing in Australia’s allegiance, that ‘without any inhibitions of any kind, I make it quite clear that Australia looks to America, free of any as to our traditional links or kinship with the United Kingdom.’33 Australia, more than ever, would now look across the Pacific for protection by the US, though the alliance would cool as frustration grew over US decision making and distrust of Washington’s intentions in the Pacific. It even led to a revived eagerness for cementing Australia’s Commonwealth relationship with Britain in the latter war years. In the meantime, Yamashita’s well-drilled and resourceful Army continued its advance unchecked, notwithstanding local setbacks, such as the battle for Bakri on 19 January where the 2/19th Battalion killed 140 Japanese in a bayonet charge and bloody hand-to-hand fighting. Malaya eventually fell on 23 January. Nearly 300 Australian personnel had died by 27 January 1942 when Percival ordered British forces to retreat across the Straits of Johor. Less than a mile of water now separated Japanese troops from Singapore. Demolition of the vital causeway, linking the island to Johor, failed to provide the intended obstacle to enemy troops, who landed on the night of 8/9 February. Fierce fighting again broke out as the Australian 22nd and 27th Brigades met the attack. In desperation, members of the volunteer Chinese Mobilisation Council haphazardly sewed uniforms to join the fighting.34
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Smoke over Singapore following a Japanese air raid (State Library of Victoria)





Half of Singapore had fallen under enemy occupation by 15 February, the first day of the Chinese New Year. Whereas the Indians and Malays generally welcomed the advancing Japanese, Malayan Chinese were understandably far more circumspect. With supplies and water running low amid an influx of refugees, Percival surrendered unconditionally to Yamashita. Sixty-nine days had passed since fighting began. The official British minutes understatedly recorded:


The GOC, in view of the critical water situation and the unsatisfactory administrative situation generally, thereupon reluctantly decided to accept the advice of the senior officers present and to capitulate.35


Capitulating to an Asian nation was a political bombshell. Churchill lamented that it was the ‘worst disaster and largest capitulation in British history.’ A huge blow to the prestige of Britain’s Empire, more than 130,000 British, Australian and Indian troops were marched into captivity before an invading force half their size. Australian casualties, including prisoners of war, exceeded all earlier losses in Libya, Syria, Crete and Greece combined.36 By comparison, Japanese casualties stood at 9,657. Tokyo could pretend the conquest ‘marked [the] beginning of a new stage in the war and a new era for Greater East Asia – a war of reconstruction.’37 But for Malayan Chinese, it marked the beginning of more than three years of ruthless military occupation.
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British troops destroy rubber stockpiles in the face of the Japanese advance. The subsequent fall of British Malaya, a Singapore Chinese resident observed, was proof that ‘the British were not supermen as we used to think ... and we remembered seeing them on the long marches to Changi jail. It was a pitiful sight ... even the older people realised that white supremacy was a myth.’ (State Library of Victoria)





The Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army


A triumphant Yamashita was quick to warn the local populace to cooperate or his army – including hard-line officers who had previously battled guerrillas in China – would ‘drastically expel and punish those who still pursue bended delusions.’38 A screening operation known as Sook Ching (‘purging through cleansing’) rounded up suspected ‘anti-Japanese’ elements – Communists, members of the volunteer forces, businessmen who had funded resistance in Manchuria, even looters. Loaded into trucks, the ‘perpetrators’ were taken to various remote sites and summarily executed. After two weeks of butchery, the operation was abandoned on 3 March 1942, since Yamashita’s men were needed in campaigns elsewhere.39 In the absence of written records, the Japanese estimate for the number of Chinese murdered is 6,000; the highest Chinese figure, which may include those killed in the Malaya campaign, is closer to 50,000.40 No one was safe from the Kempeitai, the Japanese secret police, arbitrary appropriation, or random brutality from Japanese soldiers or officials. Villagers in Johor recalled:


When passing a Japanese checkpoint, everyone had to bow to the sentries. The bow must be executed properly. If the guards were not satisfied, they would punish the people by having them stand in the hot sun or slapping them.41


Resentment grew.


Hitting back, the MCP established a new paramilitary arm – the Anti-Japanese Army. Spencer Chapman, fellow instructors and Chinese irregulars-in-training became the first members of the new force, a band which in time grew to become the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA). Ethnic Chinese who fled the Japanese occupation to live as squatters in the hills and jungle, erecting crude villages and cultivating garden plots, also joined the MPAJA’s civilian counterpart, the Anti-Japanese Union. Actively supporting the guerrillas by supplying food, intelligence and medical supplies, this non-combatant arm would eventually become the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Union (MPAJU).42


Armed with weapons and equipment originally supplied by No 101 Special Training School, and supplemented by weapons recovered from the battlefield and derelict depots, the MPAJA opened an aggressive guerrilla campaign. At its height, numbering up to 8,000 men and women, the guerrilla army comprised eight ‘regiments’ in base camps sited strategically across the Malay Peninsula. Their uniform was often just a green cap bearing a three-star emblem signifying the country’s three races: Chinese, Indian and Malay. No attempt was made to mask the MPAJA’s Communist agenda with regular classes in political indoctrination, clenched-fist saluting and the singing of popular left-wing anthems.43


Chin Peng, a junior member of the MCP’s Executive Committee in Perak at the time of the Japanese invasion, quickly rose within party ranks. By the end of 1943, he was secretary of the Perak State Committee and liaison officer to Spencer Chapman. Of the uneasy marriage between the British Army and the Communists, Chapman recalled how:


The guerrilla leaders were only too glad that I should train their junior commanders, yet, being Communists, they were not at all keen to take a British officer into their confidence and as I was entirely dependent on them, I was a virtual prisoner.


At the same time, the Japanese military had a bounty riding on Chapman’s head.44


In the absence of radio communication, British agents were sent to Malaya to establish contact with the MPAJA. The first party was landed on the Perak coast by a Dutch submarine on 24 May 1943. An advance team from the clandestine Force 136 followed in August 1943. Planning commenced to utilise the MPAJA in the forthcoming operation (codenamed Zipper) to liberate and re-occupy Malaya in mid-August 1945. Mailfist, the liberation of Singapore, would follow. British officers, non-commissioned officers and radio operators were assigned to MPAJA bands as advisors to provide instruction on sabotage and jungle warfare. Supplies, arms and ammunition were dropped by parachute and delivered by submarine to prepare approximately 3,500 Chinese guerrillas for organised resistance.45


Championing their cause within the wider Chinese community, the MPAJU circulated propaganda while eyeing new recruits to take up arms. The MPAJA volleyed emotive appeals for racial unity, messages of cajolement and threats, if necessary. Appearing outside at Chinese homes at night, guerrillas vowed to remember those individuals aiding their cause when the time of liberation came. Underground propaganda meetings ushered in a vision for a new post-war Malayan society; audaciously sung anti-Japanese songs helped foster an atmosphere of rebellion and power. All the while, the MPAJA strengthened its ranks for an eventual clash with British forces once the Japanese were ousted. Summarising the MPAJA perfidy, Air Commodore Philip Warcup RAF later wrote: ‘It is sufficient to say that we had given birth to a force that became an efficient and flexible rod for our backs.’ 46
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MPAJA soldiers in 1945





‘Malaya was like a Communist province’


Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten’s army of occupation was still in India on 15 August 1945 when news of the Japanese surrender broke, sparing British Malaya from a likely long and bloody campaign. Weeks would pass, however, before the first British troops entered Kuala Lumpur on 13 September. In the meantime, MPAJA flags began appearing across the country as the guerrillas, a uniformed and armed ‘liberation army’, emerged heroically from the jungle.47 ‘Malaya was like a Communist province’, a witness at the time recalled;


The Hammer-and-Sickle and the local Communist flag (a three-star red pennant) fluttered everywhere, for the Communists were temporarily the new bosses. They now enjoyed their first taste of absolute power … they carried out a blood purge of collaborators and wrecked vengeance with impunity on their enemies … it gave the Communists the first flowering of their dreams and ambitions in Malaya.48


Anarchy loomed large. Chinese irregulars sought revenge on the former occupiers, firing on a column of Japanese troops on their way to surrender. ‘People’s courts’ popped up, punishing collaborators – not only Chinese, but also Indians and Malays – with laws alien to all except the Communists and the jungle. Race riots broke out in several areas, which the British Military Administration quickly dampened.49 Appreciating that it lacked the capacity to restore administrative order to an entire hungry, war-weary country, the MCP left the monumental task to the British while it toughened its political position.50


Britain’s newly restored administration struggled to dissolve the officially disbanded MPAJA. Attempts were made to manage the guerrillas’ transition to civil roles by placing them under military control and supplying them with food and clothing. Many veterans snubbed the offer of payment for surrendering their arms. They would be needed again. Ex-service comrades’ associations maintained contacts and kept wartime memories alive. Communist front groups more suited to the post-war situation were formed (such as the New Democratic Youth League), targeting students unsure about Malaya’s post-war direction and those too young to have seen ‘combat’.


Whereas the MPAJA’s efforts against the Japanese military amounted to only several hundred killed, MCP propaganda told a different story. Former irregulars, convinced of their role in defeating the enemy, were welcomed by many elements of the civil population as ‘heroes’. Saluted as ‘Britain’s most trusted guerrilla’, Chin Peng was one of 16 MPAJA leaders Mountbatten personally awarded the Burma Star and the 1939–45 Star to on the steps of Singapore’s Municipal Building (today City Hall), where the Japanese surrender was signed, on 6 January 1946. ‘It was a proud moment’, reported The Straits Times.51 Chin Peng was later appointed an Officer of the Order of the British Empire, and together with several MPAJA leaders, he attended Britain’s victory parade in London on 8 June 1946.52 Ironically, the former freedom fighter would shortly become Britain’s ‘enemy number one’ in Southeast Asia.
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Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten congratulating Chin Peng, member of the MPAJA and future Secretary-General of the Malayan Communist Party (Imperial War Museum SE6259)





Relations began to sour as the Communists redoubled their efforts to overthrow their despised colonial overlords. Changing its stripes, the MCP launched the Malayan People’s Anti-British Army, undertaking a ‘war of liberation’ to form a ‘people’s republic’. Early attempts to overthrow the incumbent Malayan Government proved to be more of an irritant than an actual threat. Turning to sabotage and murder in the hope of paralysing the government through armed insurrection, communist insurgents committed 191 murders and abductions between October 1945 and December 1947.53


Returning to the immediate post-war period, we find Britain attempting to unify the Malay States by providing all residents, not just the Malays, with equal rights. A single Crown colony, the Malayan Union (1946–48), collapsed under strong pressure from the Malay nationalists. This led to the inauguration of the Federation of Malaya in February 1948 – 11 Malay states and the British Straits Settlements of Malacca and Penang.


Change was also afoot within the MCP with the discovery that Lai Teck, party secretary-general 1939–47, was a triple agent, tipping off the Kempeitai (Japanese military police) during the occupation and colluding with his new overlords. Absconding with party funds to Bangkok, the renegade was tracked down and executed by a cadre of Thai Communists. Lai Teck’s successor was 23-year-old Chin Peng.54 Moving away from its earlier more moderate policies, the Communist Central Committee now changed tack, engineering angry strikes across the Federation and turning to terror. British authorities, on a collision course with the MCP, arrested Communist union leaders and introduced legislation limiting opportunities for the MCP to hold executive roles in trade unions.55 ‘We felt we were being cornered, gradually’ by the British, Chin Peng later recalled. ‘We had nowhere to move.’56 The tinderbox was about to explode.


Sometime between 8:30 and 9:00 am on 16 June 1948, three British rubber plantation managers were executed – two were shot with their hands tied behind their backs, the third shot in the back – in the Sungai Siput area of Perak in northern Malaya. ‘We considered the European planters as a symbol of colonial rule’, Chin Peng later rationalised. ‘In general, they were hated by the workers, so if they want to kill them, it is according to our policy, not against our policy.’57 This was the latest in a series of brutal murders of European estate managers by the MCP’s ‘mobile corps’. Britain’s High Commissioner, Sir Edward Gent, responded to the sharp rise in violence and lawlessness on rubber plantations and mines by declaring a state of emergency in parts of Perak, later extended throughout Malaya and Singapore.


Only days after declaring the state of emergency, Gent was killed in a plane crash while returning to London for talks with the Colonial Office. His successor, Sir Henry Gurney, was appointed on 8 October, the delay due to misplaced local optimism that the worst of the emergency was over. It wasn’t.


Under the terms of the emergency, the MCP was now officially banned. With the military assisting in restoring law and order, every adult was required to register with authorities. ‘Seditious’ publications were banned, and individuals could be detained without a trial. Those caught with an unauthorised weapon would face the death penalty. Deportations and mass arrests overlapped with a substantial expansion of security forces. A mass police operation apprehended 1,100 MCP members and followers but was too late to stop the party leadership and hard-core members of the old MPAJA from returning to the jungle. 58


The Communists held high hopes. The Japanese were beaten in less than four years. Surely the British would succumb sooner? Terrorist acts flared. In one incident less than a fortnight after the above murders, a group of heavily armed Chinese terrorists stormed the village of Jerantut (Pahang), 75 miles north-east of Kuala Lumpur. Burning down the police station after the constables ran out of ammunition, a hapless villager caught sprinting between huts was executed by shotgun at close range. His wife and two daughters were bound and thrown into a hut that was set alight. The terrorists then took to the hills with several prisoners.59 Outrage grew. ‘We will take every effort to destroy these violent men’, Lord Listowel told the British Parliament.60 This ‘new battle of Malaya’, the Sydney Morning Herald editorialised, was ‘of vital interest to this country as it is to Britain.’ Soviet forces in Germany had already begun to blockade Allied-controlled areas of Berlin, and closer to home, the masthead ventured, the ‘developing menace is of close and intimate concern to Australia. If the Soviet policy succeeds in its aim of Communising Southeast Asia, the Commonwealth will be in an exposed and dangerous position.’61


Rising unrest in Malaya, however, should not be viewed in isolation. A groundswell of post-war anti-colonialism had led to partitioning and independence of British India into India and Pakistan in August 1947. Burma and Ceylon (today Sri Lanka) achieved independence early the following year. Indonesian Republican nationalists likewise challenged Dutch rule while the Viet Minh sought control of Indochina from the French.62 Malaya’s insurgency, many British officials believed, formed part of a grand Communist plot for global domination. Lieutenant General Roger Bowen, then Director of Operations in Malaya, surmised that the MCP’s campaign was ‘part of a wider Soviet-inspired drive to obtain control of what is strategically and economically one of the most important areas of Southeast Asia.’ The Communists’ success in China towards the end of 1949 and Britain’s recognition of the Chinese People’s Government early the following year had a noticeable effect on the Emergency – encouraging the bandits and compelling Chinese within the Federation from cooperating with the government in Malaya to protect relatives or property in China.63


An Australian Military Mission that visited Malaya (July to August 1950) to learn firsthand about the nascent confrontation concluded the ‘struggle in Malaya can be regarded as part of the global “cold war”.’


Failure there would mean that the Communist power and influence would quickly penetrate through Siam and reach the northern frontier of Malaya. In the current ‘cold war’, this would mean practical assistance and encouragement to the MCP with a consequential intensification of the present activities. In the event of a ‘hot’ war, it would mean that Communist forces could quickly invade Malaya from the north.64


In short, Australia would begin preparing for a new post-war threat in Southeast Asia.
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July 1950 map depicting areas under imminent threat of communist attack


1 South Korea, where American troops were engaged in bitter fighting to stem the southward drive of Communist North Korean forces.


2 Formosa (Taiwan), the last stronghold of Nationalist China. Screened by US warships, Red China declared the island to be ‘part of China and will remain so.’


3 British colony of Hong Kong.


4 Communist forces in French Indochina fought to wrest control over Vietnam. US military aid begins to arrive.


5 Increasing Communist guerrilla activity muddled the Siamese (Thai) political situation.


6 Burma Communist Party founding member Thakin Soe planned to unite rebel Karens and Reds.


7 Malaya, where British forces battled Communist guerrillas.


Adapted from Examiner (Launceston)







CHAPTER TWO


‘We really need more bombers’


We have strong interests in Malaya, just as we have strong interests in what happens right through south-east Asia.


Robert Menzies, April 1950


In the aftermath of Imperial Japan’s surrender, Britain was saddled with the responsibility of overseeing Southeast Asia – more than 128 million people over 1.5 million squares miles. At the same time, London was eager to be seen as an international power playing its role in the growing anti-Communist crusade. British propaganda, however, was careful to associate the Communist rebellion in Malaya with the broadening global conflict known as the Cold War rather than presenting itself as a colonial power suppressing nationalist revolutionaries. A balance was struck between escalating insurgency and the safeguarding of cash-strapped Britain’s financial interests. Since Malayan estates and plantations relied upon London insurance companies – whose cover only extended to losses of stock and equipment in the event of ‘riot and civil commotion’ – policymakers in London did not want a ‘war’. Instead, through semantic sleight of hand, the Malayan conflict became an ‘emergency’.1


Britain likewise chose its adversary’s epithet carefully. In a prudently worded memo to Ministry of Defence officials, the Colonial Office labelled the ‘criminal elements’ committing acts of violence as ‘bandits’. On no account was the term ‘insurgents’ – which hinted at a genuine popular uprising – to be used.2 Writing from Kuala Lumpur in May 1949, Malaya’s newly appointed high commissioner, Sir Henry Gurney, issued similar instructions, stressing the need to avoid terms in official statements that might serve as ‘a handle to the insurance companies.’ Expressions inconsistent with the bloody reality, such as ‘bandits’, ‘thugs’ and ‘terrorists’ took precedence over ‘enemy’, ‘war’, ‘insurrection’, ‘insurgents’ or ‘rebellion’.3 The choice of language would also belittle efforts by the MCP to present its struggle as legitimate, while stripping away political and patriotic motivations within the general population.


The ‘Briggs Plan’


Sir Henry Gurney arrived to find the largely uncoordinated efforts of civil, police and military authorities in a stalemate. Hampered by a lack of intelligence, British security forces faced an enemy benefitting enormously from local knowledge, one whose strategy had turned to protracted guerrilla warfare and population control. Yet, it was not until 1950 that Britain’s Colonial Office regarded the Malayan People’s Anti-British Army – since renamed the Malayan National Liberation Army (MNLA) – as a serious enemy. Writing to Prime Minister Clement Attlee, Secretary of State for Defence Emanuel Shinwell informed him how ‘very disturbed’ he was by the ‘grave’ situation unfolding in Malaya. Secretary of State for the Colonies James Griffiths similarly noted, after his May 1950 ministerial visit, how these ‘bandits’ were in fact a ‘well-trained, highly disciplined and skilfully led force.’ 4


Retired Lieutenant General Sir Harold Briggs (a former subordinate officer to Field Marshal Sir William Slim in Burma during the Second World War) was appointed Director of Operations in Malaya. Assuming command in early May 1950, Briggs quickly identified the MNLA’s weakest point – its hefty reliance upon the Min Yuen (short for Min Chung Yuen Tung, or ‘people’s movement’), a Chinese civilian organisation akin to the wartime Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Union. In what became known as the Briggs Plan, authorities would undercut insurgent activity by exploiting three crucial vulnerabilities. Firstly, the Federation’s general shortage of food (and the challenge of cultivation within the uninhabitable jungle interior) would form part of a food-denial tactic. Secondly, Malaya’s narrow peninsula, with virtually no land access, would allow the Royal Navy, in concert with RAF maritime-reconnaissance patrols and Thai authorities, to blunt the MNLA’s offensive potential through a blockade of weapons and supplies. Thirdly, the large-scale resettlement of 423,000 rural Chinese into 410 patrolled camps, what General Sir Gerald Templer would later rename ‘New Villages’. Closely monitored behind barbed wire and perimeter lights, the inhabitants – also the MNLA’s primary source of recruits and materiel – were offered employment, land, education and the opportunity to participate in local politics. Strict curfews applied to all rubber tappers, and rice was delivered by escorted convoys and rigidly rationed. Chin Peng would later claim the insurgency was at its most promising in 1949–50 before the resettlement program throttled civilian support.5


Briggs also introduced a War Executive Committee system to forge closer bonds between civilians, police and the military at federal, state and district levels. He appointed Sir William Jenkin as Director of Intelligence to oversee the Police Special Branch, the government’s foremost intelligence agency, which at the time was poorly led and under resourced. Jenkin soon realised the importance of enlisting additional Chinese personnel to elicit better intelligence and insight into insurgent activities. Recent experience on the ground too was leveraged with smaller jungle patrols taking the place of larger-scale operations.6
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MCP organisation during the Emergency. The highest Communist authority was the Central Committee, The Straits Times, explained ‘from whom most of the Regimental commanders are picked.’ The Central Committee meets roughly every six months. Stemming from the Central Committee are three regional bureaux in charge of groups of states. Then come the state committees, district committees, branch committees and finally the Communist cells. At all levels Party members function in the MNLA. A State committee member usually has the rank of a regimental commander, or he may be a regimental political officer, a commissar who has complete authority over the unit. He even has the power to cancel a military operation if he considers it in the Party interests to do so. The wives of State Committee members often hold important positions. From district committee downwards, members of the Communist Party are either in the MNLA or the Min Yuen.’ (Adapted from Pye, Guerrilla Communism in Malaya: Its Social and Political Meaning)





Over time, Chin Peng’s ‘bandits’ were driven ever deeper into the jungle where they approached, or intimidated, Orang Asli for food and protection. Often days’ walk from populated areas, the 50,000 to 60,000-strong population’s potential to supply the Communists, as a sort of pseudo-Min Yuen, encouraged the government to build police camps, referred to as ‘forts’, near villages and to ‘win them over’, bringing them under government control. Trading and medical centres were established in the forts, and an intelligence network was eventually formed using Aborigines as auxiliary police.7


‘Bluntly, we are interested in resistance to communism’


Chin Peng’s insurrection refocussed Canberra’s attention on the Malayan archipelago and renewed danger should it again fall to a hostile power. Notwithstanding the spectre of Communism falling across Southeast Asia (Burma, Indochina and Malaya), Australia grappled with its own challenges. Communist-led trade unions were championing a wave of strikes, often involving miners and waterside workers. Work on the Woomera project (an Anglo–Australia rocket range) was stymied, while support for Indonesian independence led to bans on Dutch shipping. Re-elected as prime minister on 19 December 1949, Robert Menzies promised to stamp out the local Communist movement and back free enterprise. Communism, he declared, was ‘anti-British, anti-Australian, anti-democratic.’8


While Washington had yet to convey a clear Cold War strategy for battling Communism in Asia, British Commonwealth nations gathered in Ceylon in January 1950 to formulate the ‘Colombo Plan’, a smaller version of the US-led Marshall Plan to contain the Soviet Union’s influence in Europe. China was recognised as the foremost enemy in Asia. Security planners were anxious whether Beijing would dominate weaker states and extend its influence south towards Indonesia.9 Percy Spender, Minister for External Affairs, voiced his fears in a March 1950 speech to the Australian Parliament. Pre-empting US President Dwight D Eisenhower’s 1954 ‘domino theory’, Spender warned of the danger should ‘Vietnam come under the heel of Communist China.’ Malaya would then confront the ‘danger of being outflanked and it, together with Thailand, Burma and Indonesia, will become the next direct object of further communist activities.’10 Menzies, in turn, announced on 18 April 1950 that he would give ‘very serious consideration’ to any request from London for aid in Malaya. Refraining from any guarantee at this time, he nevertheless relayed his government’s stance, foreshadowing possible regional intervention. ‘Bluntly, we are interested in resistance to communism’, he said.11 In a line removed from a speech to the House of Representatives, Menzies affirmed that:


The winning of the ‘cold’ war in Malaya is of vital importance to the security of Australia. We should therefore play a part in it, as we would in a ‘shooting’ war. In fact, the best chance of preventing a ‘shooting’ war, is to win the ‘cold’ one.12


Australian military intervention in Malaya moved a step closer three days later with a formal entreaty from London:


Transport Squadron (Dakotas) for supply dropping and general transport services … A Squadron or Flight of Lincoln bombers; and … assistance in servicing aircraft generally in the Far East by provision of technical personnel in Singapore and/or servicing aircraft in Australia.13


Reminiscent of London’s appeal for military assistance when challenged by Japanese aggression in 1940, the Australian Government again turned to the RAAF. Unlike the regular Army, whose terms of enlistment confined their service to within Australia, the RAAF (and RAN) could operate internationally wherever needed. Australia’s Defence Committee agreed on 27 April 1950 that eight Douglas C-47 Dakota transport aircraft and a flight of Government Aircraft Factory Lincoln heavy bombers could be dispatched at short notice.14 Writing to Menzies on 22 May 1950, Richard Casey, Minister for National Development, confirmed a Dakota squadron could be sent to Malaya without difficulty. Maintenance of British RAF Lincolns could also be undertaken in Australia. A flight of four RAAF Lincolns, increasing to six, was also available for deployment ‘if it were decided by the Government that we should do this.’15 RAAF involvement, Menzies made clear, ‘is not because we desire war. On the contrary, like every other democracy, we want peace. But peace cannot be secured by the avoidance of responsibilities or the denial of realities.’16


Canberra’s decision to intervene in Malaya, Sydney’s Sun newspaper judged, ‘would be supported by the great majority of Australians’, adding ‘no nation is more vitally concerned with events in Malaya than Australia.’17 Melbourne’s Age likewise endorsed the decision to send air transport to Malaya and to overhaul RAF aircraft, though it acknowledged that ‘further forms of assistance may have to be considered.’18
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Sergeant Ted Greenfield, a fitter with the RAAF’s No 86 Transport Wing, giving the thumbs up from a Dakota cockpit on news of his unit’s deployment to Malaya (State Library of Victoria)





An advance party of senior Air Force officers headed by Air Vice-Marshal John McCauley boarded a Lincoln on 2 June 1950 at Schofields aerodrome near Sydney bound for Singapore. The eight Dakotas that followed were drawn from No 86 Wing at Richmond, under Wing Commander John ‘Ginty’ Lush.19 Many of the accompanying 168 crew and ground staff were Second World War veterans, Lush explained, who had ‘seen action in tropical areas and would be familiar with operational conditions.’20 Needing to bolster its post-war numbers, the RAAF also began advertising for former aircrew to re-join. With a stream of enlistment applications expected, recruiting officer Flight Lieutenant Henry Dobeson announced that past pilots, navigators and gunners under 29 years of age would be accepted.21
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No 90 Wing Headquarters, Malaya. Left to right: Flight Lieutenant George Lane, equipment officer, Wing Commander John Lush, temporary commander No 90 Wing, and Squadron Leader George Moodie, senior administration officer (State Library of Victoria)





Australia’s decision to send Lincoln bombers to Malaya was formally announced on 27 June 1950, two days after Communist North Korea invaded its southern neighbour. ‘Pursuant to discussions with the Government of the United Kingdom’, Menzies disclosed, ‘Australia would send a heavy bomber squadron to Malaya.’22 ‘We cannot regard the task in that country as solely one for the United Kingdom’, he voiced, warning that:


It must be made clear to communist movements everywhere that if they promote aggressive campaigns for the acquisition of new territory they will find no division among the British countries of the world, who know that all their vital interests are in common and will, therefore, at all times, be prepared to help each other by such means as lie within their capacity.23


Reiterating his stance, Menzies flagged Communist aggression across Asia as:


Full of menace for us … so far as Malaya is concerned, we feel that Australia has some capacity to help, and, in its own interests as well as in those of the entire British Commonwealth, a duty to do whatever it can.24


At the same time, Percy Spender welcomed US President Harry S Truman’s decision to furnish US military support for South Korea following the United Nations’ Security Council resolution. With Spender and his Labor Party ‘shadow’, Dr Herbert Evatt, eager to establish a regional military pact with the US, Australia’s obligation was clear. Canberra, as Spender clarified, would back ‘the forces of law and order’ in Asia and Southeast Asia by sending a Lincoln squadron to Malaya – ‘an area of vital strategic importance to Australia and an area where Australian assistance could be effective.’25 The press remained receptive. Perth’s West Australian championed the deployment, viewing it as:


A more positive contribution to relief of the British burden than the earlier provision of transport planes. It lays further emphasis on the fact that the maintenance of firm British control in Malaya is vital to Australian security, and it offers proof that the Australian Government recognises a responsibility to take a share, as needs be, in the fighting necessary to guard that security and the present dangers of embroilment with Russia. The immediate task is to restore order in Malaya and the Australian fighting contribution is both a timely and valuable instalment of aid.26


RAAF Lincolns would perform a vital role during the early years of the Emergency when the outcome was far from certain. Armed with up to fourteen 1,000-lb bombs, a flight of these titans could deliver their payloads anywhere across the Malayan Federation.




[image: image]


Lincolns A73-6, here minus armaments, was celebrated as a milestone in the Australian aviation industry as the first Avro Lincoln heavy bomber to be entirely manufactured in Australia by the Government Aircraft Factory at Fishermans Bend. (Bowyer)





‘A new bombing strategy has been evolved in Malaya’


Britain’s air war against the MNLA, Operation Firedog, opened with the establishment of an RAF task force at Kuala Lumpur. Veteran aircraft were pressed into the role using many of the techniques developed in Burma during the final years of the Second World War. The first air strike was delivered by two Spitfires on 6 July 1948, the second by three of the venerable fighters nine days later.27 From these modest beginnings, more than 300 airstrikes had been carried out by the end of the following year, though with questionable results. Concerned by intensifying insurgent activity and convinced blast bombing would be the best form of harassment, Air Vice-Marshal Sir Francis Mellersh, Air Officer Commanding Malaya, ordered the deployment, at a minimum, of 12 to 16 Lincoln bombers. Because the Communist guerrillas quickly scattered during aerial attack, it was imperative an opening ‘heavy blow’ be delivered, preferably by formation bombing. Improvements in navigational aids and target marking, weather permitting, would also allow round-the-clock strikes on Chin Peng’s ‘bandits’.
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Part of the first contingent of Australian airmen to arrive in Singapore, Flight Lieutenant Arthur Birch, Commanding Officer No 38 Squadron, is welcomed by AOC Malaya, Air Vice-Marshal Sir Frank Mellersh. (State Library of Victoria)





Britain’s Air Ministry dispatched eight RAF Bomber Command Lincolns for an initial period of two months, later extended to six months, in a deployment dubbed Musgrave. The long-range, piston-engine Lincoln would prove well suited to the role.28 The arrival of the No 57 Squadron Lincoln bombers from RAF Waddington in March 1950 heralded a new phase in the Emergency air offensive (No 57 Squadron RAF was replaced by No 100 Squadron in July and then No 61 Squadron in December).29 Repeat representations were made to the Australian Government; ‘we really need more bombers’, Mellersh declared, adding that a:
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