




















The 1948-1960 Malayan Emergency

A war by any other name

by Dave MacDonald

Mekong Express Mail editor, Dave MacDonald, was asked to share his own experiences in
Southeast Asia with the membership. In reading this account, we can easily see the connections
and similarities with the conflict most members were engaged in, called the Vietnam War, and its
counterpart with no name, known now as the Secret War in Laos.

After army basic training in late 1957, then further training, I was posted to Malaya in early 1958, where one of Britain’s
long counter-insurgency campaigns was under way. At that time, one of my school friends was in the RAF, serving during the
Cyprus Emergency, a violent campaign by some Greek Cypriots for union with Greece. Another school friend was in the army
in Kenya as part of the Kenya Emergency counter-insurgency campaign against the violent Mau Mau movement.

We made the voyage to the Far East in an elderly troopship.
It sailed through the Bay of Biscay, past Gibraltar, into the
Mediterranean and past Algeria, where the French army was
engaged in a counter-insurgency campaign. The ship went
through the Suez Canal at low speed to avoid washing out the
canal banks. '

Once in the Red Sea, I had the bright idea of ditching my
uniform shirt and going to sleep on the deck to get a tan. |
woke up with a lobster-red tan that got me to sickbay, a lesson
about the sun that I never forgot.

We stopped for a few hours in the desolate British colony of
Aden, celebrated by a well-named pipe band tune called “The
Barren Rocks of Aden.” The contrast with Ceylon, often com-
pared to the Garden of Eden for its lush greenery and flowers,
was striking. After transiting the Indian Ocean and the Strait
of Malacca between Sumatra and the Malay Peninsula, we
arrived at Singapore. Its elegant colonial architecture of 1958
1s almost all long gone, but was surely a sight to see then. So
was the intense activity on the waterfront. We disembarked,
climbed into trucks, and were on our way to take part in the
Malayan Emergency.

The Emergency began with a bang in the early morning of
June 16, 1948. Chinese communists in the Sungei Siput area,
north of Ipoh in northern Malaya, shot dead three British rubber
plantation officials. The assassins arrived on bicycles, killed,
then left on bicycles, as terrified clerks watched in silence.
Thus began a 12-year war for control of Malaya by a Chinese
communist movement that claimed to represent the Islamic
Malays, Indian Hindus, Indian Tamils, and a large Chinese
population. Malays formed the majority of the population in
Malaya. Chinese formed the majority in Singapore. Despite
its inclusive name, the Malayan National Liberation Army
(MNLA). sometimes calling itself the Malayan Races Libera-
tion Army, was almost exclusively Chinese.

The start of the communist campaign had been preceded
in 1947 by more than 300 communist-fomented strikes in the
rubber plantations and tin mines that were the backbone of the
Malayan economy. Similar communist disruption was occur-
ring in Burma and Indonesia. The leader of the MNLA was
Chin Peng, who had spent WW Il in the Malayan jungle, as
leader of the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army, with fel-
low communists and a small number of British officers. One
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was Col. Spencer Chapman, author of “The Jungle is Neutral,”
who went to the jungle, as part of Force 136, after the fall of
Singapore to conduct harassing operations against the Japanese
occupiers. Before Singapore fell, British officers in Singapore
had trained Chin Peng and his followers in irregular warfare
methods. The Chinese communists were highly motivated to
resist the Japanese because of such Japanese atrocities in China
as the Rape of Nanking.

When WW Il ended, Chin Peng and his followers buried some
British-supplied weapons in secret jungle locations. When
Chin Peng launched his campaign in 1948 to make Malaya
communist, they dug up the weapons for a new use.

British influence in Malaya began in the late 18" century
with a trading post on Penang Island, continued with the later
acquisition of Singapore, and eventually spread to all of Ma-
laya. Late in WW II, the Colonial Office in London prepared
a draft proposal for Malaya to become independent after the
war; however, the Sultans of the nine Malay states, each of
which had a British adviser, did not support the proposal. This
was preferable to most Malays, who held their sultans in high
regard; however, the failed proposal did reveal that Britain was
open to independence for Malaya.

The June 16 deadly attacks were directed at two key sectors of
Malaya’s economy, rubber plantations and tin mines. In 1947,
communist agitators had given a preview of trouble to come
when they organized strikes in the mines and plantations. The
British High Commissioner in Malaya at the time, Sir Edward
Gent, who was the head of the Federal Government, based in
Kuala Lumpur, took a relaxed attitude towards the disturbances,
enraging the planters, who wanted weapons and protection.
They gave him such a hard time at a meeting in Kuala Lumpur
that he declared a state of emergency in the Sungei Siput and
Ipoh areas and in part of Johore state. He refused their demand
to declare a national state of emergency.

When he picked up his “Straits Times,” the most influential
newspaper in Malaya, on June 17, he read a blistering editorial
headlined “Govern or Get Out.” On July 18, Gent extended
his emergency declaration to cover the entire country, canceled
police leave, recalled police from leave in Britain, and asked
the army to aid the civil power, which they did by issuing
Sten guns to planters and tin miners. Draconian powers of
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