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In memory of all those gallant young men in the 
Malayan Police who risked, and sometimes 

gave, their lives during the Emergency.





FOREWORD

MORE USED to reviewing rather than forewording books, the first 
thing to say, in either capacity, is that for me this is utterly engag­
ing. Academic reviewers often sniff at volumes of essays or con­
ference proceedings - 'uneven quality’ etc. - but academic 
reviewers seldom live dangerously. Nor do they always know how 
it feels. This is real. The body of evidence compared to the bones 
or structure of scholarly argument. Some of it is delightfully in­
consequential: but so is quite a lot of family history. Some of it 
only lifts a corner of the curtain - for example, on Nicol Gray - 
although far enough for inference and to modify opinions, even if 
one is still looking for the full Monty. At the highest-level one 
wonders why no one mentions Arthur Young nor, for that matter 
Langworthy, Jenkin or Madoc. But this, again, reveals the histo­
rian’s predisposition to believe that change comes from the top 
rather than from the bottom.

For me and for anyone else who may still need convincing, 
the overwhelming importance of what happened at the bottom is 
hereinafter revealed. Yes, it was fortuitous that as soon as the 
Mandate in Palestine ended, the Emergency in Malaya began. But 
how kampong Malays and British police lieutenants bonded to 
produce the indispensable security for the rubber estates and just 
how much work went into creating a special constabulary from 
nothing is certainly something that has hardly been taken into ac­
count, at least by me.

One knows that for every soldier who was killed, two po­
licemen died. Not a lot of people, however, would know how 
fraught the situation was at the beginning and that police lieuten­
ants could be killed within days of arrival without firing a shot. 
And there are few who have known the eventual, awful and ter­
minal silence of ambush as well as the mayhem and fury when it 
begins. These are the unaffected and understated accounts of 
those who were at the sharp end. There is some very fine writing. 
If I were to mention one or two pieces, they would be those on 
'Q' operations: because the authors had more space for their nar-



rative; and because they had me dry-mouthed with fear and ex­
citement. Also, for the historian, the revelation that half of the 
remnants of an Armed Work Force - admittedly down to four in 
September 1956 - were women and that a woman State Com­
mittee Member in Negri Sembilan had another female comrade 
as her second in command.

Elsewhere there is humour, pathos, and a glorious piece of 
near libel on visitors from Westminster. There is the unaffected 
charm of the animal stories and snippets, a reminder not to 
bounce your Sten gun on the ground and so many changing pic­
tures, shapes and colours as to produce a genuine, old-fashioned 
kaleidoscope.

Presumably this is what Brian Stewart had in mind: but it is 
astonishing, nevertheless. At an age when he might reasonably 
have put on his carpet slippers, to have sought out and compiled 
these first-hand testimonies has given us a monument to the 
Malayan Police. Many of the experiences were shared. Each of 
these accounts is unique. I hope it is not too sentimental to see it 
as a remarkable family history; and I am honoured that Brian has 
asked me to write this foreword. May I, in turn, honour the 
achievements, the bravery, and the steadfastness of those who 
served, and especially those who died.

Anthony Short 
Crathie, Aberdeenshire



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I HAVE A great number of people to thank for help in moving 
‘Operation Sharp End' from plan to reality.

The Committee of the Royal Malaysia Police Former Officers’ 
Association (RMPFOA) without whose support and encouragement 
the project would never have got off the ground, particularly the inde­
fatigable Honorary Secretary, Paddy Giles, the Deputy Chairman, 
Gus Fletcher, and the Chairman, Simon Hutchinson.

Tun Mohammed Hanif Omar, former Inspector General of 
Police, Tan Sri Mohd Amin bin Osman, former Deputy Inspector 
General and their colleagues in Malaysia, and other old Malaysian 
friends such as Datuk Amar Leo Moggie and Datin Amar Eliza­
beth, and Michael Thompson. My thanks also go to Tan Sri 
Ghazali Shafie and Tan Sri Khir Johari for their encouragement 
in this project.
I thank them all; particularly for the warm and generous welcome 
they gave me when Michael and I visited Kuala Lumpur in 2001 
to seek their help and guidance.

I must express my deep gratitude to those former Royal Ma­
laysia Police Officers who have unhesitatingly given me permis­
sion to use material from their books. Dato’ Seri Yuan Yuet Leng, 
Dato’ Mohd Pilus Yusoh, Dato’ J.J. Raj (Jnr), Mr Leong Chee 
Woh, Mr Thambapillay and Mr Roy Follows.
It would be invidious and, indeed, impossible without devoting a 
chapter to the subject, to discuss the relative merits of the contri­
butions of each individual who helped in this project. Some 
wrote encouragement but did not submit material; some sent 
photographs and documents and many submitted texts, which 
varied in length from half a page to 120 pages. The Bible has it 
that, “Many are called, but few are chosen.” I hope those who 
were not chosen will accept my sincere thanks for their support 
and understand my problems.

I must also thank Professors Stockwell, Turnbull and 
O’Halpin, and Emeritus Professor Anthony Kirk-Green, and John 
Gullick for their encouragement, advice and help. There is one



other academic, Steve Hurst, to whom I owe a particular debt of 
gratitude as an expert on the Malayan archives and an artist.

And I have to thank Kevin Baverstock, with whom I collabo­
rated previously on a military book, for his excellent maps and 
‘visuals’.

Professor Anthony Short, whose magisterial work on the 
‘First Emergency’, has never been far from my desk during the 
last two years, has been especially understanding of the nature of 
this project and his encouragement, reflected in his Foreword, has 
been invaluable.

I set out below the names of others who have helped. I thank 
them very sincerely for their most generous support, which en­
sured that a task that might have turned into a chore remained a 
pleasure.

Ahmad bin Abdul Hamid Archibald, I.C.R.
Auld, R. Bailey, H.S.
Bailey, J.S. Bedingham, F.T.
Best-Shaw, Sir J.M.R. Brent, D.L.
Camm, J.W. Carter, J.A.L.
Catling, Sir, R.C. Chan, C.C.B.
Chin, Aloysuis Clough, P.J.
Cochrane-Dyet, A. Collin P.A.
Collins, B. Comber, L.F.
Crennell, TA. Davies, E.M.
Davis, J.L.H. Day, J.B.
Donnelly, R.S. Edington, J.A.S.
Engel, M. Fairey, P.G.
Farrar, Mrs H..MA. Frazier, C.J.
Gane, B.C. Glass B.A.
Goodsir, D.B. Greenhowe, H.
Grieve, J.H. Guest, K.M.S.
Henry, R. Hillier, W.J.
Howard, E.I. Hurst, S.B.
Hutchinson, S. Johnson, N.T.
Jones, M.G. Jones, Mrs E.J.
Langston-Jones, D. Macnab, J.C.
McElduff, C. Mohd.Kassim bin Abdul Aziz
Mooney, T.H. Murphy, R S.



Mushet, R. Nicol, C.A.A.
Philo, G.C.G. Pobgee, J.D.
Prince, A.P.G. Pringle, G.S.
Robertson, R.D.P. Rothwell, J.G.
Ruegg, R.A. . Russell, G.R.
Sishton, J.T.W. Smith, J.S.
Strathairn, H.W. Slimming, J.
Summers, K.G. Syratt, WJ.
Tagore, Datu Taylor, H.M.
Taylor, J.P. Todd, J.C.
Trevethick, R.L. Trueman, J.F.
Walford, Rev D.S. Waller, Mrs S.
Williams, C.A. Wombell, D.
Wright-Nooth, P.H.

Without these sympathetic supporters and advisers this book 
would not have been possible. The credit must go to them for the 
parts that are correct but I, as editor, am responsible for any 
shortcomings.

Last but by no means least, I must acknowledge the wonder­
ful support given to me by Heather Hooker who has, with her 
cheerful efficiency, turned my dog's breakfast drafts into text, 
and to my long suffering wife, Sally, who proof-read after tolerat­
ing the long gestation period.





CONTENTS

Foreword
Acknowledgements 
Maps and Photographs 
Glossary and Conventions 
Preface to Second Edition 
Preface 
Introduction

THE STORIES 

NO SURRENDER 1
Gallant Last Stand at Bukit Kepong 1
Statement by Ching Moit Chai aged 43 years 3
The Defence of Kea Farm 5
A George Medal for an SC 7

THE RECRUITS 9
To Malaya by Constellation 9

By Deckchair to Malaya 11
A Planter is Volunteered' to be A Police Officer 13
From Banker to Jungle Wallah 14
Dato Pilus Joins Up 15

IN AT THE DEEP END 17
New Boy in Kuala Lipis 17
A Cadet ASPs' First Patrol 18
Apprentice Patrol Leader CID 22
CT Heads and Other Matters 23
Memories of a ‘Shock Trooper' 25
From Court Clerk to Police Field Force 27
Midnight Sortie 28
From Detective to Commander 29
Out of the Frying Pan into the Fire 30



TRAINING 34
Bags of Bull 34
The Depot 36
Some Very Special Constables 37
A DIY Battle School 3 8

DEFENDING THE ESTATES 41
An Honorary Inspector Defends his Estate 41
Estate War Diary (August-December 1948) 44
Report of a Night Attack 46
Estate Life 49

AMBUSHED BY CTs 51
Ambushed by the MPAJA and the CTs 51
Saved by the Bell 53
Ambush of a Police Armoured Column 54
One Cadet ASP against 15 CTs 55
Ambushed Near Yong Peng 56
Postscript 62
A Lucky Police Lieutenant 63
Fatal Inexperience 65
Ambush at Chan Wing Estate 66
Ambush of an Elephant Column 70

TURNING THE TABLES 73
Revenge is Sweet 73
Epilogue to the Ambush 75
A Trap in Kampong Bersia 76
Night March and Dawn Attack 77
Bloody Nose for a CT Food Party 79
A Nasty Surprise for CTs Near Kota Tinggi 82
Major Assault Against a CT Camp 84
Nine Lives: Saving my Skin  86
Tiger Squads 87
A Teenage Female CT 88
With the Gurkhas in Thailand: Operation Knot 89
Deep Jungle: A Police Lieutenant Remembers 94



OPERATION GOOGLY
Epilogue on Boffinery

97
112

OPERATION JUNTO 114 

SMASHING THE CT IN JOHORE 121 

MR LEONG CHEE WOH REMEMBERS 133
Apprenticeship 133
Thai Hospitality 134
A London Visit 135
The Dangers of Arrogance 135
Jungle Company 136
Mutiny and Punishment 137

EXTRACTS FROM A GRIK DIARY 139 

COUNTER TERRORISM IS NO PICNIC 150
A Canine Threat 150
Offending the Sensibilities of Visiting MPs 151
A Most Considerate CEP 152
Persuading a CT Prisoner to Talk 152

THE TAMIL DIMENSION 168
A Secret George Medal for Inspector Tagore 168
The Execution of DCM Perumal 170
Great Calamity: Knock Twice 171

MYSTERIES 172
Hantus and Magic on Patrol 172
A Ghost in a Chinese Cemetery 173
Spiritual Comforts and Talismans 174
The Haunting of Tras Police Station 175

THE ABORIGINES 179
Commanding Fort Brooke 179

Aborigine Rafts 181
What Game are you Playing? 181
Fort Iskander on the Tasek Bera 183



John Slimming and the Orang Asli 184

THE POLICE LIEUTENANTS 188
Certificate of Urgency 188
Who were the Police Lieutenants? 189
From Hussar to P/Lt 190
The Situation in Perak 1948 192
Terang Bulan 195
Defending Estates in Sitiawan 197

MILITARY MATTERS 203
Special Air Service 203
Scots Guards 206
The Suffolks 208

CORONATION 210
With Medals and Spices the Heroes March in 210
Bonfire in Kedah 212
Celebration in Mantin 214

AWARDS 215
Police Lieutenant Charlton, GM 215
GMs for P/Lt Graver and Cpl Osman bin Adam 216

OLLA PODRIDA 217
Personal Assistant to Nicol Gray 217
From Waziristan to Jungle Warfare 218
Train Driving at Padang Besar 221
OCPD Triang 222
The Case of the One-Armed Tapper 225
Diplomacy in Pekan 226
Monsoon in Pahang 227
Kaleidoscope: 1951 -1958  227
Unrequited Love 229
Riots in Singapore 230
The Chinese Language School 231
Sealed Orders at Colombo 233
Selamat Jalan: Farewell 233
Escorting Banishees to China 233



A Shock Trooper's Progress 235
Only Joking! 236
No Swearing Please! 23 7
Hoodwinking the Bus Burners 23 8
A Noisy Tea Party 238
The Execution of Nine Ah Lims 239
Grenades and Informers 241
A Foolish Informer 242
Not Nairobi but Sungei Siput 245
A Churchillian Interest 246
Banished to Grik 247
Pride Comes Before a Fall 247
Avoiding a CT Trap 248
Cognac and Fire Engines 249
In came a Slim Brown Arm 250
The Perils of Over-Confidence 251
The Thunderers 251
A CT Reports on Operation Ginger 252
A Rash Advance on a CT Camp 253
Good Hunting on Kali Malaya Estate 254
Bob Graver: A Doughty Warrior 256

BYWAYS 257
Four Legs 257
Rosie: Queen of the Strippers 258
A Visitor in the Bed 259
Problems with matron 261
Ramona 263
Jammy Bastard 265
Visitors from Westminster 268
Postscript 272

JUNGLE TALES 273
A Hornet's Nest 273
A Tiger and a Human Salt Lick 273
Ensnared 274
Fire Ants 274



ANIMAL TALES 276
Baby Crocodiles 276
Elephants and Bears 277
Pythons and Wild Boars 277
Slow Loris and Other Animals 279
A Garden Owl 281
DIY War Dogs 282
Brush Contact With a Tiger 285
Sprayed by a Cobra 285
Unlucky Tracker Dog 285
Decoying Village Watchdogs 285

Q MATTERS 287
Working on Q Operations 287
With Q Squads in Perak 288
A Dodgy CEP 289

EPILOGUE 291

ANNEXES
FOUR POLICE COMMISSIONERS 294

Introduction 294
Langworthy 294
Gray 295
H.S. Bailey Wrote 296
Gus Fletcher Wrote 297
Comment by Editor 298
Young 299
Carbonnell 301
Conclusion 302

TWO SECRETARIES GENERAL: LOI TAK AND
CHIN PENG  303

Introduction 303
Loi Tak 304
Loi Tak (alias Wright) Agent Extraordinaire 304
The Life and Death of a Secret Agent 307
Chin Peng 308
Conclusion 311



Comment 312

FROM ACHILLES HEEL TO GOLD SKEIN 314
Introduction 314
Conclusion 320

GOVERNOR GENERAL'S CONFERENCE
- 26th June 1947 322

DIRECTOR MSS MEMORIALISES THE COMMISSIONER 
GENERAL'S OFFICE
- 13th June 1948 326

The MSS Political Intelligence Journal 330

A STATISTICAL PICTURE OF THE EMERGENCY
A Statistical Picture of The Emergency 337
The Balance of Forces 337
Security Forces and Civilian Casualties 339
CT Casualties 340 
The Rise and Fall of the Malayan Communist Party:
1830 to 1989 342

CHRONOLOGY 349

THE POLICE STRUCTURE 353
The Hierarchy 353

BIBLIOGRAPHY 355

MALAY IDIOMS 357

INDEX 363



Maps and Photographs
(Pages 154-167)

MAPS
Physical Map of The Malay Peninsula 154
Physical/Communications Map of The Malay Peninsula 155
The Location of CT Units in the 'First' Emergency 156
The CT Attack on Bukit Kepong 157

PHOTOGRAPHS
General Templer inspects. 158
A Police Lieutenant and his fighting patrol. 158 
Dato Pilus receives a Queen's Police Medal from

Sir David Macgillivray. 159 
A Chinese Detective receives an award. Both he and Sir Henry

Gurney were assassinated soon after. 159
An interesting radio message. 160
Malay, Chinese, Sikh, Pathan, Tamil planning an operation 160
Alarm! ambush! 161
To the rescue! 161
A 14-day river patrol. 162
On the way to relieve a jungle fort. 162
Relaxing on a river picnic. 163
A river recce patrol. 163
An Orang Asli hut. 164
The weapons and armourer's took captured in a CT camp. 164 
Training on the Bren gun.
On the range at the depot. A Malay constable fires a Bren gun 165
Ten SEPs: poachers into enthusiastic gamekeepers. 165 
Two ASP and their redoubtable Malay CT killers

ready for a wedding 166
A Scottish ASP pipes for an Eightsome Reel in his heal club. 166
An ASP and his tiger cub. 167
The enemy, a photograph found in a CT's haversack. 167



GLOSSARY AND CONVENTIONS

ADO
Alliance Party

Anjing
AO

ADSBO
Anai-Anai
AOCPD
AP
APC
AS
ASAL

ASP

Attap

AWF

Babi
Bandits

Bangsa
Basha

BCM

Assistant District Officer.
An alliance of the principal Malay, Chinese and 
Indian parties.
Dog.
Administrative Officer. The title given to Dis­
trict Officers in the Malay States.
Assistant District Special Branch Officer.
White Ant.
Assistant Officer Commanding Police District.
Auxiliary Policeman.
Armoured Personnel Carrier (see GMC).
Assistant Superintendent.
The organisation developed by the MCP to 
control the Orang Asli.
Assistant Superintendent of Police, the rank at­
tained by a Cadet ASP after he had passed his 
language and law exam and completed his 
probation.
A form of thatching used to make roofs and 
walls of buildings.
Armed Work Force (MCP term for cells of 
armed terrorists working on the jungle fringes 
under CTO direction).

Pig.
A term in vogue at the beginning of the Emer­
gency but abandoned in favour of CT as being 
dangerously reminiscent of the propaganda by the 
Nationalist Chinese, who were being severely 
trounced by the Communist ‘bandits’ in China.
Race.
A flimsy temporary shelter made from jungle 
plants.
Branch Committee Member (of the MCP).



Belukar 

Bluff Road 

BMA 

Bn
Bomoh 
BOR 
Bren Gun

British Adviser 
British Sergeant 
Bruang 
Bukit
Central Committee
CCM
CCP
CEP
Chandu
Cheongsam

CID
CO
Commissioner of Police

CPM
CPO

CT
DCM

A nasty high scrub growing in secondary jun­
gle; a formidable obstacle.
Shorthand for Police Headquarters that is sited 
on a bluff overlooking KL.
British Military Administration which took over 
the administration after the Japanese surrender.

Battalion.
Witch Doctor.
British Other Rank; i.e. a British soldier.
The highly regarded light machine gun used by 
the British Army throughout WWII and after. 
The CTs loved it.
The senior MCS officer in a Malay State.
The predecessors of the Police Lieutenants. 

Bear.
Hill.
Highest authority in the MCP.
Central Committee Member of MCP.
Chinese Communist Party.
Captured Enemy Personnel.
Opium.
The slinky, sheath-like, high-collared long 
gown worn by Chinese women of all ages. The 
design, a mix of Chinese and French chic, 
could be stunningly attractive on the right fig­
ure, and also highly seductive since it was slit 
up the side to a height chosen according to 
taste by the wearer.
Criminal Investigation Department.
Commanding Officer.
The officer in charge of the Federation Police 
Force.

Colonial Police Medal for gallantry.
The senior police officer in a State or Settle­
ment.

Detective Constable.
District Committee Member of the MCP.



DLB Dead Letter Box; i.e. prearranged hiding place 
in which to conceal a secret message for later 
collection.

DLI
DO

Durian

DPP

Dresser

DSB
DSBO
DSP
DWEC

DZ

EIS

FFJS
FJC

Ferret Force

Force 136 

Gajah

Durham Light Infantry
District Officer. The officer charged with over­
all authority for a District.
A large fruit much beloved in South East Asia, 
but the taste is, to put it mildly, strange and 
not easily acquired by visitors. Its ‘fragrance’ is 
so penetrating and long-lasting that many carri­
ers refuse to allow it on board!
Deputy Public Prosecutor (the senior govern­
ment lawyer in each State or Settlement).
A combination of male nurse and dispenser of 
medicines.
Director Special Branch.
District Special Branch Officer.
Deputy Superintendent of Police.
District War Executive Committee chaired by 
the DO and attended by Military Police and ci­
vilian representatives, charged with coordinat­
ing and prosecuting the counter-terrorist 
campaign at District level.
Dropping Zone, the place designated for drop­
ping supplies from the air.
Emergency Information Service. The service set 
up in parallel with the Information Service to 
handle Psywar in support of the hearts and 
minds programmes and counter-terrorism.
Field Force Jungle Squad.
Federal Jungle Company; the forerunner of the 
PFF.
An improvised counter-insurgency force cre­
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Ketua Kampong Headman of the Kampong. (Malay).
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Lumpur, the capital of Malaysia.
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Mata Mata 
Mata Mata Gelap

MCA

MCP

Kuomintang (Nationalist People’s Party) - the 
governing party of China until 1949.
Confrontation (the Indonesian attack on the 
newly created State of Malaysia in the 1960s).
A Chinese term for a group or association and, 
by extension, a building or complex housing a 
group of Chinese workers.
Sentry Posts.
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Literally ‘spirit’ or ‘devil’ (Chinese). Used by 
the less educated Chinese to refer to all non- 
Chinese. Hence, for example, Hung Mo Kwai 
(red-haired devil) was a common slang Can­
tonese name for any European. Many Chinese 
have claimed in our PC times that the term 
should not be taken at its face value, but rather 
as a light-hearted term. Not all foreigners are 
persuaded.
A clearing made in the jungle in order to grow 
food. (Malay).
A type of tall stiff grass with sharp edges, 
which made a formidable obstacle. (Malay).
Red clay that hardens after exposure to air: fre­
quently used as rural road surface.
The sticky white substance tapped from the 
bark of a rubber tree to make rubber sheets.
The reliable and effective .303 calibre rifle used 
by the British Army for many years.
Landing Zone; a landing strip specially pre­
pared for operational purposes.
Slang Malay term for policeman; literally ‘eyes’. 
The slang Malay term for a detective; literally 
‘secret eyes’.
Malayan Chinese Association. The Chinese 
Party formed during the Emergency. Led by 
Tan Cheng Lock (later Sir Cheng Lock Tan).
Malayan Communist Party (later Communist, 
Party Malaya).
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Mentri Besar 
Merdeka
Min Yuen

MIO
MO
MPAJA

MRLA

MSS

MU
New Village

NRIC
OC
OCPD
OCS
OCTU
Orang
OSPC

P&T

Malayan Civil Service; the officers, like the ga­
zetted police officers, were traditionally re­
cruited by the British Colonial Office.
The Chief Minister in a Malay State.
The Malay term for Independence.
A Chinese term for the ‘masses’ organisation 
outside the jungle, which supplied logistic and 
intelligence support for the armed terrorists.
Military Intelligence Officer.
Medical Officer.
Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army; i.e. the 
Communist- dominated guerrilla force, which 
collaborated with Force 136.
Malayan Races Liberation Army, the name 
given by the MCP to their gangs of armed ter­
rorists.
Malayan Security Service; the service responsi­
ble for monitoring security threats in Malaya 
and Singapore.
Malayan Union.
A village constructed to house rural people, 
usually Chinese, who had been moved from 
the jungle fringes for their security and in order 
to disrupt the CTs supply system. They were 
provided with a perimeter fence, police and 
HGs, schools, water supplies, and health care, 
and with material to build houses.
Identity Card.
Officer Commanding.
Officer Commanding Police District.
Officer Commanding (Police) Station.
Officer Cadet Training Unit (British Army).
Person or people. (Malay).
Officer Superintending Police Circle. (A Circle 
consisted of several Police Districts).
Post and Telegraph, i.e. the department re­
sponsible for running the Post Office and the 
telegraph service.



Padi
Padang

Panji

Parang

PC
Penghulu
P/Lt

PFF

PKI
Prahu
Propaganda

Psywar

PWD

Q Squads

Raja
Rakits
Resettlement

Rotan
R&R

Rice in the field; (Malay).
A flat open ground in the centre of village or 
town. (Malay).
Sharpened bamboo stake, which used as a 
mantrap can cause painful wounds or, if 
smeared with poison, death. (Malay).
A heavy, short-bladed sword used for clearing 
jungle but, like a machete or panga, at times a 
fearsome slashing weapon. (Malay).
Police Constable.
Malay headman of a rural area.
Police Lieutenant. The rank given to the Euro­
pean reinforcements who were hurriedly re­
cruited in 1948.
Police Field Force; the paramilitary force organ­
ised to fight the CT in the jungle.
Party Communist Indonesia.
Boat (Malay).
Generic term for attempts to influence people 
by words; originally used in relation to a com­
mittee of Roman Catholic Cardinals overseeing 
missionary work.
Psychological Warfare; a more sophisticated 
form of propaganda, which the practitioners in­
tended to be more effective than the lies of the 
MC propaganda machine.
Public Works Department. The department re­
sponsible for all public building.
Police squads consisting of government officers, 
SEPs and CEPS, masquerading as CTs.
The Malay Ruler of Perlis State.
Bamboo raft. (Malay).
The process of moving squatters and others 
from the jungle fringes to New Villages.
Cane.
Rest and Recreation. Originally a term coined 
by the military to cover a period of local leave, 
if possible amongst the fleshpots.



RMPFOA 

Rubber Tapper

RV
SAC
Sakai

Sampan
Sangar

Sarong

SAS
SB
SCA

SC

SCM

Semut Api 
Senoi

SEP

Sitrep
SOE

Songkok

SF

Royal Malaysia Police Former Officers’ Asso­
ciation.
The worker who wields a tapper’s knife to cre­
ate a channel in the bark from which the latex 
oozes and drips into a small cup.
Rendezvous; a prearranged meeting place.
Senior Assistant Commissioner.
A generic, rather derogatory, term for the abo­
rigines in general.
Small boat. (Chinese).
A breastwork built of stone to provide protec­
tion against bullets.
Traditional cloth sheath worn by men and 
women. (Malay).
Special Air Service.
Special Branch (Police).
Secretary for Chinese Affairs. A Chinese­
speaking MCS officer working at Federal or 
State Settlement level on ‘Chinese Affairs’.
Special Constable. Police recruited specially on 
short contracts to provide security in the rural 
areas. Most were Malays.
State Committee Member; (subordinate to 
Central Committee of the MCP).
Fire Ants. (Malay).
One of the aborigine groups. A highly success­
ful force recruited from Senois and trained by 
the SAS for jungle work against the CTs.
Surrendered Enemy Personnel. A CT who sur­
rendered.
Situation Report.

Special Operations Executive: organisation 
tasked with guerrilla warfare against occupying 
forces.

Malay cap shaped like a cross between a Glen­
garry and a ‘pillbox’.
Security Forces (police and military).



Special Operations Volunteer Force. (Consist­
ing of SEPs operating under police command).
Slang term for a Private in the British Army.
A crude but useful submachine gun widely 
used in WWII.
A party of men placed behind the objective to 
prevent the enemy escaping.
The ruler of a Malay State.
River (Malay).
Difficult (Malay).
State War Executive Committee.
A word imported from India which originally 
meant a groom and, later, a driver.
The South Indian race which supplied most of 
the labour force for the early Malayan rubber 
estates.
Malay Prince.
One of the aboriginal tribal groups.
Court Chamberlain.
A lorry bearing a loudspeaker system for broad­
casting messages to the CTs.
Tiger Squads. (Police fighting patrols).
The worked out residue of a tin mine.
Chinese shopkeepers and businessmen.
A polite form of address used in Malay. The 
term has become tarnished. It does not have to 
be translated as ‘master’; it is the equivalent of 
‘Sir’, the derivation is from the Spanish ‘Don’.
Malay slang for expatriate officers.
Backwoods - Up Country - Up River.
United Malay National Organisation, the prin­
cipal Malay Party led by Tengku Abdul Rah­
man.

WD War Department (British).
World (Happy or Great) The name given to Amusement Parks contain­

ing food stalls, restaurants, theatres, cinemas, 
dance halls etc. Post-war every large town had

SOVF

Squaddie 
Sten Gun

Stop

Sultan
Sungei
Susah
SWEC
Syce

Tamil

Tengku
Temiar
Tengku Bendahara 
Thunderer

TS
Tin Tailing
Towkays
Tuan

Tuan Mat Salleh 
Ulu
UMNO



one or more ‘Worlds’ where families could 
stroll, eat, drink or otherwise amuse themselves 
and men could enjoy the dance halls.

WOSB War Office Selection Board (British).

WRAC Women’s Royal Army Corps.

I have not attempted to standardise the Romanised version of 
Malay and Chinese words and names which appear from time to 
time in the stories.

There have, of course, been changes in orthography over the 
half-century since the Emergency, but in the case of Malaya the 
changes have not been extreme, like Burma for instance becom­
ing Myanmar; it does not need a cryptographer to work out that 
Terengannu and Trengannu are the same place.

The Romanisation of Chinese names presents plenty of scope 
for confusion since the official Romanisation (Pin Yin) deals only 
with the standard national language, and does not cover the so- 
called dialects of the south which are the mother tongues of most 
Malayan Chinese. For example, Mr Wu, a northern Chinese, 
would find his name being pronounced Goh in Fujian Province or 
Ng in Guangdong.

The Malay convention for personal names follows the Arabic 
custom. The given name is followed by ‘bin’ (son of) or ‘binti' 
(daughter of) and then the father’s name. Thus Onn bin Jaffar is 
Onn the son of Jaffar.

For Chinese the traditional system is to put the family name 
first. Thus Tan Cheng Lock is Cheng Lock child of Mr Tan. 
Sometimes Chinese adopt western custom when Romanising 
their names: Sir Cheng Lock Tan, for example, but this is rare.



PREFACE TO SECOND EDITION

THE FIRST EDITION, which was published in 2003, was above all a 
collection of the memories of police officers who had contrib­
uted. However, although those stories continue to be the main 
purpose of the book I have added further material; on the four 
very different men who commanded the police from 1948 to 
1958, on the intelligence situation, on Chin Peng’s book My Side 
of History and on Loi Tak and Chin Peng the two Secretary Gen­
erals of the MCP.

These pieces, except in the Chin Peng case, draw mainly 
upon material in the PRO and the Bodleian Library.

One might, of course, cast the net wider, with, for example, a 
note on the four High Commissioners. They were all very differ­
ent men, beloved by some and execrated by others. Gent, the 
Colonial Office Mandarin despatched to Malaya to implement 
the new disastrous Union constitution, castigated by the old Ma­
laya clique for being too soft, and killed in an air accident on his 
way to the UK. Gurney, ex-Chief Secretary in Palestine who, like 
Gent, died at the hands of terrorists before the verdict of history 
could be pronounced. General Templer, Tiger’ of Malaya, 
greatly loved by those who wanted action but not by those who 
wanted a quiet life, and lastly Macgillvray, a man with consum­
mate skills as an administrator and a diplomat.

But since this book does not pretend to be a history of the 
Emergency (that task has already been well attended to by Pro­
fessor Short). I shall not broaden the canvas further.





PREFACE

MANY BOOKS HAVE been written about the war which erupted in 
Malaya in 1948 and was known, for legal reasons, as an ‘Emer­
gency’. There have been histories by Professors Short and Stock- 
well, accounts by authors and journalists, academics, soldiers and 
by former police officers, such as Dato’ Mohd Pilus Yusoh, Dato’ 
J.J. Raj (Jnr), Dato’ Seri Yuan Yuet Leng, Mr Leong Chee Woh, 
Mr R Thambapillay, Roy Follows, Leon Comber and the late 
John Slimming. But none of these authors took as a central theme 
the role and performance of the police in that bitterly fought war, 
nor did they deliberately attempt, as this book does, to record the 
voices of the junior police officers who fought in what General 
Templer was quick to recognise as a ‘Subalterns’ war.

Thomas Grey, the 18th Century poet, said, “Any fool can 
write a valuable book if he will only tell us what he heard and 
saw with veracity.” I have tried to follow Grey’s precepts.

The book is not only intended to record the voices of the 
subalterns and, where possible, of their men, but also to pay trib­
ute to the many policemen who sacrificed their lives in the fight 
for freedom, and to all the gallant men who fought alongside 
them during the campaign. In 1952, the worst year for police 
casualties, 350 police, of all ranks, races and branches lost their 
lives in action. We salute their memory.

When I suggested this book, I captioned my proposal Opera­
tion Sharp End, a phrase chosen to emphasise that my central ob­
jective was to record memories of junior officers who bore the 
brunt of the fight on the ground. Of course, some of those junior 
officers who survived and continued their police careers in Ma­
laysia, finished up as distinguished senior officers, but it is their 
memories as juniors, not their later reflections, which appear in 
this book.

In the course of preparation I received a lot of material, 
which was not all about battles, ambushes, patrols and opera- 
tions, and tales of derring-do in the face of the enemy. The book,



therefore, has stories of events ‘behind the lines’ and ‘off duty’, 
even of ghosts and magic.

Although most of the text was specially written for Opera­
tion Sharp End some of it consists of extracts taken, with the 
permission of the authors, from articles and books, which have al­
ready been published.

I hope that the book may occasionally cast some new light on 
the complicated events of those far off days, but that is certainly 
not its central purpose. The army and the police both performed 
magnificently, fighting side-by-side in many cases. But whereas 
some of the voices of the soldiers who participated in the fight 
have been recorded in regimental histories, there has been no 
equivalent literature recording the police voices, and so this book 
was born of a wish to ensure that police voices could also be 
‘heard’.

Although I never had the honour of serving in the Royal Ma­
laysia Police Force, I did spend the best part of twenty years 
working with them as a Malayan Civil Service officer, a diplomat 
and, finally, for four years as Director of the Rubber Growers As­
sociation, where I was in charge of 2,500 auxiliary policemen 
(APs) guarding the estates. I have, as a result, a lot of friends in 
the police force, and a very high regard for their service.

When, after fifty years or so, I returned to Scotland and was 
invited to join the RMPFOA it occurred to me that there was 
probably sufficient material available to form the basis for a book 
of reminiscences and anecdotes by people who had served during 
the Emergency. The Association agreed.

Of course, we have started Operation Sharp End very late, 
but better late than never; we owe it to the families and descen­
dants of all those who served in the Emergency to ensure that the 
overviews should be complemented by more individual memories 
and anecdotes.

There is seldom a mention of the voices in the field in the 
books written by senior officers, whose books therefore give little 
flavour of the realities of action. A typical military example might 
be, “The advance ran into heavy resistance and it took several 
hours to drive the enemy out of their positions.” But this passage 
does not tell us that the subaltern commanding the leading pla- 
toon and the platoon sergeant were both killed in the battle, that



the platoon suffered fifty percent casualties from well-sited ma- 
chineguns, or how a corporal rallied the survivors and mounted a 
second attack, skilfully using mortar smoke to conceal his move­
ments and, finally, led a bayonet charge to dislodge the enemy. 
Nor does such a history tell us that the corporal won a Military 
Medal. And we know nothing of the thoughts of the men en­
gaged in the battle; and how they overcame fear of death and 
wounds. In short, the two-line summary tells us nothing about 
the human dimension.

There are few precedents for the sort of book we are 
attempting here. In the 1960s a British farmer, visiting the war 
graves of Flanders, was so moved by the thought of the carnage at 
the Battle of the Somme that he pulled together the memories of 
survivors of all ranks. I found a moving quotation from this book: 
The Tyneside Scottish were advancing across the moonscape of 
No Man’s Land toward the German trenches, where, despite the 
heaviest bombardment of all time, the Germans were still in 
fighting trim, and the bullets from their machine-guns were 
mowing down the advancing infantry. In one company only a 
subaltern, a platoon sergeant and a private reached the objective. 
The private recalled, ''We had started out as a Company of over a 
hundred men, but now there were only three of us; the lieuten­
ant looked round and said; “God! God! Where are the rest of the 
Company?”

There are many obvious objections to this type of history; 
memories are selective, and fade and play tricks. The contributors 
are self-selecting: many people who have a story to tell will not 
tell it. During my efforts to collect stories from the survivors of a 
battle in 1944, I once asked a Jock (Scottish soldier) to tell me 
what he remembered of a twelve-hour battle when his platoon 
was constantly on the move, carrying ammunition and wounded 
to and from the front line. All I could drag out of him was, “Och! 
I suppose it was pretty rough.” But although it is sometimes like 
drawing teeth trying to extract memories, I believe the effort is 
worthwhile, and I hope that the collection that follows will find 
merit with readers who want to know what sort of men were 
leading the police at the Sharp End during the Emergency, and 
what they thought about.



In August 2001, having received a large number of manu­
scripts as a result of our original appeal for anecdotes, and 
scoured the libraries for relevant material, I visited Malaysia to 
seek further material from Malayans. I knew the visit would be 
fun since the Malaysians are probably the most friendly and wel­
coming people in the world. But I did not anticipate the astonish­
ing kindness, helpfulness, and encouragement with which I and 
Michael Thompson, who kindly accompanied me, were received.

My hosts, Datuk and Datin Moggie, gave us the run of their 
comfortable home, and the use of a car and driver. Former In­
spector of Police (IGP), Tun Hanif, invited a vast gathering of 
former friends and colleagues, ex-ministers, retired generals, and 
highly decorated police officers, to launch our 'Seminar', and 
provided us with an office where we could conduct our discus­
sions.

The younger generations in Britain have been brainwashed 
into believing that our colonial history was shameful, and White­
hall always tended to assume that we would be persona non grata 
if we ever showed our faces in our former territories. It is a pity 
that none of them have experienced the reality: not just polite­
ness, but full-blooded cooperation, warm friendship and respect.

Whatever else the Seminar accomplished, it gave me confi­
dence that my Malaysian friends approved of Operation Sharp 
End.

Readers coming to this book at the beginning of the 21st 
Century may find our fear of the Communist Revolution bizarre. 
But in 1948 the threat seemed real enough. We had, at crippling 
cost, just won a war against Hitler to stop him dominating the 
world, and now the Soviet Union was sprawling over Eastern 
Europe and half of Germany, and boasting that Communism 
would bury capitalism. It is easy now to see that the giant had 
feet of clay, but at the time the size of the bear, his victories over 
Hitler’s best troops, and his belligerence, could not easily be ig­
nored. Meanwhile in Asia, Mao Tsetung was thrashing the Chi­
nese Nationalists, the French in Vietnam were finding it 
increasingly hard to contain the Vietcong, and Sukarno, having 
forced the Dutch out of the Netherlands East Indies, had allied 
himself with Communist China. You did not have to be a profes-



sional cold war warrior to conclude that Communism posed a se­
rious threat.

At a time when all round the world terrorism continues to 
defy civilised societies, it will be noted that in Malaya we de­
feated a strong terrorist force relying more on intelligence than on 
weaponry, and on brains as much as on courage.

I hope that readers will share some of the pleasure that I have 
derived from this exercise. It is an exercise in nostalgia for all of 
us who were involved but also, I hope, a contribution to an un­
derstanding of the young men who were plunged in at the deep 
end, often with minimum, or even no training, and achieved near 
miracles in the face of a determined, jungle-trained and experi­
enced enemy.

I salute them. They did wonders!





INTRODUCTION

THE MALAYA of 1948, which was about to be plunged into a 
bloody war, was a peninsula slightly smaller in area than England 
and Wales. It had a population of nearly 6 million of whom about 
3 million were Malays, overwhelmingly traditional and monar­
chists who respected their rulers, the Sultans. They were also de­
vout Muslims. The Chinese community of about 2.25 million 
were mostly recent immigrants and, for the most part, atheists: 
apolitical and conscious perhaps of their good fortune in having 
settled in Malaya and left their tormented motherland behind. If 
they were in some respects second-class citizens, this had cer­
tainly not prevented their prospering in their new home. The In­
dians, a much smaller minority, were also for the most part 
contented with their lot, which was certainly better for most of 
them than it was for the relatives and friends they had left behind 
in India. Some, however, had been infected with anti-British sen­
timents during the Japanese occupation.

Malaya was a plural, not an integrated, society. No one pre­
tended that all the races were the same, but the bangsa, for the 
most part, tolerated each other’s different cultures and beliefs. 
Inevitably there was some resentment at the growing economic 
power of the immigrants, who now represented half the popula­
tion, but tolerance, not pogrom, was the norm in Malayan soci­
ety.

The Malay Peninsula stretches for about 550 miles: from 
Thailand in the north to Singapore in the south. It is lapped on 
the east by the South China Sea and on the west by the Straits of 
Malacca. Mountains running down the centre divide the east with 
its stretches of golden beaches and agricultural and fishing econ­
omy from the west with its tin mines and plantations. In 1948 
there were main roads running from north to south on both sides 
of the peninsula, the main railway line ran from Thailand to Sin­
gapore, through KL, the Federal capital.

A Department of Information leaflet of the time described 
Malaya as follows:



The backbone of mountains, the highest over 7000 ft, is 
covered in primary and secondary evergreen jungle. One 
fifth of the country consists of rubber estates, tin mines, 
rice fields, towns and villages: four fifths is trackless for­
est and undergrowth so dense that a man is invisible at 
twenty-five yards. The average noon temperature is 90° 
and there is torrential rain almost every day.

The primary jungle can be spectacularly beautiful with tree 
trunks hundreds of feet high, standing like the pillars of some 
great cathedral, its roof a green canopy of leaves and ferns. The 
secondary jungle however is quite another matter. Scrubby belu- 
kar, a tangle of bushes, saplings, thorny plants, tough creepers 
and sturdy bamboo, combine to create a nearly impenetrable bar­
rier requiring heavy work with a parang (short bladed sword) to 
force a path. Torrential rains and the accompanying humidity rot 
equipment and uniform, which then rubs the skin off in the ten- 
derest parts of the body. Leeches search assiduously for an open­
ing in boots or clothes that allow them to get at the victim’s 
blood, while mosquitoes, ants and midges seek his flesh. It was 
this trackless forest that made up eighty per cent of the country 
and was the scene of most operations.

Constitutionally Malaya had, since the 19th Century, been a 
loose association of Malay States, ruled by Malay monarchs but 
accepting protection and advice from Britain, linked through the 
British connection to the three Straits Settlements: Malacca, 
Penang and Singapore.

The normal tranquillity of the political scene had been dis­
turbed after the war by a misguided Colonial Office attempt to 
replace the loose pre-war association of Federated and Unfeder­
ated States with a centralised system under a new constitution, 
The Malayan Union (MU) was designed not only to centralise 
and tidy up but also to improve the constitutional position of the 
immigrants. Although the Rulers reluctantly agreed to accept the 
new constitution, it was not long before the Malays began to pro­
test publicly. London retreated and by early 1948 a new Federal 
constitution, which took fuller account of Malay sensitivities, had  
been agreed. Perhaps someone had taken heed of the Malay 
proverb, Sisat di ujong jalan, balek ka pangkal jalan: ‘If you lose



your way, go back to the beginning of the road’. Malaya reverted 
to its normal decorous mode in which political discussion tended 
not to take place in riotous assembly. The immigrant interest in 
legal rights was much weaker at grass roots level than Britain’s 
metropolitan reformers had imagined. This was hardly surprising 
since they had emigrated to Malaya for economic, not for politi­
cal, reasons.

Communist ideas had been circulating in Malaya since the 
1920s. In 1939, adopting the Moscow line, the Malayan Com­
munist Party (MCP) had opposed the war against Germany and 
fomented strikes to damage the war effort. The Party line was, of 
course, changed when Hitler invaded the Soviet Union and the 
Malayan Communists joined the British in a temporary alliance 
against the Japanese invaders.

After the Japanese surrender the MCP claimed that it had 
been responsible for the surrender of the Japanese, a claim that 
many believed. The MCP then returned to its subversive ways, 
flexing its muscles through domination of organisations such as 
the Trade Unions, the China Democratic Youth League, Chinese 
schools and the Chinese press, all of which formed part of what 
they called a United Front. But their subversive activities were 
not limited to propaganda and industrial action: their henchmen 
were using torture and murder.

Although there was a small Malay element in the MCP, and 
also a small Indian element, the MCP was in essence a Chinese 
party drawing the vast majority of its members from Chinese 
immigrant families of relatively recent arrival, and educated, if at 
all, in Chinese language schools. Such people had minimal inter­
est in integration into their host society, unlike the long resident 
Chinese, such as the Straits Chinese, who had learnt Malay and 
English, and saw themselves as Malayans.

The MCP had been encouraged to revive their wartime 
dreams of taking over Malaya by the triumph of the Soviet Union 
in Europe and, even more, by the dramatic victories of Mao 
Tsetung in China where, despite massive US aid to President 
Chiang Kaishek and his party, the Communists were winning.

In early 1948 the Central Committee of the MCP directed 
that plans should be made to launch a countrywide armed insur- 
rection. At this time, although the country had not fully recov-



Smashing Terrorism in the Malayan Emergency: The Vital Contribution 
of the Police depicts the vivid memories of Malayan Police officers 
who, as young subalterns, played a major part in defeating the 
terrorist campaign launched by the Malayan Communist Party 
(MCP). It is a memorial to the Police of all ranks and many bangsa, 
who risked—and sometimes gave-their lives for freedom.

It includes comments on Chin Peng’s My Side of History (2003) 
and the performance of the Malayan Government of those days, 
quoting extensively from official archives.

Professor Anthony Short, the doyen of British historians who 
have written on the Malayan Emergency (1948-1960), said in his 
foreword to the first edition (2003), academic reviewers seldom 
live dangerously. Nor do they always know how it feels. This is 
real.”

If people still think a policeman’s lot is not a happy one, they would find in this 
book the reasons why that need not be true. When the cause is sound and the 
goals set are doable, when morale is high and there is trust and confidence in 
leadership, a police force would happily cany out what it was trained to do. In 
an era of terrorism, such a force would be invaluable. Brian Stewart’s book 
tells us why that can be so.

Wang Gungwu, historian, 
Former Vice-Chancellor, 

The University of Hongkong


