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Grenadier Guards 
The ending of the 2nd World War, 

 in South East Asia 
 

Malayan Emergency 

 

The Malayan Emergency was a guerrilla war fought in the Federation of Malaya, between 1948 and 1960.  
 

Following the killing of three plantation managers by three Chinese men during attacks on rubber plantations, the colonial government in June 

1948 declared a state of emergency in British Malaya. The conflict was called an "Emergency" by the British for insurance purposes, as 

London-based insurers would not have paid out in instances of civil war. 
 

The conflict was an ideological battle between the Commonwealth forces of the United Kingdom, the Federation of Malaya, Australia, New 

Zealand, Rhodesia & Nyasaland, Thailand and Fiji, against the pro-independent forces of the Malayan National Liberation Army or MNLA 

which was the military arm of the Malayan Communist Party. 
 

The war was an attempt to gain independence for Malaya and establish a socialist economy and although it was referred to as "The Emergency" 

by colonial forces, the MNLA called it the "Anti-British National Liberation War".  
 

When the Japanese began occupying Malaya in December 1941 it created severe economic tensions, as export and trade level’s reduced to that 

of Japan’s needs alone. This led to rubber plantations being abandoned with many Iron and Tin mines being forced to close due to shortages of 

machinery, and parts to keep them working. As a consequence, imports of rice which formed the staple diet shrank and the population was 

reduced to subsistence living. Despite the food shortages a larger number of Malay’s believed that the British would return and 'liberate' the 

country, and did not attempt to learn the basic farming skills needed for survival. 
 

The Japanese withdrawal from Malaya at the end of World War II left the Malayan economy severely disrupted, and in a poor state of affairs. 

The principle problems were the high-level of unemployment and low wages of those employed, and a well above average level of inflation. 
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The situation gave the Malayan Communist Party under the leadership of Chin Peng the ability to use the failing 

economy as it’s principle propaganda tool, against the British. 
 

Chin Peng rose to prominence when Chinese Malayan’s fought a guerrilla war against the Japanese, and in doing 

so aided the Commonwealth forces. These fighters became known as the Malayan People's Anti-Japanese 

Army (MPAJA), and in the years prior to the Japanese invasion they had been trained and funded by the British.  
 

Chin Peng through his military exploits became the liaison officer between the MPAJA, and the British military 

forces in South-East Asia. He was awarded with military medals and an OBE by the British, all of which were 

subsequently withdrawn by the British government. 
 

As a result of the British apparent failings to address the economic issues there was considerable labour unrest, with a number of strikes 

between 1946-48. The Malayan Communist Party were known to have organised a number of these strikes, most notable of which was a 24hr 

general strike. 
 

The revenue from Malaya's rubber and tin industries formed a vital part of Britain's own post-war recovery, and the British administration was 

attempting to re-organise Malaya's economy. As a consequence of these tension’s protesters were dealt with harshly with arrests and 

deportations, in return protesters became increasingly militant with over 300 strikes during 1947 most of which organised the Communist’s 
 

The Malayan communists under the leadership of Chin Peng retreated into rural areas from which they began their war for Malayan 

independence, by disrupting and targeting colonial industrial interests. These targets were mainly tin mines and rubber plantations, and in doing 

so they hoped it would make British occupation too costly to maintain.  
 

The guerrilla tactics used by the communists quickly forced the British to realised that the traditional 

tactics of battle groups, and sheer fire power would not work. As a result, they developed new 

methods of platoon size patrols using gathered intelligence to attack specific targets and to lay ambush 

which were far more effective against this new kind of enemy.  

The experience gained during the Malayan Emergency would go on to form the basis all future anti-

insurgency operations using the principles of ‘Search & Destroy’, and now often used term of winning 

the "Hearts and Minds" on the non-combatant civilians. 
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In April 1950, the British Army director of operations General Sir Harold Briggs was appointed to Malaya, he developed and implemented what 

became known as the ‘Briggs’ plan. The central thrust of his plan was to isolate the insurgents, from their supporters among the population.  

He also recognised the inhospitable nature of jungle fighting, and a major element of his plan was to target the food supply to the MNLA. The 

MNLA food came from three main sources: areas within the jungle which had been cleared to grow food, jungle dwellers who could gather 

food from within the jungle, and MNLA supporters living on the fringes of the jungle  
 

The Briggs plan also created approximately 400 internment camps, referred to as “New Villages”, used to imprison nearly 400 thousand 

civilians who were mostly Chinese, in an attempt to segregate the MNLA guerrillas from the civilian population. The British then implemented 

a food denial campaign by enforcing food rationing on civilians, killing their livestock and using chemical defoliants to destroy rural farmland 

in an effort to reduce food sources aiding the guerrillas.  
 

On 6th October 1951 the MNLA ambushed and killed the British High Commissioner, Sir Henry Gurney.  

The incident was considered a major factor in the MNLA campaign losing the support of the Malayan 

population, due to fears that the average man was now no longer safe if the High Commissioner could be 

murdered in this way. 

Sir Henry Gurney’s replacement, Lieutenant General Gerald Templar was instructed by the British 

government to pursue measures giving Chinese ethic residents the right to vote. 
 

 

On the 8th September 1955 the Government of the Federation of Malaya issued a declaration of amnesty to the communists, an identical offer 

from the Government of Singapore was made at the same time. The then chief minister Tunku Abdul Rahman undertook not to compromise 

with the MNLA in anyway during negotiations, and honoured the offer of the amnesty 

Tunku Abdul Rahman was a dominant figure in politics for more than a decade and rose from being the first Chief Minister, to become the first 

Prime Minister of Malaya, He successfully incorporated the Federation of Malaya, British North Borneo and Singapore into the state of 

Malaysia.  
 

However, when tensions grew between Malay and Chinese communities culminating in Singapore’s expulsion in 1965, his poor performance 

during race riots in Kuala Lumpur during 1969 led to his resignation in 1970. 
 

Despite the political progress made and the war ending in 1960 the communist leader Chin Peng began a second phase of insurgency against the 

Malaysian government in 1967, this second phase lasted until 1989. 

 

   


