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ABSTRACT 

The Singapore Police Force was ill prepared in 1918 for the next two decades it was to 

face. It was seriously understaffed due to the First World War and had serious trouble 

coping with emergent Chinese nationalism and the secret society violence that erupted in 

1919 and throughout the 1920s. The 1919 anti-Japanese riots showed the power of 

Chinese nationalism, and the colonial authorities were determined to keep a lid on that 

and any other political movements. That the police force succeeded was due to its 

officers' professionalism and the reorganisation that occurred under the Denham reforms 

in the late 1920s. 

Central to their success, the Denham Reforms discontinued the practice of the police 

sharing the suppressing of secret societies and communism with the Chinese Protectorate. 

The Denham reforms also established specialist teams inside the branch to fight the 

various clan based secret societies. The Special Branch was made an independent part of 

the police force and worked with other colonial police forces to attack communism in 

Singapore and other parts of Asia. 

Although crippled by a series of well planned raids in the late 1920s and early 1930s the 

communists nevertheless managed to keep itself together. From 1937 by using the 

various anti-Japanese National Salvation movements the Malayan Communist Party 
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regained its strength. The strength of the economy after the turmoil of the depression 

also the secret societies regain some of their former strength. However both were kept 

in check as the Singapore Police Force had benefited from the reorganisations that had 

taken place due to the Denham reforms. 

The 1930s also saw the police force consolidate and receive new arms and equipment so 

by 1938 the Singapore Police Force was as well equipped for riot control as the world's 

best. 
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Note 

The spelling of Chinese in English varied from country to country even in official 
documents. The accepted form now is Hanyu Pin Yin, which will be used in this thesis 
for the spelling of place names in China. To avoid complications referring to source 
documents. people's names and words will be written in the spelling used by Chinese 
dialect groups involved. 
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A Chronology of the Singapore Police Force 1900 - 1938 

1901 Criminal Registration Department established 

1903 Finger printing section started 

1904 Officers now appointed by examination and after a period of examination 

1905 Lt Col Pennefather, the Inspector General of Police since 1895, is succeeded 
by William Cuscaden 

1906 It was decided that Europeans were no longer to appointed as constables or 
sergeants, only as officers 

1913 William Cuscaden is replaced by AR Chancellor 

1915 The Singapore Mutiny and martial law declared in Singapore. The police 
come under control of the military for the rest of the war 

1918 Singapore comes off martial law and a Special Branch is formed under the 
aegis of the Criminal Investigation Department 

1921 An explosion of secret society violence and crime occurs that is not finally 
suppressed until 1923, and stretches the police force to the limit 

1924 GC Denham takes over from AR Chancellor and institutes a review of the 
police force that becomes known as the Denham Reforms. A pay rise, extra 
staff and new facilities improve morale. 

1927 H Fairburn takes over and pushes through Denham's reforms. The Kreta 
Ayer Incident occurs when the police fire on demonstrators. The detective 
branch is split into special secret society sub branches and gets immediate 
results against a upsurge of secret society violence 

1930 The secret societies are finally suppressed and the Malayan Communist Party 
is formed in April. 

1931 Joseph Ducroux, a Comintem agent, is arrested in Singapore and leads to the 
crippling of the Malayan Communist Party and Comintern operations in China 

1933 The Chinese Protectorate hands over the role of suppressing the unlawful 
societies to the police. This has been ongoing since 1927 and is the last 
Denham Reform to be completed. 

1935 Rene Onraet takes over and becomes the last pre-war Inspector General of 

Police and retires in 1939. 
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also the secret societies regain some of their former strength. However both were kept 

in check as the Singapore Police Force had benefited from the reorganisations that had 

taken place due to the Denham reforms. 

The 1930s also saw the police force consolidate and receive new arms and equipment so 

by 1938 the Singapore Police Force was as well equipped for riot control as the world's 

best. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This thesis develops the argument that the turning point in the operational history of the 

Singapore Police Force during the period 1919-1938 was the 1925 Denham Review. 

This review clearly defined the roles and tasks of the police force and the Chinese 

Protectorate, ensuring that government resources were employed in the most cost

effective way. This enabled the police to suppress both criminal and political activities 

without a large increase in personnel and resources. 

An operational history is defined as the history of how an organisation was structured, 

how it went about its day to day activities, and how it acted upon policy decisions. Areas 

this thesis will investigate include how the Police Force's activities, structure and 

relations with British and other European imperial forces, impacted upon the various 

racial groups in Singapore. Major themes include Indian nationalism; secret society 

violence; narcotics; prostitution; the balance between suppressing nationalist and 

Communist movements and crime; co-operation with other regional police forces; and 

how political events in China and India affected policing in Singapore. The Police 

Force of the International Settlement in Shanghai will be used as a comparison in judging 

the performance and the characteristics of the Singapore Police Force. Both British led, 

they represented colonial interests in port cities with predominantly Chinese populations, 

where armed robbery and murder were commonplace. Both were affected by the 



political turmoil in China and they worked together to suppress nationalist and 

Communist movements in their respective cities. 

Singapore was a base for Communist groups from 1919. It was the headquarters of the 

Communist movements in the Straits Settlements from 1926, firstly as the headquarters 

of the Nanyang (South Seas) Group of the Chinese Communist Party from 1926 and then 

the Malayan Communist Party from 1930. Shanghai was where the first Communist 

group in China was formed in 1920 and where the first official congress of the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) was held in 1921.1 Both Police Forces were involved in 

incidents where a demonstration was fired upon by police, which spurred anti-colonial 

sentiment and Communism. 

An island of 562 square kilometres, Singapore had with a population of 600,000 in 1930, 

with about 50 per cent being permanent residents, mostly Chinese.2 
It had a large 

transient population, Chinese immigration and emigration alone averaging 300,000 per 

year for the years preceding 1930, sometimes with the monthly average reaching 1,200 

per day.3 Its advantages for policing when compared to the International Settlement in 

Shanghai were that it is an island and there was only one law for all4. Crime in 

Singapore revolved mainly around secret societies in Chinatown. Until 1924, Singapore 

had more armed robberies than the International Settlement in Shanghai. 

The Straits Settlements Police were stationed in the Straits Settlements of Singapore, 

Malacca, the Dindings, Penang and Province Wellesley . They were responsible for 
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gambling suppression, passports and registration of aliens, hadj traffic,5 censorship of 

films, weights and measures and quarantine, as well as the standard policing duties.6 

The Straits Settlements police were involved in ensuring that the legal government 

monopoly of opium, known as chandu, was not interfered with. The police in the Straits 

Settlements attacked Communist elements from 1919 but it was not a problem to the 

government until 1926. In the early part of the period covered by this thesis, the 

government had far more problems with Chinese secret societies. 

The period 1918 - 1938 was selected for this study because documents for the period are 

readily available in Singapore. How the police conducted their operations in the inter

war period in the Straits Settlements and Malaya is an area that has been neglected by 

historians, other than by Yong.7 It is a relevant subject for study, as many of the 

problems of secret society and political violence that the Police Force faced are in line 

with today's peace keeping and enforcing missions. 

General works on imperial and colonial policing are not uncommon8, but the more recent 

works tend to concentrate on policing as part of an imperial control mechanism, using the 

military in a counter-insurgency role, as opposed to normal civilian policing operations.
9 

This thesis will look at the Singapore Police Force in their civilian role as well as 

examining the imperial dimension. Academic and published works on policing in 

Singapore are rare. There was one article published in 193010, a personal recollection 

published in 193511 and a short history written in 194712• Cheah Boon Keng compiled 

and edited various government documents in From PKI to the Comintern 1924-1941: The 

3 



Apprenticeship of the Malayan Communist Party, but the Straits Settlements Police are 

mentioned in the text only in passing and in three Special Branch Reports copied for the 

book. The Straits Settlement Police are mentioned in Alun Jone's PhD thesis 'Internal 

Security in British Malaya, 1895 - 1942', submitted at Yale University in 1970, but as 

many documents have been released since it was written, the work is now only useful for 

background reading. Major works that mention the Straits Settlement Police are Yong 

and McKennas's , The Kuomintang Movement in Malaya, 191 2 - 194913 and Yong Ching 

Fan's The Origins of the Malayan Communism. Cooperation between the Singapore 

Police Force and the Shanghai Municipal Police Force is mentioned in Deakin and 

Storry' s book, The Case of Richard Sorge14 and Wakeman's Policing Shanghai. 15 

None of these works looks at the operational perspective of the Police Force. How the 

police conducted its operations is hardly touched on in any work except for Onraet' s 1947 

work. The only recent research on the subject is a working paper deposited by myself at 

the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies library in Singapore comparing the Police Forces 

of the Straits Settlement of Singapore and the International Settlement in Shanghai for the 

period 1920 - 193016• This thesis will try not going over the same areas as C.F. Yong in 

his works on Communism in Singapore. Although the history of secret societies in 

Singapore has been covered by Blythe, much new official material has been released 

since his book on the subject. 

The primary sources for the thesis include the Annual Departmental Reports of the Straits 

Settlements and the Shanghai Municipal Council, British Colonial and Foreign Office 
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files and the files of the Shanghai Municipal Police, which contain correspondence 

between the Shanghai Municipal Police and the Straits Settlements Police. These 

documents include many intelligence assessments and my analysis is based on these 

intelligence reports and other contemporary government documents to establish my 

argument concerning the operational characteristics and efficiency of the Singapore 

Police Force during the period. 

Literature Review 

Blythe's work, The Impact of Chinese Secret Societies in Malaya, contains some valuable 

material but in general is very sparse for the period under review, and has even less for 

the period 1900 - 1918. This is disappointing as Blythe had the advantage of having 

worked for the Chinese Affairs Department in Malaya and thus meeting and knowing 

many of the people who worked in the Chinese Protectorates in the period 1918 - 193 8. 

His sources were from the Straits Settlements Annual Reports, Wynne's unpublished 

second volume of Triad and Tabut, and two unpublished Chinese Protectorate reports 

written on the Hok.kien and Cantonese secret societies. In his work coverage of the 

period 1928 to 1941 is little more than a copy of the Straits Settlements Annual Reports. 

Despite its faults the work stands as the best published source on the secret societies in 

Malaya and Singapore up to 1965, but the definitive history for the first four decades of 

the twentieth century has yet to be written. 
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Cheah Boon Keng, a noted Malaysian academjc on Malaysian rustory, published 

documents he researched in the 1980s and his analysis of them. His book, From PKJ to 

the Comintern /924-1941: The Apprenticeship of the Malayan Communist Party, is on 

Communism in Malaya as well as Singapore, but as the Special Branch for Malaya was 

based in Singapore, it provides valuable background material. His publishing of the 

annual reports of the SpeciaJ Branch for 1934 to 1936 is invaluable because as soon as the 

police became solely responsible for the suppression of secret societies and Communism, 

reports on Commurusm ceased to be included in Monthly Review of Chinese Affairs. As 

a secondary source it is valuable, but the various police forces involved rarely get a 

mention. Dixon's work on the other hand, has problems from another perspective. 

Dixon writes on the period 1927 to 1932 when he was a member of the detective branch 

in Singapore. Like Onraet' s 1930 article it only mentions vague dates, but Dixon aJso 

uses slightly different names. His work rings true when other sources are used to 

validate his comments and his description of police operations in Chinatown of the period 

is the only source known to the author. He was involved in the suppression of the secret 

societies and Communists in 1927 and was one of the first police officers at the scene 

after the K.reta Ayer Incident 17. His lack of dates means much work to identify incidents, 

as do hjs changing of names, but rus materiaJ is first rate in identifying other aspects, 

especially the operation of the Singapore detective branch. Reading his anecdotes 

regarding the training and different ethnic groups in the detective branch alone makes 

reading the book worthwhile. Of note is one way Communist sympathisers were 

identified coming into Singapore by the softness of their hands, which was a rough and 
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ready method. The lack of accurate dating may have been deliberate as the author may 

not have wanted to reveal something from his background. One point that really is 

missing is why he left the police force in 1932 at the height of the depression. Was he 

dismissed or did he resign voluntarily? Another secondary source written in a similar 

style is Onraet's 'The Problem of the Armed Criminal in Singapore'. 

An article written for the British published Police Journal, it also suffers from one of 

Dixon's main faults, the lack of accurate dating. Nevertheless it gives an overview of the 

hazards faced by the Singapore Police force from 1921 to 1929. It is one of the few 

sources to explain how the police dealt with secret societies and some of the methods 

involved. The article is naturally very pro-British, and as was common at the time, 

regarded all Chinese nationalism as Communist. Onraet knew better than this, being 

head of the Singapore police's Special Branch. The introduction reveals the problems of 

the different ethnic make up and sheer numbers of the immigrants coming to and leaving 

Singapore. How the nature of armed robbery in Singapore and Malaya changed after the 

First World War is explained and when read in conjunction with Dixon, official 

documents and newspapers it is a rich source of information, even for an article of just 

over eight small pages. The final part of the article is on Singapore's ports and harbours 

and the problem of smuggling of firearms through them which gives a very 

comprehensive overview of arms smuggling in the period. Onraet went on to become 

the last head of the pre -war Singapore Police force, retiring in 1940. Due to many of 

the records being destroyed he wrote a short history of the Singapore Police Force titled, 

Singapore - a police background. 
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Many post- war researchers on the origins and history of the Malayan Communist Party 

have used this work because it was the only source written by someone who was involved 

in suppressing it, but is much more than a study of the Communist party. Full of 

reminiscing, it brings to life much of the flavour and operational concepts of the police 

force in its pre-war days. It mentions the hard areas of prostitution and how the police 

went about attacking armed gangs. There is one criticism as with any personal 

recollection and that is one's remembering of the facts. Onraet wrote that when the 

Cornintem agent, Joseph Ducroux, was arrested he gave much information on the 

Malayan Communist Party. This was untrue but was used by researchers for decades 

afterwards, until Laurent Metzger exposed the truth in his 1996 article on Ducroux.18 

Also included are amusing incidents and how the police went about re-organising after 

various government inquiries, and to accommodate the change in crime and the 

emergence of nationalist movements. Onraet's work was so well regarded that many 

researchers never criticised what was written. One criticism that can be made is that 

there are certainly a lack of references to substantiate some of Onraet's views and 

comments. 

Lack of references is one criticism that cannot be made about Victor Purcell's 1948 work, 

The Chinese in Malaya. The book was written by a person who worked in the Chinese 

Protectorate, and his knowledge of the subject shows through in the book. The majority 

of Chinese in Malaya were in the Straits Settlements and of those, most lived or worked 

in Singapore. Purcell's history of Chinese customs and immigration, and how they 
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affected the runmng of Singapore is excellent. Having been part of the Chinese 

Protectorate, he gives a lucid explanation of that organisation. Purcell noted that it may 

have been originally for the protection of Chinese contract labour from exploitation, but 

by the time he arrived just after the First World War, it was there to protect the 

administration from the Chinese. Unlike Onraet's, the book is fully footnoted especially 

when government statistics are used. 

Purcell devoted two sections of the book to how the Protectorate protected Chinese 

prostitutes and others who may have been forced into the occupation. His book also 

shows that child prostitution is not a recent phenomenon in Asia. The different Chinese 

clans and how they interacted with each other are explored, as well as their origins in 

China. Purcell wrote a work that gives the best unsentimental history of the Chinese as a 

race. Although much of the information in it has since been rewritten in light of de

classified documents, it is not just background material but an important source for the 

history of the Chinese people, not just in Malaya but for the whole of South East Asia. 

Lack of detail does not affect Alun lone's thesis 'Internal Security in British Malaya, 

1895 - 1942'. His work outlines how the British used the methods of imperial control 

and suppression against nationalist and Communist movements. His thesis concentrates 

exclusively on political policing but never explains exactly how the police operated 

against these political groups. Many of his sources were from United States documents 

of the period which were more readily declassified than Malayan and British sources. 

Jones had access to the huge volumes of material that were collected at the end of the 
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Second World War and some of the early releases of Colonial Office files. Its biggest 

problem is that by necessity Jones had to rely on open source documents, many of the 

intelligence reports of that period not being available when the thesis was written. 

Communism and communalism were problems in Malaya, as well as in South East Asia 

generally when it was written. Despite these problems, lone's work is the basis from 

which many researchers of the Malayan Communist Party started. His work on the 

formation of the Special Branch in Singapore was particularly incisive. It was the first 

work to look at the formation of the Malayan Communist Party and how the British went 

about suppressing it and despite its age is still quoted. 

A work that was a masterpiece in its time was One Hundred Years of Singapore, that was 

produced in two volumes, published in 1921. The section titled 'Crime. Its Punishment 

and Prevention' was written by Roland St. John Braddell, a noted barrister of the period. 

The history of the Police Force of the period is given as well as highlights of some of the 

early twentieth century crime in Singapore. Its assumption that the secret societies were 

finished in 1919 was not very accurate, to say the least. The history of opium 

importation and how the government monopoly was created in Singapore is very well 

explained as are is the functions and history of the Chinese Protectorate. The main 

criticism of the work is that the authors were part of that administration and as they knew 

many of the personalities, it would have been deemed improper to criticise them. Also 

anything deemed not suitable for polite society such as prostitution, and the inadequacies 

of housing and sanitation in Singapore are not covered. 
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At the first glance of the title, Policing Shanghai 1927- 1937, by Frederic Wakeman Jnr 

would seem to have little relevance to a study of policing in Singapore. Yet this work, 

the first book to be written on policing in that era in China, contains much material of 

interest to a scholar of Singapore's history in that period. The suppression of Indian and 

Chinese nationalist and Communist movements was just as important to police in the 

International settlement on Shanghai as it was to the Special Branch in Singapore. They 

cooperated as part of an imperial policing network as the book shows in the parts relating 

to political policing. Of interest is that it is the first book to quote Chinese sources for 

much of the material. 

Written after the Shanghai Municipal Police files became available, it shows how 

Shanghai was integral to the Communist movement in Asia and how Singapore was its 

counterpart in South East Asia. The Communist and Indian nationalist movement 

received material from Shanghai and the Communists in Singapore were dependent on 

Shanghai for communications and money from the Comintern. How both police forces 

co-operated is explained and examples are included. An understanding of how 

Communism evolved in Singapore cannot be reached unless this book is read. The book 

does have one major shortcoming. Wakeman used very few British source documents. 

The lack of British source documents shows in many of the conclusions about policing in 

the International Settlement, and in its relationship with the Special Branch in Singapore. 

The use of the Shanghai Municipal Police files however is extensive and gives sometimes 

the only source of documents about the police in Singapore. Its background on the 

11 



Communist Party in Shanghai neatly complements Yong Ching Fatt's The Origins of 

Malayan Communism. 

John Frances Warren's work, Ah Ku and Karayuki-san, Prostitution in Singapore 1870-

1940, suffers from the same complaint as Blythe's work only more so- a paucity of 

material from 1918 onwards. Although the book's title is about prostitution until 1940, 

little material on the inter-war period is included. The Colonial Office files and the 

Straits Settlements Annual Reports have a wealth of information during this period and 

this detracts from the book considerably, especially given the depth of research shown by 

Warren in his 1990 article in the Journal of South East Asian Studies. 19 Major points 

not included were that most of the prostitutes were professionals from Cantonese brothels 

and had been interviewed in Hong Kong by the Secretary for Chinese Affairs before 

corning to Singapore; and that the number of these professionals remained constant 

during the 1920s. In fact the Chinese Protectorate assisted many of the girls to leave the 

business and get manied or find other careers. Warren also makes a clear distinction 

between 1 apanese and Chinese prostitutes, yet police raids showed that 1 apanese madams 

had Malay and Chinese girls working for them. Warren's work even more so than 

Blythe's, awaits a better treatment of the inter-war period. 

The accusation cannot be made that Yong Ching Fatt's The Origins of Malayan 

Communism,lacks depth. The result of many years of research, it includes material on 

the secret societies' relationship with the Communists. Whilst not specifically on 

Singapore, it is prominent throughout, as the central committee of the Malayan 

12 



Communist Party was based in Singapore. Some of the material had been published 

before and this explains why many of Yong's other works are not included in the 

bibliography of this thesis. The origins of Communism in Malaya, from 1919 to the 

formation of the Malayan Communist Party in 1930, are particularly strong. It fills in a 

huge gap in the history of policing in Singapore but like many other books, does not say 

how the police went about locating Communists in Malaya and Singapore. 

The work looks at how Communism in Malaya was affected by events in China. The 

fortunes of the Chinese Communist Party directly affected the various Communist groups 

in Singapore and Malaya. The only two criticisms that can be leveled at the book are 

that it did not use the Straits Settlements Police correspondence in the Shanghai 

Municipal Police files or more fully explore Singapore's role in the imperial control 

network for suppressing Communism in Malaya and elsewhere. 

With the exception of Onraet and Dixon all the secondary sources mentioned neglect the 

need for the police force in Singapore to share its resources between political and 

criminal policing. Other than these two, none describe the way the police conducted 

their operations. This and the paucity of material for policing in the inter-war period 

were two reasons that this area was selected for this thesis. The aim here is to fill in the 

gaps in many other works on the era, using both the Colonial and Foreign Office files for 

Singapore and the Shanghai Municipal Police Special Branch files. 
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BACKGROUND 

In 1918 the Straits Settlements was a Crown colony composed of the islands of 

Singapore, Penang and the areas of Province Wellesley, Malacca and the Ding Dingson 

the Malay Peninsula. The Straits Settlements were part of the British Empire and were 

run by a colonial administration under a British Governor resident in Singapore, the 

capital of the Straits Settlements. 1 The economy peaked in the middle of the 1920s then 

collapsed with the depression, only starting to regain its strength in the late 1930s. 

During the depression laws were introduced to curb Chinese male immigration, which 

fuelled resentment against the colonial authorities. 

The first stirrings of nationalism occurred in this period among the different ethnic groups 

in Singapore, especially the Chinese. Chinese nationalism, and later Communism, 

worried the colonial government in Singapore from the beginning of the 20th century and 

after the 1919 anti-Japanese riots laws were introduced to curb political dissent. The 

anti-Japanese nature of Chinese nationalism saw around half of all the Chinese in 

Singapore mobilised in an anti-Japanese movement in 1938. In the period under 

discussion the Governors in charge of the Straits Settlements had styles running from 

those who practised conciliation towards Straits born Chinese and Chinese immigrant 

political aspirations, to one who believed in total control and brooked no discussion on 

the matter. 
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Chinese were the predominant ethnic group in Singapore, with the overwhelming 

majority or their families coming from the southern provinces of China.. In 1921 the 

percentage of ethnic Chinese in Singapore was just over 75 per cent and it remained 

around that figure until the outbreak of the Second World War.2 The next two largest 

ethnic groups were Malays and Indians, with the rest of the population coming from just 

about anywhere in the world, Singapore being popularly referred to as the 'melting pot of 

Asia'. The Chinese clan system was very strong in Singapore, with many of the trades 

and secret societies being clan based.3 Hokkiens, who comprised the largest of the ethnic 

groups were from Fujian province,4 with the Cantonese from the Guandong and Guangxi 

Provinces being the second largest group. The Cantonese tended to be the professionals, 

with the Hokkiens the farmers and shopkeepers.5 
The Hokkien dialect became so 

common that it became the de facto language of Singapore. Besides clan differences, 

there were differences between the Chinese and English schooled Chinese. The feeling 

between these two groups was so strong that many of the Straits born English educated 

Chinese were referred to unflatteringly in Hokkien as ang mo sai, which translates to 'eat 

the shjt of the red hair (Europeans)' .6 

Prior to the Straits Settlements coming under the Colonial Office in 1867, they were run 

by the East India Company. The company allowed the secret societies to operate with its 

approval and secret society headmen were often used by the East India Company to 

maintain law and order amongst the Chinese. 7 
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Secret societies amongst the Chinese have been around since at least the Warring States 

period ( 475- 206 BC) but were usually more of a mutual aid society based around a clan 

or dialect group. For the purpose of the paper the one that will be discussed is the 

'Heaven and Earth Society', known by its Chinese name as the Tiandihui. or more 

commonly as the Triad.8 Modifying an old phrase it must be understood that all triads 

are secret societies but not all secret societies are triad. The Tiandihui was started as a 

mutual aid society and not by Shaoalin monks opposed to the Qing dynasty, as legend has 

it.9 Ownby noted that it was not always a criminal or political society and before the big 

anti-Qing rebellions in China that started in the mid-1850s, the Tiandihui was also a 

religious society. The initiation ceremony and paraphernalia were part of the religious 

side of the Tiandihui. 10 

The fust secret society in Singapore, the Ghee Hin Kongsi, was formed in 1820 and was a 

lodge of the Tiandihui. It started off as a mutual aid society but quickly became 

involved in vice and gambling. By 1830 it was the dominant secret society in Singapore 

but it split up into different lodges based on a spoken dialect in the 1840s. 1 1 These 

lodges became rivals and there were often serious outbreaks of violence as the secret 

societies fought for power. In 1850 and 1851 an anti-Catholic Chinese campaign by the 

Ghee Hin Kongsi secret society ended in a one week rampage that saw over 500 Chinese 

killed and troops and Indian convicts being used to quell it.12 A virtual war between the 

Teochew and Hokkien dialect clans broke out in 1855 over the rice concession in 

Singapore. 13 Twelve days of slaughter was only stopped by the intervention of troops 

again. With the Colonial Office in charge the Straits Settlements administration started 
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to control the secret societies by forcing them to be registered but after three registrations 

the administration often did not know the headmen.14 Things came to a head in 

December 1872 during the Post Office Riots when the secret societies attacked the 

colonial administration over the right to remit money and send mail to China. The main 

police station was attacked and the police opened fire on their attackers.15 

To control the secret societies and to ensure that the Colonial administration was kept 

fully informed of Chinese affairs, the Chinese Protectorate was established in 1877 under 

William Pickering. Its stated aims were to protect Chinese workers and immigrants from 

abuse, stopping the traffic in women and girls for prostitution and suppressing Chinese 

secret societies.16 Its name was later changed to the Chinese Affairs Department but it 

was always referred to as the Chinese Protectorate in Singapore. It worked in 

conjunction with the police and it was said in a history of Singapore written in 1919 that, 

'lf the police are the government's right arm in suppressing crime, then the Protectorate is 

its very powerful left arm'.17 The most powerful weapon was its ability to recommend 

banishment for undesirable persons and by its nature, it endeavoured to know as much as 

it could about the Chinese in Singapore.18 It used the power of Straits Settlements 

Ordinance Number 1 16, the Societies Ordinance, to attack societies that were deemed 

unlawful.19 Its main sections were Section 11, management of an unlawful society; 

Section 12 being a member of an unlawful society; and Section 16, being in possession of 

triad documents; to attack the secret societies and the various communist parties in the 

period under review.20 
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An official who worked in the Protectorate in the 1920s and 30s best summed up the 

change in its role from its early beginnings. He wrote that, 'The function of the 

Protectorate was widely regarding not so much to the Chinese, as to protect the country 

. 
h 2 1 agamst t em. It also took over censorship duties in the 1920s, which made it very 

unpopular with the Chinese community in Singapore. It occasionally clashed with the 

police in the way that secret society suppression was handled, 22 and in 1934 the role of 

suppressing unlawful societies, including both secret societies and the Communist Party, 

became the sole preserve of the police. 23 

In its role of suppressing the traffic of women and children for prostitution, in 1877 the 

protectorate established the Po Leung Kuk Home as a refuge for women and children who 

had been forced into prostitution against their will.24 The home was also used to 

permanently house girls under 16 who were deemed to be in 'moral danger', the girls 

often being placed there as a result of protectorate raids on brothels.25 

A visitor to Singapore could marvel at the thriving port, the people living in junks in and 

around the harbour and the exotic smells and sights of Chinatown. Shops like John Little 

and Robinsons catered to the wealthy and as Singapore was a clearinghouse for all of 

Asia and anything and everything was available, there was a myriad of other shops. The 

Botanic Gardens offered welcome relief from the heat, as did famous hotels like the 

Raffles and Hotel D'Europe. Orchard Road was famous for offering shopping during the 

day and entertainment at night. Pasir Panjang had large houses by the sea for wealthy 

Europeans and Chinese who wanted to leave work behind for the weekend and catch cool 
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sea breezes. In contrast to this was the area known as Kreta Ayer, or more commonly 

Chinatown that assaulted the senses where immjgrant workers were crowded into the 

upper levels of the shop houses. The government held a monopoly on opium and many 

a coolie sought refuge from his ills with a pipe. Opium was a reliable and important 

source of income for the administration, a British Parliament report noting that it was 

worth 45.5 percent of government revenue in 1923.26 It was produced for the Straits 

Settlements at the opium factory at Telok Blanga in Singapore, with the government 

appearing to push consumption in the early 1920s. The British MaJaya Opium 

Committee in its 1923 report noted that between 60 to 85 percent of Chinese immigrant 

workers acquired the opium habit after arriving in MaJaya.27 Smuggling was rife. the 

police and Monopolies Commission staff in the Straits Settlements conducting 265 

seizures of opium from steamers in 1923, of which 229 came from China. and 345 

seizures from steamers from Cruna in the first eight months of 1924 alone.28 

The rich lived in their mansions in Tanglin, the colonial government built grand houses 

aJong Tanglin Drive for its senior staff and other Europeans lived in their apartments and 

houses in Bukit Timah and aJong streets like Holland Road. The Chinese did not just 

live in Chinatown. There were villages, known in Singapore and Malaya as kampongs. 

dotted all over the island.29 Many were squatter vil lages that grew into communities over 

the years. The Indian community was centred around Serangoon Road, and near South 

Bridge Road abutting Chinatown. There the aromatic smells of spices and Indian curries 

wafted through the air, enticing aJl that entered. Many of the Indians working in 

Singapore were indentured labour but there were always the food sellers and the ever 

21 



present Sikhs in the roles of security guards and in the police. Malays also had their 

kampongs, many near the sea, as many were fishermen. It was rare during that period for 

the different races to live in the same villages. Large modern buildings were developed 

to enable Singapore to run as the capital of the Straits Settlements and a strategic port for 

trade as well as British imperial defence in Asia. This resulted in large investments in 

public infrastructure in the 1920s and in defence infrastructure in the second half of the 

1930s. 

An old Singapore Chinese saying is that, 'half of Singapore eats and the other half cooks, 

then they trade places'. With such a blend of nationalities Singapore was home to many 

different styles. Lunchtime would see Europeans having their curry tiffin or roast beef 

in restaurants or hotels like the Raffles whilst the Chinese, Indians, Malays and others ate 

rice or noodles with a vegetable or two. Besides the large hotels and their restaurants, 

there were literally thousands of food stalls in Singapore. These could run from the lady 

who carried cooked meals on a long pole, to the makkan (Malay for eating) stall, a self 

contained kitchen on two wheels to the kopi tiam. Hokkien for coffee shop, they were 

often sited on corners to catch passing traffic, allow space for people to eat and for air to 

circulate through. When the produce selling had finished, open air markets often acted 

as restaurants with the makkan carts plying their trade. A favourite for a quick snack was 

the Indian tea wallah selling his tea using a brush to stir it, and the walking food hawkers 

selling curry puffs and other such quick snacks. To provide produce for all these sellers, 

and Singapore being small in area, farming was very intensive. Many of the farms were 

located in villages around Chao Chu Kang and Lim Chu Kang in northwest Singapore 
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and were handed down from generation to generation.  They grew vegetables and raised 

chickens and pigs. In comparison to imports, their comparative advantage was due to 

the fact that refrigeration was not available in the various markets that dotted Singapore. 

There was a down side to all these small food sellers. There was very little hygiene or 

none at all in the preparation of food. Food poisoning was an ever present menace as 

were food borne diseases as well. Contagious diseases like malaria, cholera and 

tuberculosis spread quickly in the crowded slums around Chinatown.30 As many people 

as possible were crammed into insufficient space in the top floors of shop houses. 31 

There were two main types of accommodation for immigrant workers. The first type 

were called kuli-keng, literally lodges for coolies, where one rented a small cubicle that 

lacked light and ventilation32, and some were also secret society headquarters. The other 

type of shared accommodation were clan lodges, kongsi lau meaning shared 

accommodation.33 These were for men of a certain clan and each lodger would have his 

own straw mat and pillow, which were tucked away when they were not there.34 
Both 

had shared cooking facilities and were havens for communicable diseases. Drainage 

was an ever present problem from the monsoon rains as well as the effluent of people and 

restaurants. Especially given that Singapore lies almost on the equator, the warm and 

humid weather makes food and food scraps spoil quickly. Village dwellers had it better 

in terms of overcrowding but as many were squatters in makeshift houses drainage was 

always a problem. The availability of doctors was a problem to the poor immigrant and 

non-immigrant alike. The government hospitals were the General Hospital, Tan Tok 

Seng and Kadang Kerbau.35 
Tan Tok Seng originally started with funding from the 
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Chinese community to cater for poor Chinese. If a Chinese was too poor to go back to 

China to die, he could go to one of the 'death houses' in Sago Lane. Chinatown. These 

'death houses', in reality hospices, were run by charities so that poor Chinese could die 

with some dignity. 

The depression saw immigration restricted as there was little employment available. The 

Straits Settlements administration repatriated large numbers of Chinese and Indian 

workers and introduced immigration restrictions for unskilled workers. An Immigration 

Restriction Ordinance was enacted in the Straits Settlements and the Federated Malay 

States in 1930. This saw the numbers of new immigrants to Singapore drop from 

242,000 in 1930 to just 28 ,000 in 1933,  of which only half were young males. It was 

replaced by the Aliens Ordinance, which was enacted on 1 January 1933 aimed at 

restricting the immigration of non-British subjects. As Indian workers were British. 

ethnic Chinese in the Straits Settlement saw it aimed at Chinese immigrants and raised a 

storm of protest, especially in Singapore.36 Chinese female immigration was not 

hindered in an attempt to balance the Chinese male to female ratio.37 To cater for the 

large single male population prostitution flourished in Singapore and up until 1930. 

brothels were legal, and were located mostly in Chinatown. The Women and Glrl's 

Protection Ordinance of 1927 made it an offence to keep a brothel and after a phased 

withdrawal of licences, by 1930 there were none officially left. Prostitution itself was 

not illegal and the trade flourished as it  would in a port city like Singapore with a large 

transient male population.38 
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Temples abounded everywhere in Singapore. These ranged from simple farmer's shrines 

or small huts to big ones, mostly Taoist, such as the one dedicated to Kuan Yin. the 

Goddess of Mercy, in Queen Street, Chinatown. Another famous Taoism Temple 

dedicated to Kiu Ong Yah (Nine Sons of the Yellow Emperor) started off as a small shack 

in 1902 and by 1921 the new temple was erected, the largest for many years in Singapore 

due to it having its own Wayang (Chinese Theatre) stage.39 The Malays and Arabs had 

their mosques, Hindu Indians their temples and Sikhs their gurdwaras. Again these 

ranged from very large and ornate ones to simple ones in the village areas. The three 

main races were largely conservative, thus matchmakers were prominent in arranging 

marriages and many people sought guidance from the heavens and had ceremonies to 

appease their special gods, especially the Chinese Taoists.40 

The Straits Settlements administration was interested in English and Malay vernacular 

schooling, and cared little for Chinese vernacular education. To fill this void the 

Nationalist Government in China sent teachers and teaching material for Chinese 

vernacular schools in Malaya and Singapore. It was not until 1919 that the first Chinese 

venacular secondary school was opened in Singapore by Tan Kah Kee.41  Tan Kah Kee 

was a penniless Hokk.ien immigrant, who became a millionaire and philanthropist. using 

his wealth for the good of the Chinese in China and Singapore.42 After the anti-Japanese 

riots in 1919 it was discovered that many of the protesters were from Chinese vernacular 

To give them some control over the Chinese schools. the colonial 

administration introduced the Schools Ordinances in late 1920. which allowed the 

government to refuse registration to teachers and schools found guilty of subversion.44 
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Thus schooling in the Straits Settlements became another means whereby the government 

attempted to assert control over the Chinese. A 'carrot and stick approach' was 

followed in regard to Chinese vernacular schools. In 1923 funding was offered to 

schools not teaching in Mandarin. This was a 'divide and rule' philosophy in that 

students were not allowed to communicate with each other in a common language. Only 

ten Chinese schools out of the 215  registered in Singapore had accepted these grants by 

1932,45 and this was at the height of the depression. Another reason the policy was not a 

success is that written Chinese is an ideographic system based on characters, not a 

phonetic - based alphabet, so that although different dialects may have differing names 

for a character, the meaning of the character is the same. When Sir Shenton Thomas 

took over from Clementi as governor in 1935 he relaxed the rules for funding of Chinese 

schools, including ones using Mandarin as the medium of instruction.46 

The political structure of the Straits Settlements did not change in this period but Chinese 

and Malay nationalism certainly did. In the period under discussion there were five 

Governors. The first was Sir Arthur Young, followed by Sir Laurence Guillemard 1920 -

1927, Sir Hugh Clifford 1927 - 1930, Sir Cecil Clementi 1930 - 1935 and Sir Shenton 

Thomas 1935 - 42. All were committed to control of Chinese nationalism but to varying 

degrees. However all were ruthless in the suppression of Communism. There was also 

a group of Chinese and others who wanted more power for the citizens of the Straits 

Settlements but this was a small group during this period. The biggest influence in 

Chinese politics was the Guomindang. The other influential group was Communists 

who were involved in Chinese politics and to a much lesser extent, Malay and lndian 
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po ltJCS. If various governors were neutral to the Guomindang, all were ruthless in 

stamping out any signs of Communism. 48 Singapore had been a base for Chinese 

revolutionaries, most notably Sun Yat-sen, prior to the First World War and the first 

political party to register in Singapore was the Teng Men Hui, the forerunner of the 

Guomindang. It was banned in 1914 but then went underground.49 

During the First World War Singapore was placed under martial law and the British 

Army at Fort Canning took control of the police force. They were also responsible for 

political security and kept abreast of any political or religious trouble in Singapore and 

Malaya. After discussions in the Straits Settlements Guillemard sent a proposal for a 

Political Intelligence Bureau to Winston Churchill, who was in charge of the Colonial 

Office on 2 1  October 1921.5° Churchill agreed on 21 January 1921 and the Malayan 

Bureau of Political Intelligence was formed.5 1  I t  over saw and coordinated all political 

intelligence by the various government agencies in Singapore and Malay, and also acted 

as a clearing house. The files from the General Staff in Fort Canning were examined and 

the relevant ones handed over to the Bureau. 52 The 'Secret Abstracts of Intelligence' that 

had been published on political intelligence in Malaya and Singapore was discontinued at 

the end of December 1921 and the first issue of the Malayan Bulletin of Political 

Intelligence came out in March 1922.53 

The Guomindang was allowed to operate after the war but in the aftermath of the Chinese 

strikes and boycotts in China and Hong Kong, after the 30 May Incident in the 

International Settlement of Shanghai,54 the British cabinet agreed to ban the Guomindang 
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in Singapore and Malaya in July 1925. This was ineffective as the Guomindang was 

revitalised in 1926, including a strong Communist element known as the 'Main Branch' 

by the Special Branch. Although the Singapore Police and Chinese Protectorate 

suppressed communist elements when they arose, until the Main Branch was established 

as part of the Guornindang that the Singapore government viewed them as a major 

concem55. 

Two incidents occurred in 1 927 that caused a split between the Guornindang moderate 

faction and the 'Main Branch': the 'White Terror' against Communist elements in the 

Guornindang in China and the Kreta Ayer Incident, which saw a march commemorating 

Sun Yat-sen's death tum into a riot which resulted in the death of six protesters. 56 After 

the split, the Main School formed the 'Communist Youth' movement in December 1927 

and the Nanyang (South Seas) Communist Party in January 1928. These two groups 

were the core of the Malayan Communist Party, founded in Malaya in 1930, based in 

Singapore. Although Clifford has been criticised for being lax towards the Guornindang 

he was not at all towards Communism. 57 
He reacted vigorously in suppressing 

Communism in the Straits Settlements and Malaya. Secondly he certainly allowed the 

moderates to establish themselves in opposition to the Communists amongst the Chinese 

community. The 'old guard' of the Singapore and Malayan Guornindang told Clementi 

in 1930 that 'the objective of the Guornindang in Singapore and Malaya had been to keep 

the Malayan Communists at bay' .58 
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The Chinese community in the Straits Settlements was split into two groups. Those who 

were Straits born and or English educated and those Chinese born and or Chinese 

educated.59 The first group was led by Tan Cheng Lock, being the head of the Straits 

Chinese British Association. The association pushed for legislative reform incorporating 

more local representation and the admission of Chinese into the Malayan Civil Service. 

Tan Cheng Lok pushed this from the formation of the Legislative Council, but he retired 

from politics in 1935, frustrated from dealing with the colonial establishment, especially 

Clementi. He commented that colonial rule was 'evil, sinister and degrading' .60 The 

second group was split into the supporters of the Guomindang, Communists and members 

of the Hokkien Huay Kuan under the leadership of Tan Kah Kee. The latter was 

apolitical but staunchly supported China, and Tan Kah Kee was respected as the leader of 

the Chinese community in Singapore and as a philanthropist who donated to all the 

different Chinese clans in Singapore and China.61 He led the Nanyang Chinese National 

Salvation Front, which provided aid to China in its war against Japan. This included the 

boycott of Japanese goods and in 1938 and 1939 there were 300,000 Chinese supporting 

National Salvation in Singapore, one in two of the Chinese living there.62 

Malay nationalism took root in the Straits Settlements and Malaya in the mid- 1 920s. but 

was hampered by the way the country was split up. It was comprised of the Federated 

and Unfederated States, and the Straits Settlements, thus having three different 

administrations. The fear of the Malay royal families and English educated Malay elite 

of losing power and prestige was a further impediment.63 The first Malay political 

association was formed in Singapore, the Kesatuan Melayu Singapura, or Singapore 
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Malay Union. Led by Mohammed Eunos bin Abdullah and conservative in outlook. its 

aims were similar to the Straits Chinese British Association; to obtain more status for 

indigenous Malays as opposed to immigrant Chinese, Indians and Arabs.64 In the late 

1 930s Malay intellectuals said that Malays must become politicaJly aware lest their rights 

be 'unceremoniously spirited away'. This comment was a result of the colonial 

government opening up the middle range of the administration of the Straits and Malay 

civil services to Chinese. Groups more radical than the Singapore Malay Union such as 

the Young Malay Union and various state bodies emerged at this time.65 

Policing in Singapore prior to the First World War was marked by a low murder rate and 

a large number of robberies. The problem with the management of the Straits 

Settlements Police was that prior to 1 904 its officers were either transfers from other 

colonial police force or nominations of gentlemen by the Colonial Office.66 Lieutenant 

Colonel Pennefather, the Inspector General of Police from 1895 to 1 905 had previously 

served in the Inniskilling Dragoons.67 Very much the military officer, under him the 

police force was made more modem. The Criminal Registration Department was created 

in 190 I and a fingerprinting section established in 1 903. From 1 904 the appointment of 

officers to the police force became by examination and after a period of probation.68 

Many of the officers under probation were sent to China for language training that was 

invaluable in Singapore where eighty per cent of the population was Chinese. 

Penneather was succeeded by William Cuscaden who in 1 906 agreed that only the 

officers and were to be Europeans and the constables and sergeants were to be non

European. In 1 9 1 3  Cuscaden retired and his replacement was A.R. Chancellor. 69 The 
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Singapore Mutiny occurred in 19 15  and Singapore came under martial law. This 

included the police force. When Singapore came off martial law at the end of the First 

World War, the police force was seriously under manned due to the war and post war 

financial stringencies meant that this did not occur quickly. The plan to create a 

Criminal Investigation Department, first mooted in 190 I ,  70 was taken over as a cover for 

the Special Branch.71 This further reduced the number of detectives available for 

criminal policing. 

If checking on illegal political movements in the 1920s did not cause enough headaches 

for the police, Singapore experienced a huge growth in crime in that decade. Centred 

around Chinatown, there was conflict between the various secret societies for control of 

Singapore's illegal activities from 1920 to 1923. Although murders, gang and armed 

robberies and secret society violence were not unknown prior to the 1920s, the police 

were unprepared for this explosion in crime. For example there were 72 murders in all 

of the Straits Settlements in 1921 and 74 alone in Singapore in 1 922 72, almost all centred 

on Chinatown. After special legislation was enacted in relation to the criminal use of 

firearms and extortion in 1923, the violence subsided to lesser levels. 73 In 1926 and into 

1927 a war occurred between the Cantonese Heng and Kuan Yi secret societies that saw 

the number of reported murders reach 89 that year in Singapore.74 Special Cantonese 

gunmen known as 'five tiger generals' were brought in from China to do most of the 

shootings.75 Sago Street became infamous as the street with more shootings than any 

other in Singapore, being more famous at the tum of the century for the number of 

brothels in it. 76 
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AR Chancel1or retired in 1924 and was replaced by GC Denham.77 Denham took over 

when the Government authorities had finally agreed to increased pay and new facilites for 

the police force. 78 Denham started a review of the organistaion of the police force, 

especially the suppression of the unlawful societies, both political and criminal. Known 

as the Denham reforms they were implemented from 1927 to 1930 by a new Inspector 

General of Police, H Fairburn 79 , who was succeeded in 1935 by Rene Onraet who 

became the last Inspector General of the pre-war Straits Settlement Police. The Denham 

Reforms were the turning point in the fight against criminal and political activities in 

Singapore. One of the reforms was to make the police solely responsible for suppressing 

communism and secret societies instead of sharing it with the Chinese Protectorate. 80 

This simplified the command and control of the suppression of the unlawful societies and 

avoided duplication. As a start, in 1927 the police created a secret society sub-branch 

in the detective branch in Singapore, which immediately showed results. The reduction 

in secret society violence was notable for the next ten years, going from 26 deaths 

attributable to secret society violence in 1927 to only two in 1937.81 There was 

resurgence in secret society activities and unlawful assemblies in 1938 but the murder rate 

in Singapore was very low. This resurgence can be attributed to the anti-Japanese mood 

and activities in Singapore, the number of unlawful assemblies rising from eight in 1937 

to 44 in 1938.82 The increased wealth with the opening up of the navy and air force 

bases also must be factored in. 
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Tables One and Two show the number of murders and armed robberies for the period 

1924 to 1938 in Singapore relative to the International Settlement in Shanghai. The 

figures prior to 1924 were not split into the different Straits Settlements in the Annual 

Reports. The reorganisation of the detective branch, the use of banishments and the 

immigration restrictions from 1933 all had a part in reducing the murder rate in 

Singapore. In the International Settlement the ability of the CID to reduce the number of 

murders is  also notable. The murder figures tend to mirror each other, except for the 

armed robbery rate. The International Settlement's wealth and its open borders with 

Chinese areas, made it virtually impossible to stop armed robbery in the International 

Settlement. Banishment was not really an option as unlike Singapore, Shanghai is not 

an island. 
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Table One: The Murder Rate in Singapore and the International Settlement 1924 -

1938.83 
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Table Two: The Armed Robbery Rate in Singapore and the International 

Settlement 1924 - 1938.84 

The rapid rise in prosperity for Malaya and Singapore in the period of the twentieth 

century prior to the First World War was due to tin, rubber. and copra expons. and 

entrepot trade.85 Rubber was the most imponant product accounting for Singapore' s  

growth in the period before the First World War.86 With tin it remained a staple of the 
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Singapore economy. The other staple, utilising Singapore's fine harbour. duty free status 

and its position astride the trade routes. was entrepot trade. Table Three shows the 

direction of entrepot trade with the world and shows how Singapore's economy was tied 

up with Southeast Asia's prosperity. Singapore's economic performance as a whole 

during the period had its ups and downs, being heavily reliant on tin, rubber and entrepot 

trade; the first two tied to the latter. Public infrastructure projects in the 1920s and 

defence spending in the 1930s also helped the Singapore economy. 

Direction of Singapore's Trade by Percentage87 
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The mid to late 1920s was the boom time for Singapore's trade, consistent with the world 

economy generally. Due to the First World War, entrepot trade in 19 18  was worth 

$ 1,060 million before slumping to $856.3 million in 1922 but saw spectacular growth to 

$ 1 867 million in 1 926 and $1783 million in 1927. The depression hit trade heavily as 

the price of tin and rubber plummeted. Entrepot trade was only $512.8 million in 1933 

rising to $942 million in 1937, not as good as the 1923 figure of 975.7 million.88 The 

pumping of the economy with defence construction was certainly welcome given the 

slump and sluggish growth in trade during the period. Trade within South East Asia 

outstripped trade with Europe and the United States of America until 1937 when the 

demand for rubber increased with rearmament in Europe. 

Rubber first appeared on the Straits Settlement trade statistics in 1 906 and in 1908 an 

organised rubber market appeared in Singapore. Singapore became the focus from then 

on for rubber in South East Asia.89 The world wide slump at the end of the First World 

war saw some of the world's leading rubber producing nations get together to try to form 

a cartel, to force up the price of rubber by restricting production. Named the Stevenson 

Rubber Restriction Scheme it was imposed from November 1 922,90 and succeeded in 

raising the price of rubber even though Siam and the Dutch East Indies were not part of 

the plan.9 1  Tables Four and Five show how Singapore's involvement with rubber 

changed. 
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Percentage of Exports of Malayan Rubber by 

Port91 

1 9 1 8  

1926 

1938/39 

Singapore 

83.2 

32.3 

27.5 

Malaya via Malaya 

Singapore 

9.4 

28.7 

34 

7.4 

39 

38.5 

Table Four 

Origin of Rubber Imported into Singapore by 

Percentage93 

1918 

1927 

1939 

Malaya 

8 1 . 1  

29.7 

27.5 

Dutch East Others 

Indies 

16.3 

62.1 

34.8 

2.6 

8.2 

23.694 

Table Five 
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With the development of ports in Malaya the amount of rubber exported through 

Singapore dropped, from 83 percent in 1 9 1 8  to only 40 percent by 1923. It dropped 

further to 33 percent by 1 926 and by the end of the 1920s little more than 25 percent. 

However due to Singapore's excellent port and harbour, 50 percent of Malayan rubber 

was still trans-shipped through it.95 However as exports of Malayan rubber declined, the 

trade was taken up by rubber from the Dutch East Indies and later on, Siam. The bulk of 

Dutch East Indies rubber, including processing and re-export was handled through 

Singapore till the late 1930s.
96 

Entrepot trading also changed in this period. The 

depression hit this trade hard as it did rubber and tin. Economic nationalism, as a result 

of the depression, dealt a hard blow to entrepot trading so that by the mid 1 930s, despite 

the imperial preference scheme, the Malayan hinterland and the Dutch East Indies 

continued to be the main props for it. Japan was also helping out, as by the early 1930s 

Singapore had become the principal distribution point of Japanese goods to Malaya, Siam 

and the Dutch East lndies.97 

With the growth in Singapore's wealth and strategic importance to the Empire a series of 

buildings were constructed to reflect this. These included the Municipal Building 

( 1929), Hill Street Police Station ( 1927), IGng Edward Vll College of Medicine ( 1927), 

General Post Office ( 1928), Raffles College ( 1 928), Chinese Protectorate ( l 930) and 

Railway Station ( l 932).98 The depression saw public spending drop and it was not until 

the construction of the Singapore Naval Base started in the early 1930s that public 

spending on construction resumed. The IGng George VI dry dock was completed in 

1938, whilst coastal defences around Singapore were built around Keppel harbour to the 
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south, and the island of Pulau Tekong Besar and Changi Point to the east.99 There were 

certainly doubts raised at the time of the opportunity cost of these fixed defences, as 

opposed to more forward defences in Malaya. 100 
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PART ONE 

CRIMINAL POLICING 

Chapter One 

The Battle to Suppress the Secret Societies in Singapore 1919 - 1930 

In the period 19 19  to 1930 the Singapore Police Force had its hands full in combating the 

secret societies. It was not until the police had created a special secret society detective 

group in 1927, as part of the Denham reforms, that they were able to gain the upper hand 

and keep it. From 1928 the police were able to keep the secret societies in check and 

this continued into the 1930s. 

The Straits Settlements came off martial law in 19 19  after the end of the First World War, 

with secret society violence being almost non-existent during the war. This was not to 

last for long as the 1 920 Annual Report noted that 'loosely affiliated gangs of roughs such 

as Sin Kongsi and the Hok Teo Kwan continued to exist but gave little trouble, though 

there was a certain amount of street fighting'. The street fighting involved the Hokkien 

Sin Ghee Hin who were believed responsible for the fighting that occurred in early 1 920.1 

There were two major clan fights between the Tans and Ngo's (Goh) in Hokkien Street in 

Chinatown resulting in one death and several injuries; and between the Lows and Seahs 

around Boat Quay, near Chinatown, that resulted in several injured.2 

As the Singapore economy started to pick up in the post war boom, so did the fights for 

control of territory. The period 1921 to 1923 was marked by a series of Hokkien and 
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Teochewclashes that saw the murder rate soar. The murder rate in the Straits Settlements 

rose from 32 in 1 9 1 8  and 3 1  in 1 9 19, to 46 in 1920,3 then soared to 70 in 1 92 1 ,  7 1  in 

1922 and 77 in 1923.4 Secret society warfare included clashes between societies as well 

as internal disputes. The 1921 report noted that there was a considerable amount of 

warfare throughout the year that peaked i n  November: 'the street fighting in November 

showed that the various hooligan gangs were temporarily out of hand', due to a war 

between the Hokkien secret societies.5 In that month the Sin Ghi Hin fought a 

combination of all the Hokkien Seh Tan groups and the Sin Ghi Hin fought the Sin 

Kongsi. These were not the only groups fighting. In March there was a brawl between 

the Teochewgangs over a gambling dispute arising from Chinese New Year, and in 

August between a Bali Lane gang and two Seh Tan gangs. The secret society wars 

continued into 1922 when on 3 1  January the Sin Gi Hin attacked a crowd at a Wayang 

(Chinese Opera) show in Upper Circular Road which saw four people killed and several 

wounded.6 The 1922 Straits Settlements Annual Departmental Report noted that the 

'serious feud between the Sin Ghi Hin and Sin Guan Sing after two or three serious fights 

changed to attacks on individuals' and that there were 'almost daily stabbings and -

numerous murders' 1. Onraet wrote that the violence was between Teochew and 

Hok.kien society clans and the attacks lasted several weeks each.8 The outbreak from 

August to October saw 38 cases of stabbing and two shootings resulting in seven deaths. 

The secret society code of silence was so powerful that no Hokkien secret society 

members were arrested for their involvement in any of the murders that resulted from 

secret society feuds in 19229. Besides the secret societies wars, the police also had to 

contend with clan riots in 1922. 
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These riots were unrelated to the secret societies and were quite bloody. A riot in 

Chinatown in 1922 between the Chiau Au Sem Lin of Wallich Street and the Hui Hwas 

of Duxton Road resulted in six deaths. 10 This same year also saw Singapore's first large 

armed robbery gang, 1 1  which distinguished itself by being responsible for the first murder 

of a Chinese detective in Singapore.12 The police quickly located and raided the gang's 

saw mill headquarters in the early hours of the morning after the shooting. 13 Their leader 

was quickly shot in the head and a four hour siege occurred when the rest of the gang 

retreated into a small room at the back of the saw rnill. 14 The police fired shots into the 

room from various angles yet the gang only gave up after the wall of the room was 

breached and they had run out of arnmunition. 15 

The feud between the Sin Ghi Hin and the Sin Guan Seng continued into 1923 with two 

large outbreaks in February/March and July/August, with gang related murders and 

stabbings common for much of the year. The Cantonese secret societies were quiet 

during the year and the outbreak of violence in February/March was confined to stabbings 

and a few murders. The second outbreak that started in July peaked with a huge secret 

society war in the first half of August. 16 There were two outbreaks in River Valley on 3 

and 17  August, in Macpherson Road near Boat Quay on 8 August and two huge c1ashes 

in Geylang Road on 1 1  August. 17 The first one on 8 August saw 20 men armed with 

sticks and spears attack another group with four being put in hospital. 18 Two police in 

the area went to investigate the disturbance carrying rifles. Bombs were thrown at them, 

and after loading their rifles, they chased the bomb throwers into a busy street. 19 On 1 3  

November 1923 a trial commenced against four Chinese accused o f  the spearing murder 
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of two Chinese shopkeepers, during an attack by 30 to 40 secret society members in the 

second incident. One of the spears had a red flag with the inscription ·Knights of the 

Hung Family' .
20 

Two of the Chinese involved in the spearing were found guilty and 

sentenced to death and two were acquitted. If this was not enough for the police to 

handle, on 17 September 1 923 there was a riot between the Hokchia and Hng Hwa 

rickshaw puller factions, each several hundred strong, in Queen Street.21 Sixty were 

arrested, one was killed and there were many wounded.22 Although these two groups 

came from Fuzhou region, they formed a separate community from other Hokkiens. The 

Hng Hwa and Hokchia dialect differed markedly from the other Hokkien groups and they 

also had a reputation for turbulence. 

The Straits Settlement police were not standing idly by and attacked the secret society 

gangs when they could. In the Seletar jungle on the night of 23 October 1923 police 

raided a Sin Ghi Hin initiation ceremony and arrested 35 Chinese. 23 On 8 November. 1 5  

had their charges dismissed but 12 of these were later given banishment warrants. 24 One 

of the others was given six months rigorous imprisonment, as he had a prior conviction. 

and the rest three months rigorous imprisonment. 25 

This period of secret society violence parallels that in the International Settlement of 

Shanghai. From 1919 and 1923 there was a secret society gang war between the Small 

Eight Mob based in the French Concession, and the Big Eight Mob in the Settlement for 

the control of opium trafficking in Shanghai. This was a big difference to the secret 
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societies in Singapore which were involved in extortion and gambling for their revenue, 

opium being legal in the Straits Settlements. Although the Shanghai Municipal Police 

attributed the increasing number of murders and armed robberies in the Settlement from 

1919  to 1923 to gang warfare,26 this does not stand scrutiny. There were eight murders 

in 19 18  with four resulting from armed robberies, 1 3  cases of murder, three resulting 

from armed robberies in 1919, and in 1920 the figures were ten murders, one of which 

was associated with armed robbery. These figures are less than for Singapore in the 

same period. 1921 saw the figures increase dramatically to 28 persons murdered with 1 2  

due to armed robbers. The police gained the upper hand in 1922 when there were only 

1 8  murders with armed robberies being definitely responsible for five, and in 1923 there 

were 23 murders. The number of armed robberies in the corresponding period was 67 

in 19 19, 55 in 1920, 96 in 192 1 , 46 in 1922 and 109 in 1923. By comparison there were 

102 in 19 17  and 128 in 191827. 

Although the incidence of violent crime in Singapore was very high, the killing of police 

was uncommon in this early period. Two were killed in 1919, and one in 1923 besides 

the Chinese detective mentioned earlier in 1922. The Shanghai Municipal Police for the 

same period suffered more from attacks on police, losing one policeman on duty in 1918  

and 19 19, none in  1920, then two in  1921 and 1922 and none in  1923 ?8 
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The Calm before the Storm 1924 - 1926 

To aid the police in combating the secret societies, special legislation was enacted in the 

Straits Settlements in late 1923 regarding the criminal use of firearms and extortion, 

legislation which proved successful.29 The Governor's annual address to the Municipal 

Council for the year 1 November 1923 to 30 October 1924 mentioned that the legislation 

'had worked well'. 30 There were only 43 murders and 25 gang robberies in 1 924 

although there were 158  armed robberies, with the police recording 50 murders and 23 

cases of gang armed robbery in 1925.31 By comparison, in the International Settlement 

there were 4 1  cases of murder in 1 924 and 34 in 1925, with armed robberies 204 and 349 

respectively.32 Singapore was still more dangerous to Chinese than the International 

Settlement. 

There were only a few minor affrays in the first part of the 1 924 between Hainanese 

gangs and internal brawls between the Hokchia and Hng Hwa branches in both the Sin 

Ghee Hin and the Sin Kongsi, possibly due to the rickshaw riot of the previous year.33 

The worst violence occurred from August onwards due to a dispute between 

Teochewgroups, with the end of the year ending badly for the police. The year 1924 

started well with 21 loaded automatic pistols and revolvers being discovered in tables and 

stools being brought into Singapore.34 The offender received two years vigorous 

imprisonment and 24 strokes of the cat o'nine tails for his effort.35 The police also 

scored successes in suppressing Secret Societies. A raid on a Sin Ghi Hin meeting on 27 

July 1924 saw five arrests but seven society members escaped.36 Major trouble started 
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in August after a dispute between the TeochewSin Tong Hwa and a combination of 

several pangkengs of the Teochewsumame Tan clan. It degenerated into a series of 

stabbings, attacks and robberies on individuals around the Kampong Malacca district 

resulting in several murders including one by a revolver.37 Although the Chinese 

Protectorate report on the incidents had the war subsiding in late September, there were 

attacks after that date.38 Worse was to happen when a Muslim Malabari (Indian) police 

constable from the Singapore Harbour Board Police was shot on 2 November 1924, by a 

Chjnese crimjnal, leaving a liner with six smuggled pistols and over 1 ,000 rounds of 

arnmunition.39 Subsequently caught, after wounding another policeman, the crimjnal 

was tried and sentenced to death on 21  January 1925.40 

There was also an outbreak of secret society attacks in the last week of 1 92441 involving 

Hokk.ien and Teochewgroups with another attributed to the Sin Gi Hin on 5 January 1925 

in New Bridge Road.42 The newspapers in the first half of 1925 were reporting many 

secret society incidents and arms smuggling. There was an outbreak of secret society 

killings in July and August 1925, and crimjnals became more brazen in their attacks on 

police. In one notable incident Cantonese Heng Yee secret society members fired upon 

Hokk.ien Sin Ghi Hin members resulting in the death of a young man and girl and the 

wounding of another man, none of whom were connected with the gangs.43 Two further 

incidents on 1 1  November 1925 highlighted the growing problem of armed crimjnals. A 

motor bus was held up by an armed gang in Keppel Road and the victim stabbed to 

death,44 and a Chjnese detective effecting the arrest of two criminals, pointed out by an 

informer, was fatally shot twice in the chest after grabbing one.45 The two crimjnals 

53 



escaped to Tanjong Pinang Rhio in the Dutch East Indies, but were arrested there in early 

1926 and handed over to the Straits Settlement Police.
46 

The police continued raiding 

the secret societies and on 2 1  September 1925, 22 members of the Sin Gi Hin were 

arrested and all received four months imprisonment. Seven Hokkien secret society 

members were arrested and society documents seized during a police raid at 47 Smith 

Street on 1 1  February 1 926. 

In December 1925 the TeochewSin Tong Hoa and Hok Teo Khey secret societies fought 

each other for control of the docks around Boat Quay and there were numerous 

incidents.47 On 1 0  January a police constable was fatally wounded and on 1 8  January the 

shooting peaked. Six people were wounded by revolver fire around North Boat Quay 

and two Hokkiens and one Tiuchewshot dead, the latter by accident, at Karnpong Pulau 

Minyak..48 The two sides settled their differences shortly after on 23 January. In April 

1926 it became the Cantonese secret society gangs' tum to go to war went to war 

shooting at each other, and the police.49 A typical encounter was on 1 4  April when two 

Cantonese gangs fired about 12  shots at each other at the comer of Albert and Selegie 

Streets on 1 4  April 1926 resulting in one person killed and four wounded but none from 

the gangs. 50 The police continued to mount raids to counter the violence. A series of 

raids on the night of 3 1  May saw nine men charged with armed robbery and a further two 

charged with murder.51  Police also seized two loaded pistols, and just as important, 

books relating to secret society matters. 52 
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Cantonese gangsters continued doing armed gang robberies in June and July,53 with 

shootings prevalent as well. In just one incident, four Chinese were shot on 7 June in an 

upstairs room of a house off Sago Lane, in the heart of Chinatown. 54 The police were 

also targets. The Straits Times noted in an editorial on 1 5  July, that 'three police officers 

had been shot at in the past six months'55. A gunman got into a revolver duel with two 

pursuing detectives in Sago Street on 12  June, hitting one in the cheek. The police 

continued the chase and the gunman ran into a house and then shot himself in the head. 56 

This shooting ended the violence. Raids were invariably dangerous and on 1 2  July a 

European Inspector was shot and paralysed during a raid on a gang of armed gang 

robbers. Acting on a tip-off that a number of armed men were preparing for a gang 

robbery the police entered a house and raided one of the rooms. The officer was shot in 

the back and then the gunmen surrendered to the two other police. 57 The Cantonese gang 

wars ended with the 1 2  June shooting of the gunman,58 and the raids in July. 

Firearms were easy to obtain due to arms smuggling by ships from Europe. An 

interesting story about this concerns the steamship Carnarvonshire. On 7 June 1926, 53 

automatic pistols each with a magazine and 233 boxes containing 25 rounds each, were 

seized from the Camarvonshire in Singapore.59 Three Shanghai Chinese were arrested 

and sentenced to two years jail and 1 2  strokes of the rotan (cane).60 When it docked in 

Shanghai a further 83 pistols with 8,000 rounds of ammunition and 37 spare magazines 

were seized, and four Chinese held in connection with them.61 The availability of 

firearms led to an increase in violent crime in the International Settlement. There were 

43 murders including nine Chinese members of the Shanghai Municipal Police, eight 
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done by robbers during some of the 448 armed robberies during the year.62 The police 

uniforms had their buttons and cap badges changed to bronze and black to make them 

less conspicuous at night.63 The shooting at police, as bad as it was, became worse in 

1927 as the crime rate exploded in both Singapore and the International Settlement. 

The Storm and its Aftermath: 1927 - 1930 

The year 1927 was the worst year for secret society violence in the inter-war period in 

both Settlements with Singapore having 26 gang related deaths.64 This figure included 

1 3  people killed by shooting or stabbing, with many more wounded, during a 1 2  day war 

in September between the TeochewSin Tong Hoa and Hok Teo K.hen.65 During this war, 

in one 24 hour period, six persons were shot and one stabbed.66 The Hokkien secret 

societies kept a low profile in 1927 with no serious clashes being reported between the 

Sin Ghi Hin and the Sin Guan Seng.67 This war, and the outbreak of Cantonese secret 

society violence between the Heng Yee and Kuan Yi groups that started in January 1926, 

saw the number of murders in 1 927 reach 89.6
8 Robberies increased dramatically as 

weU69, mostly by Cantonese gangsters. The Cantonese secret societies terrorised 

Chinatown, as they favoured using firearms. These two examples from January 1926 

illustrate the willingness to use firearms by secret societies. On 13  January, ten shots 

were fired in a secret society dispute in Havelock Road, but fortunately no one was hit.70 

On 27 January two gunmen emptied their automatic pistols into an elderly Chinese 

businessman (towkay), his three sons and two grandchildren, and a Chinese maidservant 

(amah). The towkay and a child of nine were killed and only one person was not 
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wounded.71 To do many of the shootings, special Cantonese gunmen known as 'five 

tiger generals' were brought in from China. 72 In 1927 the most dangerous street in 

Singapore was Sago Street, which had more shootings than any other in Singapore.73 At 

one end of the street was the Death House (rumah mati)14, and the street also contained 

many funeral parlours and coffin makers. For all these shootings no member of the 

police was killed in 1927, but a Chinese Protectorate agent (a Cantonese), was shot on 1 5  

July in New Bridge Road, very near the Protectorate itself.75 

The International Settlement became dangerous for all as parts resembled battle zones 

between the police and armed criminals. There were 1 26 encounters in which shooting 

took place and these resulted in 14  police killed and 22 wounded.76 Of the criminals 

involved in  these shoot outs, 23 were killed, 17  wounded and 104 arrested. 77 The 

measures the police took to protect themselves are discussed in a later chapter. The 

murder rate ballooned out to 123,78 with armed robberies trebling from the 1926 figure to 

1 ,458 cases.79 The Annual Departmental Report explained that the increase in the 

crime rate could be explained by the civil war that was raging around the Settlement, 

especially in the early months of 1927.80 Defeated warlord soldiers and deserters had 

pistols and were happy to use them in robberies and to shoot at pursuing police, whilst 

others found their way into criminal gangs. 

The creation of the secret society sub-branch of the detective branch in Singapore had by 

the beginning of 1928 a telling effect on secret societies' activities. The Cantonese 
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secret societies were still reeling from the 1 927 attacks by the police and it was also the 

first year since 1923, that the TiuchewSin Thong Hoa and Hock Teo Keng secret societies 

had not fought each other.81  The Cantonese secret societies attacked each other in April 

and June but a police raid on the headquarters of the Kuan Yi in July 1928 suppressed 

it.82 It was the Hokkien secret societies' tum to cause trouble. There were frequent 

hostilities between Hokkien secret societies in 1928 causing 12  murders out of the 46 

reported in that year.83 The Singapore Police Force had by late 1928 gained the upper 

hand and in 1929 scored further successes raiding seven secret society initiation 

ceremonies.84 The effect of these raids was apparent as the murder rate in Singapore 

dropped to 36 in 1 929.85 During this period however attacks on police worsened, with a 

Malay police officer fatally stabbed in 1928 by a Javanese housebreaker and in 1929, one 

Indian and one Chinese officer killed by firearms. 86 

Like the Detective Branch in Singapore, the Criminal Investigation Department of the 

Shanghai Municipal Police was reorganised into two separate areas, Political and 

Criminal.87 This and the training programme , which will be discussed later, saw the 

police go on the offensive against armed criminals. There were 49 cases of kidnapping 

in 1928 compared to 27 in 1927, and 901 cases of armed robbery. 88 In relation to these 

cases the Shanghai Municipal Police conducted 251 raids, shooting dead 21  criminals 

during these said raids.89 There were 96 murders, the police still being prime targets 

with nine officers killed.90 A major outcome of the raids was the arrest of a communist 

'hit squad' known as the 'Pootoo Road Assassination Gang'. From 25 August 1926 to 

27 March 1927 they were responsible for 1 7  murders and four attempted murders.91 In 

raids conducted in March and April the Shanghai Municipal Police made 22 arrests and 
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broke up the gang.
92 

The amount of serious offences continued to go down in the 

International Settlement. In 1929 there were 707 armed robberies, 38 k.idnappings 

reported with the number of murder cases dropping to 42,

93 
with only two police officers 

killed and seven wounded.94 
The police conducted 163 raids and only five criminals 

were shot resisting arrest.95 In these police shoot outs, the policy was to shoot back 

when fired upon,
96 

resulting in many innocent bystanders being killed and wounded. 

mainly Chinese. This led to the accusation that the Shanghai Municipal Police did not 

care for the lives of Chinese.97 This attitude was reflected when a Chinese cook was 

mistakenly shot dead during a raid. The policemen involved showed no remorse. despite 

the unfortunate victim receiving 23 bullet wounds from a Thompson sub-machine gun.
98 

Thus the period 1 9 19 to 1930 saw the Singapore Police Force combatting the secret 

societies after their resurgence in 1921 and 1922, with the Singapore Police admitting that 

the situation had become out of control in November 192 1 .  After controlling this. there 

was a second outbreak of violence amongst the societies in 1926 and 1927 but the pol ice 

were now better organised to combat and suppress it. Special anti-secret society 

detective groups were formed as part of the Denham reforms and these gained the upper 

hand in late 1927. By streamlining command and control and being able to concentrate 

solely on defeating these criminal groups the situation stabilised to the police force's 

credit by late 1927 and stayed that way for the rest of the decade. 
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Chapter Two 

The Violence Suppressed 1930 - 1938. 

The period 1928 to 1933 was when the police gradually took over the suppression of 

unlawful societies. This gave unity of command and control, whereas previously it had 

been dual, with the police and the Chinese Protectorate not always trusting each other. 1 

This unity of command and control was so successful that the 1937 Annual Police Report 

commented that there was very little secret society violence and only two secret society 

deaths.2 The Cantonese gangs were so suppressed that there were no deaths attributed to 

them, the first time in over ten years. 3 The effects of the Depression and the restriction 

of immigrants from China further reduced the power of the societies. As the economy 

shrank, many gang members went back to China when their employment contracts in 

Singapore expired. Similarly, restricted immigration of males did not allow their 

numbers, and those banished, to be replaced. 

Secret society violence agam had broke out in Singapore in 1930, with Hokkien, 

Cantonese and Teochew secret societies infighting. While there were three clashes 

between the Teochew and either Cantonese or Hokkien groups, they were not regarded as 

serious by the Chinese Protectorate.4 The Singapore Police viewed them more 

seriously,5 and they were relentless in their attacks on the secret societies. There was 

only one successful raid conducted against a secret society ceremony, a joint raid by the 

Protectorate and the police against a Teochew secret society initiation ceremony off Paya 

Lebar Road. This resulted in the conviction of all secret society members arrested.6 
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By the end of 1930 the police action had resulted in 30 people being convicted for being 

members of a secret society, four for being officials and eight for being in possession of 

secret society documents. The murder rate in Singapore was also low with only 36 cases 

of murder reported in 1930, but these cases were responsible for the deaths of 46 

persons. 7 The amount of armed robberies also reflected the police actions against the 

secret societies, with 69 occurring in 1930 compared to 64 in 1929 and 104 in 1928.8 

The attacks on the secret societies continued in 1931 with many gangs broken up.9 The 

police were so effective in Singapore that whilst there were 1 5  armed gang and six gang 

robberies, these were confined primarily to outlying areas due to police presence in the 

town areas.10 There were a total of 54 armed robberies in Singapore in 193 1 ,  which only 

rose to 57 in 1932.1 1  The Shanghai Munjcipal Police had reduced the number of murders 

to 40 in 1930 and to 29 in 1 93 1 . 12 The 1931  Annual Departmental Report noted that 

there was a 30 per cent reduction in crime in the International Settlement that year. 

K.idnappings went from 33 in 1930 to 1 7  in 1931 13 and actual and attempted armed 

robberies went from 702 to 529. 14 The murder rate was comparable to Singapore given 

the population, but the armed robberies were much hlgher and kidnappings were non 

existent in Singapore. This is because Singapore being an island it was not easy to get 

away and consequently easier for the police to chase them. Besides that, there was no 

sanctuary in Malaya from pursuit by the Singapore police as the criminals in the 

International Settlement had when entering Chinese territory. 
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The police crackdown in Singapore was such a success that in 1932 there was only one 

society related murder,15 and only one major secret society disturbance occurred in 

December, over the ownershjp and protection of brothels. 16 With only 2 1  murders in 

1932 compared to 33 in 1931  the police were winning the battle against the secret 

societies. The gangs became more active in 1933 with Hollien groups dashing with 

Cantonese groups three times, Teochews once and amongst themselves 1 9  times. 17 The 

Cantonese gangs were quick to employ firearms but again there was only one society 

related murder. It was the husband of a legitimate coffee shop waitress, one who was not 

a prostitute, to ensure that people continued to pay extortion money.18 Cantonese society 

members did however start becoming more active again in violent criminal matters, being 

held responsible for six armed gang robberies and 23 other armed robberies in that year.19 

The Shanghai Municipal Police was having successes in reducing the crime rate in 1932 

and 1933 with murders dropping from 43 cases, including four double, in 1932 to 26 

cases in 1933?0 Kidnappings dropped from 1 1  to six and armed robberies from 604 to 

443 respectively.21 The figure for 1933 is more impressive considering a large number 

of habitual criminals were released in the Chinese areas of Shanghai under a government 

amnesty.Z2 

As the economy in Singapore carne out of the Depression, the money that could be made 

by the secret societies increased, leading to a resurgence in secret society warfare. In 

1 934 there were between 20 and 30 inter-gang fights and affrays between Hollien groups 

and various Teochew and Cantonese gangs. Unusually, Hollien gangs supported 
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Cantonese gangs twice against Teochew gangs?3 There were six secret society related 

deaths, two Teochews due to ruptured spleens, one who was an innocent bystander, and 

one Hok.kien secret society member stabbed. Cantonese gangs were giving the police the 

most trouble. Out of the 14  murders and 20 armed robberies in Singapore in 1934,24 

these gangs were responsible for two armed gang and 14 armed robberies25 as well as 

four murders and one attempted murder.26 The murders included Police Inspector 

Pobjoy, shot by a Cantonese gunman of the Kwan society after meeting him accidentally 

during a routine visit to a pawnshop?7 Following this, the Cantonese gangs were 

attacked ruthlessly by the police, so much so that in 1935 the secret societies were still 

suffering from these attacks. 

The anti-secret society branch was finally successful in suppressing the Cantonese gangs. 

The only major incidents relating to the secret societies in 1935 were two deaths due to an 

inter-gang war between Cantonese gangs over prostitutes and the death of one Hokkien 

member due to a petty gaming dispute with a rival Hokkien society.28 These three 

murders contributed to the thirteen murders committed in Singapore in 1935,29 a figure 

that shows that Singapore had calmed down from the 1920s crime wave. The Cantonese 

gangs used guns nine times in 1935 and were responsible for five armed gang and 14 

armed robberies,30 out of 68 committed that year.31 

Similarly the Shanghai Municipal Police were becoming more successful in suppressing 

crime in the International Settlement. The number of murders dropped and kidnappings 
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were finally becoming a rare event. In 1934 there were 24 murders, in 1935 dropping to 

a very low 13 murders, comparable to Singapore's, and rising to 25 in 1936.32 

Kidnappings comprised five in 1935 compared to three in 1934 and one in 1936.33 The 

kidnapping menace had been finally broken after ten years of police effort. The SMP was 

also becoming more effective in attacking armed robberies, although the figure remained 

high when compared to Singapore's, as Tables one and two show. There were 379 

armed robberies in 1936, almost the same as the 380 cases in 1935, but a considerable 

improvement on the 1934 figure of 452.34 

The Societies Regroup and Nationalist Feelings Rise: 1936 - 1938 

On 7 July 1937 Japanese and Chinese forces clashed at the Marco Polo bridge 

precipitating China's War of Resistance, and on 1 3  August the Japanese launched their 

attack on Shanghai.35 As the events in Singapore mirrored those happening in Southern 

China, the Japanese attack on Shanghai and the ensuing Sino-Japanese War galvanised 

anti-Japanese sentiment in both the Singapore and International Settlement on an 

unprecedented scale. The secret societies in Singapore used 1936 and 1937 to resurrect 

themselves using anti-Japanese sentiment to recruit new members. In 1938 they 

renewed fighting each other for power. Many of the secret societies in Shanghai, 

including the International Settlement, aided and fought with the Guomindang forces 

against the Japanese.36 As the Guomindang forces left they started to eliminate traitors 

including ones in the International Settlement and this continued into 1938.37 
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In Singapore the anti-secret society squads were crushingly effective against the societies 

in 1936 and 1937, with only two secret society murders, due to internal disputes, and two 

armed gang and five armed robberies attributed to them in 1937.38 The secret societies 

in general were quiet throughout 1936 as well. There were two disputes involving only 

three secret society related deaths, of which two were due to internal Cantonese disputes. 

This was despite small clashes between all the various Hokkien, Teochew and Cantonese 

gangs with each other.
39 

With the secret societies suppressed the number of violent 

crimes in Singapore was commensurately small as well. The number of murder cases in 

Singapore was 17 in 1936 dropping slightly to 1 6  in 1937, with the number of armed 

robberies at 26 and 27 respectively.40 

The 1938 Straits Settlement Annual Police Report noted that in Singapore there was a 

combined total of 156 Hokkien and Teochew secret societies, each with 100 to 500 

members. Also 1 5  new Hokkien and two new Teochew societies were formed and there 

were 8 1  incidents involving Hokkien groups and 35 involving Teochew groups. The 

Cantonese secret societies were described as 'always being more dangerous', being 

involved in six shooting and three stabbing incidents involving inter-gang feuds.41  The 

police managed to control the violence between the various gangs in Singapore in 1938 as 

there were only ten murders reported with 1 1  deaths, but the number of armed robberies 

quadrupled to 128.42 The secret societies were also involved with the anti-Japanese 

boycott and the National Salvation Movement in Singapore.43 Ang Poh-sek, who was 

president of the Chin Kang Association in the 1930s, and who was also a rubber dealer 
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and strong man, was said to have controlled 59 kuli-keng which housed hundreds of 

waterside workers from all of the dialect groups in Singapore. These waterside workers 

were said to have been mobilised to enforce the boycott of Japanese goods in Singapore 

in the late 1 930s. 44 This secret society was one that was not clan based. as in the case of 

the Hokkien, Teochew and Cantonese groups. 

The Shanghai Municipal Police managed to keep the murder rate to 22, the kidnappings 

to five and the armed robbery rate to 467 in 1937.45 Given the turmoil surrounding the 

Japanese attack on Shanghai this was commendable indeed. The SMP established a 

missing person's bureau to deal with the Sino-Japanese conflict in Shanghai. At the end 

of 1937 there had been 44 Chinese and 1 6  foreigners recorded as missing. Of the 

Chinese, five returned to their famjJies and two were found dead, leaving 37 still missing. 

Five of the foreigners were located, two found dead, one believed dead and eight were 

listed as still rnissing.46 The Japanese occupation of the Chinese sectors of Shanghai 

added to the SMP's woes. Shooting and bombing cases became common on the Western 

borders where the Japanese occupation administration had allowed the setting up of 

gambling and opium dens.47 These led to an increase in armed robberies to 605, but the 

kidnapping rate was low at five cases only.48 The number of murders rose to 42, 

including fifteen for political reasons, which included Detective Superintendent Lu 

Liank:ui, the head of the SMP's Chinese Detective Branch.49 The circumstances 

surrounding his death are discussed later in the section on political policing. 

7 1  



Thus in Singapore the fortunes of the secret societies were linked to the economy and the 

efforts of the police. When the Singapore Police created their special secret society 

squads as part of the Denham reforms and then later took over the suppression of secret 

societies, their efforts at suppression were much more effective. Police specialists could 

concentrate on particular groups and command and control was streamlined, with the 

added benefit of no rivalries over power sharing with the Chinese Protectorate. Police 

efforts were aided by the depression as many secret society members returned to China as 

work in Singapore dried up. Immigration restrictions introduced in 1933 further helped, 

as when secret society members were banished it was difficult to get recruits from the 

newly arrived immigrants as their number were small. The secret societies staged a 

recovery with the upturn in the Singapore economy in the late 1930s but their power was 

nowhere near that of the 1920s. The reorganisation of the police under the Denham 

reforms had seen to that. 
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Chapter Three 

Vice in Singapore 

This chapter will look at how vice affected the Singapore economy and the people 

involved. The Straits Settlements government, by selling opium legaJly, did not allow 

any large illicit drug trade to occur in the Settlements. As no large criminal gangs were 

involved in the opium business, this lessened police corruption whilst adding 

considerably to the government's coffers. The uneven male to female ratio, a large 

transient population, and the act of prostitution itself never being made illegal, meant that 

prostitution was always going to flourish in Singapore. The government, by outlawing 

brothels, saw secret societies start to operate and profit from illegal brothels and 

prostitution, thus fostering police corruption. 

Narcotics 

In Singapore, the Monopolies Commission was formed on 1 January 1 9 1 0  to manufacture 

and sell opium in the Straits Settlements and the Federated Malay States. Prior to this 

opium had been refined at 'farms'. These were monopolies that were tendered for by 

various groups. Part of the tender was that in exchange for the opium monopoly, a fixed 

amount of revenue was to be handed over, known as farmed, to the colonial government. 

The 'farms' often went bankrupt and caused problems in ensuring a steady supply of 

revenue to the government's coffers. To ensure a reliable supply of revenue and to 

control the use of opium in the Straits Settlements, the government created the 

Monopolies Commission. From 1 9 1 0  all the chandu in the Straits Settlements was 
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produced at the government factory at Telok Blangah, Singapore, with the government 

clearly benefiting from this arrangement. 1 ln the Straits Settlements and Malaya. opium 

was sold in an old Chinese weights and measures system. One tahil equalled ten chis 

and one chi equalled ten boons. One tahil is the equivalent of 3 7. 7 grams. In 1 909 

opium was sold at three dollars a tahil but by the beginning of 1 9 1 9, onJy ten years later, 

the price had risen to ten dollars a tahil.2 In 1 9 1 7  807, 4 1 5  tahils of prepared opium was 

sold in Singapore rising to 1 ,01 8,960 tahils in 1 9 1 8.3 This equates to 29, 874 kilograms 

and 37,702 kilograms respectively, which made the Straits Settlements government quite 

a drug dealer. 

One reason for the increase, but not the only one, was that the Indian government reduced 

the amount of raw opium it was exporting.4 To ensure supply, the governments of India 

and the Straits Settlements signed an agreement on 23 May 1 9 1 9  that the Straits 

Settlements would 'buy the whole or substantially the whole of its opium from India'. 

The price of chandu to licensed dealers also rose around the same time from ten dollars a 

tahil to $ 1 2  a tahil and the maximum retail price rose from $ 1 0.50 to $ 1 2.50 a tahil.5 It 

was certainly a cash cow for the Straits Settlements government, which raised the price 

further in 1922 to $ 1 2.20 if bought by the tahil pot and $ 1 3 . 3  3 if bought by the packet. 6 

Another reason for the price rise was that making it more expensive would reduce its 

consumption by users. The Straits Settlements government set up the British Malaya 

Opium Committee and its report was handed down on 27 November 1 923.7 This and 

Colonial Office documents from the time show that the government of the Straits 

Settlement wanted to reduce opium consumption. Three key recommendations were 
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that: sales were to be done in two hoon sealed tubes, instead of the three hoon packet then 

used; the consumption of opium dross, the dregs of smoked opium, was to be avoided at 

all costs due to the health risks; and all sales should be by the government. The report 

also gave a breakdown of Chinese opium smokers by dialect groupings: Hokkiens 

represented 23 percent, Tiuchew 22 percent, Hailam 20 percent, Khehs (Hakka) 1 8  per 

cent and Cantonese 1 7 percent. 8 The Hailams and Hakka are over represented when 

compared to their small numbers by percentage in the Straits Settlements. This would 

have been due to the more menial tasks often undertaken by these two clans.9 Hailams 

and Hakkas invariably were in the dirtiest and menial jobs, for example nearly all the 

male Chinese servants in Singapore were Hailam, and wanted a release from their daily 

drudgery. 

In 1927 the lndian government announced that it would start a ten year plan that would 

result in it ceasing the export of opium in 1938. The Straits Settlements started an 

Opium Replacement Fund to give it a replacement source of revenue. This was not 

necessary as in 1938 the Straits Settlements purchased I ,000 chests of Iranian opium.10 

The Straits Settlements government also did its best to reduce opium smoking in Malaya 

and Singapore. At the end of 1934, the Straits Settlements closed the register of smokers 

and no new addicts were supposed to be added except on medical grounds. 1 1 This was 

only partially successful as an intensive registration campaign of smokers was started in 

1 935. To further reduce consumption, from October 1 935 the amount that could be sold 

to an individual went from four chi to two chi per day. 12 The scheme worked well as 

there were 27,150 active smokers in 1938 compared to 29,5 1 1  in 1937.13 Opium 
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consumption in the 1930s did show a drop although the immigration restrictions and the 

Depression would have been contributing factors. In 1928 the government sold 50,300 

kilograms of opium, this dropping to 24, 825 kilograms in 1932, 14 at the height of the 

Depression. The effects of the Depression were still being felt in 1934 and 1935 when 

the revenue from opium sales was $8,723,478 from 25,820 kilograms and $8,740,61 3  

from 24,924 kilograms respectively. 15  The government's plan to reduce opium 

consumption was starting to show results as when the economy picked up in 1938 only 

19,100 kilograms were sold. 16 

Smuggling 

The Monopolies Commission used all the means at its disposal to stop smuggling of 

opium into Singapore. Smuggling was rife in the period 1 9 1 8  - 1 938 as smuggled 

opium was far cheaper. For example in 1930 the price of smuggled opium was four 

dollars per tahil as opposed to the $ 1 3  per tahil the government charged. Opium 

seizures were huge in the late 1 920s but the seizures for 1 932 show the effect of the 

Depression. The opium was smuggled from Amoy, the main port of Fukien Province, the 

province having large opium fields. 17 This was the ancestral home of the Hokkien clans 

and the source of a large number of Chinese immigrant workers. Much of the opium 

destined for Formosa and Manila also came from Amoy.
18 
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Opium seizures (in kilograms) 

Raw Opium 

Prepared Opium 

(chandu) 

1926 

688 

6,294 

1 928 1929 1932 

4 14  601 2 1 7  

3,002 1 ,555 535 

China was the source for all the smuggled opium discovered and given the amount 

produced there, this is not surprising. However in 1932 it appeared that 38 kilograms of 

opium may have come from Persia. In 1932 the Straits Settlements added the 

government of Hong Kong to their list of clients for chandu, and this may have led to 

opium being smuggled into China, instead of the other way round. Indian opium was 

regarded as the best opium available, 19 and prior to this only a very small amount of 

Indian opium had ever been seized in Shanghai. In 1930 a little over 1 0  kilograms of 

opium was seized in Shanghai, the first seizure of Indian opium in over ten years.20 It 

was said to have come from the government stores in Hong Kong, Macau or the Dutch 

East Indies? ' 
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By comparison, when the International Settlement decided, under considerable pressure, 

to stop opium consumption it led to massive problems in both the International and 

French Settlements.22 In 1908 a general meeting of the Shanghai Municipal Council 

decided that premises used for consuming opium would be eliminated over a two year 

period, beginning in July 1908.23 This was as a result of a pact signed on 1 January 1 908 

between the British and Chinese governments that reduced Indian opium imports to 

China to nil over a ten year period starting in 1908. 

Opium was openly consumed in the International Settlement up until 1 9 1 7 .  Licences to 

operate shops where opium could be consumed were gradually stopped, the last one being 

issued in March 1 909. Whilst all the licensed (legal) opium dens had been closed by the 

end of 1 909, shops that were licensed to sell opium for use off premises boomed. The 

number rose from 87 in 1907 to 663 in 1 9 1 4?4 The licences started to be withdrawn in 

1 9 1 5  and 1 9 1 6, with the last one being issued in March 1 9 1 7.25 

From 1 91 7  plans were laid by the Big Eight Mob to control the now illegal opium trade. 

Its leader, Shen Xingshan, was the Chief of the Chinese Detective Squad in the 1 9 1  Os and 

early 1 920s.26 By the early 1920s opium trafficking had become such a problem it had 

seriously affected the discipline of the Shanghai Municipal Police?7 To combat this 

problem, in 1 923 the SMP created the Special Squad under Assistant Commissioner 

M.O. Springfield and took action to remove police involved in opium trafficking. 28 

Later renamed the Opium Preventative Squad,29 and then the Narcotic Section, its 

purpose was to 'suppress the supply, sale, use and transportation of opium and other 
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narcotics'. 3° Constant pressure by raiding and patrolling of areas favoured by smugglers 

was successful in removing the opium merchants from the International Settlement.
31  

In 1925 the squad scored major successes when it  raided massive warehouses at 51  and 

607 Canton Road, 3 1  Shantung Road and 16 Kin Loong Ka.32 These three raids netted 

889 kilograms of opium out of the 1 ,340 kilograms seized in 1 3 1  successful raids during 

that year.33 The warehouses consisted of underground concrete storage chambers 

connected by concrete tunnels.34 Based on the marks left on the walls of these chambers 

left by opium 'sweating' in hotter weather, tonnes of opium had been stored there prior to 

the raids.35 These two raids broke the back of the Big Eight Mob's power base, as the 

opium merchants moved over to the French Concession and under the protection of the 

Small Eight Mob. After these raids the police work regarding opium was mainly 

concerned with raiding opium dens. The Shanghai Municipal Police believed that 

reintroducing the regulation of opium sales in the Settlement was the best way of 

reducing the problems associated with it.36 Yet these figures for opium seizures pale in 

comparison with the seizures made in the Straits Settlements. 

Prostitution 

Being a port city that also had a large male transient population, it is not surprising that 

prostitution in Singapore was common. Another reason was the lack of Chinese 

women. The number of females per thousand males in the Straits Settlements in 1921 

were, by dialect grouping: Hok.kiens - 533; Cantonese - 7 1 7; Hakka - 410 and Tiuchew -
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336.37 The large number of Cantonese relative to the Hokkien and Tiuchew dialect 

groups was because all the 'known' prostitutes were Cantonese. 

Prostitution in brothels in the Straits Settlements was legal until 1930. Prior to 1914 the 

legal age for prostitutes coming from China was 16, but it was raised to 20 in that year 

and in 1 924 the age was raised again to 2 1 .  All the professional prostitutes in Singapore 

were Cantonese and most had worked in brothels in Canton before moving to Singapore. 

Government control extended in many ways. The Secretary for Chinese Affairs in Hong 

Kong interviewed all the prostitutes before they could go to Malaya. The Venereal 

Diseases Ordinance of 1 924 made it illegal for a male to control a brothel and made the 

registration of brothels compulsory. Illegal brothels were not officially tolerated and 

were raided, despite their paying off police and detectives in their district. An example 

of this was the brothel raids conducted in Syed Ali Lane, Jalan Besar, Malay, Hylam and 

Malabar Streets in January 1 924, which led to the arrest of 30 prostitutes and 1 5  Japanese 

and Chinese brothel owners.38 The prostitutes included Malay, Cantonese and Eurasian 

women and 2 7  out of the 30 prostitutes arrested had venereal disease, as did half of the 

Japanese madams.39 An amendment to the Women and Girls Protection Ordinance in 

1927 made it an offence to keep a brothel in Singapore and a phased withdrawal of 

licences occurred.40 There were 190 licensed brothels in 1 927,41  but by 1930 there were 

none officiaJiy left, the majority having been in Chinatown, located mainJy in K.reta Ayer, 

Upper Hokkien and Tan Que Lan Streets.42 These streets had been the scenes of 

numerous outbreaks of secret society violence between 1920 and 1930. The 1931  Straits 

Settlements Annual Report contained a report that noted: 'Police and Protectorate action 
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had resulted in the almost entire disappearance of European women soliciting in public 

and the closure of large numbers of recognised Asiatic brothels'. This did not stop 

prostitution, the girls moving into small hotels. A disturbing note was the use of young 

children in prostitution. From January to August 1932, out of the 266 girls admitted to 

the Po Leung Kuk home in Singapore, 1 59 were suffering from venereal disease. One 

was seven years old, another eight, two were ten and another 1 1 . Many of the girls had 

been placed in the Home as a result of Protectorate raids on brothels.43 

The 1932 Annual Report was more open on the effects of the closure of the brothels and 

was sympathetic in tone towards the girls. The number of known brothels had declined 

from over 300 in 1 930 to less than 100 at the end of 1932. The police and Protectorate 

found the work distasteful, having raided 157  different houses and convicted 559 persons 

as occupiers of brothels in the period 1930 to 1932. Prostitutes also took to working as 

'waitresses' in coffee shops, which led to secret society violence over the control of them. 

Prostitution was mentioned very little in the Straits Settlements Annual Reports for the 

rest of the decade except for the 1937 Report. The widespread existence of male 

prostitution was discovered and reported to the Government, who ordered it to be 

eliminated. This was probably due to the King George VI dock being opened and the 

regular basing of British naval vessels in Singapore.44 

The Straits Settlements based its phased closing of brothels on the system used in the 

International Settlement, where a similar process started in December 1 920, by lottery, 

and ended with the closure of the last licensed brothel in December 1924. If it was 
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meant to reduce prostitution, it was a dismal failure. The 1921 Police Report recorded 

that 2 1 8  brothels were closed and that the prostitutes 'merely spread over a much wider 

area with the consequent impossibility of any effective police control'.45 The 1923 

Report pointed out that 'with the closing down of licensed brothels, great numbers of 

prostitutes are to be found occupying rooms or flats in other places'. 46 After the annual 

withdrawal on 3 1  March 1924, there were only 98 brothel licences left, with the final 65 

being withdrawn on 3 1  December 1924, the other 33 having been cancelled during the 

year.47 Other methods were found to run brothels, which were openly tolerated. For 

example, the number of licensed Chinese 'sing-song' houses jumped from 283 in 1924 to 

3, 744 in 1925 and 4, 7 1 7  in 1926:8 sing-song licence fees up to 1925 having been known 

as brothel licensing fees. In a piece of classic understatement, Justice Feetham in his 

1 930 report on the Shanghai Municipal Council noted that the withdrawal of all the 

brothel licences 'did not prove effective for the purpose of eliminating brothels, or 

restricting prostitution'. 49 

Whilst prostitution in Singapore was not exclusively Chinese, opium users were almost 

all ethnic Chinese, whether immigrants or local born. That they used prostitutes and 

took opium is no surprise given their employment and conditions in Singapore, and their 

lack of female companionship. Comparison with the International Settlement shows that 

by the government manufacturing the opium legally, it gave them a ready source of 

income and did not allow the existence of large organised crime gangs as occurred in the 

United States during Prohibition and in the International Settlement. The latter may 
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seem unfair to the Shanghai Municipal Police but it took seven years to get rid of the 

opium warehouses. As for prostitution, the making of brothels illegal in the Straits 

Settlements, as in the International Settlement, showed the futility of legislating against 

prostitution. Both ports became famous for prostitution and the secret societies made 

profits from them, whilst corrupting the police to tum a blind eye. 
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PART TWO 

POLITICAL POLICING 

Chapter Four 

The Detective Branch and Imperial Policing 

The Singapore detective branch was highly regarded in the regton for its criminal 

investigation skills. From 1 93 1 ,  the detective branch became the established centre for 

the collection and dissemination of information on counterfeiting in South East and North 

A .  1 s1a. 

Shanghai. 

This included Hong Kong and presumably the International Settlement in 

Besides its criminal investigation duties, the detective branch in Singapore 

through its Special Branch was heavily involved in suppressing Communism and Indian 

nationalist movements, as well as having to cope with various anti-Japanese boycotts. It 

was information discovered when a Comintern agent was arrested in Singapore that led to 

the break up of the Far Eastern Bureau of the Comintern, in the International Settlement 

in June and July 1 93 1 .  Singapore was regarded as an early warning post for the 

Shanghai Municipal Police for political activists ('radicals') coming through the Malacca 

Straits2 and both police forces shared information with each other.3 From Shanghai the 

Communist parties in the Straits Settlements were directed and funded till 1 934 and it 

was also from there that many of the Indian nationalists in Singapore received their 

. 
l 4 matena . 
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The Straits Settlements were under martial law during the First World War and for a short 

period after its conclusion. The British Army at Fort Canning was responsible for 

policing during this period, the police being subordinate to it. When the military 

authorities handed over control to a civil administration in 1918, the Special Branch was 

placed Wlder the charge of a Mr Savi, as the Director of Political Intelligence.5 It was 

given the title of the Criminal Investigation Department with tasked 'To control the 

activities of 'subversive elements' . In 1922 Mr Savi was promoted to Deputy 

Commissioner of Perak and from 1 September that year, Rene H de S Onraet took over 

the role of Director of the C.I.D.6 Onraet wrote that: ' In  addition to security work against 

political movements and suspects, the Special Branch concentrated on all racial, religious 

and social activities and kept an eye on the trend in neighbouring countries'. 7 The 

Criminal Investigation Branch was renamed the Special Branch in 1933 and the Straits 

Settlements govenunent wrote to the Colonial Office that: 'The CID never carried out 

investigation of organised crime. It has confined itself to purely special or political 

matters, particularly those of a subversive nature; and it investigates or directs the 

investigation of such matters in all the settlements of the Colony' .8 Onraet also wrote 

that prior to 1926 there was no organised communist movement in Singapore,9 the CID 

concentrating on the Chinese Nationalist Party, the Guomindang. To this end, in 1927 

there were three Asiatic inspectors from the Malay, Indian and Chinese (MIC) contingent 

in the CID. This was because Kuala Lumpur in Malaya was the centre of Chinese 

communism in Malaya and the Straits Settlements from 1921 to early 1924, when the 

headquarters in Kuala Lumpur was broken up. However, this did not mean that there 

was no communist activity in Singapore. 
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The police force was seriously under strength at the end of the First World War, a 

situation that was not remedied until 1923,10 after the crisis of the secret society violence 

in the early 1 920s. At the end of the First World war there were 93 detectives for the 

entire Straits Settlements. A crisis in the number of detectives again occurred in the 

middle of the 1920s. In March 1926 it had a native staff of 83 detectives that included 

Chinese, several Indians, a dozen Malays, Javanese, Boyanese, Arabs and one Japanese. 

There were also two or three Eurasians and a mixed office staff of Chinese, Malays and 

Indians. The Superintendent, Assistant Superintendent and a few inspectors were 

Europeans. 
1 1  In the 1920s and 30s the Singapore Detective Branch would have been 

one of the most ethnically varied detective branches in the world. In 1927 the detective 

branch in Singapore was understaffed by 20 per cent when the crime rate and communist 

inspired violence was at its peak. 12 By the end of 1927 there were only I 04 detectives in 

Singapore and Christmas Island, 26 below establislunent. 

In the period 1927 - 1 938  the authorised strength of the Straits Settlement Police rose 

from 3,592 in 1927 to 4,301 in 1932 reducing to 3,843 by 1938. 13  Both the detective and 

special branches stayed at their authorised levels throughout the 1930s, even during the 

Depression. If the number of detectives in the Special Branch is included in the 

authorised detective levels, the total number remained higher than in 1927. The number 

of detectives in the CID is not separated in the Annual Reports prior to 1932. 

In 1932 the detective branch in Singapore and Christmas Island stood at 1 37, fully 

marmed and in 1938 it was seven below establislunent at 1 30. The latter figure can be 
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explained by the anti - corruption campaign in the Straits Settlements Police Force that 

saw 26 members of the Detective Branch dismissed with ten of them being expelled from 

the colony. 14  The same year also saw the decision to gradually disband the European 

Inspectorate, over a number of years, as there were sufficient numbers of locally born 

Asians with good education and training who could do the work.15 The Japanese 

invasion intervened before this could occur. The number of detectives for 1932 and 

1938 does not include the Special Branch, whose actual strength was 1 2  detectives in 

1932 and 1 9  in 1938 respectively. 16 

Special secret society sub-branches of the detective branch were formed in 1927 as a 

result of the implementation of the Denham reforms. 17  In 1 928 it  was further decided 

that the detective branch would be solely responsible for the suppression of secret 

societies and communism instead of dual control with the Chinese Protectorate. 18 On 3 1  

December 1933 the Chinese Protectorate handed control and any remaining records to the 

police. 19 Similarly in 1927 the Shanghai Municipal Police's Criminal Investigation 

Department was also reorganised, being split into two main branches - Criminal and 

Political (Special Branch), each under an assistant Commissioner who reported to the 

Director of Criminal Investigation.20 The Special Branch was divided into seven 

sections: Political (political, military and labour intelligence), Registry, Indian, Chinese, 

Foreign, Translation and Liaison.21  The Straits Settlements Special Branch by way of 

comparison had five sections: Anti-communist, Japanese, Security, Political and Aliens.22 

Unlike the Shanghai Municipal Police's Special Branch there was no Indian section, as 
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there was very little perceived threat from the Indian community to the colonial 

authorities in Singapore and Malaya. 

The suppression of nationalist and communist movements in the International Settlement 

was the responsibility of the Political Section of Central Intelligence Division that later 

became the Special Branch of the Shanghai Municipal Police, under the command of a 

Deputy Commissioner. It was formed in October 1 9 1 7  as a separate squad of the CID, 

'to deal with a special phase of crime' .23 It was responsible for 'watching and reporting 

on all political, quasi-political and politico-religious movements, on the activities of 

political associations and labour organisations, political and other meetings, and on the 

activities of the Press, and for conducting inquiries of a political nature' ?4 It was Special 

Branch's job to provide intelligence of impending political trouble and in the event of it, 

to keep the SMP informed of developments. 25 This meant that the Shanghai Municipal 

Police took an active interest in any organisation or event that could disturb the running 

of the settlement. This ranged from agitation to paying rent, the cost of rice or boycotts 

of foreign goods to political parties such as the Guomindang and the Communist Party. 
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Chapter Five 

Suppressing Bolshevist and Anarchist Movements 1 91 8 - 1925 

The period 1 9 1 9  - 1925 saw the emergence of communism in Singapore. Many of the 

early Chinese communists started as anarchists, albeit with communist leanings, and by 

the second half of 1920 were mostly communists. Yong Ching Fatt wrote that the first 

anarchists in Singapore and Malaya were anarcho-communists and I have stayed with his 

definition. 1 The original group was comprised of anarchists but members of the Chinese 

Communist Party quickly supplanted them. Subordinate to the Chinese Communist 

Party in Shanghai, the original communists had their headquarters in Kuala Lumpur but 

this moved to Singapore in early 1925 due to police suppression. Singapore remained 

the headquarters of the various communist groups in Malaya, and later South East Asia, 

until the Japanese occupation in 1 942. 

The first communist group identified in the Straits Settlements was an anarchical society 

known to the police as the Chan She (Truth Society) which the Straits Settlements Annual 

Report of 1 9 1 9  noted as being, 'affiliated to the Bolshevist San She (New Society) of 

Canton'. 2 It was under observation but it did not become involved in any active 

anarchist incidents including the bombing of the Chinese Protectorate in Kuala Lumpur 

by a Chinese anarchist in February 1925.3 The North Bridge road headquarters of the 

anarchist society in Singapore was raided in the second half of 1 92 1 .  This was in 

relation to their alleged control of the strikes at Tanjong Pagar and other machine shops. 

No information was found during the raid and the Chinese protectorate did not believe 
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that they were a Bolshevik affiliated organisation.4 The Secretary of Chinese Affairs 

writing in late 1921 believed that there was no 'genuine Bolshevist intrigue or any wide 

extension of extremist labour propaganda' . 5 Given the trouble the police and 

protectorate were having with secret society violence, this was a blessing. 

A link between the Guomindang, and the anarchist and communist movements m 

Shanghai, was reported in February 1923 when it was discovered that all these groups 

used American Post Office Box Number 9 1 3  in Shanghai to send material to Malaya.6 

The reporting of a Bolshevist group active in the Straits Settlements is significant, as the 

Shanghai Municipal Police in its Aruma! Report for 1 9 1 9  reported no groups. 

Bolshevism rated only one paragraph in the 1 9 1 9  report that mentioned the seizing of 

Bolshevist books in the Settlement and a small paragraph reporting the arrival of Russian 

refugees into the Settlement from Siberia. 7 The 1920 report devoted only one 

paragraph to Bolshevism and one to local Russian politics.8 That Singapore and the 

Straits Settlements had an active Communist group in 1919 is significant, as it was not 

Wltil August 1920 that the first Communist group in China was formed in Shanghai.9 

It was not until the 1921  Annual Report that Communism became a concern. Street 

unions, the price of rice and house rents and Chinese representation on the Shanghai · 

Municipal Council took up two and a half pages as opposed to just over half a page to 

• Social Extremists', 10 the Guomindang and Bolshevism. What the report did show was 

that the Chinese Communist Party was growing in strength and the police were increasing 
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their attempts to suppress it. In that year four publishers of Communist material were 

successfully prosecuted and the SMP raided the May Day committee before it could stage 

a demonstration. 1 1  The Political Section of Central Intelligence Division of the SMP had 

by the end of 1 92 1  collected 27 different types of communist leaflets and handbills since 

1 9 1 9, but these were a failure as they were aimed primarily at workers and soldiers who 

for the most part could not read. 12 The Chinese Communist Party was perceived as a 

threat but the communist literature was in reality anarchist. The Chinese Communist 

Party upon its formation consisted of only 53 members in seven groups in China and one 

in Japan. 13 It was not until the second congress in July 1922 that it even had a stable 

party organisation.14 Its members bad by then had grown to 1 95 members for the whole 

of Cbina. 15  

It  was not until April 1922 that the Straits Settlements Police reported on an anarchist and 

communist pamphlet printed in Hong Kong. 16 This was just the beginning as in July that 

year, Bolshevist material was sent from Canton to the head of the Chinese High School in 

Singapore and the head 'bar boy', who was a Hailam, at the Grosevnor Hotel. 17 Night 

schools were another and the significant way for the spread of communist and nationalist 

ideas amongst the Chinese in Singapore. 18  A report in December noted that a note of 

communist literature confiscated by the government asked the receiver to 'distribute 

copies to 'other school colleagues' . 19 The report stated that an 'active campaign has thus 

begun - so far as regards the Straits Settlements'. The same report further noted that the 

Bolshevists had started to use 'most inflammatory exhortations against the British' ?0 
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Thus the administration started to view the communist movement as a threat to its 

running of the Straits Settlements. 

The Straits Settlement's intelligence apparatus was successful from the early days in 

suppressing the communist movement. In May 1923, a Cantonese communist was 

caught in Singapore with communist literature and drafts of letters, explaining the 

difficulties experienced in carrying on communist propaganda in South East Asia?1 

The Malayan Political Intelligence Bureau kept a watchful eye on anarchists and 

communists visiting the Straits Settlements22 and the links between these movements and 

Shanghai were continually noted.23 This is not to over rate the intelligence collection 

either. The MBPI was not printed in January, February, April or May in 1924 as there 

was presumably little to report. 

During this same period the Shanghai Municipal Police were active against the Chinese 

C . M 24 ommurust ovement. As it was a cell within the Guomindang it was difficult to 

isolate it from the Nationalists. Indeed the Shanghai Municipal Police, and the European 

population in Shanghai, did not view them at the time as different, both being for the 

removal of foreign privileges in China. On 8 June 1922 the SMP raided a series of 

houses in Taku Road which showed that were being used as the headquarters of a number 

of societies including the Marx Literature Research Society?5 The rooms contained a 

library of 388 'extremist' books in Chinese, English Japanese, French and German?6 It 

was later revealed to be a front for the Guomindang. 27 On the next day the Labour 

Secretariat in Chendu Road was closed down as its journal, The Labourer's Weekly, was 
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said to have printed inflammatory articles. Further, the Secretariat was said to have 

incited postal workers to strike?8 Constant surveillance by the SMP saw a marked 

decline in communist propaganda and activities in the International Settlement in 1923.29 

1924 saw a resurgence in demonstrations and conferences, albeit peaceful, with 

communist, anti-foreign and Guomindang speeches but no action was taken against them. 

Obviously the Shanghai Municipal Police had them under surveillance. This is not to 

over-estimate the size of the Chinese Communist party during this period. It had just 

under 1 ,000 members in January 1 924, rising to at best 1 ,500 members by 1925.30 The 

May 30 incident however saw membership increase rapidly to 3,000 by October 1 925.31 

This is still a small number when compared to the size of the Guomindang and China 

itself. 

Whilst both the Shanghai Municipal and Singapore Detective Branch were in contact, for 

example in ascertaining addresses, there had been no major acts of violence or overt 

disobedience aimed at the police or other government organs. This was to change in 

1925. By the beginning of 1925, Singapore had become the centre for the communist 

movement in Malaya and Singapore. In early 1925, Tan Malaka the Comintern's South 

East Asia member sent a Chinese representative to Singapore to confer with local 

communists; who were also visited by a member of the Indonesian Communist Party, the 

PKI.32 The latter's trip was described as rather unsuccessful.33 Colonial authorities in 

Singapore and Malaya were always worried about political developments in the southern 

provinces of China34, and because of this the Soviet advisers to the Guornindang in 

Canton were regarded as a threat. Chinese immigrants were overwhelmingly from 
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Southern China, as were the families of local born Chinese, and any hostile feelings 

engendered there were expected to show up in Singapore.35 This had already happened 

with the anti-Japanese boycotts and the 1 9 1 9  anti-Japanese riot. The riot was over the 

May 4 movement in China, which occurred when at the Treaty of Versailles, gave the 

former German concessions in Shandong to Japan instead of being returned to China.36. 

The first act of violence was the bombing of the Chinese Protectorate by a Chinese 

anarchist on 23 January 1925 galvanised the Straits Settlement's government into overt 

action.37 As mentioned earlier the local branch of the Anarchist Society was not 

involved, but in any case it had become a spent force. The mass arrests and banishment 

of known anarchists effectively destroyed it. 38 The bombing coincided with a 

considerable increase in Chinese communist literature arriving in Singapore, and Malaya, 

for Hailams living there.39 The MBPI for April 1925 noted that there was a link between 

the communist movements in the Straits Settlements, Malaya and Singapore,40 with these 

developments being described as 'disturbing' .41 The death of Dr Sun Yat Sen in March, 

and the wish of the Chinese to commemorate his passing in Singapore, further added to 

the Straits Settlements Police concerns due to the possible political implications. Despite 

misgivings by the Chinese Protectorate who expected trouble, as did the organisers, 

60,000 people marched in Singapore without incident.42 Raids on Hailam night schools 

during this time were fruitful. Letters found in one raid were from Hailams who had left 

Singapore in February for the Whampoa Military Academy in Guangzhou. All these 

connections with political groups were compounded by the May 30 incident in the 

International Settlement in Shanghai. 
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An explanation of the incident and its aftermath is necessary here as it is was central to 

the Communist Party and anti-foreign sentiment in China. A series of demonstrations 

against Japanese owned mills started in early February after the dismissal of 40 

employees and the subsequent imprisorunent of six of them. The strikes peaked with 

mass arrests by the Shanghai Municipal Police, and the shooting of strikers by Japanese 

employees when they broke into the factory. A procession held in honour of the 

workman killed on that day by students was held on 30 May 1 925. This led to a 

procession in the International Settlement that ended with the rushing of the Louza Police 

Station in Nanking Road by students in the procession. They were shot down by SMP 

Sikh and Chinese constables which resulted in 12 students killed and 17 wounded.43 

The findings of an investigation into the incident by diplomatic staff from various 

embassies in Peking concluded that the, ' Chairman of the SMC was not devoid of blame; 

the Chief of the SMP was so negligent of precautions as to indicate his unfitness for his 

position and should be replaced'. Further, Inspector Everson who ordered the police to 

fue, whilst it was his only course was criticised for his lack of judgement in refusing 

reinforcements offered him prior to the occasion for opening fue.44 The British Consul 

in Shanghai objected to their findings vehemently, as did almost all of the Shanghai 

British community and most of the other foreigners as well.45 As a result, an 

independent judicial commission headed by a US judge, Justice E. Finlay Johnson, was 

formed and its recommendations 'called attention to the methods and organisation of the 

police department to the fact that executives frequently did not attend to business and 

cannot be found in an emergency' .  Despite the results o f  the commission many people in 
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Shanghai still believed it was due to Communist agitators and the SMP was in no way 

responsible.46 The only recommendation of the Judicial Commission acted upon was to 

uphold the sacking of Police Commissioner McUen, and Inspector Everson who both 

received excellent pensions.47 Both the Guomindang and the communists used this Jack 

of action by the Shanghai Municipal Council to whip up anti-foreign sentiment in 

China.48 A general strike was called in the International Settlement and there were 

numerous attacks against the police and foreigners generally in June and July.49 The 

strike eventually petered out by the end of September. 5° Communist and Guomindang 

propaganda was aimed at the removal of foreigners from China, especially the British and 

Japanese, and anti-British propaganda flooded into Singapore from Shanghai and 

Canton.51 These included material from the Shanghai Students Union, the Whampoa 

Academy and Labour and Guide Weeklies from Shanghai. 52 

The Singapore Police and Chinese Protectorate also noticed that the left wmg 

Guomindang was extending its influence throughout Singapore and Malaya by setting up 

more branches. 53 Four were located by the authorities and raided in the wake of the anti

British propaganda offensive. Three were night schools, two Hailam and one Cantonese, 

and one was a Hailam reading room. 54 A raid on Number Two Colombo Court in 

Chinatown on 25 August was particularly successful. One Wong Siang Chek, who 

turned out to be a Guomindang officer from Canton, was arrested and sentenced to one 

years rigorous imprisonment.55 Many of the members of this branch were Hailarns, 

mostly 'boys' from the Europe Hotel. 56 Hailarns were starting to be the driving force 

behind the communist movement in Singapore. 
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Thus the communist movement in Singapore that had started the decade as a small minor 

nuisance, mainly centred in Kuala Lumpur, had grown to become the centre for 

communist activities in Malaya as well as the Straits Settlements. It had regular contacts 

with the Chinese and Indonesian Communist parties and had received a visit from the 

Comintern as well. The colonial authorities realised they were faced with a growing 

threat and were determined to stamp it out. Their intelligence was certainly good given 

the amount of raids they were conducting, and this was aided by their contacts with the 

counterparts in the Shanghai Municipal Police. This partnership was to stand them well 

into the future. 
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Chapter Six 

From Anarchism to Communism 1926 - 1930 

This period in the history of Singapore saw communism go from a small fledgling 

organisation to the formation of the Malayan Communist Party in April 1930. The 

police and protectorate staff attacked the communists when they were located. They 

were successful in keeping the organisation from becoming more active, and when it did 

become active as in the Kreta Ayer Incident and the shoemaker's strike they were 

ruthlessly crushed. Yet the authorities could not totally suppress the organisation and it 

kept re-establishing itself. 

The police and protectorate staff had already noted in late 1 925 that night schools were 

being used to disseminate communism and in the first three months of 1926 one 

Cantonese and four Hailam Cantonese night schools were closed as they had been used 

for political purposes.' A big success for the authorities occurred on 28 February 1926 

when 4 1  Chinese were arrested for unlawfully attending a meeting at Chei Ming Night 

School, Blair Road? They were calling for an anti-Japanese boycott similar to 1 9 1 9  and 

the public commemoration of the first anniversary of Sun Yat Sen's death. 3 This was the 

fourth meeting of the Nanyang Public Bodies Union that had been formed by students, 

labour and local Guomindang (KMT) members with the assistance of seven left wing 

KMT envoys from China.4 It was regarded by the Straits Senlement's administration as 

the first Communist Party group in Singapore.5 The Chinese Protectorate did many of 
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the investigations at this stage, as they did with the secret societies. A Hailam night 

school on the island of Pulau Brani off the coast of Singapore was visited by protectorate 

staff on 25 June 1926. Pulau Brani was where the quarry works for Singapore was 

located. The schoolteacher was arrested when anti-government and other political 

pamphlets were discovered on him and in his belongings.6 By the end of September 

1 926 a total of thirteen night schools had been closed down. 7 These raids had the effect 

of disrupting the communist movement in Singapore and thus their activities. It was not 

until December that another major arrest was recorded. Two communists, including Lim 

Peng Suan who was wanted by the police, were arrested with the other person having 

literature on how to form communist cells. 8 

The Shanghai Municipal Police were appearing to having successes as well. The Annual 

Departmental Report for 1 926 noted that the CCP in the International Settlement was 

subdued in comparison to other provinces. The SMP banned all political 

demonstrations, handbill distribution and street lectures in 1926, and under these orders 

125 people were prosecuted and six headquarters of 'agitators' closed down.9 Over 400 

different types of handbills were distributed 10 but these figures really do not show the full 

extent of communism in Shanghai. The headquarters of the Chinese Communist Party 

was still in Shanghai and its strength grew rapidly in the first three months of 1927. 

In early 1927 the police and Chinese Protectorates in Singapore and Malaya had become 

aware of the 'main school'. These were ex-left wing Guomindang members who 

organised a group separate from the KMT and they were communist in outlook. Formed 

1 1 0 



with the aid of three communist emissaries from China in October 1 926, the aim of the 

'main school' was to organise a subversive Overseas Chinese Union amongst the working 

class. 1 1  Unfortunately for the 'main school', a raid on the Pheng Man night school in 

Kuala Lumpur in February 1927 uncovered many documents including the minutes of 

meetings and a list of 1 16 names of students or their introducers. Almost all of them 

were Hailam. 12 The main school was responsible for the incidents that led up to the 

Kreta Ayer Incident. During a commemoration for the second anniversary of Sun Yat 

Sen's death on 1 2  March 1927 main school agitators took over the podium and 

encouraged part of the crowd to march toward the Kreta Ayer police station. This 

resulted in the Kreta Ayer Incident occurred when the police shot this crowd after they 

had attacked the K.reta Ayer police station. The crowd, after wounding the inspector in 

charge of the station and four Malay police constables, pushed their way inside the station 

whereupon the police opened fire. Two persons in the crowd were killed with another 

four dying next day in hospital. Circulars and handbills were handed out in Chinatown 

the day after the shooting bearing anti-government and communist headlines such as 

'Avenge the Martyrs of Kreta Ayer!' and 'Workers of the World, unite!' The Straits 

Settlement CID went after the originators of these handbills and circulars, conducting a 

series of raids, confiscating printing presses and arresting communist sympathisers. 13 

The incident also led to the Trolley-Bus boycott. 

The police did not come out of the Kreta Ayer incident blameless. In a letter to the 

Colonial Office, Governor Clifford wrote in relation to the incident that there was on the 
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part of the police, a 'Failure to exercise any effective fue control and upon the complete 

neglect by the constables engaged of the very definite instructions which lay down the 

only fashion in which firearms may be used against a crowd. This would seem to 

indicate inadequate training of constables in essential matters relating to their duties, or to 

imperfect discipline, or to both, as I am now engaged in overhauling the police 

organisation and equipment with the assistance of my advisers and of the Inspector

General of Police' . 14 

The boycott started on 23 March 1927 with stones being thrown and tram cables being 

removed by protestors on 26 March. 15 On the night of27 March crowds at People's Park 

in Chinatown became disorderly. 16 The police were then all issued steel helmets, 17 and a 

baton charge was ordered after the use of a fire hose failed to stop crowds around buses. 18 

On the night of 28 March, the 2nd Battalion, Duke of Wellington's Regiment was called 

out to aid the police who were exhausted. 19  Upon their arrival, with rifles and bayonets 

fixed, the crowds dispersed.20 The police endeavoured to find out the organisers and on 

30 April raided the Straits Settlements branch of the Overseas Red Labour Union, known 

in Singapore as the Nanyang General Labour Union. As severe a blow as this was to the 

Communist movement in Singapore, on 8 May the police raided 1 8  Duxton Street, the 

headquarters of the 'Union of Overseas Chinese for backing up representations 

concerning the disastrous incident of the 1 2th March' .21 The latter raid was particularly 

successful in ending the boycott as it broke up the organisation.22 An amusing incident 

occurred after one of these with two Singapore Police officers discovering that their 
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houseboys were the heads of the communist group m Singapore and the other its 

secretary/treasurer respectively. 23 As a result of these raids the revenue for the trolley-

bus service rose from $ 1 ,650 per day at the beginning of June to $ 1  ,850 per day by the 

end of June?4 Documents discovered during this raid included a list of the group's 

officials?5 These raids and the banishments that resulted from them crippled the 

communists in Singapore till early 1928. 

The Authorities in Singapore were aware of visits of Indonesian Communists to 

Singapore and Malaya but there activities were generally confined to overthrowing the 

Dutch in the Netherlands East Indies. Tan Malaka, who was a Comintem agent, sent a 

'Chinese Representative to confer with the Communists in Singapore in early 1925 and 

another Indonesian communist had an unsuccessful visit to Singapore and Johore in that 

period as well?6 After the abortive uprising in the Netherlands East Indies, the leaders of 

the Indonesian communist party, the Perserikaten Kommunist di India (PKI), sought 

refuge in Singapore. The Singapore authorities were aware of this in February 1926 but 

the PKI members kept to themselves and it was not until December that any were 

arrested?7 The two, Alimin and Moeso, were released as there was no record of them 

working against the British in Singapore and Malaya, only the Dutch in the Netherlands 

East Indies.28 This is because the Malays in Singapore and Malaya were not generally 

interested in Communism. Tan Malaka wrote in November 1 925 of the Malays in 

Singapore and Malaya, 'all are conservative in manner of living and thinking, and are 

petty bourgeoisie. '29 
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With the split between the communists and the Guomindang in China, the communists in 

Singapore severed any relationship that existed with the Guomindang in Singapore and 

Malaya. The ' W hite Terror' the Guomindang inflicted on the communists in China 

started on 1 2  April 1927 when Nationalist forces, aided by the Green Gang Secret 

Society, attacked communist groups in Shanghai.30 The SMP were not involved in this 

action except in allowing armed Green Gang members to pass through the Settlement 

quietly and unhlndered.31  The SMP in the course of the year prosecuted 1 85 people for 

offences related to communism including rioting and the dissemination of literature.32 

They also had 14 headquarters of the agitators closed down.33 In China, the Chinese 

Communist Party went underground and its operations were disrupted for the rest of the 

year and into much of the next. The SMP noted that in 1 928, communist action was 

limited to circulating a few handbills and some murders. 34 The SMP were rigorous in 

their attacks on communists in the Settlement, raiding communist cells when located and 

handing over 76 communists in total in 1 928 to the Nationalist Govemment.35 The 

breaking up of the 'Pootoo Road Assassination Gang', noted earlier, was a major coup. 

Of the 22 people arrested, 1 3  were sentenced to various terms of imprisonment; seven 

were handed over the Nationalist Government on charges of communism and two 

acquitted.36 Communists handed over to the Nationalists were invariably executed. 

The communists fought back when they could. Their propaganda now was against the 

Guomindang as well as the foreigners in the International Settlement, and the CCP started 

to resort to armed insurrection. 
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In January 1 928 the remnants of the 'Main School' formed the Nanyang Provisional 

Commission of the Communist Party of China/7 more commonly called the 'South Seas 

(Nanyang) Communist Group which comprised the colonies of Great Britain, France and 

Holland as well as Siam and Burma' .38 It was aided by the influx of cadres from the 

CCP who were escaping Nationalist persecution in China.39 This group was far more 

radical than earlier groups and had as part of its stated objectives the use of assassination, 

overthrowing the Straits Settlements government by force, and the use of Chinese labour 

as a means to create an organised labour struggle. 40 This resulted in an assassination 

attempt against a visiting group of Guornindang politicians and a series of bombings 

during the shoemaker's guild strike. 

On 8 February 1928 a Chinese Communist from Canton, Cheong Yok Kai, with two 

helpers attempted to kill Dr Wu Chian Choo, a Guornindang politician from China after 

he had held a meeting at the Chinese Chamber of Commerce.41 He succeeded only in 

woWlding Dr Lim Boon Keng, the revolver he used being one stolen from a planter's 

bWtgalow in Johore.42 During his trial, Cheong Yok Kai admitted to have been sent by 

the Communist Party of China to kill Wu and two of his companions. During the attack 

Cheong's assistants who were never identified threw two bombs made from thermos 

tlasks.43 This type of bomb made its appearance during the shoemaker' s  guild strike of 

1 928.  
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The Shoemaker's Guild declared a strike on 1 5  February 1 928 with its aim being a 40 

. 44 T nfi percent pay nse. o e orce the strike, a bombing campaign was launched by the 

Nanyang Provisional Commission against shoemakers' shops that operated in defiance of 

the strike.45 The bombing campaign reached its height on 28 March when 1 1  bombings 

occurred simultaneously throughout the town, with the targets including a Hailam night 

school and the residence of a Hailam book seller who had recently been arrested for 

selling seditious material.46 One bomb-making factory was discovered on 6 March in 

Short Road when a bomb exploded during manufacture, the police also seizing seditious 

material.47 A second bomb-making factory was raided on 8 March at 598 Balistier 

Road and the raid also resulted in the arrest of several key members of the Nanyang 

Provisional Committee.48 The shoemaker's strike lasted seven weeks and ceased in late 

March when the Singapore Police persuaded potential strikebreakers to work under police 

. 
49 protectiOn. 

As a result of police action against the Nanyang Provisional Commission of the 

Communist Party of China over the bombings, communist operations in Singapore for the 

rest of 1 928 and 1929 were quiet. The Singapore Police and Chinese Protectorate did 

not rest and in 1929 they conducted 47 raids against the communists that resulted in 28 

persons being convicted and deported. Several leaders who had escaped arrest before 

were included in those arrested and large quantities of literature seized. 5° A raid on 23 

December 1928 saw the important seizure of 25 pistols and 1 ,987 rounds of ammunition 

meant for the Provisional Committee. 5 1  
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ln the International Settlement assassination by members of the Chinese Communist 

Party became commonplace. The Annual Departmental Report for 1 929 noted nine 

murders 'by political and labour agitators or their paid assassins', an attempt to set fire to 

a newspaper office and stone throwing to smash windows of trams and Chinese 

newspaper offices.52 The SMP were effective in suppressing demonstrations as the CCP 

could only attempt to hold 40 demonstrations where more than 500 handbills were 

found 53. Fifty one raids were conducted and 294 persons arrested of whom 25 were 

handed over to the Nationalist police. 54 

The various communist movements in Singapore and Malaya grew into a more solid 

structure despite attacks by the colonial authorities. Each time the government agencies 

scored a major success, like a phoenix, the movement rose from the ashes. The Chinese 

Communist Party on 1 2  April 1927 and the during the subsequent 'White Terror' in other 

parts of China, suffered tremendous losses but by 1929 was able to mount a campaign in 

the International Settlement, including assassination, in the International Settlement. The 

'White Terror' aided the communist movement in Singapore and Malaya as cadres 

moved there to escape Nationalist government persecution. Thus both parties were able 

to resurrect themselves to become active and take advantage of the Great Depression. 
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Chapter Seven 

Successes in Fighting Communism 1 930 - 1934 

The fortunes of the Chinese Communist Party in Shanghai and the Malayan Communist 

Party paralleled each other from 1930 to 1935. After its formation in early 1930, 

communications between the MCP and the CCP were constantly monitored and this 

enabled the police forces of the Guomindang, the International Settlement and the Special 

Branch in Singapore to attack them jointly. By working together the three police forces 

had by the beginning of 193 5 so decimated the communist movements, that they ceased 

to be an active force. The communist parties were fighting for survival, before acting 

against their foes. 

Table six shows the Special Branch in Singapore were so successful in attacking the 

Malayan Communist Party in Singapore that by the end of 1934 they had negated its 

effectiveness. This is borne out by the small number of raids conducted against the MCP 

in 1935 and 1 936. 
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1 930 1 93 1 1932 

Total Number of Raids 60 1 74 1 1 8  

Successful Raids 26 44 70 

Convictions NIA NIA 1 89 
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Executed 1 00 1 79 224 
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SPECIAL BRANCH 

SrNGAPORE 1 930 - 1 936 

1 9 3 3  

95 

78 

48 

204 

66 

J Q 'l 4  

3 3  

D 

:!6 

. , - . 

6 

STATIS T ICS 

a _  Includes ones outstanding from previous yean Table S1x 

J Q 'l �  

1 2  

7 

p 

l h  
Nil 

FOR 

The Malayan Communist Party was founded in mid- Apnl  I �30.  hut w a.-. almo"t Jc,.tru�cJ 

on 29 April when eight of its key founders were captured dunng a po l lee ra1d at 2.& 

Nassim Road. 1 This raid also established that hoth the Mala�an and Chmc-.c ( "(,mmun•"' 

Parties were under Comintem via its Far Eastern Bureau � It also ctTcctnch Jc,.tw,cJ 

the first central committee and this raid was so successful that 1t " a.s  t\\o � cat"i hcf11re the 

1 
second conference of the MCP was convened. In 1 9 30 the pollee m Sm�ap ore had I .&  

successful prosecutions of 27 JXrsons for the management of the commumst part� .-and 2 'l 

) I.J lf, 

R 

4 

7 

J ( l  
.. 
-



successful prosecutions of 57 persons for being members of the communist party.• 

However they were not all successful. On 7 November that year. the 1 3th anniversary of 

the Soviet Revolution, 24 Hailams were arrested after a demonstration and charged for 

being members of the MCP. They were acquitted but on discharge they were re-arrested 

and subsequently banished. 5 

The Singapore Detective branch and its counterpart in the International Settlement were 

in regular contact, tracking and identifying 'subversives' .  The British Consulate in the 

International Settlement was used to send information from the British Empire to the 

Shanghai Municipal Police and vice versa. The SMP archives contain a translated 

intercept made by the Straits Settlement CID dated 1 8  June 1 930. It is a message from 

Shanghai ' Central ' to the S ingapore Communist Party that mentioned a Chiu Yung 

Bookstore at 1 76 Chengdu Road in Shanghai.6 The date is significant. as the Malayan 

Communist Party had only been founded in Singapore in April that year. Similarly, 

addresses and names obtained from a raid on the Perak Communist Committee( Perak 

being part of the Federated Malay States) were sent to the Shanghai Municipal Police 

Special Branch for checking. Both it and the SMP's reply went through the Consul.7 

This relationship continued into the 1930s and by working together both police forces 

made 1 9 3 1  a year to forget for the MCP and the CCP. 

In June 1 9 3 1  the Special Branch in Singapore arrested a French Communist. Joseph 

Ducroux, alias Serge Le Franc, and two members of the Malayan Communist Party 1 

Amongst Ducroux's documents was his diary which contained a series of addresses 
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including the town committee of the MCP in Singapore and the postal address of the Far 

Eastern Bureau in Shanghai and Ho Chi Minh's address in Hong Kong.9 The Far 

Eastern Bureau was the Co min tern's base of operations and clearinghouse for the 

supplying of funds to and communication between Communist groups in North and South 

East Asia, and Europe. Following Ducroux's arrest the headquarters of the Town 

Committee of the MCP was raided at 1 2 1  Hill Street, which was very near the Police 

Headquarters in Singapore. One of the documents seized in the raid was a list of the 2 1  

branches in Singapore. Ducroux was reputed at the time to have said that the 

Communist Party in Malaya at the time of his arrest had less than 1,500 active members, 

some 50 active women members, less than 1 0,000 Communist Labour Union members 

and 200 enrolled members of the Anti-Imperialist League.10 Ducroux maintained to 

his death that he did not make this statement, 
1 1  so it may be that the colonial authorities 

made this up to justify the resources expended to attack communism in Singapore and 

Malaya. 

Further disasters were to befall the MCP before 1 9 3 1  was over. As one successful raid 

was conducted, information gathered often led to another successful one. On 2 October 

the MCP's distribution centre was located in Rangoon Street in Chinatown and 47 

documents seized. 12 On 2 November the headquarters of the MCP was discovered with 

about 1 50 documents seized including letters about the bad state of the MCP in Malaya 

and Singapore. 13 Another raid on 1 7  November at 1 3 0  Kampong Java Road yielded 265 

pieces of communist literature, 14 with the raid on 24 November being the most fruitful . 

The servants' quarters at 1 4  St Michaels Rd were searched and over 800 documents 
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comprising about 200 different types were discovered. These included handbills 

addressed to the soldiers at Tanglin Barracks in Indian and Jawi. 15 The year finished 

with a raid on the editorial office of the publishing section of the Malayan General labour 

Union located in an attap house off Yeo Chu Kang Road, a farming area in northern 

Singapore. 16 

In the International Settlement in 1930 there were 53 communist demonstrations, six 

involving stone throwing resulting in window damage to tramcars and other vehicles. 17  

To suppress these demonstrations and communism in general, the SMP conducted 69 

raids and arrested 540 people for disseminating communist literature, participating in 

demonstrations and related offences. 18 The SMP collected 895 different kinds of 

communist literature in 1930. 19 The year 1 9 3 1  was even busier for the SMP's Special 

Branch. Acting independently and with the assistance of the Guomindang's Public 

Security Bureau, the SMP arrested 276 Communists, discovered ninety five places where 

they operated from and seized 963,60 I copies of 8 1 5  different types of Communist 

literature. 20 It scored two major successes against Communist operations in the 

Settlement, the latter affecting Communist operations in North and South East Asia. In 

April, acting on its own intelligence, the SMP conducted twenty two raids, arresting 54 

persons and seizing approximately 500,000 leaflets meant for distribution to 

commemorate the May 30 incident?1 As successful as this operation was, the one 

conducted in June, using the information supplied by the Singapore Detective Branch 

after arresting Ducroux, broke up the Far Eastern Bureau of the Communist Party. A 

total of 2 1 1  documents and 1 ,081 books and papers were seized referring to Communist 
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activities in China and Japan and areas of North and South East Asia under British, 

French, Dutch, United States and Japanese control.22 

The Depression hit both Singapore and Shanghai hard in 1 932, and communist parties in 

both cities had still not recovered from the attacks they had received at the hands of the 

police forces. With the police forces of the International Settlement, Nationalist Chinese 

and the French Settlement cooperating to destroy communism, the Chinese Communist 

Party continued to receive blow after blow. In Singapore the police raided a communist 

distribution centre at 5 1  Bencoonlen Street on 1 2  January 193223 and later in the month 

on the 27th, a clandestine meeting of some ex-Singapore Chinese High School students. 

The raid was conducted at the Japanese Hotel off Sophie Road and with one of those 

arrested also being a member of the Singapore Volunteer Corps?4 Each raid was getting 

better results and on 1 5  February police raided 43 1 Beach Road, near the Raffles Hotel, 

and arrested two Hailams. 25 A number of periodicals and three types of handbills were 

seized including 2,500 for International Unemployment Day.26 A major coup for the 

police occurred on 1 March when the printing section of the Malayan Communist Party 

was raided and two Hailams and one Tiechew arrested?7. Located at 23-1 Lorong 

Strange off the east Coast Road, also discovered were two automatic pistols with. 1 30 

rounds of arnmunition.28 Things got no better for the MCP when another successful 

police raid on 77 Bras Basah Road on 8 March discovered more documents.29 These 

raids paralysed the Malayan Communist Party in Singapore with no police reports of any 

incidents until late July, except for its major setback in late May. 
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A bomb factory exploded on 3 1  May in a dwelling in Syed Ali Road, with one Hailam 

being injured and another caught by the police trying to burn a communist document.30 

Some communist propaganda was noted in early July, and on 30 July the Malayan 

Communist Party staged some demonstrations to commemorate the Nancheng Incident of 

I August 1927. 31  This involved 30 Hailams who attacked the Roman Catholic 

Cathedral of the Good Shepherd and did about $200 damage. Eight were arrested and 

given two years rigorous imprisonment each.32 
The United Chinese Library in 

Armenian Street and a Hailam sundry goods shop at 440-1 North Bridge Road, both in 

Chinatown, were also attacked on 3 1  July. Much damage was done and the Chinese 

Protectorate identified the attackers as Communists.33 
The only other matter of 

importance was some slogan painting.34 These attacks were against soft targets showing 

that the Malayan Communist Party was feeling the effects of police raids. The police 

scored a further success against the MCP when the new printing section was raided on 29 

September. Located at 1-C Kim Keat Road three persons were arrested and some 

literature seized. 35 

There are no reports of MCP activities in the October and November Monthly Reports of 

Chinese Activities but December was busy for the Malayan Communist Party, Chinese 

Protectorate and the Singapore Police Force, as the Aliens Admissions Bill was due to 

come into effect on I January 1 933. To protest against its introduction the MCP planned 

demonstrations to take place at 7 p.m. on 28 November in Beach Road; on 4 December at 

Bugis and Pagoda Streets; and on 1 1  December 1932 in the Ophir Road, Queen and the 

127 



Arab Street area.36 The latter date was also the anniversary date of the Communist 

uprising in Canton.37 The first two were averted by the presence of uniformed personnel 

but the third saw the police ambush (the report's words) the demonstrators with many 

arrested for unlawful assembly.38 A large proportion of the demonstrators were from the 

Chinese High School, Bukit Timah, 27 of them being arrested.39 The man in the front 

of this demonstration carried a flag inscribed in English and Chinese, 'oppose the Aliens 

Bill and Uphold the Anniversary of the Canton Uprising'. 4° Following up on the 1 1  

December 1932 demonstration, the Chinese High School was visited by the Chinese 

Protectorate and Directorate of Education (Chinese) staff and anti-imperialist and 

capitalist material confiscated.41  Students have a history of being in the vanguard for 

political change in China in the twentieth century, as were Chinese students in 

Singapore.42 

Things were no better for communists in China and if 1 9 3 1  had been a bad year for the 

Chinese Communist Party in Shanghai, 1 932 was its Annus Horribilus. The Japanese 

attack on the Chinese areas of Shanghai from 28 January to 2 March disrupted the CCP 

so much that it was unable to reorganise itself for contact with communist groups in 

South East Asia. From May 1932 to October 1933 there were 1 6  major joint operations 

between the police forces of the International Settlement, French Concession and . 

Nationalist Chinese.43 It became so bad for the CCP that from at least early July 1 932 

the cadres from the Political Bureau of the Chinese Communist Party Provisional Central 

Leadership started to leave for the Jiangxi Soviet, where Mao Ze Dong had set up a base 
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area.44 The last members ofthe Central Committee had left by early 1933.45 In 1932 in 

the International Settlement alone the SMP located 1 03 buildings the communists were 

using, prosecuted 233 persons for communist offences and confiscated 695 types of 

communist literature totaling 1 1 7, 290 copies.46 Included in the arrests were Chen 

Duxiu, the first Secretary General of the Chinese Communist Party who now led a 

breakaway Trotskyite communist group, and eleven of his principal assistants. Chen 

Duxiu received thirteen years imprisonment and 1 5  years deprivation of civil rights.47 

Another major success was the break up of the Central Office of the Chinese Youth 

League on 1 8  November 1932, which resulted in the arrest of its head and eight other 

officials.48 This raid also netted over 1 ,500 documents including importantly ones about 

communist activities in Shanghai, other cities and various parts of China.49 It was not 

until August 1933 before the Comintem had established itself in Shanghai properly and 

was able to start remitting funds to communist movements in South East Asia. 50 

The raids against communism in Singapore and Shanghai in 1932 seriously dislocated the 

operations of the Malayan Communist Party. The Monthly Review of Chinese Affairs for 

June 1933 described the period April to June 1933 as, 'One of the quietest known for 

some years', with only a little propaganda reported. Raids during 1 933 and early 1 934 

netted the original records of the second and third conferences of the Malayan 

Communist Party. The third conference was held on 26 August 1 933 and reflected the 

poor condition of the party due to constant raids by the police in Singapore, Malaya and 

Shanghai. The state of the Chinese Communist Party also reflected the attacks upon it in 
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China and by the International Settlement police. In the International Settlement the 

successes continued into 1933, with 223 Communists prosecuted and 1 74 addresses 

discovered from which they operated. Communist literature seized was of 338 different 

kinds and totaled 7 1  ,607 pieces. 5 1  The breaking up of the military committee of the CCP 

saw the arrest of nine Chinese and one Annamite and the seizure of literature in English, 

French, Annamite, Japanese, Gurmukhi and Chinese. 52 

Between November 1 932 and September 1933, members of the Chinese Communist 

'Dog Beating Corps' operating from within the Settlement conducted four assassinations 

of Nationalist Government officials there. Six were arrested along with a large quantity 

of ammunition and weapons including 1 1  automatic pistols with five spare magazines 

and 1 , 155 rounds of ammunition.53 The killings did not stop however as the CCP carried 

out 'purification' of the party in 1934. This involved the killing of various Nationalist 

agents around Shanghai and the infamous shooting of a Nationalist double agent in the 

Lester Chinese hospital in the International Settlement. 54 In the course of the shooting, 

one Chinese constable of the SMP and one from the French Concession were fatally 

wounded. 55 The Comintern had restarted the its operations in Shanghai and police 

intelligence indicated it was much better organised for subversion.56 Operations by the 

Shanghai Municipal Police to suppress Communism, in cooperation with the Public 

Security Bureau, in 1 934 resulted in 149 Communists being prosecuted and 142 addresses 

where they operated from located. In conjunction with the raids the SMP seized the 

outfits of three secret radio stations, 27 pistols with over 1 ,000 rounds of ammunition, 

two bombs and 53, 014 copies of 295 different kinds of Communist literature. 57 The 
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Guomindang raided the Jiangsu Party Headquarters of the Chinese Communist Party in 

March 1 934 disrupting communist activities in Shanghai and the countryside outside the 

city.ss 

The first of January 1 934 saw a major event in the suppression of communism in Malaya. 

Dual control for the suppression of the Malayan Communist Party and secret societies 

ceased, as from that day on the Chinese Protectorate was no longer involved in that role. 59 

The Special Branch, with its headquarters in Singapore, took both these roles over. So 

complete was this that the Monthly Review of Chinese Affairs does not mention 

communism from June 1933 till March 1 935, and then nothing again until the May 1937 

edition. The links between the Special Branches in Singapore and the International 

Settlement and the resources expended in aiding each other could be considerable. The 

case of Tong Chun I is a case in point. A letter from Guan Tek Han, a member of the 

Malayan Communist Party, to his party colleagues was intercepted in Singapore in 

November 1933 .60 The letter used Tong Chun I, a bank clerk in the Bank of China, as 

the return address and this led to him being under surveillance from December 1 933 to 

November 1935.61 

The Malayan Communist Party was in contact with the Far Eastern Bureau for most of 

1934 and was receiving a subsidy of $500 per month, receiving $2,300 during August.62 

This money was desperately needed as correspondence between the Straits Settlement and 

the SMP reveals how successful the Straits Settlement CID was in suppressing the MCP. 

In a letter dated 1 5  August 1 934, which was stopped in Singapore on 25 August 1 934, the 
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Central of the Malayan Communist Party reported it was 'Unable to come in direct 

contact with the Communist Party in Java. They were short of money as it was hard to 

assist with only $500 after debts, the organisations in Indonesia, Siam and Burma', as 

well as the Communist Youth Corps and the Labour Union'. 63 The money came via 

couriers, usually seamen from the Kei Shuk Sheh Seamens' Organisation, which was 

linked to the communist Malayan Seamens' General Labour Union (MSGLU). In 

September the Kei Shuk Sheh (KSS) was banned and four leaders of the MSGLU who 

were also members of the KSS were banished.64 

The amount of successful raids against the MCP in 1934 dropped dramatically as the 

raids of 1 933 had severely affected its operations. There were only 1 3  successful raids 

out of33 in 1934 compared to 78 out of95 in 1933.65 The raids that were reported in the 

Annual Report of the Special Branch based in Singapore were major ones. On 4 January 

the joint propaganda distribution centre of the Malayan Communist Party, Malayan 

Communist Youth and the Malayan General Labour Union was raided at 409 New Bridge 

Road. Six persons were arrested including the chairman of the Young Workers 

department, Young Men's Association and a member of the central committee of the 

MCP.66 All were convicted and banished. A further success occurred on 20 February 

when a house used as a meeting place at 5 Sago Street was raided, and an another senior 

member of the Malayan Communist Youth was arrested along with six others.67 These 

raids certainly were showing the successes of having one single department responsible 

for the suppression of communism in Singapore and Malaya. On 22 June a raid was 

conducted on a small compound house in Flower Road (Paya Lebar District) which 

1 32 



turned out to be the printing section of the Malayan Communist Party. Four men and 

two women were arrested and later the secretary of the MCP when he visited the bouse 

later in the day.68 A large amount of propaganda in English, Chinese, Malay and Tamil 

was also seized. 69 This raid proved that the MCP was becoming stronger with the 

availability of money from Shanghai and having a member of the Comintem in Singapore 

to aid it. An automatic pistol and five rounds of ammunition and more MCP documents 

were discovered on a raid at 2 1 8  Serangoon Road on 24 July.70 No more important 

raids were reported for that year but no organisation could continue to suffer raids of this 

magnitude and the MCP was subdued for most of the year. 

The success of the Special Branch and the Chinese Protectorate in suppressing the 

Malayan Communist Party in the period 1 930 to 1934 made it a period where survival 

became the norm for the party. The Special Branch in Singapore, the Shanghai 

Municipal Police and its Guomindang counterparts had by the end of 1934 effectively 

crippled the communist movements in their areas of responsibility. Links were firmly in 

place to share intelligence with each other and their counterparts in Indo-China and the 

Dutch East Indies. That the Malayan Communist Party survived showed its resilience 

and independence, for much of the period it was not in contact with either the Comintem 

or the Chinese Communist Party. 
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Chapter Eight 

Resurgence and the Anti-Japanese Front 1935 - 1938 

In 1 93 5 the prospects of the Malayan Communist Party were dismal. The fortunes of the 

Malayan Communist Party again mirrored the fortunes of the Chinese Communist Party. 

Its links with China, and its major source of funding and direction, were severed in late 

1934 when the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party in Jiangxi started the 

Long March in October 1934. 1 Any hope of resurrecting links with the Chinese 

Communist Party was dashed when the headquarters of the CCP and the Comintem in 

Shanghai was raided by the Guomindang and French Concession Police.2 Over 1 ,000 

party members were reported to have been arrested in a series of raids from March to May 

1935 and the Chinese Communist Party in Shanghai was all but wiped out.3 

The Special Branch in Singapore was under no il lusions that the Malayan Communist 

party was capable of resurgence and needed to be on constant guard against this. 1n its 

1936 report the Special Branch noted that, 

'During the year the Malayan Communist Party, exploiting the prevailing 

anti-Japanese tendency, started a local National Salvation (Anti-Japanese) 

Movement among the school teachers and students similar to the National 

Salvation Movement in China and, I order to facilitate the dissemination 

of communist propaganda in this guise among the Chinese educated youth 

in Malaya, revived the Malayan Proletarian Art League under the new 
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name of the Malayan Proletarian Writers Association. Local Young 

Men's Literary Research Societies, Romanised Chinese Research Societies 

and Reading Clubs were organised in conjunction with the Malayan 

Proletarian Writers' Association and the Students' Federation' .4 

In Singapore Special Branch continued to have the upper hand against the Malayan 

Communist Party in 1 936 due to their activities against them in 1935. In Singapore 

there were 1 2  raids of which only seven yielded any results in 19355, with four successful 

raids in 1936 out of the eight conducted against communist activities.6 
The Special 

Branch knew that there were a few capable leaders controlling the Malayan Communist 

Party7 and the raids appeared to be selective in being deliberately targeted against them. 

The raids of note in 193 5 were on 1 7  June and 1 2  December. In the first, the printing 

section of the MCP was raided at 600-A Serangoon Road and four Hakka Chinese 

arrested and some literature and printing materials seized. On the second date, two 

MCP executives, one the Chairman/Secretary were arrested on raids at numbers 1 3 1-A 

and 1 61-U Paya Lebar Road8, then part of the countryside in Singapore.9 In 1936 there 

were only minor communist demonstrations in Singapore but the MCP became more 

militant in protecting its personnel from the police. These were the 'Picket Corps' armed 

"th kni d . b 1 0  Wl ves an uon ars. Few in number, they were used to stop police interfering. 

with communist slogan writers and in 1936 were responsible for the killing of one and 

wounding of three policemen. 1 1  The policeman killed was attempting to arrest some 

slogan writers when he was stabbed to death. There were very few demonstrations in 
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Singapore in 1 936. Instead the MCP concentrated on in fermenting strikes in Malaya, as 

they found the city of Singapore too dangerous to their activities. 12  Other than throwing 

some pamphlets after being seen by the police the only major demonstration was in 

February when an anti-Japanese rally took place. After two arrests the other 

demonstrators fled. A big anti-Japanese rally that was aimed at Japanese shops was 

planned in late July but the arrival of the police saw the bombs, pamphlets and iron bars 

abandoned. The only raid of note was when the Chairman of the Central Committee of 

the MCP was arrested in March 1936 and a small printing press seized in August, but the 

main printing press in Singapore was not located. The police prosecuted 1 2  persons in 

Singapore for 1 0  convictions or banishments for communist activities, 1 3  and noted that 

the MCP printed in that year 65 different types of books, papers and pamphlets. 14 The 

police were also busy in other areas in controlling demonstrations. 

The Shanghai Municipal Police were active in 1935 and like Singapore had a quiet 1936. 

In conjunction with the Guomindang police and military, the SMP located 99 operating 

bases in the Settlement, including six important branch headquarters. 1 5  Prosecutions 

were brought against 1 1 5  persons as a result of these raids and 27,448 copies of 190 

different types of Communist literature were confiscated, as well as a radio transmitter. 16 

So effective had the combined raids been in Shanghai that in 1 936 the Shanghai 

Municipal Police only prosecuted 1 8  persons for Communist activities, located only 1 3  

bases o f  operations and seized 23,300 copies o f  52 different kinds o f  Communist 
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literature. 17 These were the lowest figures for the suppression of communism in the 

International Settlement since 1922. 

As the economy came out of the Depression in Singapore industrial confrontations 

increased and the police were called out to some of them. For example, during the 

pineapple workers' strike, on Saturday 1 2  September 1 936, about 400 pineapple cutters 

crowded into the Chinese Protectorate, and would not leave after discussions with three 

of the pineapple factory owners proved fruitless (no pun intended). The arrival of police 

reinforcements however saw a change of heart, and they left peacefully. 18  

The Malayan Communist Party regained its strength from 1937 with the various National 

Salvation movements and the revival of Singapore's economy through its involvement 

with the labour movement. In May 1 937 shortly before King George VI's coronation the 

headquarters of the unregistered Building Workers Association was raided and a number 

of arrests made. 19  Fifty Cantonese on military construction work at Ulu Pandan went on 

strike but returned to work after the police raided the workers accommodation lines and 

arrested three alleged members of the association. At the same time they arrested 

persons believed to be members of another unregistered union, the Quarry Workers 

Union. All the workers in the quarries in Singapore struck and on 2 1  May the police 

made an unsuccessful raid on the quarries.20 The Singapore police believed that the 

Malayan Communist Party was using the association and the union as front organisations. 
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The renewal by Japan of aggression against China led to a renewed boycott and attack on 

Japanese goods in Singapore. On 7 July 1937 Japanese and Chinese Forces clashed at 

the Marco Polo Bridge precipitating China's War of Resistance, and on 1 3  August the 

Japanese launched their attack on Shanghai.21 By 1 1  November 1 937 the Chinese had 

withdrawn from the environs of Shanghai, except for one battalion which was cut off and 

was interned in the International Settlement. 22 
Contact between the Malayan 

Communist Party and the Comintern, as well as the Chinese Communist Party, was 

completely ruptured. The 193 7 and 193 8 Annual Police Reports of the Shanghai 

Municipal Police only mention communism once, which was a raid on a bookstore23. 

Given the eight-month Japanese assault on Shanghai in 1937, and its subsequent capture, 

this is  not at all surprising. 

Secondly, the Communists and Guomindang had formed the Second United Front in 

April 193 7 after the Xi' an Incident and were fighting outwardly together to defeat the 

Japanese in China.24 It was again no longer a crime to be a Communist in China. The 

Nationalist Secret Service however became an unwelcome presence in the International 

Settlement in 1938. The 1938 report noted that ' 14 Chinese males were assassinated for 

political reasons'. To this figure must be added Chief Detective Superintendent Lu 

Liankui who had been responsible for the running of the Chinese defectives in the SMP. 

He was shot outside the Canton Hotel on the corner of Hoopeh and Canton Roads at 2.45 

p.m. on 1 8  August 1938.25 He was sitting in his car when three armed men shot him and 

escaped. At the time it was rumoured that he was killed by the Japanese Secret 
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Service26. He was far more likely to have been killed by the Nationalist Secret Police as 

he secretly working as a Japanese agent.27 

In Singapore and Malaya as a result of Japanese action, the Chinese Anti-Enemy 

Backing-Up Society was formed in July 1937, with the stated objective of enforcing the 

anti-Japanese boycott, but it had a hidden agenda as well. The Malayan Communist 

Party used it as a platform to expand its influence, to recruit new members and to 

eliminate the activity of Trotskyites.28 On 1 2  November 1937, the police intercepted a 

march of students and workers celebrating Dr Sun Yat Sen's birthday at Cross Street in 

Chinatown. Police had received information that they were on their way to damage the 

Thai Hong biscuit factory, at the behest of the Singapore General Labour Union, on 

behalf of the Malayan Communist Party. They were dispersed peacefully after being led 

to an open area.29 On 7 December a policeman was attacked by a group of Chinese who 

were tarring a Chinese piece shop in North Bridge Road when he tried to break them up. 

They ran off before police reinforcements arrived. 30 

Not all incidents were so peaceful . On 9 January 1938, a group of Chinese and Indians 

celebrating 'China day' marched carrying anti-Japanese slogans and the Indian national 

flag from Collyer Quay to People's Park.31 This was the first time that Indian nationalist 

groups had marched with Chinese groups. At 1 1  am, the police moved in and arrested 

1 3 8  people for unlawful assembly.32 Shortly after noon, a procession of Chinese started 

to make their way to the Central Police Station to demand the release of those arrested. 

The police intercepted them before they reached the Central Police Station and a number 
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were arrested,
33 but still not discouraged, a large crowd of Chinese gathered around the 

Central Police station in the early evening. At 8 p.m. the police started to make arrests 

and a riot ensued.34 The police made several baton charges receiving attacks by bottles, 

bricks and stones in return.35 
Groups of Chinese then started throwing stones and bricks 

at trolley buses and street lamps. A Chinese lady was struck in the head whilst getting off 

a bus, and died from the wound the next day in the General Hospital.36 The police 

blamed the Malayan Communist Party for the procession, but organisers sent out fliers 

that it was 200 Chinese in the pay of the Japanese, who had caused the trouble. They 

wrote that the trouble they instigated was designed to 'cause the authorities to come down 

hard against national salvation work and patriotic organisations' .  37 The 14 protesters 

who were charged with rioting near the Central Police Station were giver six months 

rigorous imprisonment each.38 The Indian community in the Straits Settlements was 

generally sympathetic to the Chinese boycott of Japanese goods. There were no 

fireworks in celebration of Thaipusam in Singapore or Penang in January 1938, as the 

onJy ones available were Japanese. None were bought, as the Indian community did not 

want to harm relations with the Chinese community.39 

There was an increase in the workload of the Special Branch due to the Guomindang and 

communist combined front in the National Salvation movement.40 The increase in 

defence sites also contributed to its increased workload.41  In February 1938 the 

Singapore authorities had established that the Malayan Communist Party was using 

National Salvation, the combining of the Guomindang and the Chinese Communist Party 
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against Japanese aggression in China, to increase its influence.42 The anti-Japanese 

demonstrations continued and on the evening of 26 June 1938 an anti-Japanese 

procession was organised in Amoy Street, in Chinatown, followed soon after by a 

demonstration near the Southern Hotel.43 The police broke it up arresting 30 people.44 

Fifty dollar fines were given to 28 of the protesters and the two who were carrying 

banners were fined $80 each. 45 Things were getting out of hand for the Singapore 

Special Branch and a banishment order was raised for the eleven Chinese born leaders of 

the Chinese Anti-Enemy Backing-Up Society who were subsequently arrested and 

banished.46 

Not all demonstrations were political. On 7 October rickshaw pullers gathered outside 

the Chinese Protectorate. After breaking up they started a procession which was 

dispersed, and then took up breaking some rickshaws at a depot until the police stopped 

thi 47 s. The violence continued with one puller being killed and the police making 

numerous arrests.48 Many of the protesters were imprisoned over the violence, the dead 

puller's family were compensated with $ 1  ,000 and 1,900 pullers were repatriated, many 

to Fuzhou. 49 

The Malayan Communist Party started to regain its strength in 1937 and was again a 

viable political force by the end of 193 8 .  This was done by attaching itself to the various 

National Salvation movements and the resurgence of the economy. The latter meant that 

the MCP labour movement was again able to show its strength when negotiating for wage 
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increases. The Malayan Communist Party could then use this popularity to achieve its 

political ends. 

From 1 9 1 9  the colonial authorities in Singapore were concerned with communism in the 

Straits Settlements and Malaya. The 1 9 1 9  anti-Japanese riots showed the power of 

Chinese nationalism and the authorities were determined to keep a lid on it. The various 

communist groups in the period between the wars were suppressed and a new group 

emerged. The police in Singapore, with the assistance of the Chinese Protectorate, 

waged a campaign of suppression, especially after the Kreta Ayer Incident. Although 

crippled by a series of well planned and raids targeted at the hierarchy, the party 

nevertheless managed to keep the Malayan Communist Party together. 

Political policing in Singapore and Malaya was intertwined with the Shanghai Municipal 

Police. The fortunes of the Malayan Communist Party mirrored the fortunes of the 

Chinese Communist Party. Events in China directly affected communism in Singapore 

and ensured that the Special Branches of the Straits Settlements and the International 

Settlement worked together to stop the 'spread of Bolshevism'. 50 They were successful 

in stopping Comintern involvement, but China was so large and the Soviet Union had 

such a large border that it was impossible to stop the spread of communist thought. 
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Chapter Nine 

Suppressing Indian Nationalist Movements 

The British were very concerned about Indian nationalism, especially amongst the Sikhs 

and Muslims, as the area known as the Punjab and the Frontier Province were the main 

recruiting grounds for the Indian Army, as well as for many colonial police forces. In 

1920 for example, one in every 1 4  males in the Punjab was in the Indian Army. 1 Any 

religious interference was also a matter for concern. Besides being the home of the Sikh 

religion, 57 per cent of the population in the Punjab was Muslim and the Frontier 

Province was overwhelmingly Muslim.2 Singapore had been the scene of a mutiny by 

Indian soldiers in 1 9 1 5  and was the centre of anti-British feeling in the Straits Settlements 

and the Federated and Unfederated Malay States by the Indian community in Malaya, 

notably the Muslims.3 

The Employment of Sikhs as Police 

The police forces in the various Asian and African colonies of the British Empire 

employed Northern Indians as policemen, and the most famous of these were the Sikhs.4 

They were often used as the armed police contingents as they were, and still are, very 

martial in spirit and appearance. Also they were unlikely to become involved with local 

political groups in these countries. On 26 March 1 88 1  the first Sikh police arrived in 

Singapore and comprised an Assistant Superintendent and 54 Sikhs. By November the 
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complete contingent was stationed in Singapore and Penang. 5 The Straits Settlement 

Police used Sikhs for general duties as well as for controlling disturbances. From their 

beginnings they were used as armed police and were regarded as the most reliable. none 

having been involved in the Singapore Mutiny of 1 9 1 5 .6 In 1 9 1 8  the Sikhs carried the 

most modem rifles in the Straits Settlement Police and were the first to receive newer 

fireanns.7 In 1924 the Government of the Straits Settlements authorised the 

establishment of an armed police reserve for fifty personnel, mostly Sikhs. as well as for 

regular police duties. 8 When the new Police Depot in Singapore started construction in 

1924 it contained accommodation for 200 single and 50 married Sikhs as against 

accommodation for 60 married recruits (Malays and other nationalities) and a barracks for 

80 single Malays and other nationalities.9 During the Kreta Ayer Incident it was Sikh 

police, and some European police officers, that were sent as reinforcements. 

The Shanghai Municipal Police first recruited Sikhs as police in 1 884. 10 ln 1 926 the 

Sikh police in Hong Kong and Singapore were paid more than the Sikhs in the SMP and 

given the high cost of living in Shanghai a pay rise and increase in allowances were 

requested. 1 1  In 1 927 a 1 4  percent pay rise was granted, as were allowances. 1 2 The 

Chinese in the International Settlement hated Sikh members of the SMP due to the 

treatment they received from them. Justice Johnson commented in his reasons behind 

the May 30th Incident noted Sikh policemen of the SMP ' did not exercise in handling 

crowds upon the street and in arresting individuals a sufficient humaneness· . 13 When 

dealing with foreigners however they could be very restrained. It is recorded that during 

a pub brawl between United States Marines and British soldiers, only two Sikh constables 
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were needed to quell it, and they did not need to use their truncheons. Their system was 

that whenever one brawler had finished off an opponent he was gently pushed in the 

direction of another who had likewise finished off an opponent. The last two left were 

sent on their way and the brawl was over. The Sikh constables had not been touched.14 

Policing Indian Religious and Political Movements in Singapore 

Without Sikh Police, British colonies in the heyday of the Empire would have had trouble 

maintaining law and order. Although small in number their effect was always out of 

proportion to their numbers. Their standing fast with the British during the Singapore 

Mutiny enabled the authorities to quickly restore order. In Singapore and in the 

International Settlement, as well as wherever they served, they were highly regarded as 

the most loyal and able of the Asian police. Anything that could destroy their loyalty, in 

Singapore or in India was viewed as very serious indeed. The three areas that concerned 

the British in the early 1920s regarding Indian affairs, were the Khilafat and Gadr 

Movements and anything to do with Mahatma Gandhi. The K.hilafat Movement was a 

movement started by the Sharif of Mecca, when he proclaimed a holy war against the 

infidel rulers of Turkey in 19 17. 1 5  The Sultan of Turkey had been regarded as the Khalif 

of Islam, and as such the successor to the Prophet. 16 It concerned the British as K.hilafat . 

propaganda had called on Muslim soldiers to quit the Indian Army in 192 1 ,  as it was 

deemed un-Islamic and religiously unlawful.17 The establishment of the Turkish 

republic took away the need for the movement, and it died off. 18  The Gadr (revolution) 
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movement had its bases in the United States and in Shanghai, 19 and wanted independence 

from the British. The Amristar Incident, where General Dyer ordered a party of Ghurkas 

to fire on demonstrating Sikhs was more disturbing. 20 Amristar is where the Golden 

Temple, the heart of the Sikh religion, is located and this incident was also the catalyst for 

Gandhi to launch his non-cooperation campaign.21 For all the incidents and anti-British 

campaigns aimed at Sikhs, the colonial authorities in Singapore regarded their leaders as 

'in the main loya1' .22 Further, for all the concern that the colonial authorities had with 

Indian nationalism, the results of the investigations in providing intelligence on them in 

Singapore, were so minor and petty that the results could hardly have justified the 

resources that must have been expended in obtaining them. 

The Criminal Investigation Department in its 1 92 1  report noted that up to June there was 

no problem amongst the Indian community in Singapore. In June a few tickets or notes 

to collect money for the Tilak Swaraj and Khilafat Funds were discovered?3 Mahatma 

Gandhi had started the Tilak Swaraj fund upon the death of the Indian nationalist hero, 

Bal Ganjadar Tilak. In the second half of 1921  a considerable sum of money was 

collected through clubs and private individuals for these movements?4 The Sikh 

community in Singapore was also collecting money for the families of Sikhs affected by 

the troubles in the Punjab?5 

The Straits Settlements authorities were under no illusion that they were popular amongst 

the resident Indian community. The Malayan Bureau of Political Intelligence in its 
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bulletin for May 1922 made the observation that 'The Mohammedan community is 

passively, if not actively, anti-British'?6 In February 1922 three Indian businesses in 

Singapore were raided for seditious material. At the firms, R.E. Mohammed Kassim & 

Co. of Chulia Street, K. Sultan Marlikar of Market Street and KS & Co. Brothers in 

Selegie Road, seditious correspondence, pamphlets and other material were confiscated.27 

It must be noted that the colonial authorities were often petty in their identification of 

seditious material. For example, the June 1922 MBPJ reported that calendars were 

appearing with the Indian Nationalist flag and the May edition described matchboxes with 

Mahatma Gandhi's photograph and name. Muslim Indians were still active in supplying 

funds to Mahatma Gandhi in 1922. In April 1922 the Gujrat Co-operation and 

Charitable Society was charged for sending money to the Tilak Swaraj Fund in India. 

They were convicted under the Societies Ordinance and fined a nominal amount, all the 

prosecution asked for.28 

In April 1923, three Tamil Muslims were put on trial for holding an unlawful society 

meeting.29 In court their defence was that it was formed as a charitable group to help 

fellow Muslims. The MBPI of June 1922 noted that, 'the recent raids for seditious 

literature have made Indian Mohammedans somewhat nervous in taking non-co-operation 

steps'. This did not stop an Indian bookseller from selling political literature. A Mr 

Mohammed Dulfa.kr of 14-1  High Street was discovered to be selling a book on Lenin in 

August that year, and to have further orders from London and San Francisco for 

'politically and otherwise objectionable material' .  30 In an ominous sign for the colonial 
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authorities he told them that English speaking Chinese, the best educated in Singapore, 

provided him with a ready market for his books. Thus there were politically aware 

English educated Chinese in Singapore, who could cause trouble in the future. In the 

period 1922 - 1 924 there was only one case of non-co-operation in Singapore, and the 

perpetrator was only warned. The wearing of Khader cloth, the material made by Indian 

peasants as part of Gandhi's  non- co-operation campaign, also made its way into the 

political intelligence bulletins.31 An incident in 1 924 showed the seriousness with 

which British colonial governments viewed any possible overt act of Indian nationalism. 

The July/September 1924 edition of the Malayan Bulletin of Political Intelligence 

reported that a group of Sikhs was not allowed to land, as they would not remove their 

kirpars (ceremonial knives). Groups of Sikhs were recruited locally to aid them coming 

ashore, but were warned that 'an unpleasant form of martyrdom' awaited them if they 

tried, and they did not attempt it.32 

After 1925, with the rise of communism in Singapore, it would appear that the threat of 

Indian nationalism faded into the background. Little on the subject can be found after 

early 1925 in the Straits Settlements files other than reports from Shanghai. The 

assisted repatriation of many Indian workers back to India during the Depression reduced 

the number of possible agitators that could have remained in the Straits Settlements, as it 

is unlikely they had any other way of returning to India. I f  the Straits Settlements 

appeared concerned and agitated over Gandhi and Indian nationalism, they could be 
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excused due to the 1 9 1 5  Singapore Mutiny. However, there appears to be no reason for 

the paranoia the Shanghai Municipal Council showed over Indian nationalism. 

A Hotbed of Indian Nationalism - Shanghai Between the Wars 

Besides Communists, the Shanghai Municipal Police's Special Branch investigated pan

nationalists from the British Empire, as well as from China. Section Four (S4), the 

Indian Section of the Special Branch, was formed in 1927 with one British Detective 

Inspector and four staff, 'after an increase in active sedition among British Indians'.33 

This started after the Indian problem had effectively been suppressed in Singapore and 

Malaya. By the end of 1 930 the branch had collected photographs of 2,000 Indians and 

biographies on 1 ,000 of them.34 By 1929 it was so successful in suppressing political 

behaviour that in 1930 it called for a reduction in its staff.35 On going intelligence was 

collected against the Eastern Oppressed Peoples Association, Ghadar Activities, Indian 

Youth League, Pan Asia Association and the Paoshing Road Gurdwara in Zhabei, in the 

1930s.36 By the end of 1 935, S4 was mainly doing routine work as the political situation 

amongst Indians in the Settlement was described as 'more or less tranquil' .  37 

The Indian Youth League was opened in February 1930 at 24 1 Paoshing Road close to 

the Sikh Gurdwara at 338 Paoshing Road.38 In dealing with Indian separatists, the 

SMP's Special Branch and the British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) were not above 

taking the law into their own hands. They would enter Zhabei armed and kidnap Indian 

Youth League members and then try them in the International Settlement for sedition.39 

This was not always successful as a group of five SMP detectives and two SMP Sikh 
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police tried to arrest some Sikhs in Zhabei on 28 December 1 929. Beaten up, they 

retreated to the safety of the Zhabei PSB Station.40 Another method used to detain 

Youth League members was to pay Chinese to pick fights with them and then have them 

arrested by the PSB. The Chinese authorities were then obliged to tum them over to the 

SMP.41  The SMP was not above falsifying evidence or perjury. Many Indians were 

picked up for 'being drunk and disorderly' or 'carrying concealed weapons', and false 

. 
d 

. 42 testrmony was use m court. 

For all the resources expended by government intelligence servtces m Singapore to 

collect information on Indian Nationalists, it was hardly worth the effort and would have 

been better directed at the secret societies. In the early 1 920s when the murder and 

armed robbery rate soared in Singapore, police resources were being used to investigate 

match boxes and calendars. The authorities in Singapore and Malaya appear to have 

recognised this from 1925 but the Shanghai Municipal Police never did. 
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PART THREE 

CONTROLLING DISTURBANCES IN THE COLONIES - THE 

SINGAPORE EXAMPLE 

Chapter Ten 

Military Involvement m Controlling Political Disturbances and 

Training 

The Singapore Police relied on controlling demonstrations and disturbances by pre-

emptive measures. They either arrested the organisers before they could arrange the 

demonstration or had a heavy police presence in the assembly area of the demonstration, 

to dissuade would be demonstrators from gathering. Normally the police only faced 

bottles and brickbats from the crowd at street level, and soda bottles thrown from top 

floor windows, however they were on occasion fired upon. 1 If a demonstration became a 

disturbance, the police generally relied on their uniformed personnel to control it. ln the 

period 1 9 1 8  - 1938 the military were only called out twice in Singapore to aid the police 

in controlling civil disturbances. 

In the first, Australian sailors from the HMAS Sydney were landed on 1 9  June 1 9 1 9  to 

help the police in the Anti-Japanese Riots.2 These riots started out as a protest over the 

handing over of the former German concessions in Shandong to Japan by the Treaty of 

Versailles. On that night, police in South Bridge Road were forced to fire on the crowd 

in self defence, and two of the crowd were killed. 3 The second time was in relation to 

the trolley boycott following the Kreta Ayer Incident. Following disturbances on 26 
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March,4 and on the night of 27 March when crowds at People's Park in Chinatown 

received a police charge after the use of a fire hose failed to stop crowds around buses/ 

the police were exhausted. When more incidents occurred on the night of 28 March, the 

2nd Battalion, Duke of Wellington's Regiment was called out to aid the police.6 Upon 

their arrival, the sight of them carrying rifles with bayonets fixed, was enough for the 

crowds to disperse peacefully.7 Given the severity of the riots that occurred in Singapore 

during the period 1 9 1 9  - 1938, the police did well especially considering they did not 

have a trained riot squad like the Shanghai Municipal Police. 

With the memory of the 1 9 1 5  Indian Mutiny fresh in their minds, and secret society 

violence always prevalent, weapons training in the Singapore Police Force was enforced 

well into the 1 920s. However as the depression took hold, and the Denham reforms had 

reduced secret society violence, weapons training became almost non existent in the early 

to mjd 1930s. It was not until the economic resurgence of the late 1930s and the increase 

in secret society and communist violence aimed at the police that weapon training once 

became organised. Not so in the International Settlement where political instability and 

violence against the police were constant in the 1 920s and 1930s. 

In 1 9 1 8  all available men of the Malayan, Indian and Chinese (MIC) and Sikh contingents 

did continuation training and both showed improvement on 1 9 1 7, and in 1 9 1 9  both 

contingents still conducted training with the old Metford .303in rifles. 8 The arrival of 

war surplus .303in Mk ill rifles saw the Sikh contingent finally armed with a modem rifle 

and they fired them for the first time in 1 920, whilst the MIC still used the by now worn 
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out Lee-Metfords.9 Continuation training in 1921  had to be abandoned due to the 

Balestier range being declared unsafe and it did not reopen until 1922.10 This was 

unfortunate given the daily violence in Singapore in 1921  and 1 922 and the need for 

trained personnel with firearms. 

With the re-opening of the range, now using miniature targets, all members of the MIC 

who had not fired previously and recruits were trained. The rifle scores in 1 923 were 

down as the new Lee-Enfield carbine had trouble with its sights and once remedied the 

Singapore Police Force obtained satisfactory resuJts for the rest of the decade. 1 1 

Revolver shooting was introduced in 1927 and by using expert instruction by 1929 both 

training with revolver and carbine had reached a high standard.12 

In 1930 the training in revolver at fixed targets was producing reasonable results so an 

intermediate revolver course was attempted but was 'abandoned as a failure' . 1 3  The 

revolver standard improved amongst the recruits in 1 9 3 1  and the course was made harder 

with no apparent drop in the scores at the time. This was to cause trouble later when the 

lack of revolver practice occurred. Continuation training with the revolver showed 

improvement on the 1931  scores but in 1932 the scores with revolver showed no 

improvement and the results of the MIC using the carbine was also poor in that year.14 

For economy reasons this was the last time until 1936 that the Singapore Police Force 

fired any .303in weapon in training. The results for revolver shooting in 1 933 were little 

better and the Annual Departmental Report commented that 'it should be better given the 

facilities in Singapore' . 1 5  Revolver training continued in 1 934 with a revolver course 
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being given to all detectives and subordinate, superior and gazetted officers; the Sikhs 

using the .455in revolver and the others the .380in revolver.16 

ln 1935 a new system was worked out in the Straits Settlements whereby the Settlements 

of Penang and Malacca fired the carbine course when the Singapore Police fired the 

revolver and vice versa. The Singapore Police fired the revolver course with the Annual 

Report noting that, 'the results were generally satisfactory and up to the standards of 

previous years' . 1 7  In reality this meant that the results were poor. This is backed up by 

the comments in the 1936 Annual Departmental Report when revolver shooting could not 

be conducted due to no ammunition being available, except for emergency stocks, as 

none were received during the year. 18 The MIC fired a .303in course but the results were 

also poor.19 As this was the first course fired in five years this was not to be unexpected. 

Ammunition was available for continuation training in 193 7 and 1 93 8 but the results 

were not promising. 20 

No such problems existed in the Shanghai Municipal Police and given the amount of 

shootings at police, armed robberies and kidnappings this is not surprising. Constant 

training was needed to keep their officers alive. The Shanghai Municipal Police in the 

period 1 9 1 8  - 1938 had the most advanced small arms and training in police use, and both 

still stand well in comparison with modem police forces. The concepts and methods of 

pistol training taught by the Shanghai Municipal Police led the world,21  and in modified 

form are still used today. 
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In the last quarter of 1920, pistol shooting in the SMP went from deliberate shooting at 

bullseye targets to shooting instinctively at moving targets, based on the course of fire 

used at the British Army's Small Arms School at Hythe, England.22 The Gordon Road 

Revolver range was modified in 1922 with seventeen surprise figure targets worked from 

a central control room. This was the fust range designed for the police or military to 

train in raiding buildings and various courses were conducted. The 1922 Annual Report 

noted that ' on the range targets appear at short intervals at unknown angles and the 

practices ensure quick shooting under practical conditions'. 23 In 1928 the SMP 

introduced rapid magazine changes, quick drawing and rapid shooting in their pistol 

practices24 and this year can be regarded as the start of modem practical pistol shooting. 

ln response to the May 30 incident the SMP created the Reserve Unit, also known as the 

'Rjot Unit' . Developed to control disturbances without resorting to firearms unless 

absolutely necessary, it was a complete success as it never fired at a crowd during 

th . . 25 emustence. Besides being used for controlling disturbances, the Reserve Unit was 

used for quelling strikes, armed robberies, large scale gambling raids, and any disturbance 

or unusual happening.26 It was also responsible for maintenance of the brick machine 

gun equipped blockhouses built on the Boundary of the Settlement?7 

The Reserve Unit's response vehicle known as the 'Red Van' from its colour was more 

commonly called 'Bloody Mary'28. This vehicle can be regarded as the first purpose 

built police special operations van. Constructed in 1927 by the International Settlement 
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Fire Brigade Workshop, it was equipped with searchlights and other lights to disorientate 

rioters at night and to illuminate crime scenes. Capable of sitting fifty, it was equipped 

with flash lights, ladders, lathis (long sticks used by Sikh police), ropes and chains to 

keep crowds back from demonstrations and fires; hammers, shovels and crowbars for 

building entries and clearing away debris, steel shields, body armour and Thompson sub

machine guns. There was an open turret in the front of the vehicle, where the officer-in

charge and his deputy stood, that had a Thompson sub-machine gun and a tear gas 

launcher.29 The Reserve Unit has a major link with the post-war Singapore Police Force. 

In 1951  a riot unit was formed, based on the SMP's Reserve Unit,30 being renamed the 

Reserve Unit in 1952 with its duties broadened to include normal police duties.3 1  ln that 

same year, the SMP's Reserve Unit founder and instructor, W.E. Fairbairn, went to 

Singapore to instruct the police in riot control duties based on his experiences m 

Shanghai.32 

Weapons training in the Singapore Police Force reflected the amount of violence that the 

police force faced and this is reflected in their continuation training. With the reduction 

in secret society violence and the economic reality of the depression, firearms training in 

the Singapore Police Force received minimal funding. It was not until the economic 

resurgence of the late l930s and the increase in secret society and communist violence 

aimed at the police, that weapon training once again received adequate funding. ln 

contrast the International Settlement faced constant political instability, and violence 

against the police, and funded their continuation training so that they were constantly 

ready for any violent incident. 
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Chapter Eleven. 

Equipping the Force. 

In 1 9 1 8  the arms and equipment of the police in Singapore Police were mainly obsolete, 

its rifles being more suited to the Crimean War and the colonial wars in Africa than the 

second decade of the twentieth century. Urgent modernisation was required and the 

availability of surplus modern firearms after the First World War enabled this. Later on, 

in parallel with the Denham reforms, and even during the Depression, further 

modernisation occurred. In 1938 the equipment and training that was used by the police 

in Singapore was able to handle any situation. Some of the riot control equipment 

developed is still in use in parts of Asia today. 

Small Arms 

The Sikh Contingent in the Straits Settlements of Singapore and Penang was equipped 

with '303in Martini-Enfield rifles using the old Mk VI ammunition and triangular 

bayonets. 1 Due to their age, the original design having been introduced for British 

servtce m 1 8 7 1 ,2 there was a shortage of spare parts that was affecting their 

serviceability.3 The Martini-Enfields were also used by the Malay, Indian and Chinese 

contingents in Singapore whereas the Malay and Indian contingents in Penang and 

Malacca used Snider carbines and sword bayonets.4 
The Snider, using shot ammunition, 

was also used for dog shooting. 5 They were ancient, being Crimean War vintage rifles 
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converted from muzzle to breech loading from I 866 onwards. 6 Although they were 

highly regarded as a police weapon they were worn out and the ammunition expensive to 

purchase.7 

Being in the obsolete .577 inch calibre, the Sniders required a special order from 

commercial firms in England.8 This made the ammunition very expensive and due to the 

First World War, ammunition for the Sniders was in short supply.9 In 1 9 1 8  the 

ammunition was unobtainable, ammunition manufacturers concentrating on the war 

effort. 10 Supplies of .303in ammunition were sufficient for the Settlement's needs, it 

being a standard British military cartridge.1 1  In December 1 9 1 9, the Sikh contingents 

were supplied with the Short Magazine Lee-Enfield (SMLE) Mark III rifle obtained from 

lndia.12 The rifles had their magazine cut-off riveted so that they could only be used as 

single shot rifles. 1 3  

In October 1 9 1 9  the Straits Settlements requested from the Colonial Office 2,200 Lee

Enfield carbines with bayonets and scabbards. The Colonial Office replied that the War 

Office could only supply the SMLE Mk ill rifle using the modem Mk VII .303in 

anununition. The Lee-Enfield carbine was about to become obsolete, as was its Mk IV 

anununition, and the only ones available were old. 14 The SMLE rifle was the standard 

British military rifle at the time and the Colonial Office suggested that it be trialed to see 

if it was suitable for use by Malays, as it was only one pound heavier. 1 5  In 1 9 2 1  i t  was 

decided to arm the Malay, Indian and Chinese contingents with the Lee-Enfield carbine 

anyway, as the SMLE rifle was found to be too large for the Malay police. 16 They 
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arrived in 192217 but their sights were not set properly and needed adjustment before they 

could be made accurate. 18 Whether the SMLE was too large for the Malays became 

academic, as difficulties in procuring the carbine saw the Malay and Indian contingents 

being issued the SMLE rifle in lieu of the carbine from 1926 onwards as the carbines 

became worn out. 19 The last Lee-Enfield carbines were withdrawn from service in 193 7 

so in 1938 the only rifle or carbine in service was the SMLE rifle. In 1 924 the Straits 

Settlement Government replaced the Sniders that had been used for dog shooting with the 

purchase of 28 1 2  gauge single barrel shotguns that 'were found to be very satisfactory' _2° 

One small ann that thankfully was never needed was the Lewis light machine, ten being 

on strength after having been received in 192 1 .2 1  

The .455in Webley and Scott revolver was the standard police sidearm for the Straits 

Settlements,22 being supplanted in the late 1 920s and eventually replaced in the mid-

1930s by the .38in Webley and Scott revolver. Sometime in the early .380 Webley and 

Scott automatic pistols were also adopted for concealed use?3 The .455 Webley revolver 

was well regarded around the world due to its reliability and the 'stopping power' of its 

bullet.24 Besides standardising the types of firearms in 1938, that year marked the 

introduction of staves of various lengths and a light rotan (cane) basket shield for riot 

duty.25 Both these were so successful that they lasted in Singapore till the 1960s and are 

still in use in India today. 
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By way of comparison, on 3 1  December 19 18  the Shanghai Municipal Police had the 

following weapons on strength.26 

Webley Revolvers 134 

Webley Revolvers RIC Pattern 22 

Automatic Pistols (Webley) 73 

Automatic Pistols (Webley) 201 

Martini-Metford Carbines 556 

Magazine Lee-Enfield short rifles 190 

Magazine Lee-Enfield carbines 650 

The situation for the SMP was better than for the Straits Settlements as the Lee-Enfields 

were quite new as were the Webley automatic pistols.27 However the RIC pattern 

revolvers were old, the design dating back to 1 86828 and the Martini Metford carbine's 

lineage was the same as that of the Straits Settlements police force's Martini-Enfield?9 

In 1919 the Shanghai Municipal Police started to replace its pistols, starting with the 

European Branch, who started to be issued the Model 191 1 in .45in ACP.3° Chinese 

officers started to be issued the .380 Colt automatic pistol in 1925/1 and both branches 

had their .45ACP and .380ACP automatic pistols issued with two magazines.32 Prior to 

this the European officers carried the .32 ACP Webley automatic pistol and the Chinese 

branch carried the old .303in Martini-Metford Carbine, the latter being practically worn 

out.33 The .45in ACP round was designed to be the best man-stopping bullet for an 
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automatic pistol, 34 and was certainly needed in the International Settlement. The safety 

catches of both pistols were pinned down and the pistols were carried with a loaded 

magazine of six rounds but no round in the chamber35. If needed the pistol was removed 

from the holster and the slide pulled back to load a round into the chamber. Sikh police 

in the SMP carried the Lee-Enfield carbine and early model .455in Webley revolvers.36 

In 1 932 the Sikh Branch had their Lee-Enfield carbines replaced by Webley Mk VI .455in 

revolvers, as the carbines had become too cumbersome for police work and many had 

become worn out due to their age.37 The best carbines were kept for use by the Reserve 

Unit, the rest were either scrapped, kept in reserve at police stations or converted to fire 

single shots only and issued to Police Watchmen.38 The amounts were not insignificant. 

In 1 9 3 1  there were 1 , 1 80 carbines and rifles this having been reduced to 5 5 1  by the end of 

1932, a drop of 629.39 The number of revolvers was increased to 672, up from 3 1 7  in 

1 9 3 1 .  

The Straits Settlements never bought a firearm specifically for riot control, being happy 

with their modem rifles and carbines. The Shanghai Municipal Police did not share this 

view as in July 1925 they decided to acquire a weapon specifically for riots. In 

September 1925, 1 6 Thompson sub-machine guns were bought for the riot squad, which 

later became the Reserve Unit,40 because they believed that it was 'more likely in future 

that the police will have to face street fighting and well-armed opposition' . 4 1  

Body Armour 
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The police in Singapore used body armour and shields but these were not popular. There 

were both light and heavy 'waistcoats' for use by assault parties and the)' were so disliked 

at first that officers had to be ordered to wear them. One officer nearly drowned when he 

mistook the green surface of a Chinese fish pond for grass.42 There was no such 

hesitation to wear body armour by the Shanghai Municipal Police. the wearing of body 

armour being mandatory for assault parties. SMP regulations emphasised that all 

members of a search party were expected to wear their 'bullet proof vests' and to carry 

their pistols in their hands, except when searching, when the pistol was to be holstered. 43 

In 1927 the Shanghai Municipal Police Reserve Unit developed a 'bullet proof vest' and 

then in 1928 produced 1 5 8  of them and 80 shields for use during searches and rajds u 

These were produced at considerably less cost than the 1 23 previously purchased which 

had to be rebuilt to make them effective45. The SMP vests were constructed of 

interlocking clock-spring steel strips covered by heavy fabric,46 with the steel shield 

looking like a medieval knight's shield.47 

A heavier vest was also developed in 1928 for when officers were expected to face 

7.63mrn Mauser automatic pistols,48 and officers were quick to don them if Mauser 

. l . d 49 p1sto s were ment10ne . Known as the 'Emergency Vest' it was issued for sudden 

alarms and armed robberies, with SMP regulations forbidding its use for routine search 

parties. 5° Except for the lack of a collar, the 'emergency vest' would pass for modem 

day body arrnour.5 1  All  the different types of vests were subject to heavy use. A further 

63 bullet proof vests were made in 1 929, and from March to November 1 929 inclusive 

the others were reconstructed to make them proof against a pistol shot. except from a 
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7.63mm Mauser, from the front, back and side.51 The Emergency Vests also had 

shoulder protection added after a police officer was wounded by a shot tired from above 

during a raid against armed kidnappers. 53 

The period 1 9 1 8  - 1 938 saw the arms and equipment of the police m Singapore go from 

obsolete to the then state of the art. It never needed the firepower or training in riot 

control that the Shanghai Municipal Police had, as after the secret societies were 

suppressed they were rarely fired upon. The equipment purchases paralleled the Denham 

reforms as equipment was purchased even during the Depression. By the time of the 

resurgence of street protests and agitation by the Malayan Communist Party in 1 938 it 

had the equipment and training that was used by the police in Singapore to handle any 

situation. 
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CONCLUSION 

On 8 December 1 941 Japanese troops landed at Kota Bahru and started their inexorable 

march down the Malay Peninsula towards Singapore. The Malayan Communist Party 

and the Guomindang offered to work together to support the British Administration and 

this was accepted by the administration. 1 On 20 December 1 94 1  all communist 

detainees were released and on 3 1  December the Guomindang and Malayan Communist 

Party, under the leadership of Tan Kah Kee, formed the Zhong Guo (China National) 

Council.2 

Singapore fell on 1 5  February 1 942 and three days later the Japanese started Operation 

Sook Ching, to eliminate local threats to its administration from the Chinese, and to pay 

them back for their anti-Japanese agitation prior to the war. Malayan Communist Party 

and secret society members were rounded up, tortured and executed along with thousands 

of hapless innocent Chinese.3 The only ones saved were those prepared to assist the 

Japanese administration by turning in their compatriots, or who were useful to them in 

other ways.
4 Policing in Singapore now came under the control of the Kempeitai 

(Japanese Military Police). 

Just what had the Singapore Police Force achieved in the period between 1 9 1 8  and 1938? 

The Police Force in Singapore from 1 9 1 8 - 1938 was always hampered by over half the 

population considering themselves as sojourners, more concerned with events in their 
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homeland, whether it was China, England, Europe or Japan. Events happening in China. 

especially southern China, coupled with the rising tide of Chinese nationaJism. were 

reflected in both criminal and political policing in the 1 920s, especially political policing 

in the 1930s. Political policing in Singapore and Malaya was intertwined with the 

Shanghai Municipal Police and both worked together to stop the 'spread of Bolshevism' .� 

From 1 9 1 9  the colonial authorities in Singapore were concerned about communism and 

the 1 9 1 9  anti-Japanese riots showed the power of Chinese nationalism. The colonial 

authorities in Singapore were determined to keep a lid on it. The various communist 

groups in the period between the wars were suppressed and a new group emerged. The 

police in Singapore, with the assistance of the Chinese Protectorate, waged a campaign of 

suppression, especially after the Kreta Ayer Incident. Although crippled by a series of 

well planned raids targeted at the hierarchy, the Malayan Communist Party nevertheless 

managed to keep itself together. The MCP regained its strength from 193 7 with the 

various National Salvation movements. 

The Singapore Police Force was i l l  prepared in 1 9 1 8  for the next two decades it was to 

face. In 1 9 1 8  it was seriously understaffed, many of its members fighting for the empire. 

with the force being unable to recruit replacements for its Indian and European 

contingents due to the war. It was also ill equipped to deal with the emergent Chinese 

nationalism and secret society violence that erupted in 1 9 1 9  and the early 1920s. The 

police required sailors from HMAS Sydney to quell rioting in Chinatown due to the May 

Fourth Incident, and admitted losing control of the streets in Chinatown in November 

1 &0 



1 92 1 .6 That they succeeded was due to their professionalism and the reorganisation that 

occurred under the Denham reforms in the late 1 920s. One feature from the 1 890s that 

was discontinued was the dual control the police shared with the Chinese Protectorate in 

suppressing secret societies and communism. This ended in 1933 after a sunset period of 

five years and the Singapore police successfully suppressed the various secret societies 

and the Malayan Communist Party. 

The detective branch in Singapore rose to be held in high esteem throughout the world. 

Undermanned throughout the 1 920s, it was 20 per cent below strength at the height of the 

secret society and communist inspired violence in 1927. It became fully manned and 

expanded in the 1 930s even when the Depression was at its worst. The Detective 

Branch was split into criminal and political policing from 1 9 1 8, the latter from 1932 

being known as the Special Branch, with its own separate establishment. In the fight 

against communism the Special Branch was in regular touch with the police forces of 

India, Burma, the Dutch East Indies, French Indo-China, Hong Kong and the International 

settlement in Shanghai. 7 The ties with the latter enabled the destruction of the 

Com intern network in South East Asia and China from 1931  to 1 933.  The 1 930s also 

saw the police force consolidate and receive new arms and equipment so that by 1938 it 

was as well equipped for riot control as the Shanghai Municipal Police, the world's best 

of the time. 

After the Second World War, secret society and communist inspired violence in 

Singapore meant that the hard won victories of the 1930s had to be won again, this time 

1 8 1  



against the backdrop of local independence movements, ethnic tensions and the Malayan 

Emergency. 

1 82 



I . Singh & Arasu, op. cit., p. 17.  

2 . ibid.; Yoog, op. cit., pp. 200 & 20 I .  

3 . Singh & Arasu, op. cit., p. 52; Lim. op. cit., p. 3 1 .  

4 . Lim. Joe. cit. 

5 .  Shanghai Municipal Police Archives, SMP Special Branch file 10 5948 of29 November 1 924 , 
'Report on Bolshevist Propaganda', by Detective Inspector Givens to the Police Commissioner. 

6. Straits Settlements Annual Departmental Report 19 I 9, p. 2 1  0; Straits Settlements Annual 
Departmental Report 1921, p. 1 3 3 .  

7. Straits Settlements Annual Departmental Report 1933, p. 483; Straits Settlements Annual 
Departmental Report 1935, p. 367; CO 273/616/50147, Straits Settlements Police Special Branch 
Report/or 1935, p. 5 .  

183 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Official Records (Unpublished) 

Annual Departmental Reports of the Shanghai Municipal Council, 1918- 1938, Shanghai 

Municipal Council, Shanghai. 

Annual Departmental Reports of the Straits Settlements 1918 - 1938 Government Printer, 

Singapore, p. 878. 

Colonial Office 273 Straits Settlements Correspondence 1900-1945. 

Colonial Office 537 Original supplementary correspondence for colonial and non
colonial countries, 1872-1951. 

Foreign Office 371 Foreign Office Correspondence, original, 1906 - 1953, Far East -
China. 

Widdowson, W.H. Police Guide and Regulations. 1938, Shanghai Municipal Police, 

Shanghai. 

Political Intelligence Sources (Unpublished) 

Malayan Bulletin of Political Intelligence (Political Intelligence Bureau, Singapore) 1922 
- 1930 

Monthly Review of Chinese Affairs (Chinese Secretariat, Malaya, in Singapore), 1931 -
1938 

The Special Branch files of the Shanghai Municipal Police 1918 - 1938, Shanghai 

Municipal Police, Shanghai. 

Contemporary Sources: Newspapers and Journals 

North China Daily News and Herald, 1918 - 1938 

Straits Times, 1918- 1938. 

Published Documents 

Cheah Boon Keng, comp. and ed. From PKI to the Comintern 1924-1941: The 

Appr,enticeship of the Malayan Communist Party, New York, Cornell Southeast 

Asia Program, 1992. 

184 



Articles, Books, Published Papers and Theses 

Barthrop, M. 'The North-West Frontier Between the Wars'. Military Illustrated: Past 
and Present, No. 25, June 1 990, pp. 28 - 36. 

Baum, G.M. 'Common Sense Traininig with the Service Pistol', United States Naval 
Institute Proceedings, Vol. 49, July 1923, pp. 1 309 - 1 3 1 5 .  

Blythe, W .  The Impact of Chinese Secret Societies in Malaya, Oxford University Press. 
London, 1 969. 

Bond, B. British Military Policy between the Two World Wars, Clarendon Press, 
Oxford, 1980. 

Bowyer, C. 'Pink's War', Battle, No. 5, 1973, pp. 37 - 4 1 .  

Calvert, M. 'Shanghai 1937', War Monthly, Issue 44, 1977, pp. 10 - 17. 

Charnply, H. The Road to Shanghai: White Slave Traffic in Asia, translated by Warne B. 
Wells, John Long, London, 1933. 

Chinatown: an album of a Singapore community, Times Books International, Singapore, 
1983. 

'The Chinese in  Singapore' ,  Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol. VI, No. 24, 15 June 
1949. 

Cormack, A.J.R. Webley and Scott Automatic Pistols, Profile publicatiions, Berkshire, 
1 97 1 ,  pp. 7 - 1 3 .  

Cumming, J .  'The Police Services of the Empire', United Empire, Vol. 2 1 ,  October 
1930, pp. 538 - 545. 

Deakin, F.W. & Storry, G.R. The Case of Richard Sorge, Chato and Windus, London, 
1966. 

Dirlik, A. The Origins of Chinese Communism, Oxford University Press, New York, 
1989. 

Dirlik, A. Anarchism in the Chinese Revolution, University of Califomja Press, 
Berkeley, 1991.  

Dixon, A. Singapore Patrol, George Harrop & Co., London, 1935.  

185 



Drabble, J.H. 'The Plantation Rubber Industry in Malaya up to 1922, Journal of the 
Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, Vol. 40, No. 2 1 1 ,  July 1967. 

Edwards, N. The Singapore House and Residential Life 1839-1939, Oxford University 
Press, London, 1990. 

Emerson, R. 'The Chinese in Malaysia', Pacific Affairs, Vol VII, No. 3, September 
1934. 

Fairbank, J.K. China. A New History, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1992. 

Fitzgerald, J. (ed). The Nationalists and Chinese Society 1923-1937: A Symposium, 
Melbourne University, Parkville, 1989. 

Gavitt, J.P. "Opium", Brentano's, New York, 1927. 

Gwynn, C.W. Imperial Policing, Macmillan and Co, London, 1934. 

Hannigan, C. 'Crime in the Federated Malay States', Police Journal, Vol. ill, No. 2, 
April 1930. 

Hanrahan, G.Z. The Communist Struggle in Malaya, Kuala Lumpur, University of 
Malaya Press, 1 971 ,  reprint. 

Harper, R.W.E. & Miller, H. Singapore Mutiny, Oxford University Press, Singapore, 
1984. 

History of the Chinese Communist Party: A Chronology of Events (1919 - 1990) 

Compiled by the Party History Research Centre of the Central Committee of the 
Chinese Communist Party, Foreign Languages Press, Beijing, 199 1 .  

Huff, W.G. 'The Development of the Rubber Market in Pre-World War II Singapore', 
Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 24, No. 2, September 1993. 

Hyman, R. Empire and Sexuality: The British Experience, Manchester University Press, 
Manchester, 1992. 

Isaacs, H.R. The Tragedy of the Chinese Revolution, 2nd Revised Edition, Stanford 
University Press, Stanford, 196 1 .  

Jacobsen, M. ''Only by the Sword' :  British Counter-Insurgency in Iraq, 1920', Small 

Wars and Insurgencies, Vol. 2, No. 2, pp. 323 - 363. 

Jones, A. Internal security in British Malaya, 1895-1942, Ph.D. thesis, Yale University, 
1970. 

186 



Junor, K.F. 'Curious and Characteristic Customs of China', National Geographic 

Magazine, Vol. XXI, No. 9, September 1910, pp. 791 - 806. 

Keay, J .  Last Post: The End of Empire in the Far East, John Murray, London, 1997. 

Kuming, J. 'The Police Services of the Empire. Unity and Diversity', United Empire, 
Vol. 21 ,  October 1930, 

Labbett, P. British Small Arms Ammunition 1864 - 1938, P. Labbett, London, 1983, 

Lai, A.E. Peasants, Proletarians and Prostitutes: A Preliminary Investigation into the 
Work of Chinese Women in Colonial Malaya, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 
Singapore, 1986. 

Lee, J.S. The Underworld of the East, Being Eighteen Years ' Actual Experiences of the 
Underworlds, Drug Haunts and Jungles of India, China, and the Malay 
Archipelago, Sampson, Low, Marston & Co, London, 1935. 

Lee, R. & Augustin, A. The Raffles Treasury, Andreaus Augustin, Singapore, 1987 

Leslie, D.O., Mackerras, C. & Wang, G. (eds). Essays on the Sources for Chinese 
History, Australian National University Press, Canberra, 1973. 

Lim, I. Secret Societies in Singapore Featuring the William Stirling Collection, 

Singapore History Museum, Singapore, 1999. 

Macleod-Carey, C.C.M. 'Singapore guns 1942', War Monthly, Issue 34, 1976. 

Mak, L.F. The Sociology of Secret Societies, Oxford University Press, Kuala Lumpur, 
1981 .  

Makepeace, W . ,  Brooke, G.E., & Braddel, R StJ. One Hundred Years of Singapore, 
Volumes One and Two, John Murray, London, 1921 ,  Oxford in Asia Hardback 
reprints, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1991. 

Martin, B.G. "'The Pact with the Devil": The Relationship Between the Green Gang and 
the French Concession Authorities 1925-1935', Papers on Far Eastern History, 

No. 49, March 1989, pp. 94 - 125. 

Mason, P. A Matter of Honour. An Account of the Indian Army, Its Officers and Men, 

Jonathan Cape, London, 1974. 

Metzger, L. 'Joseph Ducroux, a French Agent of the Comintem in Singapore 
( 1931-1932)', Journal of the Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, Vol. 
69, Pt 1, June, 1996. 

187 



Morrah, P. 'The History of the Malayan Police Force', Journal of the Malaysian Branch 

of the Royal Asiatic Society, Vol. XXXVI, Pt 2, No. 202, December 1963. 

Myatt, F.M. The Illustrated Encyclopedia of 19th Century Firearms, Salamander Books, 
1979. 

Myatt, F.M. The Illustrated Encyclopedia of Pistols and Revolvers, Salamander Books, 
1980. 

Newman, R.K. 'Opium Suppression in China 1 900 -1908', Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 
25, No. 1, 1991, pp. 101 - 142. 

Ng, S.W. 'The Chinese Protectorate in Singapore, 1877 - 1 900', Journal of Southeast 
Asian History, Vol. 2, No. 1 ,  March 196 1 ,  pp. 89 - 1 14. 

Ong, C.C. 'Major General Dobbie and the Defence of Malaya, 1935 - 1938', Journal of 
the Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, Vol. XVID, September 1986. 

Onraet R.H. 'The Problem of the Armed Criminal in Singapore', Police Journal, 
Vol ill, No. 3, July 1930. 

Onraet, R. H. de S. Singapore - a police background, Dorothy Crisp & Co., London, 
1947. 

Ownby, D. 'The Heaven and Earth Society as Popular Religion', Journal of Asian 

Studies, Vol. 54, No. 4, November 1995. 

Pennefather-Evans, J.P. 'Policing the Federated Malay States', Police Journal, Vol. II, 
No. 3, July 1929. 

Peters, E.W. Shanghai Policeman, Rich & Cowan, London, 1937. 

Purcell, V. The Chinese in Malaya, Oxford University Press, London, 1948. 

Purcell, V. The Memoirs of a Malayan Official, Cassell, London, 1965. 

Reins, T.D. 'India and the Anglo-Chinese Opium Agreements 1907 - 14, Modem Asian 

Studies, Vol. 23, No. 3, 1989, p. 540. 

Reith, G.M. Handbook to Singapore, Fraser and Neive, Singapore, 1907 (reprinted by 
Oxford University Press, 1985) 

'Relations between Malays, Chinese and Indians in Singapore and Malaya', Far Eastern 

Economic Review, Volume VI, No. 26, 29 June 1949. 

188 



Saich, T. (ed.). The Rise to Power of the Chinese Communist Party: Documents and 
Analysis, M.E. Sharpe, Armonk, 1996. 

Sandu, K.P Indians in Malaya: Some Aspects of Their Immigration and Settlement 
(1786-1957), Cambridge University Press, London, 1 969. 

Sandhu, K.P. & Wheatley, P. Management of Success: The Moulding of Modem 

Singapore, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore, 1989. 

Scott, J.M. The White Poppy: A History of Opium, Funk & Wagnalls, New York, 1969. 

Shellabear, W.G. 'Baba Malay. An Introduction to the Language of the Straits-born 
Chinese', Journal of the Straits Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, No. 65, 
December 1 913. 

Singapore Days of Old, Dlustrated Magazine Publishing, Singapore, 1 992. 

Singh, D. & Arasu, V.T. (eds). Singapore: An Illustrated History 19 41- 1984, Ministry 
of Culture, Singapore, 1984. 

Smith, R. 'The Future of Malaya', Pacific Affairs, Vol. VI., No. 7 ,  August-September 
1933. 

Snow, E. Red Star Over China, Victor Gollancz, London, 1968. 

Soenarno, R. 'Malay Nationalism, 1896 - 1941 ' ,  Journal of South East Asian History, 
Vol. 1 ,  No. 1 ,  March 1 960. 

Song Ong Siang. One Hundred Years: The History of Chinese in Singapore, John 
Murray, London, 1923. 

Spiers, E.M. 'Gas and the North-West Frontier', Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 6, 
No. 4, pp. 94 - 1 12. 

Stranrahan, P. 'Strange Bedfellows: The Communist and Shanghai's Elite m the 
National Salvation Movement', China Quarterly, No. 129, March 1992. 

Sullivan, L.R. 'Reconstruction and Rectification of the Chinese Communist Party in the 
Shanghai Underground', China Quarterly, No. 1 0 1 ,  March 1985. 

Tai Y.T. 'Assuaging the Sikhs: Government Responses to the Akali Movement, 1920 -
1925', Modem Asian Studies, Vol. 29, Pt. 3, July 1995. 

189 



Tan L.E. 'Descent and Identity: The Different Paths of Tan Cheng Lock, Tan Kah Kee 
and Liam Lian Geok', Journal of the Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic 
Society, Vol. LXVID, Pt. 1 ,  1995. 

Tarling, N. 'The Singapore Mutiny of 1915' ,  Journal of the Malaysian Branch of the 
Royal Asiatic Society, Vol. 55, No. 2, 1982. 

Tarling, N. 'The Cambridge History of Southeast Asia Volume Two The nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries', Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1 992. 

Trocki, C.A. Opium and Empire: Chinese Society in Colonial Singapore, Cornell 
University Press, Ithaca, 1990. 

Turnbull, C.M. A History of Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 
1989. 

Wakeman, F. Policing Shanghai 1927 - 1937, University of California Press, Berkeley, 
1995. 

Warren, J. 'The Singapore Rickshaw Pullers: The Social Organisation of a Coolie 
Occupation, 1880 - 1940', Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. XVI, 
No. 1, March 1985. 

Warren J.F. Ah Ku and Karayuki-san, Prostitution in Singapore 1870 - 1940, Oxford 
University Press, Singapore, 1 993. 

Wasserstrom, J.N. Student Protests in Twentieth Century China: The View from 
Shanghai, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 199 1 .  

Windstedt, R .  Malaya, the Straits settlements and the federated and unfederated states, 
Constable, London, London, 1923. 

Wing C. N. 'Urban Chinese Social Organisation: Some Unexplored Aspects in 
Huigan Development in Singapore, 1900 - 194 1 ,  Modem Asian Studies, 
Vol. 26, No. 3. 

Wong, C.S. A Cycle of Chinese Festivities, Malaysia Publishing House, Singapore, 
1 967. 

Wong, L.K. 'Singapore: Its Growth as a Entrepot Port 18 19 - 1941', Journal of 

Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. XI, No. 1 ,  March 1978. 

Woodhead, H.G.W. The Truth about Opium in China: Being a Reprint of a Complete 

Series of Articles Appearing Daily in the Shanghai Evening Post and Mercury in 

March 1931, Shanghai Evening Post and Mercury, Shanghai, 1931.  

190 



Wynne, M.L. Triad and Tabut, Government Printing Office, Singapore, 194 1 .  

Yen C. H. 'Early Chinese Clan Organisations in Singapore and Malaya 1819 - 1 9 1 1 ,  
Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. XII, No. 1 ,  March 1979. 

Yen, C.H. A Social History of the Chinese in Singapore and Malaya 1800 - 1911, 

Oxford University Press, Singapore, 1986. 

Yeo, K.W. Political Development in Singapore 1945 - 1955, Singapore University 
Press, Singapore, 1973. 

Yong, C.F. Chinese Leadership and Power in Colonial Singapore, Times Academic 
Press. Singapore. 1991. 

Yong. C.F. The Origins of Malayan Communism, South Seas Society, Singapore, 1997. 

Yong, C.F. & McKenna, R.B. The Kuomintang Movement in British Malaya,. 1912 -

1949, Singapore University Press, 1990. 

191  


	thesis_CDU_andrew_m001
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m005
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m007
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m009
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m011
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m013
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m015
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m017
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m019
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m021
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m023
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m025
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m027
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m029
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m031
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m033
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m035
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m037
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m039
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m041
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m043
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m045
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m047
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m049
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m051
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m053
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m055
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m057
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m059
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m061
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m063
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m065
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m067
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m069
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m071
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m073
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m075
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m077
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m079
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m081
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m083
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m085
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m087
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m089
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m091
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m093
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m095
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m097
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m099
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m101
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m103
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m105
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m107
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m109
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m111
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m113
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m115
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m117
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m119
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m121
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m123
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m125
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m127
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m129
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m131
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m133
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m135
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m137
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m139
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m141
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m143
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m145
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m147
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m149
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m151
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m153
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m155
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m157
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m159
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m161
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m163
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m165
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m167
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m169
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m171
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m173
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m175
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m177
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m179
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m181
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m183
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m185
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m187
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m189
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m191
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m193
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m195
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m197
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m199
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m201
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m203
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m205
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m207
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m209
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m211
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m213
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m215
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m217
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m219
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m221
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m223
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m225
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m227
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m229
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m231
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m233
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m235
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m237
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m239
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m241
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m243
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m245
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m247
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m249
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m251
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m253
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m255
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m257
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m259
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m261
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m263
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m265
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m267
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m269
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m271
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m273
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m275
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m277
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m279
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m281
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m283
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m285
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m287
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m289
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m291
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m293
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m295
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m297
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m299
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m301
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m303
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m305
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m307
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m309
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m311
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m313
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m315
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m317
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m319
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m321
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m323
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m325
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m327
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m329
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m331
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m333
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m335
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m337
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m339
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m341
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m343
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m345
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m347
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m349
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m351
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m353
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m355
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m357
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m359
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m361
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m363
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m365
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m367
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m369
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m371
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m373
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m375
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m377
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m379
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m381
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m383
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m385
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m387
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m389
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m391
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m393
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m395
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m397
	thesis_CDU_andrew_m399
	Blank Page



