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Welcome to the latest issue of the SEALG Newsletter which is slightly different 
from the previous issues. The reason is the fact that we have launched our online 

blog following our Annual Meeting in July 2012 which has already become a lively 
platform for the exchange of news and the announcement of conferences, 

exhibitions, and events related to the field of Southeast Asian librarianship. You 
will find more information about the blog at the end of this newsletter, and we 
hope that you will subscribe to it in order to receive news from our group and our 

partner organisations regularly. The newsletter will now focus more on research 
articles, presentations and reports written by our members and members of our 

partner organisations. However, in this issue you will also find our group’s 
constitution which has been amended and adopted at our Annual Meeting 2012. 
 

Jana Igunma, Chair of SEALG  
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SEALG Annual Meeting 2012, Cambridge & London 

 

Report by Jana Igunma, British Library, London 

 

The SEALG Annual Meeting 2012 took place in Cambridge (Ancient India and Iran 

Trust) and London (British Library) from July 6 to 7, 2012, in collaboration with the 

87th South Asia Archive and Library Group (SAALG) Conference. 

It was the first time that the SEALG held an Annual Meeting in collaboration with 

the SAALG. It was a great opportunity to meet and exchange ideas and experiences 

with members of the SAALG, which is a UK based association of enthusiastic South 

Asian librarians and archivists. Some of them are also involved in Southeast Asian 

librarianship due to the nature of the collections they look after. 

This year, participants from Denmark, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom 

attended the AGM. 

 

 
Above: The building housing the Ancient India and Iran 
Trust in Cambridge 

Right: Statue of Ganesha at the Ancient India and Iran 
Trust in Cambridge  

 
 

Friday, 6 July 2012 

The 87th SAALG Conference programme on Friday started with a talk by Dr Sue 

Sutton (Archivist, Henry Martyn Centre, Cambridge) with the title “Operation ‘Nip-

Off’. Some aspects of the repatriation of Japanese troops from South East Asia at 

the end of the Second World War in the Far East”. 

Following this, Dr Sujit Sivasundaram (University Lecturer in World and Imperial 

History since 1500, University of Cambridge) spoke about “The British invasion of 
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Ceylon in the conflicting cultures of palm-leaf texts” and explained how texts in 

palm-leaf manuscripts were amended as a result of British influence in indigenous 

history writing. 

Ursula Sims-Williams (Librarian, Ancient India and Iran Trust and Curator of Iranian 

Collections, British Library) gave “An introduction to Southeast Asian collections in 

the AIIT”, followed by Edward Proctor (Librarian for South and Southeast Asia at 

Duke University & South Asian Studies Librarian at the University of North Carolina 

at Chapel Hill, USA) who shed light on the “Cooperative Collection Development in 

the USA.” 

In the afternoon, Dr Annabel Gallop (Curator for Indonesian and Malay collections, 

British Library) gave a presentation on her latest research project dealing with 

“Islam, trade and politics across the Indian Ocean: investigating Ottoman links with 

Southeast Asia”. The project focussed on links dating back to the sixteenth century, 

when the sultanate of Aceh in North Sumatra contacted the Ottoman emperor to 

ask for help against the Portuguese who were disrupting the Indian Ocean pepper 

trade. 

This was followed by a talk by Dr Sud Chonchirdsin (Curator of Vietnamese 

collections, British Library) on “Cartoons and propaganda from North Vietnam 

during the early stage of the Vietnam War”. 

Finally, Dr Mark Elliott (Curatorial Research Fellow, Museum of Archaeology and 

Anthropology, University of Cambridge) enlightened the participants about an 

ambitious project dedicated to “The Eyes of the Ancestor: Returning photographs to 

an Indian village”. 

 

The conference took place at the Ancient India and Iran Trust in Cambridge, which 

is an independent charity concerned with the study of early India, Iran & Central 

Asia, promoting both scholarly research & popular interest in the area. The Trust 

has a library of over 25,000 volumes and organises a range of activities including 

conferences, public lectures and visiting fellowships.  

 
Saturday, 7 July 2012 

Our AGM took place at the British Library, London, on 7 July 2012. 

After Jana Igunma had welcomed the participants, she presented the report for the 

2011 AGM and the finance report, which had been prepared by our Treasurer 

Margaret Nicholson.    
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San San May showing manuscripts from the Burmese Collections at the British Library  

 

Following this, a resolution for an amendment to the constitution of the group was 

presented and discussed. The proposed amendments, which had been worked out 

at last year’s meeting were partially re-amended and finally adopted under the 

condition that a list of SEALG members shall be maintained. The constitution will be 

published on the SEALG homepage. 

 

This year, the bi-annual election of committee members was due. Jotika Khur-Yearn 

was elected into the committee. All other committee members were confirmed in 

their previous functions. 

 

The next point on the agenda was the preparation of the group’s annual meeting 

2013, which all participants agreed to hold in collaboration with the 7th EUROSEAS 

Conference. The conference will take place in Lisbon from 2-5 July, 2013, at the 

School of Social and Political Sciences of the Technical University of Lisboa 

(ISCSP/UTL). It was suggested to send a proposal for a panel to the conference 

organizers, which will give our group the opportunity to build a stronger 

relationship with the research community. 

 

At the end of the morning session, participants reported about news from their 

libraries.  

Per Hansen informed us that the NIAS is going to move to the city centre of 

Copenhagen as from September 2012. The institute also received a new grant so 

that funding of their day-to-day business is secure until 2012. A large book 

donation was given to NIAS from the National Library of South Korea.   

Jotika Khur-Yearn reported from the SOAS library that the establishment of a new 

ground floor and an increase of off-site storage space have resulted in more 

reading room spaces to be used by increasing numbers of students. An e-list of new 
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acquisitions is being made available on the library’s website. A cataloguing project 

of Shan manuscripts, to be carried out by the SOAS library and the Bodleian 

Library, Oxford (and eventually other UK libraries) aims at creating a UK-wide 

online catalogue of Shan manuscripts, which will be hosted at Oxford University. 

This is possible after a romanization system for Shan script had been approved by 

the Library of Congress recently. 

Jana Igunma reported from the Thai, Lao and Cambodian section of the British 

Library that the Thai Manuscripts Digitisation Project is coming to and end in the 

next few weeks and currently there are images from over 50 Thai manuscripts 

available online on the library’s Digitised Manuscripts viewer. 

San San May spoke for the Burmese section of the British Library informing us that 

she is working on a project to catalogue the backlog of Burmese manuscripts and 

rare books. Whereas the rare books are being catalogued in the library’s online 

catalogue, preparations are being made to also make the Burmese manuscripts 

catalogue available online in the future. 

Sud Chonchirdsin speaking for the Vietnamese section of the British Library 

reported about his involvement in an exhibition project on propaganda, and a 

project that aims to digitise a small number of Southeast Asian manuscripts which 

will be funded by the Henry Ginsburg Trust.  

 

The afternoon session started with a practice-oriented demonstration and 

introduction into the SEALG Wiki by Doris Jedamski, which shall serve as a more 

effective communication tool for committee members. Doris also showed us 

examples of how we could use a blog to better inform our members, but also the 

research community and the public about our own and activities related to 

Southeast Asian librarianship and research.       

This was followed by a Show & Tell session organised by staff of the Southeast Asia 

section of the British Library. They presented rare and important items from SEA 

collections at the British Library, including illustrated Burmese parabaik manuscripts 

and Thai folding books, rare Shan and Ahom manuscripts, an illustrated palm leaf 

manuscript from Bali, a rare collection of woodblock prints from Vietnam and other 

impressive items.   

 

Finally, the group went on a Behind-the-Scenes tour through the British Library, 

starting with the library’s Boardroom and Friends’ Room, offices of the Asian & 

African Studies department, the “King’s Library” (formed by King George III) on to 

the Treasures Gallery, the Conservation Centre, and recreation facilities for staff.    
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A big Thank You to Rachel Rowe, Helen Porter and Ursula Simms-Williams from 

SAALG for all their efforts to make this first collaborative conference/meeting 

reality!   

 

 
  The King’s Library Tower at the British Library 
 



 

CARTOONS AND PROPAGANDA FROM NORTH VIETNAM DURING 
THE EARLY STAGE OF THE VIETNAM WAR 

 
Sud Chonchirdsin, Curator for Vietnamese, British Library, London 

 

During the early stages of the Vietnam War, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam 

(North Vietnam) had two major objectives: 

 

1. To produce enough food to supply its armed forces, as well as the 

population as a whole, at the early stage of the transformation of North 

Vietnam into a communist state; 

 

2. To strengthen the country in fighting the war, especially after the United 

States of America got involved in the Vietnam War. 
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In support of achieving these two goals, the regime tried various means of 

communication with the population in order to maximise their capability of 

contributing to the successes of the war. It was not only men who were expected to 

play a role in this; all sectors of Vietnamese society, including women, young 

people and ethnic minority groups were exhorted to contribute to the successes of 

these tasks.  

 

Under the strict socialist regime different forms of regulated and controlled media, 

including the printed media, were used to help the government in meeting these 

objectives. The verbal content and illustrations in the media always portrayed the 

successes of the war and in food production, to boost the morale of the population. 

At the same time, the regime took every opportunity to ridicule the enemy, both 

the Americans and the South Vietnamese administration. 

 

This presentation will look at how the communist regime of the North used 

newspapers and journals to encourage the population to assist the state in 

achieving these two goals in a much lighter way, namely in its use of cartoons and 

drawings. 

 

The British Library holds a small but rich collection of provincial and local 

newspapers from North Vietnam published by the local branches of the Vietnamese 

Workers’ Party in 1964-1965. The material illustrated in this presentation comes 

mainly from this collection. The English translations of the Vietnamese captions are 

my own. 

 
“US territory stretches to the 17th parallel of Vietnam” President Ngo Dinh Diem of Republic of 

Vietnam announces at New York on 13 May 1957 

 

Source: Văn (SEA.1986.c.60), no. 5, 7 June 1957, front page 
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President Kennedy ‘s peace delegation comprising  cultural enslavement, war advisors and  

economic hardship 
 

Source: Văn Nghệ  Quân Ðội (16684.a.3), no.8, August, 1961, page 55 

 

 

 
Johnson protects President Ngo Dinh Diem when he pays a visit to South Vietnam: 

‘My son, can you see Future, Peace and Happiness over there?’ 

 

Source: Văn Nghệ  Quân Ðội (16684.a.3), no. 7, July 1961, page 55 
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Madam Ngo Dinh Nhu presents her female army 

 

“Your Excellency, my female soldiers are all virgin. They all have a doctor’s certificate to prove 
and ready to hand over to Your Excellency to ‘practise’” 

 

Source: Văn Nghệ  Quân Ðội (16684.a.3), no.12, December 1962, page27 

 

 

 
Diem’s soldier: Oh my friend… 

American dog: You are just a friend of President Diem, don’t you dare count me as your friend 

 

Source: Văn Nghệ  Quân Ðội (16684.a.3), no. 11, November 1962, page 74 
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The Ngo Dinh Diem’s family Bridge to Vietnam 

 

Source: Văn Nghệ  Quân Ðội (16684.a.3), no. 12, December 1962, page 19 

 

 
Prepare to kill worms and the Americans 

Come here, we are prepared to kill you straightaway 

Rice fields are getting green 

But worms attack them 

Use insecticides,  pumps, bats, fires and all other tools 

To kill the worms to allow our rice to grow 

Find them and act quickly 

Kill them, like smashing the Americans 

Our bullets and swords protect our sky 

Plant rice diligently and make our life prosperous 

Source: Hải Dương Mới (SU224/18), 17 March 1965, page 3 
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Tet celebrations 

Celebrating (Vietnamese) New Year’s morning. Idyllic scene depicting a happy family get-
together for the occasion, yet fully prepared for the war 

 

Source: a complimentary poster from Văn Nghệ  Quân Ðội (16684.a.3) New Year issue, 
February, 1961 
 

 

 
Tet celebrations 

 

Source: Văn Nghệ  Quân Ðội (16684.a.3) New Year issue, February, 1961, front cover 
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You join the army to kill the enemies 

You go to the frontier zone 

We have to say good-bye now, wait for the victory day 

At home (we) women will manage to take care of other businesses 

 

Source: Hải Dương Mới (SU224/18), no.314, 12 May 1965, page 4 

 

 

 
Youths from ethnic groups enthusiastically join the army. 

 

Source: Hà Bắc (SU224/13) no.227, 8 June 1965, page 3 
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Warm applause for people who are on the way to kill the Americans and save our country 

 

Source: Hải Dương Mới (SU224/18), 2 June 1965, page 4 

 

 

 
Soldiers are billeted on villagers 

 

Source: Văn Nghệ  Quân Ðội (16684.a.3) , no.77, May 1963, page 58 
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Strengthening government’s activities in the rural areas of South Vietnam 

 

Source: Văn Nghệ Quân Ðội (16684.a.3), no.7, July 1961, page 55 

 

 

 
Applying fertilizer to the soil to get a good yield of winter crops 

 

Source: Hà Giang (SU224/17) no.355, 9 September 1965, page 2  
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Enthusiastically putting fertilizer onto the soil to ensure that 

each hectare has five tons of fertilizer 

 

Source: Hà Giang (SU224/17), no.318, 9 January 1965, front page 

 

 

 
New Year Issue of Hai Duong Mai, depicting a prosperous Vietnam 

in the year of pig 

 

Source: Hải Dương Mới (SU224/18) 3 February, 1965, front page 
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Transform peanuts into iron to develop industry in our village 

and make our village prosperous 

 

Source: Hà Bắc (SU224/13), no.232, 25 June 1965, page 3 

 

 

 
Protected from the rain and kept off the heat during the day 

To allow us to thresh and dry out crops 

To fulfil our responsibility to the country 

‘Fighting America’ to save the country—we have contributed 

 

Source: Hải Dương Mới (SU224/18), no.318, 26 May 1965, page 4 
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Selling a lot of pigs to the state is an appropriate contribution to  the war against America and 

the unification of the country 

 

Source: Hải Dương Mới (SU224/18), 16 June 1965), page 4 

 

 

 
Nurseries and kindergartens have been built 

Mothers have peace of mind and produce food everyday 

Watch their children be healthy, clean and play happily 

One hand on the plough, the other on the gun, they never rest early 

 

Source: Hải Dương Mới (SU224/18), no.340, 11 August 1965, front page 
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Determined to fight floods 

 

Source: Hải Dương Mới (SU224/18), 31 July 1965, page 4 

 

 

 
Shoot down one American airplane 

 

Source: Hải Dương Mới (SU224/18), 6 November 1965, front page 
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Push up production, prepare for fighting the war 

 

Source: Hải Dương Mới (SU224/18), 21 July 1965, front page 

 

 

 
Johnson reviews his troops 

 

Source: Snapshots of an Aggression. (ORW.1986.a.3485)  

Hanoi: Foreign Language Publishing House, 1965, page 54 
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Johnson: What’s wrong with my jaw? 

Dentist:  Too many “peace” speeches. 

 

Source: Snapshots of an Aggression. (ORW.1986.a.3485)  

Hanoi: Foreign Language Publishing House, 1965, page 12 

 

 

 
President Johnson’s toast for peace 

 

Source: Khoa Học Thường Thực (SU220/13) no.177, 15 May 1965, page 8 
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American robber: Raise your hands!! 

American soldier: I lost them in South Vietnam but I still have my head. 

 

Source: Văn Nghệ  Quân Ðội (16684.a.3), no. 82, October 1963, page 7 

 

 

 
Celebrating Ho Chi Minh’s birthday 

 

Source: Hải Dương Mới (Su224/18), no.316, 19 May 1965, front page 

 

*** 
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OPERATION ‘NIP OFF’  

THE OPERATION TO REPATRIATE JAPANESE SERVICEMEN FROM 
SOUTHEAST ASIA COMMAND AT THE END OF WORLD WAR II 

 

Sue Sutton, Research Consultant for the Singapore National Archives and Hon. 
Archivist, Henry Martyn Centre, Cambridge 

 

In his report of 25 March 1946 addressed to Field Marshall Lord Mountbatten, the 

Supreme Allied Commander in South East Asia, the Political Advisor to South East 

Asia Command (SEAC) wrote: ‘... the orderly behaviour of the Japanese in the 

midst of disorder; their efficiency which is without doubt incomparably greater than 

that of most of the indigenous inhabitants of this part of the World, and their ready 

acquiescence are liable to give rise, if only subconsciously, to the thought that 

“they are not so bad after all” .... at times they became involved in hostilities and 

on occasions displayed as much gallantry and devotion to duty at the behest of the 

British as they had in the days of their own arrogant domination... elsewhere the 

Japanese were employed as labour, and here too, they performed the tasks 

assigned to them without question and with efficiency’.1 

The object of this paper is to describe the circumstances which occurred between 

the surrender of the Japanese in August 1945 and late March 1946 to warrant such 

effusive praise for the Japanese efforts in ‘hostilities’ and whilst ‘employed as 

labour’ and to continue the story of the Japanese surrendered personnel (JSP) until 

the last of the men were repatriated in late 1947. I have not surveyed all the 

materials relating to the topic but concentrated on files in the National Archives 

with background reading of some of the secondary sources.                          

 

The war in the Far East ended unexpectedly early with the bombing of Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki on the 6 and 9 August and the invasion of Manchuria by the Russians 

on 9 August, immediately after their declaration of war against Japan on 8 August. 

The Japanese Emperor formally capitulated on 14 August and the Japanese armed 

forces surrendered on the following day. Up until then Lord Louis, Mountbatten, 

Supreme Allied Commander, South East Asia, had expected and planned for a long 

and bloody fight to recapture the territories of South East Asia. 

  

                                                 
1
 WO 203/6273 unnumbered. TNA War Office. South East Asia Command. Military HQ Papers. Second World War. 

Report by Chief Political Officer on political activities in South East Asia. 
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Maps of SE Asia WO 208/580 and 581 2  

                                                 
2
 WO 208/580,581 unnumbered. TNA War Office. Directorate of Military Operations and Intelligence. Far East. Maps 

Illustrating  Strategical Situation February 1946, March 1946 
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South East Asia Command, which covered an area from India to Singapore 

encompassing Burma, Siam, Malaya and Singapore, had come into being in October 

1943 as a result of an agreement forged between Winston Churchill and President 

Roosevelt at the Quebec Conference held in the previous August. SEAC operated in 

tandem with the American South West Pacific Command led by General Douglas 

MacArthur. There was little love lost between the two. The Americans were apt to 

call SEAC ‘Save England’s Asian Colonies’ or ‘Supreme Example of Allied Confusion’  

The latter was an oblique reference to the 12 or so clandestine organisations which 

operated in the area before regular troops were made available for deployment 

after the fall of Germany. There was some truth in both descriptions. However, 

MacArthur must have had some faith in the strength and efficiency of SEAC as on 

the day of the Japanese surrender, 15 August 1945, he transferred the whole of the 

Indonesian archipelago as well as the southern part of French Indo China, below 

the 16 parallel to the control of the Command, increasing its area by half a million 

square miles and adding another 80 million people. SEAC had become the largest 

single administrative apparatus on earth.  

 

  

Photograph of General MacArthur and Field Marshall Mountbatten SE 8488 3  

 

                                                 
3
 Admiral Louis Mountbatten with General of the Army Douglas MacArthur. Imperial War Museum Photographic 

Collections SE 8588. War Office Central Office of Information and American Second World War Official Collections. 

 



Southeast Asia Library Group Newsletter                                                                                         No. 44 / Dec 2012 
   

25 

 

The challenges facing SEAC were daunting. To maintain law and order and to pave 

the way for the re-introduction of civilian government in all the former colonial 

territories including the non-British possession of the Netherlands East Indies (NEI) 

and French Indo-China (FIC). The French and, in particular, the Dutch were unable 

to deal immediately with the security situations in their former colonies. Dutch 

troops did not return to NEI in any numbers until September 1946. In both FIC and 

NEI there were independence movements violently opposed to the return of colonial 

rule. The British had to send in troops to secure the territories for the return of the 

French and the Dutch and engaged in some bloody fighting as a result, particularly 

in NEI. SEAC also had to guard the surrendered Japanese troops and the vast 

quantities arms and ammunition located in the area. And to locate and liberate the 

camps holding around 123,000 Allied POWs and internees and to safeguard the 

inmates and provide them with relief and medical services before they could be 

repatriated. A further task was to identify by written and verbal accounts those 

Japanese troops who had been responsible for atrocities and begin the legal process 

to bring these men to trial at the War Crimes Tribunals held in the Far East. 

Perhaps the greatest challenge was the rebuilding if the shattered infrastructure of 

the region, to enable the resumption of agriculture, industry and trade in a time of 

severe shortages of labour. The war had brought a huge dislocation of population 

with many of the indigenous inhabitants being sent elsewhere in the region by the 

Japanese, for example to work on the Burma Railway and many lives were lost 

during the war, including over 100,000 on the railway alone. It was proving 

impossible to obtain labour from the traditional recruiting grounds of India and 

China as these countries turned against the traditional policy of exporting labour to 

work in the European colonies. All these challenges had to be faced with 

diminishing defence resources. Throughout the area there was no reliable civilian 

police force and, with the possible exception of Thailand, no independent civil 

government. The additional troops which Mountbatten as Supreme Allied 

Commander (SACSEA) had been promised before the Japanese surrender were no 

longer forthcoming and, in fact, one of his immediate tasks was to begin the 

repatriation of British and, in particular, Indian troops. The latter had been a 

mainstay of British defences in SE Asia for the past 100 years but Nehru and other 

nationalists pressing for Indian independence were calling for the return of the Sub 

Continent troops and an end to the aid they gave to their colonial masters.                                              

One of the most immediate of the challenges in SEAC was the very politically 

incorrect (now) but somewhat amusing (then) ‘Operation NIPOFF’ which was the 

name given to the undertaking to repatriate the Japanese troops and civilians from 

South East Asia. This commitment was a response to the ultimatum agreed at the 

Potsdam Conference in July 1945 and sent to the Japanese leaders. Point 9 of the 

ultimatum stated that ‘The Japanese Military Forces, after being completely 
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disarmed shall be permitted to return to their homes with the opportunity to lead 

peaceful and productive lives’ and that ‘we do not intend that the Japanese shall be 

enslaved as a race or destroyed as a nation’.4 The transfer of the Japanese from SE 

Asia was part of the larger programme of repatriation which covered the whole of 

the Far East and Pacific Regions and involved over six million Japanese troops and 

civilians. Up until that time, it was the largest concentrated population movement in 

history.5 The overall control of the operation was in the hands of the Americans led 

by General MacArthur who had taken the Japanese surrender in Tokyo Bay in his 

new role as SCAP (Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers). The logistics of the 

operation were immense and the chief problem turned out not to be the willingness 

of the Japanese to co-operate (against all expectations, they surrendered in a 

generally peaceful and orderly fashion) but the availability of shipping to transport 

the surrendered personnel back to Japan. It soon became obvious that it would 

take many months, if not years, to complete the repatriation, despite the 

assurances laid down at Potsdam.   

  

 

WO 203/4939 - distribution of Japanese troops in the Far East – August 1945 6 

 

                                                 
4
 CAB 122/491 p. 2. TNA Cabinet Office. British Joint Staff Mission and British Joint Services Mission: Washington 

Office Records. Japanese Surrender – military 
5
 Bayly, Christopher and Tim Harper Forgotten Wars. The End of Britain’s Asian Empire (London, 2007) p. 270 

6 WO 203/4939 unnumbered. TNA War Office. South East Asia Command. Military HQ Papers. Second World War. 
Evacuation of Surrendered Japanese 
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There were some estimated 750,000 Japanese in the SEAC region including 

630,000 armed troops. The Japanese forces had to be located in the vast and often 

remote areas of SEAC (stories of Japanese coming out of jungle locations not 

knowing that the war was over were being reported well into the 1970’s), ordered 

to surrender, be disarmed and concentrated together in large holding camps 

located throughout the region They were to be repatriated by ship from these 

locations. Ironically, the only advantage that the British had was the availability of 

a large, industrious and docile work force in the form of the surrendered Japanese 

troops who would be unable and unlikely to be repatriated for many months, if not 

years.7                                                              

 

As early as the end of August 1945, even before the first Allied troops had returned 

to Singapore, a policy was being formulated to regulate the treatment of the 

surrendered Japanese. This policy included a suggestion from Mountbatten that 

they should be employed as labour. He wrote to the Chiefs of Staff in London on 24 

August: ‘I feel strongly that any policy that places restrictions on the employment 

of Japanese on labour tasks connected with military necessity is completely 

unreasonable and is pandering to the Japanese. I therefore propose to issue a 

directive to my Commanders that the Japanese may be so employed and that 

drastic action including shooting should be taken against any who refuse’.8 

 

Somewhat disturbed by this attitude, on 11 September 1945 the Chiefs of Staff 

wrote to Mountbatten: ‘there should be no restrictions on employment but we do 

not consider that shooting for refusal to work would be justified’.9  

In a signal dated 28 August British Staff Section Manila wrote to Mountbatten 

stating that ‘Japanese may NOT be enslaved but may be requisitioned for labour on 

rehabilitation projects such as remaking roads, repairing ports, building houses for 

which work they should be paid’.10 However the idea of using the surrendered 

Japanese troops for on work projects obviously ran counter to the provisions of the 

Geneva Convention on the treatment of POWS with its prohibition on forced labour. 

Mountbatten asked for clarification of the position ‘Ascertain from General 

MacArthur if we may use Japan’s solders as labour to repair the ravages of war...’ 

Washington replied ‘ The Four Allied Powers are bound by the Potsdam ultimatum 

                                                 
7 WO 208/4923 unnumbered. . TNA War Office. Directorate of Military Operations and Intelligence. Far 
East. French Indo-China. Political situation after the Japanese Surrender 
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Surrendered Personnel. 
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to permit the return of Japanese military forces...pending such return this 

personnel may be used for such purposes and subject to such conditions and 

directives as may be prescribed by the national commanders. Surrendered 

Japanese soldiers should be considered as disarmed personnel and not necessarily 

as POWS.11 The British came up with the novel term ‘Japanese Surrendered 

Personnel’ in an order issued by HQ ALFSEA (Allied Land Forces South East Asia) on 

19 August 1945 it was stated: ‘Status to be accorded to those surrendering is not 

Prisoner of War but ‘surrendered personnel’. The effect is that Japanese forces 

remain entirely responsible for their own maintenance and discipline’.12  However 

‘No Japanese will be employed as labour until disarmament of Japanese forces in 

the area is complete and orders sanctioning demands for labour have been issued 

by the Allied officer responsible for the area. When this has been done JSP required 

for labour in any of the 3 services will be provided by the Military Force Commander 

who will be responsible for their movement, maintenance and security.’13  

The Japanese were to be kept in their original units and moved together as far as 

possible into the camps, such as those at Rempang in the Riouw Islands, to the 

south of Singapore, the Moulmein area of Burma, Saigon in French Indo China and 

Kuching in Sarawak. They were to be repatriated by ship from these locations.14  

Initially the units chosen to be recruited as work parties were not moved into these 

areas but brought together in camps in locations where they were needed for 

labour. One example of this occurred in Dec 1945 when HQ Malaya Command met 

a request from the British Military Administration for an extra 6,000 men to work in 

the docks at Singapore to replace the regular labour force who had refused to load 

arms for the Dutch East Indies. The BMA specifically requested experienced 

stevedores and winch men. These men captured in the Kluang area of Malaya had 

originally been destined for the camp at Rempang but were diverted to Singapore.15 

In later months when the demand for labour increased, men were transferred from 

the holding camps. If possible, the work parties consisted of men of a single unit. 

Importantly the Japanese chain of command was to remain in place and the senior 

officers ran their own HQs virtually independent of the British. According to a 

SACSEA draft directive of August 1945:‘at all times Japanese officers are to be 

made responsible for the conduct of their men’.16 This was considered by the 

Japanese troops themselves to be a good arrangement ‘Each division was put in its 

own camp and we were allowed to live as a group maintaining the same order and 
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structure as had existed in the old Japanese army...It seemed to me that the 

British showed a wisdom acquired after years of colonial rule in the way they made 

us maintain our previous army order...they even periodically promoted us’.17 The 

author, Yuji Aida, had been a private at the end of the hostilities but by the time he 

was repatriated he had become a Non Commissioned Officer. 

 

 
 

SE 6802 - General Kitsgu Ayabe, Commander the remaining Japanese Units, Singapore – 

Brigadier CP Jones received the sword of Gen Ayabe, Chief of Staff of the Japanese 7 Area 

Army, at a formal ceremony of surrender in the grounds of HQ Malaya Command, Kuala 

Lumpur18 
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SE 4588 - Rear Admiral Kaigye Chudo and Lieutenant  General Takazo Numata (on the left), 

Chief of Staff Japanese Expeditionary Forces, Southern Region arrive by air in Rangoon for the 

surrender ceremony 19 

 

Mountbatten and the other senior officers dealt directly with the Japanese 

commanding officers over questions of discipline and welfare and held regular 

meetings to discuss issues and concerns. The Japanese officers were allowed to 

inspect the camps in which their men were held.  After one such visit Lieutenant 

General Numata, wrote to Lieutenant General Browning, Chief of Staff, SEAC from 

his HQ in Johore Bahru, raising various concerns including hours of work, the 

employment of sick persons due to shortage of labour, an improvement in rations 

and a more generous cigarette ration (an issue that was raised almost weekly). 

Browning agreed to lower the working hours to 8 hours a day with a ten minute 

break per hour for those engaged in heavy labour, the sick would be given lighter 

duties but it was almost impossible to increase the rations as there was a severe 

shortage of food, especially rice, in South East Asia, although the cigarette ration 

was increased.20 By the summer of 1946, Yuji Aida noted that the men were 

allowed to send and receive letters and they had access to Japanese newspapers. 

At Christmas 1946, the YMCA of Burma gave the men a wireless set and they 

listened to broadcasts from Japan. However the news made them even more 

anxious about the fate of their homes and families who were pleading for the 

repatriation of the rest of the JSP.21 
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Unsurprisingly, the Japanese were subject to humiliating attacks and punishment 

by the troops and civilian populations which increased as the extent of the Japanese 

atrocities became common knowledge after the release of the Allied internees and 

Prisoners of War. Yuji Aida notes that in the beginning, perhaps to ‘teach us a 

lesson, we had to carry out tasks which were in the nature of reprisals’. He 

particularly disliked the work of cleaning out the barracks of Allied women 

auxiliaries and of cleaning out latrines with their bare hands.22 Amongst the local 

population there was a widespread belief that the JSP were not treated badly and 

were relatively well fed, considering the food shortages which all shared, and not 

overworked. The attitude of the public by March 1946 was summed up a letter of 

Colonel Cyril Wild, the chief British war crimes investigator, to GOC Malaya 

Command. He noted that, among other complaints were that the Japanese ‘seemed 

better fed, have more to smoke and drive through the streets in trucks laughing 

and talking and waving to girls on the pavement’.23  

 

The cost of maintaining the JSP both those who were in the holding camps awaiting 

repatriation and those employed in work parties was included in the occupational 

costs and was to be charged to the Japanese Government. In the immediate post 

war period no extra pay was given to the members of the work parties. ‘I am 

therefore distributing orders that no extra remuneration be paid to JSP employed 

on labour tasks beyond the normal service pay)’ Mountbatten to Cabinet Offices in 

London, 18 Sept 1945.24 When after April 1946, payment was made to the JSP for 

their labour, this was in the form of credits which they took back to Japan on 

repatriation and which were honoured and redeemed by the Japanese 

Government.25  

                                                                            

The first tasks allotted to the JSP work parties were to help with the immense 

programme of works to clear up the debris of war. It was no coincidence that the 

Japanese were employed in highly visible tasks such as clearing the Padang in 

Singapore before the surrender ceremony on 12 September as a symbolic 

demonstration of their defeated status. It was also a widely held view that the 

employment of the Japanese on heavy manual labour would make them realise that 

Japan had suffered a very heavy military defeat.26 The JSP were also used to repair 

and rebuild the shattered infrastructure which was vital to restart the economic life 

of the liberated territories. Yuji Aida describes the work he undertook with the JSP 
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in Burma ‘‘we did all kinds of jobs, mainly for the British and Indian Army such as 

shifting and stocking rations and clothing, working in motor transport parks or 

workshops and various yards used for storage. We also constructed and cleaned out 

British Army barracks; and we did other jobs for the local people such as cleaning 

up and restoring the city of Rangoon which had been damaged by the havoc of 

war’.27 Examples of this reconstruction work included labouring in the docks in 

Singapore which enabled the port to re-open. 

 

 

SE 4738 – JSP at work in the docks in Singapore 28 

 

Repairing the railways in Malaya and beyond.  

The railways were a vital lifeline throughout the Malay Peninsula to transport raw 

materials such as rubber and tin. Stations, lines and bridges had been neglected by 

the Japanese during the occupation and severely damaged during the war notably 

by Allied bombing. 
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IND 5012 – JSP clearing debris from Kuala Lumpur railway station 29 

 

Repairing infrastructure such as electricity cables and water pipes 

 

 

SE 6903 - JSP from the camp in the Kokine Lake area of Rangoon in Burma laying 

underground cables. Parties of between 50 and 500 men were sent out daily from the camp on 

various tasks. 30 
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The JSP also helped move the released internees and their belongings from the 

camps to the transports which would take them back to their homes. Other parties 

were given the grim task of reburying the bodies of Allied servicemen which in the 

height of the war had only been given cursory burials. Yuji Aida describes the work 

‘we were ordered to clear up the British cemetery, a job which our soldiers named 

‘ghost work’. They re-interred the remains of British and Indian troops which had 

been hastily buried towards the end of the war and now were given proper burials. 

He noted that the British were so mean they used the same Union Jack over and 

over again to wrap up bodies immediately before burial.31 A number of exhumations 

were also carried out by the JSP with the specific purpose of gaining evidence for 

Japanese atrocities to be used in the War Crimes Trials. 

 

 

SE 6152 – British re-occupation of Singapore – a number of exhumations were carried out by a 

team under Captain RS Ross of the Royal Army Medical Corps with the object of gaining 

evidence of Japanese atrocities. 32 

 

As noted earlier, one of the most important challenges facing the re-occupation 

forces was the disarming of the Japanese and the discovery of the sites of the 

immense number of arms and ammunition dumps located throughout SEAC.  

The weapons had to be checked and made safe and the dumps guarded. In the 

immediate weeks after the surrender, these tasks were allocated to the JSP. 
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SE 6915 – JSP clean and oil some of the thousand surrendered weapons at the POW camp at 

Cape St Jacques French Indo China. 33 

 

 

SE 6745 – JSP sorting mortar shells in the former Japanese ammunition store in the Batu 

Caves near Kuala Lumpur. These shells were then crated up, transported from the site and 

dumped at sea in the Straits of Malacca. 34 
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By November 1945 it was admitted that the need for Allied manpower to guard the 

dumps was too much of a drain on the limited resources of the Allies. The guards 

were unable to prevent looting and large quantities of arms and ammunition 

reached the hands of the fighters for independence in French Indo China and the 

Netherlands East Indies. Mountbatten ordered the destruction of all Japanese arms, 

equipment and fighting vehicles except such items authorised as unit or personal 

trophies or required for technical examination, museums or immediate military 

use.35 By the Spring of 1946, the duties of the JSP were expanded from the 

immediate post war tasks of removal of debris and restoration of services and 

transport links, to undertaking projects for the military, the newly restored civilian 

governments and for private employers. It could be said that the military 

authorities were running an employment bureau and hiring out the JSP to any 

employer who could show need of their services. The Japanese were proving to be 

an efficient, well disciplined and hard working labour force and they were cheap, 

even after a token wage was paid. It was calculated that the performance of one 

unskilled JSP was equivalent to one and a half unskilled civilians.36 There was not 

therefore much incentive for the various employers to look elsewhere for sources of 

labour. 

The JSP were used by the military on new projects such as the developments at 

Changi and Sembawang Airfields on Singapore, including the construction of new 

runways, administrative buildings, barracks, firing  ranges and military roads and 

various anti-malaria projects.37 In at least one instance they were used as guards 

on the new site of area HQ ALFSEA.38  In early 1947 a table issued by SEAC gave a 

breakdown of details of the skilled JSPs employed by the services in Malaya and 

Singapore. The tradesmen included bricklayers (314), carpenters (1,127), 

coppersmiths (7), ice mechanics (14), saddlers (10) and 25 tinsmiths.39 The newly 

restored civilian governments in South East Asia were anxious to use the JSP. At 

the Supreme Allied Commander’s 326th meeting of 12 April 1946 the government 

of Siam had asked whether use could be made of JSP for new irrigation and 

agricultural work. This would release Siamese labour and it would not involve 

competition with Chinese labour. Similar approaches were made by the Dutch and 

the authorities in Burma and Malaya.40 It was uncertain whether it was possible, 

legally, for them to be employed in non-military work.  Lord Killearn, Special 
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Commissioner for South East Asia, said, as far as he knew, international law would 

not permit the employment of JSP on this task without payment. It was finally 

agreed that a system of voluntary paid work would be permitted.41 This decision 

was not without challenges. In July 1946 the government of Singapore considered 

that the charges levied for the use of JSP were too high and were even a 

disincentive for their employment. Sir Ralph Hone, Chief Civil Affairs Officer, 

pointed out to a meeting of the Co-ordinating Committee in Singapore that it was ‘a 

little unfair that the citizens who had had their property wrecked and ruined by 

Japanese occupation should now have to pay the people who had done it to put it 

right’. Hone got little sympathy from the military members of the committee who 

told him that there was no spare money and that perhaps the citizens of Singapore 

should pay for works such as the clearance of undergrowth themselves.42                                                                                                

 

JSP were used by civilian governments in all manner of tasks: working in quarries, 

clearing vegetation, mosquito eradication programmes and maintaining roads and 

railways. In Burma they worked dismantling the Burma-Siam Railway and ran the 

Irrawaddy Flotilla Company.43 In September 1946 Governor Gimson described the 

use of JSP for municipal works in Singapore. There were a total of 1,500 employed 

in clearing of rubbish and drains neglected during the Japanese occupation and 

used for very heavy manual labour beyond the present powers of the civilian 

population but he stressed that there was very great care taken not to employ JSP 

when they would be competing for jobs with the civilian labour force.44 

 

Gimson had drawn attention to one of the most contentious uses of JSP labour 

which was for the clearing of drains and night soil in the streets of Singapore. 

According to one Japanese prisoner ‘the worst indignity was cleaning out the sewers 

of the town where Chinese, Indians and Malays lived together. We were told to 

dredge by hand the dead rats and human excrement that flowed....’.45 

 

In the late summer of 1946, Lieutenant General Ayabe made repeated complaints 

to SEAC about the conditions in which the men were employed: ’it was so bad that 

no human being having common sense would have thought of doing that kind of 

work. 
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SE 4870  - Japanese Prisoners of War Clearing Street Drainage in Singapore. 46 

 

Five out of the 15 were always at the bottom of the man hole scooping the soil up 

with shovels, five at the top raising the night soil from the bottom with buckets. 

The rest of the men did the carrying. Some of the soil fell back on the men at the 

bottom. There being no supply of disinfectants, the men were compelled to bathe 

themselves with the small amount of soap with which they were supplied. They 

were forced to throw away their clothing’.47 SEAC in turn complained to the 

Singapore Municipal Council and threatened that unless proper clothing and 

washing facilities were provided, the labour would have to be withdrawn. The 

problems still persisted and Lt Gen Numata was forced to write to the Chief of the 

General Staff ALFSEA ‘we should be highly obliged if you would take decisive action 

immediately so that slavish works would never be forced on JSP working parties in 

the future’.48 Whether or not the issues were addressed, an estimated 600 JSP were 

engaged still in the clearing of anti-malarial drains and the main canals and 380 JSP 

in town cleansing and the removal of night soil in March 1947. ’They are an 

important factor in maintaining vital services, particularly that of town cleansing, 

during strikes.49                                                              

 

As has been noted, one of the chief problems facing SEAC in September 1945 was 

the series shortage of food which Mountbatten had called ‘alarming’; a view that 
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was endorsed by the Ministry of Food in London.50 Pressure was put on the 

plantation owners in South East Asia to increase production both for the home and 

for the British market.  During the period of the Japanese occupation agricultural 

land, notably the palm oil plantations had been exploited to the maximum but the 

land had been left in a deplorable condition and much remedial work was needed to 

bring them back into anything near full production. The palm oil plantation owners 

in Malaya, seeing the availability of cheap JSP labour, wrote to the military 

authorities asking that they be allowed to hire men for basic agricultural work and 

the restoration of roads, paths and light railways which works were essential before 

the harvest could be collected and their obligations to the Ministry of Food in 

London be fulfilled. The authorities reluctantly released a limited number of men for 

example 130 to work for the company Oil Palms of Malaya but in August 1946 the 

company along with Guthrie and Co requested more, up to 1,000 per plantation, 

which was not granted. The military and civil authorities pointing out that the pool 

of labour was diminishing due to the rapid repatriation programme.51 Obviously the 

authorities wished to use this diminishing pool for their own projects and believed 

the owners could and should pay the going rate for non-JSP labour. Other 

interesting instances of use of JSP in private industry and agriculture include a 

request for special help from two hemp plantations in Borneo (the only two in the 

British Empire) which were threatened by disease. The only people with the skills to 

stamp out the disease were 9 former Japanese foremen and managers, now in 

surrender camps. The firms asked that these men be released. The request was 

granted.52  It can therefore be seen that the control of release of JSP for private 

companies was very much in the hands of SEAC. Employment committees known 

as ‘The JSP Employment Committee’ was set up in each command or district to 

consider bids for JSP labour and to allocate priorities for meeting these bids.53 The 

companies had to submit requests to these committees on forms devised for the 

purpose and the duties of the employer were laid out on the forms; for example the 

employer was responsible for transport between the camp and the work site, 

providing all required tools and the guarding and supervision of the workers on the 

site. They also had to fill in forms for each work party which stated time of arrival 

and departure and space for any remarks.54 The employers were billed by SEAC 

which was indeed running an employment agency. 

 

The most contentious use of JSP occurred in French Indo China and the Netherlands 

East Indies. At the end of the war, neither the French nor the Dutch took immediate 
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control of their colonial possessions. The French returned to French Indo China at 

the end of September 1945 and the Dutch into Netherlands East India only in May 

1946 and both with only limited troop capacity. It was left to the British to enter 

into these territories, to take the surrender of the Japanese, to protect both the 

indigenous and colonial populations and to release internees and POWs. Since 

during the war and in the immediate post war period, there were few intelligence 

reports emanating from these areas, the first British troops landing there were 

somewhat surprised to encounter substantial, well-organised resistance movements 

which were opposed to the resumption of sovereign rights by the French and the 

Dutch and were prepared to use violence to prevent this. The British forces were 

faced with an impossible task. Not only did they have to take the surrender of the 

Japanese, to protect both the indigenous and colonial populations, to release 

internees and POWs but they also had to do everything possible to bring the 

opposing parties to some sort of understanding to prevent a civil war. There was 

also a great deal of sympathy within the British authorities towards the 

independence movements and it was not a given assumption that the British would 

take the line they did and hold the countries for the returning colonial powers.55 

 

Before the British 20th Indian Division under General Gracey arrived in French Indo 

China at the beginning of September 1945, the fragile truce between the French 

settlers and the Vietnamese which had been held together by the Japanese, broke 

almost immediately. Within days the Viet Minh declared an Independence Day and 

there were serious riots and attacks on French property and lives. The French, 

including newly released POWs and internees, retaliated, and attacked the 

nationalists. The situation soon degenerated into full scale civil war with atrocities 

on both sides including the massacre of women and children. Still weak in numbers, 

the British rearmed and deployed the Japanese against the Vietnamese. 

 

This policy was much to the distaste of the French settlers who believed that the 

Japanese were surreptitiously aiding the Viet Minh.56 Gracey wrote to General 

Leclerc, the French Commanding Officer during the British occupation insisting that 

the latter tell the settlers and French forces some home truths. The Indian Army 

had come to their rescue. 
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SE 6914 – Lack of Allied troops led some trusted Japanese Prisoners of War being armed for 

guard duty – here a Japanese sentry salutes the occupants of a passing British jeep. 57 

As for arming the Japanese and putting them back on the streets, if the Japanese 

had not faithfully carried out Gracey’s orders, ‘there would have been a disaster of 

the first magnitude in Southern French Indo-China with the massacre of thousands 

of French people and the destruction of vast amounts of French property’.58 The 

British forces, with Japanese help did succeed in quelling the Viet Minh in Southern 

Indo-China for the time being and sending the Viet Minh undergound. When the 

French arrived in some strength, they continued the fight into the Northern areas, 

leaving a trail of ‘atrocious destruction’ behind them which was the precursor of 30 

years of violent struggle.59  

In the Dutch East Indies, the forces of nationalism which had been growing for 

most of the 20th Century, were stronger and better organised than in FIC. They 

were led by the charismatic Sukarno who had already in the 1930’s challenged 

Dutch authority. On 17 August 1945 he declared Indonesian independence which 

was the trigger for massive pro-Independence rallies. The first major British landing 

was in Java on 15 September and the troops and their officers were in virtual total 

ignorance of the political situation in the country. 
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SE 7457 –The British Occupation of Java. Japanese POWs load a Dakota Aircraft with food 

supplies for the City of Bandoeng. Due to ambushes and sabotage by Indonesian nationalists 

on the road between Batavia and Bandoeng, the only secure route to the latter city was by air. 60 

 

The Dutch had given authority to the British commander to work with a Civil Affairs 

Administration until the Dutch themselves could return in any numbers. To the 

Dutch, there was never any question of negotiating with the Indonesians. Apart 

from the preservation of law and order, one of the two main tasks of the British 

troops led by Sir Philip Christison was to take the Japanese surrender and disarm 

their troops. There were an estimated quarter of a million Japanese in NEI, 55,000 

of which were in Java and over 70,000 in Sumatra but many of these were in areas 

controlled by the Indonesians who were taking the surrender and, more 

importantly, the arms for themselves.61 It proved easier to disarm and concentrate 

the Japanese in the outlying islands as the independence movement was weaker 

here. The task had been completed by the end of 1945, apart from those JSP 

employed in work parties.62                                                                

The second main task was to supervise the release and safe passage of the 

100,000, mostly Dutch, POWs and Internees. Trouble began almost immediately 

after the release of the first Dutch internees, many of whom who believed that their 
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lives would be just the same as before the Japanese occupation. Antagonism turned 

into violence and many Dutch were murdered as they tried to reclaim their homes 

and businesses. Christison was faced with an impossible dilemma; he did not have 

enough manpower to protect the released prisoners who were in grave danger of 

being massacred by the Indonesians or for the more general maintenance of law 

and order. Moreover, in early October 1945 he had embargoed the introduction of 

more Dutch troops as the early arrivals had only served to inflame the situation by 

provoking the Indonesians.63 The Dutch troops were diverted to the Outer Islands.  

As Gracey had done in French Indo China, Christison turned to the Japanese and 

re-armed them. The Japanese were used not only to defend lives and property but 

also found themselves in attacking roles. In October 1945, incensed by the killing of 

Japanese civilians by the Indonesians in Bandung, they struck back and it is 

estimated that several hundred Japanese lives were lost. In Semerang and 

elsewhere they were incorporated into the command structures of the British 

forces. A hand written report exists dated 20 March 1946 describing how the  

Indonesians ran ‘amok’ in Semerang before the British troops arrived, throwing all 

Europeans into gaol, looting murdering etc. Major Kido with 600 Japanese was 

ordered to restore law and order. The Japanese, who were very short of 

ammunition, just managed to hold the line until relieved by British troops.  Later 

Kido and his men did ‘invaluable work’ during the extremely precarious period of 

evacuation of Europeans and was given control of the eastern part of Semarang 

and a portion of the perimeter area to patrol. Little or nothing of this was reported 

in the British situation reports coming from the area.  Lt Commander Leyland of the 

Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve, the political officer at Semarang said that ‘without 

doubt the Japanese prevented wholesale murder and lawlessness in the area’.64 

Major Kido was recommended by Christison for a Distinguished Service Order 

(DSO). The British did come under attack in the American press for their alleged 

use of the Japanese in a combat role in Java and Mountbatten was asked to issue a 

statement in which he noted the problems involved in disarming the Japanese ‘it 

would be useful if you could include material to dispel suspicions that the Japanese 

are being used to quell the Indonesian rebellion’. A later statement issued in 

December 1945 confirmed that the Japanese were not being used for operations 

against the Indonesians except on the number of occasions when the lives of 

women and children were in acute danger owing to attacks on RAPWI (recovery of 

Allied prisoners of war and internees) camps and armed dumps by Indonesian 

extremists.65 Interestingly, when the Dutch took over control of NEI, they were 
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ordered by SACSEA in July 1946 only to use the 13,500 JSP in NEI as an unarmed 

labour force.66 

In Sumatra two Japanese Divisions were used to guard oil installations in Northern 

Sumatra and The First Air Division in the south. Some of these men were attacked 

by the local population. On 11 December SEAC obtained information on the attack 

on JSP by a ‘local mob of about 4,000 in Atjeh N.Sumatra on the pretext of 

Indonesian independence movement – killing and injuring Japanese and looting 

arms and stores.’ There was a need to evacuate the Japanese as soon as possible.67 

However well into 1946 there were still 13,000 JSP in Sumatra protecting the oil 

fields and just before the last British troops left the island in November 1946, 

Mountbatten on a official visit to Palembang was shocked to be greeted by a 1,000 

strong Japanese guard of honour, the officers saluting him with their swords.68  

The progress of repatriation of the Japanese continued to be very slow. In March 

1946 in Singapore there were 31,000 Japanese troops still not repatriated of which 

23,600 were employed in work parties from an original total of over 70,000 troops 

on the island in September 1945.69 Later in 1946 it was announced that there 

would be a postponement until 1947 of the repatriation of 104,500 JSP from 

Burma, Malaya and Singapore and a further 13,500 for NEI for reasons other than 

the availability of shipping. General MacArthur expressed his annoyance that this 

policy would affect his delicate negotiations with the Russians over their tardiness 

to repatriate Japanese in their sectors of influence (it is worth noting that there 

were at least 70,000 JSP still in the American sectors including the Philippines, 

ostensibly employed in dismantling Japanese defence facilities). MacArthur had 

hoped to dissolve the entire Japanese Army by July 1946 which was proving to be 

an increasingly unrealistic date. However, he made it known that wished that all 

JSP would be repatriated as soon as possible and at the latest by the end of 1946 

as there was sufficient transport.70 The British government was coming under 

pressure from both the military and the civilian government in South East Asia to 

retain the JSP. They emphasised the need to keep the labour for food production 

and reconstruction projects.  In January 1947 the Army maintained it still needed 

38,000 JSP and the Navy actually raised their requirements for Singapore from 700 

to 1700 men.71 Civilian employers continued to maintain that it was still impossible 

to get sufficient labour from elsewhere, particularly since they believed it would 

                                                 
66

 WO 203/5451 unnumbered. 
67

 WO 203/2592 unnumbered. 
68

 Roadnight, Andrew, ‘Sleeping with the Enemy: Britain, Japanese Troops in the Netherlands East Indies, 1945-
1946’, History, 87,286 (2002) pp. 245-268 Quoted in Bayly and Harper Op. Cit p. 173 
69

 WO 203/2729 unnumbered.  ALFSEA. 5
th

 Indian Division: Weekly Operation Reports. 
70

 FO 371/54243 p. 117 
71

 WO 203/5968 unnumbered.  Repatriation of Japanese surrendered personnel. 



Southeast Asia Library Group Newsletter                                                                                         No. 44 / Dec 2012 
   

45 

 

take twice as many civilian Chinese to replace the JSP to do the same work.72 It is 

questionable how hard the various employers tried to find alternatives as they had 

to hand a large, well disciplined, hard working, reliable and, above all cheap, source 

of labour. Post war labour relations in Singapore were very unstable and strikes 

became commonplace. The JSP were often used to replace striking workers.                                    

In September 1946, the Committee of the Chiefs of Staff of the armed forces in 

London was asked to look into the issue. They concluded that ‘We therefore 

consider that SACSEA’s request for the retention of JSP in SEAC during 1947 to 

meet his requirements is fully justified even although their employment is not 

entirely confined to the production of food’.73 They presented these findings to the 

full cabinet in London and Ernest Bevin the British Foreign Secretary wrote to 

Washington in October 1946 ‘HMG agrees in principal that the JSP should be 

returned to Japan with minimum delay but regard the situation in SE Asia as an 

exceptional one in view of the special difficulties obtaining there...whilst HMG are 

fully aware of the commitments under Article 9 of the Potsdam Declaration that 

declaration was drawn up at a time when the rue situation in the areas occupied by 

the Japanese forces had not yet come to light. In these circumstance HMG trust 

that the US Government may be so disposed to waive their objections to a limited 

number of JSP in South East Asia for the period agreed’.74 In fact there was little 

the US could do to put pressure on the British, apart from refusing to supply 

shipping for repatriation into 1947, which they threatened to do but then rescinded 

the threat.                                                                                       

However by the autumn of 1946 the authorities both civil and military were 

beginning to realise that the extended use of JSP was beset by problems and that 

the easy source of labour could not last much beyond the end of 1947, In August 

1946 a letter from the Foreign Office to the Treasury noted that they had received a 

telegram from ALFSEA which stated that ‘signs of restlessness’ were appearing 

amongst the JSP with ‘consequent loss of efficiency’.75 The longer the JSP were 

prevented from returning to their families in Japan (or in the least being given a 

date for their repatriation), the less well disciplined and hardworking they became 

and therefore less useful to the employers.  By the end of 1946, the Red Cross, 

which was by then making regular inspections of the camps, spoke of rapidly 

deteriorating morale amongst the JSP in central Malaya. After 15 months of hard 

labour, with insufficient rations, they were vulnerable to disease and routinely only 

                                                 
72

 WO 203/4587 unnumbered.  ALFSEA. Report by Lieutenant General Numata. 
73

 FO 371/54243 p. 98 
74

 WO 203/6348 unnumbered. 
75

 FO 371/54243 pp. 74-76 



Southeast Asia Library Group Newsletter                                                                                         No. 44 / Dec 2012 
   

46 

 

85% were fit to be sent out to work.76 On one estimate the incidence of diseases 

such as amoebic dysentery and malaria was 21 percent. Additionally morale among 

the JSP in Burma was much lower because their known and trusted commander 

had been removed and sent to Japan.77 There was a widespread feeling that their 

officers had lost control and The British were choosing to ignore their opinions.78 

There were skirmishes at River Valley Road in Singapore in August 1946 along with 

attempts at desertion from the same camp and work parties were accused of 

deliberately damaging tools. There was a spike in offences in from mid August 

when it was announced that it was the intention to retain JSP until the end of 

1947.79 By the spring of 1947, the JSP who had regularly been used by the British 

as replacement labour at a time of fractious industrial relations, began a go slow in 

sympathy with the workers they had been drafted in to replace.80  In January 1947 

it was noted that the RAF employed only 2500 JSP. The rest of the work was 

undertaken by civilian employees and the projects on which the Japanese were 

working would be completed by September 1947.81 The armed services and civil 

authorities were told to cut down the need for labour by concentrating on the more 

urgent tasks and controls should be introduced to stop the wastage of labour on 

unnecessary civilian projects such as the ‘luxury building of cinemas’. At the same 

time serious attempts were being made to recruit labour from abroad. In March 

1947 it was reported by the planning staffs in Singapore and Malaya that there was 

a good prospect of recruiting men in Ceylon.82 

By January 1947 85,000 JSP remained in the SEAC area. In May 1947 the Ministry 

of Defence advised SEAC that there was plenty of shipping available for repatriation 

and this should be completed by the end of December 1947. It was announced on 

11 October that the last ship would leave Singapore on the 18 of the month.83 A 

Reuter’s telegram issued later in the month stated that The last 3,000 men went on 

board the British Troopship ‘Dilwara’. The men included Lt Gen Numata, former 

Chief of Staff of the Japanese Southern Army, now under arrest at the request of 

the US authorities in Tokyo for the alleged use of Red Cross vessels to carry men, 

arms and fuel in SE Asian waters. He went on board under armed escort. Since the 

surrender, he had been responsible for the administration of 30,000 of his troops 

and he continuously complained that the slowness of repatriation was a violation of 

the Potsdam Agreement. 
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WO 208/3903 – Status of Repatriation and Demobilisation from Overseas Areas. 15 October 

1946 84 

 

After the departure of the ‘Dilwara’, in Singapore the only remaining Japanese were 

a few hundred war criminals in Changi Jail and 31 defence lawyers.85 On 6 

November 1947 the Foreign Office wrote to the United Kingdom liaison mission in 

Tokyo to confirm that all remaining JSP in Singapore, Malaya and Burma had been 

repatriated.86 This was not strictly true since a few JSP disappeared out of range of 

the statisticians and joined the independence movements in South East Asian. 

These included 200 to 400 Japanese who served with the Malay Communist Party 

during the Malay Emergency in the late 1940’s and 1950’s. In 1990 two members 

of the Malayan Communist Party were finally repatriated to Japan. The ashes of one 

of them, at his request, were returned to be scattered in one of the party’s final 

encampments in Southern Thailand.87  

 

*** 
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ANCIENT BUDDHIST MONASTERIES IN BURMA 

 

San San May, Curator for Burmese, British Library, London 

 
Buddhist culture of Burma 

Burma (also known as Myanmar) is one of the major countries following Theravada 

Buddhism which was brought to the country as early as the 11th century AD. 

Buddhism started in the 6th century BC in Northern India, where Siddhartha 

Gautama was born and later became Buddha (The Enlightened One). Buddha’s 

teaching was spread soon after his death by his followers. One of the most common 

religious practices among Burmese Buddhists is merit making. Most Burmese 

people believe in reincarnation. They seek to perform good work to accumulate 

merit in order to improve their karma, not only for the next life, but also for this 

life.   

Their ultimate aim in giving is to build a pagoda or a monastery, or to provide 

financial stewards for the sangha (order of Buddhist monks), etc.  No matter how 

small a village in Burma is, there stands a monastery. If someone is wealthy 

enough he will build a pagoda, but even if no one is wealthy enough to build a 

pagoda there will always be a building for the Buddhist monks. Wealthy people 

often built monasteries and enclaves as personal donations to earn merit along the 

road to Nirvana. 

 

 

Photograph of a kyaung (monastery) at the foot of Mandalay Hill in Burma (Myanmar), taken by 

Willoughby Wallace Hooper in 1886. PDP, British Library. Photo 312/(49) 
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Even poor people contributed money to build a monastery, along with larger 

contributions from others. In the village there will always be a monastery with at 

least a white pagoda set against the tender green of the trees. Monasteries were 

not always great buildings; many in the villages were made of bamboo donated by 

poor villagers who could only afford a little for their monks. Another type of building 

donated to the monks is called sima/sim/thein (ordination hall). Children in Burma 

were educated as novices in the Buddhist monasteries from the Pyu period 

(c.200BC-AD1000) onwards and still today novices learn the Pali Canon, the story 

of Buddha, and the Ten Great Incarnations at Buddhist monasteries. Phongyi 

kyaung (Monastic schools) were generally found in almost every village throughout 

the country, open to all boys for education.  

 

Monasteries during Buddha’s long ministry 

When Prince Siddhartha (Buddha to be) left his royal position in search of Truth and 

Peace he was a wandering ascetic. He dwelt under the shade of the forest trees to 

meditate. After six years of hardship and practising to see enlightenment on his 

own he reached his goal of enlightenment under the banyan tree (bawdi-bin) when 

he was thirty-five.  During his long ministry of forty-five years the Buddha’s life 

were spent journeying around and teaching Dhamma except during the 

vassana/rainy season. He spent the first rainy season in the Deer Park at Isipatana, 

near Benares. He generally stayed in one place and preached Dhamma to the 

people. Vassa/Buddhist Lent is a three month annual retreat, which begins in July 

and ends in October according to the Buddhist Calendar. Theravada Buddhist 

monks remain inside monasteries devoting their time to intensive meditation, 

teaching Dhamma and studying Buddhist doctrines during this period. Buddha 

spent the raining season or Buddhist Lent at various monasteries. Buddha had 

many supporters like King Bimbisara, King Kosala, Anathapindika and Visakha.  

 

King Bimbisara, ruler of Magadha offered his Bamboo Grove (Veluvana) to the 

Buddha and his disciples when the Buddha visited him at Rajagaha (the capital of 

the Kingdom of Magadha), in accordance with a promise made by him before his 

Enlightenment. This was the first arama accepted by the Buddha, and a rule was 

passed allowing monks to accept such an arama. After the Great Donation of 

Veluvana monastery, King Bimbisara became a lay-disciple (Upasaka) of the 

Buddha. Buddha spent three rainy seasons in this first Buddhist monastery. The 

two most distinguished of the Buddha’s disciples Sāriputta and Moggallāna joined 

the Order. 
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Buddha and King Bimbisara. British Library, Burmese Collection, Or14405, ff.29-30 

 

The Buddha spent the first season in the Deer Park at 

Isipatana, near Benares. There was no building in which 

he could reside. The Buddha spent the second, third and 

fourth vassas there and numerous Jatakas were recited 

at Veluvana Monastery.  

 

 

 

Buddha seated with his disciples at Veluvana Monastery,  

donated by King Bimbisara. British Library, Burmese Collection, 

Or14297, f. 40 

 

The Jetavana monastery in the city of Savatthi was 

donated to Buddha by the wealthy merchant Anatabein 

(also known as Sudatta) who was the chief supporter of 

Buddha. 

The Buddha resided at this monastery for nineteen years 

out of his forty-five years of Buddhahood and delivered 

many of his teachings and discourses. The Venerable 

Rāhula received his Higher Ordination at this monastery. 

 

Buddha and King Kosala at Jetavan monastery. British Library, 

Burmese Collection, Or5757, f. 6 



Southeast Asia Library Group Newsletter                                                                                         No. 44 / Dec 2012 
   

51 

 

The Buddha also resided at the Poppayon/Pubbarama 

monastery (Or5757, f.33) for six years (39th to 44th 

year) which was donated by Withaka/Visakha (known as 

Migaramata, mother of Migara), daughter of 

Dhananjaya, who was the wealthy man from Saketa.    

Ghosita Monastery in Kosambi was built by a rich man 

Ghosita for the use of the Buddha and his disciples. The 

ninth rainy season in this monastery Buddha delivered 

his teachings to five hundred ascentics. 

  

Buddha and his disciples at Ghosita Monastery in Kosambi. 

British Library, Burmese Collection, Or5757, f.23 

 

 

The tenth season Buddha preached Suttanipā (part of 

Pali Canon) to the Brahmins of the Bharadvaja clan and 

others in Dakkhinagiri monastery in Ekanala, Brahmin 

village.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

British Library, Burmese Collection, Or5757, f. 26 

 

 

Monarchs and Monasteries 

King Anawrahta (1044-1077) was the founder of the Pagan dynasty and established 

Theravada Buddhism in Burma. He and his successors built pagodas, monasteries, 

rest-houses (zayat) in Pagan in order to honour Buddhist beliefs and tenets, and so 

Pagan soon became a major archaeological site. Art and architecture flourished all 

over the country during the Pagan period. Most of the monasteries were built of 

wood and some were built of brick.  
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Me Nu Oak Kyaung (Maha Aung Mye Bon Zan Monastery), Inwa 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This Queen’s brick monastery was built by Nanmadaw Me Nu, Chief Queen of King 

Bagyidaw (ruled 1819-38) in 1822 for the royal abbot, Nyaunggan Sayardaw. It is a 

fine example of Burmese masonry, arts and architecture. 

 

 

Bagaya Monastery (Maha Waiyan Bon Tha Kyaung Taw Gyi) 

 

Amarapura Bagaya monastery, also known as the 

Maha Waiyan Bon Tha Kyaung, in Amarapura was 

built in 1834 by the Chief of Magwe in the time of 

King Bagyidaw. This traditional teak wood monastery 

has 267 teak wood posts.  It is a fine representative 

of ancient architecture and sculpture, with doors and 

railings ornately carved with traditional motifs. This 

ancient monastery bears a seven-tiered spire.     
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Sangyaung Monasteries of Amarapura  

These consist of the Medaw and Thamidaw Kyaungs  which were built in 1843, 

during the reign of Shwebo Min (1837-1846). Chief Queen and her daughter 

(Princess Royal), and were dedicated as the residence of Tharthanabaing Sayardaw 

U Nyeya.  

 

Atumashi Kyaung or Incomparable Monastery, Mandalay 

 

Mandalay was founded in 1855 by 

King Mindon of the Konbaung 

dynasty, the penultimate king of the 

Burmese, and became the last great 

royal capital. King Mindon built this 

monastery in 1857 in memory of his 

father Shwebo min. 

 

 

 

BL, PDP, Photo 1004/1(141) 

 

Shwe Nandaw Kyaung 

 

 

Shwenandaw Kyaung, Mandalay. 

British Library, PDP, Photo 1004/1(147) 

 

The Golden Palace Monastery (known as Shwenandaw Kyaung) is situated in Maha 

Aung Mye Township, Mandalay. Since the building was orginally the northern 

chamber of the Palace of King Mindon, it is gilded and built in the traditional 

Burmese architectural style. The building was reconstructed and donated as a 
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monastery by King Thibaw in 1883 after his father King Mindon passed away. It is a 

historical monument and famous for its teak carvings of Buddhist myths, decorated 

roofs and walls. Doors are decorated with motifs and mythical creatures as well as 

Burmese cultural mosaics. Inside the monastery, each panel has Jataka scenes 

(Buddha’s previous lives). 

 

Taik Taw Monastery  

 

It was built in 1859 by King Mindon 

(reigned 1853-78) in Mandalay, 

Burma’s last royal capital, with 

materials obtained from dismantling the 

palace buildings at Amarapura for the 

Head Monks of Sangha 

(Thathanabaings).  

  

 

British Library, PDP, Photo 1004/1(178) 

 

 

  

Detail of carvings on the railings of 

Taik Taw monastery, Mandalay.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

British Library, PDP, Photo 1004/1(181) 

 

 

Shwe Kyin Old Monastery  

This monastery is situated at the foot of the famous Mandalay Hill. The monastery 

was built in 1862 by Queen Sirisucandādevī – three years after King Mindon 

established Mandalay as his capital – as an offering to its first chief abbot, the 

Venerable Shwe Kyin Sayadaw, Ashin Zargara. The Venerable Sayadaw was widely 

revered for his knowledge of the Vinaya-pitika, the code of a monastic discipline. 

King Mindon also donated to the monastery a Buddha image made of teak that, in 
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appearance, seems to be made of stone. Buddha images carved from teak are 

rarely found today. The Venerable Sayadaw established the Shwe Kyin sect for the 

purpose of propagating the Lord Buddha’s teachings in upper Myanmar.   

  

Salin Monastery, Mandalay 

 

Salin monastery was built in 1876 by 

the Salin Princess. She was the 

favourite daughter of King Mindon. It 

is the finest and the most beautiful 

monastery in Burma.  

 

 

 

British Library, PDP, Photo1004/1 (165), 

1904 

 

 

 

This is a close-up view of the posts supporting 

the veranda which are decorated with sinuous 

carved wooden dragons or serpents, 

auspicious mythical beasts in the Burmese 

pantheon. These motifs were commonly found 

on Burmese monasteries.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

British Library, PDP, Photo 1004/1(167) 
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King Thibaw’s Kyaung 

 

 

               British Library, PDP, Photo 15/6(28), 1890s 

 

This monastery was built in 1879 by King Thibaw who was the last king of Burma 

and ruled from 1878 until 1885. It was built in the traditional raised pavilion form 

with tiered roofs, surrounded by a veranda with steps at the cardinal points of the 

compass. As seen in the photo the monastery is richly decorated and ornamented 

with elaborate woodcarvings.  

 

Myadaung Kyaung 

Golden Monastery/Myadaung Kyaung was built in 1883 by Queen Suphayalat. It is 

one of the finest monasteries and exhibits many beautiful features. This ornately 

carved monastery was built in the form of a raised pavilion with tiered roofs, 

surrounded by a veranda. It is decorated with ornate wood carvings and mirrored 

glass mosaic work set into the wood panels.   

   

General view of the ornately carved teak 

monastery of Queen Suphalat. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

British Library, PDP, Photo 15/6(30), c.1890 

 

 

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/indiaofficeselect/PhotoEnqFull.asp?PrintID=3692&RecNo=1&intPhSearchNo=1005697
http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/indiaofficeselect/PhotoEnqFull.asp?PrintID=3694&RecNo=2&intPhSearchNo=1005697
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Queen Sein Don Monastery (Yadana Bon Myint Kyaung)  

It was built in 1886 in Maulmein by Queen Sein Don, a much-loved Queen of King 

Mindon (r. 1853-1878) for Waziyarama Sayadaw. This monastery is famous for its 

fine woodcarvings and crafts inside showing the previous life of Buddha. 

 

Royal donations at various places beginning in the year 1853 

This is the first donation of Queen Therasein who donated a monastery and rest-

house at Ratanatheinkha in 1853. 

 

 

British Library, Burmese collection, Or13681, ff.2-3 
 

In 1857, Queen Tharasein donated Mingala Bon San monastery and Dhamma 

Myitzu ordination hall to Pyay Sayadaw in Mandalay.    
 

 

British Library, Burmese collection, Or13681, ff.12-13 
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Designs of Ancient Burmese Monasteries 

 

 

British Library, Burmese Collection, Or13915, f.11 

Burmese inscription in the left corner: Sayadaw U Budh Kyaung (Monastery of U Budh) 

 

This painting gives a general view of the old teak village monastery. The ground 

level is left low without partitions between columns. The floor above the ground is 

divided into several areas or partitions, but there are no doors. The staircase leads 

up to the verandah (zingyan). 

 

These ancient monasteries in Burma have unique fetaures as they were usually 

built of teak, although some of them are built of bricks. Wooden monasteries were 

usually built of teak which is exceptionally strong, while the Padauk tree was also 

used because of its resistance to termite damage. The wood for a monastery in 

Burma is usually selected from the best and most seasoned logs. The posts are 

planed round and painted or lacquered in red and some are wholly or partially 

gilded. Some Buddhist monasteries have houses for the chief monk, ordination halls 

which are used for ordination ceremonies and other religious ceremonies, more 

houses for the follower monks with lecture halls for their students, alms houses, 

rest houses for the lay devotees, meditation houses, libraries, store houses, etc., all 

within the same compound. No matter whether the monasteries are built of 

bamboo or teak, they will all be swept and kept neat and clean. Monastery lands 

are sacred and they are places of peace and meditation. Mangoes, tamarinds, 

palms, plantain trees and flowering shrubs are always found around the 
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monasteries, and so the beautiful brown teak monasteries are always set in the 

middle of trees.  On one side of some monasteries there are some pagodas.   

 

 

Old Monastic houses – a Road in Rangoon, 1855 (Artist: Grant, Colesworthy (1813-1880) 

British Library, PDP, WD540(2) 

 

In the olden days, monastery buildings were of dark brown teak and the shape was 

always oblong, with the inhabited portion raised on posts, some eight or ten feet 

above the ground, and with two or three roofs one above the other, covered with 

carving along the facades. All the carvings tell a story taken from the Jataka 

stories. This wood-carving architecture began in the early Pagan period and is still a 

living tradition in Burma. The space between the floor of the monastery and the 

ground is always kept open, as in all the other houses in the country. Monastery 

buildings have multi-tiered roofs (Pyatthat in Burmese). There are properly three 

kinds of roof style: (i) roofs with three tiers called yāma; (ii) roofs with five tiers 

called thuba, and (iii) roofs with seven tiers called thuyāma.  
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Teak monastery with three roof 

layers. 

Amerapoora. Mygabhoodee-tee 

kyoung, 1855.  

 

 

 

 

 

British Library, PDP, Photo 61/1(42)  

 

 

Most monasteries in Burma were located on the cardinal points of the compass. 

There were four main divisions in a traditional wooden monastery. At the east end 

is the Pyatthat-hsaung or Hpaya saung (Buddha Hall) and an image of seated 

Buddha Gautama is placed there.  

 

 

Interior of the Atumashi/Incomparable 

Monastery.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

British Library, PDP, Photo 312/(52) 

 

 

The Pyatthat-hsaung has either three, five or seven roofs, and a tiered spire. The 

shrine is joined by the Zinkyan or passageway to the Hsaung-ma-gyi or the main 

hall where ceremonies are held, and junior monks are provided with apartments. 

Adjoining the area of the Pyatthat-hsaung is the Sanu-hsaung, which is a room for 

the Sayadaw or presiding Abbot. At the west end is the Baw-ga-hsaung or the 

dormitory of junior monks. 

In these ancient monasteries, the ceiling, walls, pillars and railings in the 

Saungmagyi were heavily gilded, carved, or decorated with glass mosaics. Some 

monasteries were ornamented with wood sculptures. The staircase was generally of 
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brick and stucco work. There was a verandah called zingyan on three sides of the 

monastery, in which the monks could walk about when they are wearied with silent 

meditation, especially in rainy weather. 

 

The census of 1891 showed that there were 15,371 monasteries throughout Burma. 

The country remains one of the most fascinating lands on earth with its ancient 

monasteries and temples.   

*** 

 

ISLAM, TRADE AND POLITICS ACROSS THE INDIAN OCEAN 

 

Annabel Teh Gallop, Lead Curator for Southeast Asia, British Library, 

London 
 

 

Islam, Trade and Politics Across the Indian Ocean is a research project exploring 

links between the Ottoman empire and Southeast Asia.  Funded by the British 

Academy from 2009-2012, the project is administered by the Association of 

Southeast Asian Studies in the UK (ASEASUK) and the British Institute at Ankara 

(BIAA), and is currently directed by Andrew Peacock (St Andrews University and 

BIAA) and Annabel Gallop (British Library and ASEASUK).   

  

Southeast Asia has long been connected by trade, religion and political links to the 

wider world across the Indian Ocean, and especially to the Middle East through the 

faith of Islam. However, little attention has been paid to the ties between Muslim 

Southeast Asia – encompassing the modern nations of Indonesia, Malaysia, Brunei, 

Singapore and the southern parts of Thailand and the Philippines – and the greatest 

Middle Eastern power, the Ottoman empire.  The research project set out to 

investigate all forms of interaction between these two regions, from political, 

religious, literary and commercial exchanges to mutual influences in material 

culture, from the 16th to 20th centuries. 

   

At the core of the project was the appointment of Dr Ismail Hakkı Kadı to a two-

year Research Fellowship at the BIAA, with responsibility for working methodically 

through the Prime Ministry Ottoman Archives (Başbakanlık Osmanlı Arşivi or BOA) 

in Istanbul, documenting references to Southeast Asia. While most of the 

documents identified were in Ottoman Turkish or French, there were also materials 

in Arabic as well as a few original letters in Southeast Asian languages including 

Malay, Tausug and Burmese.  Some of the materials provide fresh insights into 



Southeast Asia Library Group Newsletter                                                                                         No. 44 / Dec 2012 
   

62 

 

episodes already familiar from earlier studies, complementing documents from the 

French, Dutch and British archives, but others are genuinely new discoveries which 

testify to previously unknown contacts between Southeast Asian polities and the 

Ottoman state.  One such example is a letter in Arabic from the sultan of Kedah, 

sent in 1825 from his exile in Penang, asking for help against the Thais who had 

invaded Kedah.  This was the first of a series of impassioned pleas for help which 

arrived in Istanbul during the 19th century from Malay rulers, addressed to the 

Ottoman sultan in his role as Caliph of Muslims worldwide, pleading for protection 

against infidel aggressors. 

 

Over the past three years the project has also brought together academics from all 

over the world.  In some cases the project has linked scholars already working on 

diverse aspects of this subject, ranging in chronological focus from Giancarlo Casale 

of the University of Michigan, an Ottoman historian working on 16th-century 

military and mercantile engagements in the Indian Ocean, to Chiara Formichi of 

City University, Hong Kong, investigating the political influence of Kemalism in early 

20th-century Indonesia.  William Clarence-Smith of SOAS and Midori Kawashima of 

Sophia University, Tokyo discovered a mutual interest in the figure of Shaykh 

Wajih, an Ottoman missionary sent out to the southern Philippines in 1914: William 

from the perspective of his work on Arab and Middle Eastern migrants in Southeast 

Asia, and Midori from her long-standing study of Islamic communities in Mindanao.  

In other cases, scholars were commissioned to write on certain important topics: 

Vladimir Braginsky of SOAS was invited to pull together the numerous reference to 

Turkey (often called ‘Rum’) and Turkish figures and themes in traditional Malay 

literature, while Fiona Kerlogue of the Horniman Museum embarked on an art-

historical reappraisal of various large cannon captured by the Dutch in Aceh in 1874 

and now held in the military museum in Bronbeek, the Netherlands, believed to 

have been sent to Aceh from Turkey in the 16th century.   

 

In January 2012, an International Workshop entitled From Anatolia to Aceh: 

Ottomans, Turks and Southeast Asia was held in Banda Aceh, in collaboration with 

the International Centre for Aceh and Indian Ocean Studies (ICAIOS) and the State 

Islamic Institute IAIN Ar-Raniry.  Papers were presented by 18 scholars from 8 

countries, including two keynote addresses by Azyumardi Azra of Syarif 

Hidayatullah State Islamic University, Jakarta, and Anthony Reid of the Australian 

National University, whose seminal article of 1969 (A.Reid, ‘Sixteenth century 

Turkish influence in western Indonesia’ Journal of Southeast Asian history, 1969, 10 

(3): 395-414) can be credited with initiating the modern field of Ottoman-

Southeast Asian studies.  In addition to various articles, two books are planned 

arising from the project: a volume of selected papers from the International 
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Workshop, edited by Andrew Peacock and Annabel Gallop, to be published in the 

series Proceedings of the British Academy, and an edition of selected documents 

from the archives, edited by Ismail Hakkı Kadı and Andrew Peacock.  

 

 

The International Workshop held in Aceh in January 2012. 

 

In order to bring the results of the project to a broader audience, a travelling 

photographic exhibition was produced in collaboration with the British Library.  

Launched at the British Academy in London in May 2012, the exhibition is currently 

touring the UK, visiting Durham, Cambridge, Leeds, Leicester and Exeter, before its 

final venue at the John Addis Gallery of Islamic Art at the British Museum in late 

2013.  Many of the new discoveries from the Ottoman archives in Istanbul are 

featured in the exhibition, together with richly-illustrated Ottoman and Southeast 

Asian manuscripts from the British Library collections.  An Indonesian-language 

version of the exhibition is in production, and will be launched in Aceh in June 2013 

at the 4th ICAIOS International Conference at Unversitas Malikussaleh in 

Lhokseumawe.  A Turkish version of the exhibition is also planned.   

 

Full information on all aspects of the research project can be found on the website, 

with links to the Workshop programme and abstracts of papers, the exhibition 

schedule, and a bibliography of relevant publications: 

 

http://www.ottomansoutheastasia.org/bibliography.php 

 

http://www.ottomansoutheastasia.org/bibliography.php
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Panels from the travelling photographic exhibition Islam, Trade and Politics across the Indian 

Ocean on display in Highfields Community Library, Leicester, in October 2012. 

 

Just one of the items featured in the exhibition can be highlighted here.  On a visit 

to Penang in November 2011, I had bought a printed Malay circular in the Lorong 

Kulit flea market, attracted by the original seal impression of the sultan of Perak 

stamped on the document.  On studying it more closely, it turned out to be an 

appeal by the Sultan of Perak in 1940 for aid for earthquake victims in Anatolia.  On 

27 December 1939, the city of Erzincan in eastern Turkey was hit by seven violent 

shocks, the biggest one measuring 8.2 on the Richter scale – the most powerful 

earthquake in recent history to hit Turkey. The disaster was followed by a bitterly 

cold winter, and by the end of the year it was estimated that nearly 33,000 people 

had died.1 This humanitarian response from the Malay world foreshadowed the 

hugely generous Turkish aid effort in Aceh following the devastating tsunami of 

2004, in which Aceh was the worst-hit region with the loss of over 150,000 lives.  

The document was included in the exhibition, as part of the long but ongoing story 

of links across the Indian Ocean. 

                                                 
1
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1939_Erzincan_earthquake 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1939_Erzincan_earthquake
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Malay circular appealing for help for earthquake victims in Turkey, issued by the Sultan of 

Perak, 1840. British Library, ORB.40/975 
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British Library, ORB.40/975 

Printed circular in Malay from Sultan Abdul Aziz of Perak addressed to all 

the Muslims in the state, asking for contributions for victims of the 

earthquake in Turkey, March 1940; printed at al-Zainiyah Press, Taiping 

 

1 sheet of brownish English paper, watermarked ‘Samson / EXTRA STRONG’, 29.5 x 

22.5 cm; typeset.  

 

Seal: Paduka Seri Sultan Abdul Aziz al-Mutasim Billah Syah Yang Dipertuan negeri 

Perak dar al-ridwan ibn al-marhum Raja Muda Musa sanat 1357 // SULTAN ABDUL 

AZIZ // PERAK (#1854) 

 

Heading: royal crest printed in yellow and black, with legend ‘SULTAN OF PERAK’  

 
 

Bismillah al-rahman al-rahim 

 

Sesungguhnya kita sekalian orang Islam dalam negeri Perak ini sangat dukacita 

mendengarkan kemalangan dan kesusahan yang telah tertimpa ke atas saudara 

kita Islam di dalam negeri Turki disebabkan oleh gempa yang berturut2 baharu ini.  

Maka beberapa banyak desa2 dan pekan2 telah binasa dan berpuluh ribu rakyat 

negeri itu telah hilang jiwa dan beberapa banyak lagi yang telah mendapat 

kecederaan dan hilang rumah tinggal serta harta bendanya. 

  

Tidak syak lagi kita sekalian orang2 Islam di dalam negeri Perak ini sangat 

belas mendengarkannya, kita orang2 Islam sekaliannya bersaudara belaka walau di 

mana pun negeri kita di dalam dunia ini.  Maka oleh sebab itu sangatlah patut kita 

sekalian orang2 Islam di dalam negeri ini membantu dengan ikhlas seberapa 

banyak yang rela hati masing2 mudah-mudahan dengan jalan itu dapatlah kita 

menunjukkan yang kasih mesra dan persaudaraan kita di dalam agama Islam tiada 

berputusan adanya. 

  

Pada pikiran kita patutlah sekalian orang2 Islam di dalam tiap2 jajahan 

negeri ini bermuafakat mengadakan jawatankuasa bagi mengutip derma bantuan 

ini yang diketuai oleh orang besar2 jajahan.  Kita harap orang2 Islam sekalian akan 

bersatu bersama2 memajukan kutipan ini dengan sedikit sebanyaknya mengikut 

kadar masing2. 
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Adapun kutipan ini dijalankan sekali sahaja dengan tidak berpanjangan dan 

kita harap pekerjaan yang kebajikan karena menolong saudara2 kita Islam di 

negeri Turki itu akan mendapat sokongan yang baik. 

 

Istana Iskandariah 

Kuala Kangsar 

bulan March 1940 

AL-ZAINIYAH PRESS TPG [I.E. TAIPING] 1940 

 

English translation: 

 

In the name of God, the Merciful, the Beneficent 

 

Truly we Muslims in the state of Perak are greatly sorrowed to hear of the tragedy 

and disaster which has befallen our fellow Muslims in Turkey due to the recent 

series of earthquakes.  Villages and towns have been destroyed, tens of thousands 

of people have lost their lives, and many more have been injured and have lost 

their homes and all their possessions. 

  

It goes without saying that we Muslims of Perak have been deeply moved to 

hear this news, for Muslims are all brethren no matter where we live in this world.  

Therefore it is fitting that we, all the Muslims of this state, should sincerely 

volunteer to help, to the best of our abilities, and hopefully this way we will have a 

chance to demonstrate our never-ending love and fellowship within Islam.   

  

In my view, all the Muslims in all the districts of this state should agree to 

form committees to collect donations, to be organised by the leaders of each 

district.  We hope that Muslims will unite to make this collection as successful as 

possible, each according to his means. 

  

It should be noted that there will only be a single collection round, not an on-

going campaign, and we hope that this benevolent drive to help our fellow Muslims 

in Turkey will meet with a good response. 

 

Iskandariah Palace 

Kuala Kangsar 

March 1940 

Al-Zainiyah Press, Taiping, 1940 
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SOUTHEAST ASIA LIBRARY GROUP 

 

Constitution 

(amended and adopted at the Annual General Meeting, 7 July, 2012) 

 

1. Name 

The name of the organisation is the Southeast Asia Library Group. 

 

2. Seat 

The seat of the organisation is located in the Library of the School of Oriental and 

African Studies, Malet Street, London WC1E 7HP, United Kingdom. 

 

3. Aims 

The object of the organisation is, by European co-operation, to advance the 

education of the public in South-East Asian studies. 

 

In furtherance of the above objects, but not further otherwise, the organisation 

shall have the following powers:  

 

a) to provide a forum for the discussion of matters of concern to librarians and 

scholars concerned with the collection of library materials from and the study of the 

countries of South-East Asia; 

 

b) to promote and carry out projects for the improvement of library services in the 

field of South-East Asia, including schemes of inter-library co-operation; 

 

c) to raise funds and invite and receive contributions from any person or persons or 

whatsoever by way of subscription, donation and otherwise, provided that the 

organisation shall not undertake any permanent trading activity in raising funds for 

its charitable objects; 

 

d) to do all such other lawful things as shall further the objects of the organisation. 

 

4. Membership 

There shall be two categories of membership of the organisation as follows: 

 

i. corporate membership shall be by invitation and shall be available to institutions 

actively acquiring library materials on South-East Asia or co-operating in schemes 

promoted by the organisation; 
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ii. individual and group membership which shall be open to individuals and groups 

interested in furthering the objects of the organisation. 

 

The Committee shall have power to expel any member who acts against the 

interests of the organisation provided that any such member shall retain the right 

of appeal to a general meeting of the membership. 

 

5. Officers 

Management of the organisation shall be vested in a Committee to be elected bi-

annually at the Annual General Meeting of alternate years.  

 

The Committee shall comprise a Chair, a Vice-Chair, a Secretary, a Treasurer, three 

ordinary members and such other members as the Committee shall from time to 

time co-opt. The Editor of the Newsletter shall be ex-officio a member of the 

Committee. 

 

Nominations for the Chair, Vice-Chair, Secretary, Treasurer, and other committee 

members together with the names of the proposers and the seconders and the 

acceptance of the persons nominated shall be received by the Secretary in writing 

four weeks before the Annual General Meeting in alternate calendar years. 

 

The duties of the Treasurer shall be to present an annual statement of accounts. 

Auditors shall be appointed at the Annual General Meeting of the year and the 

accounts shall be balanced at the end of December each year for presentation at 

the next Annual General Meeting. 

The Committee shall have power to take executive action on the decisions taken at 

the Annual General Meeting. 

 

6. Committee Meetings  

 (deleted) 

 

7. Annual General Meetings 

There shall be an Annual General Meeting and other meetings as called by the 

Committee. Any ten members may request a meeting by giving twenty eight days 

notice in writing to the Secretary. Twenty per cent of members shall constitute a 

quorum. 

 

8. Subscriptions 

(deleted) 
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9. Amendment of the constitution 

Alterations to this constitution shall receive the assent of two thirds of the members 

present and voting at an Annual General Meeting or a Special General Meeting. A 

resolution for the alteration of the constitution must be received by the 

Secretary/Treasurer at least 21 days before the meeting at which the resolution is 

to be brought forward. At least 14 days’ notice of such a meeting must be given by 

the Secretary/Treasurer to the membership and must include notice of the 

alteration proposed. Provided that no alteration shall be made to clause 3 or clause 

10 or this clause until prior approval in writing shall have been obtained from the 

Charity Commission and no alteration shall have been made which would have the 

effect of causing the organisation to cease to be a charity in law.  

 

10. Dissolution 

The organisation may be dissolved by a resolution passed by a two-thirds majority 

of those present and voting at a Special General Meeting convened for the purpose, 

of which 21 days’ notice shall have been given. Such a resolution may give 

instruction for the disposal of any assets held by or in the name of the organisation 

provided that if any property remains after the satisfaction of all debts and liabilities 

such property shall not be paid to or distributed among the members of the 

organisation but shall be transferred so such other charitable institution or 

institutions having objects similar to some or all of the objects of the organisation 

as the organisation may determine and if and in so far as effect cannot be given to 

this provision then to some other charitable purpose.  

 

*** 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Southeast Asia Library Group Newsletter                                                                                         No. 44 / Dec 2012 
   

71 

 

ANNOUNCEMENTS 

SEALG Annual Meeting 2013 

The SEALG Annual Meeting 2013 will take place in Lisbon in collaboration with the 

7th EUROSEAS Conference, which will be held on 2-5 July 2013 at the School of 

Social and Political Sciences of the Technical University of Lisboa (ISCSP/UTL).  

We will convene a panel “Digging up hidden sources: The changing roles of libraries 

and archives in Southeast Asian Studies” which has been accepted in the 9th Panel 

Group – Theory, Area Studies and Science Studies. Doris Jedamski and Jana 

Igunma function as coordinators of the panel.  

 

Access to sources/resources – primary as well as secondary, scholarly as much as 

popular, published and unpublished – is one of the very foundations of academic 

research. Libraries and archives have the huge task to collect, to preserve and to 

make material in all formats accessible to the research community and the public. 

Sources on Southeast Asia are often being held in special collections of national and 

university libraries as well as in special libraries and archives (of research 

institutions, museums, scholarly associations, private collections etc.). Formats 

include rare books and manuscripts, archival and unpublished material, printed 

publications, newspapers, maps, philatelic material, audiovisual material, electronic 

resources, and sometimes even works of art and craftsmanship.  

One important aim of libraries and archives is to make their collections accessible to 

the research community or the public, but there are obstacles and challenges, 

especially when material in different languages and scripts is involved. Certain 

standards need to be followed in order to make material retrievable, but those 

standards are in a constant flow of amendment and improvement, and often they 

are disputed which causes a delay of cataloguing. Librarians and scholars also do 

not always agree on certain standards. The result is that many valuable sources 

remain hidden. 

Another priority of libraries and archives is to preserve their collections for future 

generations. In the past, access to certain collections or to very fragile material was 

often restricted and researchers needed special permissions to access such 

material. In recent years, libraries and archives have made great efforts to digitize 

their collections and make them available online. However, this should not lead to 

the misunderstanding that all material can be accessed online - in fact what is 

available online is the very tip of a huge iceberg. 

This panel aims to bring together librarians, archivists and researchers, who work 

with Southeast Asian collections. We want to shed light on which kinds of Southeast 
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Asian collections exist in Europe, acquisition and collection developments, 

preservation and conservation activities, digitization projects and their outcomes, 

and collaborations with Southeast Asian institutions. We also want to discuss how 

researchers use Southeast Asian special collections, how “digging up hidden 

sources” helped scholars with their research, and how libraries and archives can 

improve their services and better co-operate with the research community. 

For more information and registration, please view the conference homepage at 

http://www.euroseas.org/platform/en/content/7th-euroseas-conference-important-

dates-fees-and-accommodation. 

Alternatively, you may contact Jana Igunma by email jana.igunma@bl.uk or Doris 

Jedamski d.a.jedamski@library.leidenuniv.nl. 

*** 

SEALG Blog 

For regular updates about SEALG activities, annual meetings, events, conferences, 

exhibitions, developments in SEA librarianship and news from our partner 

organisations please subscribe to our blog:  

http://southeastasianlibrarygroup.wordpress.com/ 

To post information on our blog, please contact Jana Igunma by email 

jana.igunma@bl.uk or Doris Jedamski d.a.jedamski@library.leidenuniv.nl. 
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