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Introduction

The Malayan Campaign was the first battle of what would be a long and bloody contest for supremacy in the Pacific. This defeat suffered by Great Britain at the hands of an enemy which the British military underestimated was a foreshadowing of the political defeats which would fragment the British Empire in the decades to come. The British flag flew over an empire on which the sun never set, and British dominance in commerce, diplomacy, and war had ruled the world for over a century. However, World War I had brought seismic changes to the landscape and to the social and economic order—changes which were challenging accepted ideas. Colonialism, that rallying banner for Western Europe during the nineteenth century, would test the ability of imperialist nations to maintain their colonies as the colonies themselves began to yearn for independence.

During the uneasy years between the end of World War I and the onset of World War II, nations were so occupied with internal matters that the troubles beyond their borders could not claim the attention of their governments. As nations such as Germany and Japan began to seek a dominant role in the geopolitical foundation of the map, Great Britain found it increasingly difficult to maintain its control. The Great Depression, a global economic collapse during the 1930s, made domestic issues a priority for the British. Across the ocean, the United States clung to neutrality and isolationism. It seemed that there was nothing to be done to counter the military aggression by the Nazis in Europe and by Japan in the Pacific.

In the vacuum of international authority, Japan and Germany pressed their advantage. European preoccupation with the rise of the Nazis in Germany after Adolf Hitler’s troops invaded Poland in September of 1939 provided Japan with an opportunity it did not intend to waste. Japan felt that its destiny was to be the dominant power in the Pacific. In order to achieve that, the Japanese military planned a surprise attack on European colonial territories in Asia and on the American naval base at Pearl Harbor.

Some 6,000 miles west of Pearl Harbor, Malaya (modern-day Malaysia) was the target of Japanese forces at the same time as the attack on Pearl Harbor. On December 8 (December 7 in the U.S.), the Japanese Navy deployed a fleet of transport ships, cruisers, and destroyers to the Malayan port of Kota Bharu. Shortly before the first bomb was being dropped on Pearl Harbor, Japanese ground forces launched their invasion of Malaya.

This first battle of the Pacific stage of the war was the setting for a clash between the mighty British Empire and the surging power of the Japanese Rising Sun. The conflict pitted the British forces against a seasoned Japanese military, which had honed its techniques in the fighting against China. Japan was poised to become the dominant power in the Pacific, but in order to accomplish that, the Japanese had to wrest control of the region from the British and Dutch. The Japanese also intended to debilitate the other rising power in the Pacific, the United States. With its simultaneous attacks against the British and Dutch colonies and the American naval base at Pearl Harbor, the Japanese hoped to gain the time they needed to build a buffer of occupied territories that would support their expansionist aims. By the time the Americans recovered from the devastating attack, the Japanese reasoned, they would have achieved their goals and the Americans would have to negotiate. For the colonies of the British and Dutch, however, there would be no negotiating. Japan counted the conquered territory as its own.

Despite the dogged efforts of the Commonwealth forces, the valor of the 11th Indian Division, and the persistence of the Royal Engineers, who destroyed more than one hundred bridges as a series of delaying tactics against their enemy, the Japanese were unstoppable. Whether the Japanese employed vehicles over the jungle landscape, bombers in the air, or ships in the ocean, they met their adversaries and overpowered them. The numbers told the tale: by the time the Japanese had overtaken Malaya and captured Singapore, they had suffered less than 10,000 casualties. By contrast, the Allied forces, following the Malayan Campaign and the Battle of Singapore, numbered more than 145,000, including 130,000 captured by the Japanese.

The Malayan Campaign was an encounter not without irony; not only did the Japanese have superior numbers in tanks and aircraft, but they also managed to supplement their victory with the use of bicycles. They had a superior spy network which not only benefitted from support from the Vichy France collaborators in French Indochina but also from tourists, embassy workers, and the “Tortoise Society,” an organization of Malayan citizens seeking independence from British colonial rule.

Over a series of battles fought at Kota Bharu, Jitra, Kampar, Slim River, Gemas, and Muar, the British were unable to stop the Japanese advance. The Malayan Campaign is famous not only for the Japanese victory over the Allied forces but also for the Parit Sulong Massacre which took place after the Battle of Muar. The fighting left at least 150 Allied soldiers and perhaps as many as 300 too seriously injured to flee through the jungle to try to return to the Allied lines and they had no choice but to surrender to the Japanese. The Japanese kicked and beat the prisoners of war and used wire to tie up some of them before shooting them with machine guns. The bodies were set on fire and then run over, repeatedly, with Japanese trucks. Witnesses also saw some of the prisoners of war bound together by wire and forced to stand on a bridge; when a Japanese soldier shot one of the POWs, the rest fell into the river and drowned.


Conclusion

As occupiers of Malaya, the Japanese made changes designed to remake the conquered British colony into a Japanese possession, imprinting the Japanese language upon the Malayans. The names of streets and stores were changed to imitate Japanese names. The time zone of Malaya was altered so that it was synchronized with Japanese time. The name of Malaya itself was changed to Malai.

Malaya was placed under the authority of the Japanese Army, and Colonel Watanabe Wataru of the 25th Japanese Army was placed in charge of the implementation of the occupation policies. Wataru believed that the Malayans needed to be purged of the way of life they had learned under British rule. To counter what he regarded as materialism and indulgence, Wataru sought to instill an endurance of hardship through training and education. Japanese philosophy and the culture of self-sacrifice, even to the point of death, was to be the creed for this first indoctrination under the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.

This rigid practice lasted until Wataru was replaced by Major-General Masuzo Fujimura in 1943, by which time Japan’s military fortunes and dreams of dominance in the Pacific were less promising. Under Wataru, the Chinese living in Malaya were treated harshly because of Japan’s war with China. After Wataru was replaced, however, a new philosophy sought to engage the Chinese community as part of a late effort to win the support of the Chinese.

There would be repercussions for some of the Japanese atrocities which occurred during the Malayan Campaign. The Japanese intention was for the evidence of the massacre at Parit Sulong to be destroyed with the burned bodies of the prisoners of war that were shot, set on fire, and run over after the Battle of Muar. Yet Lieutenant Ben Hackney, by pretending to be dead, escaped the massacre, crawling on his two broken legs through the Malayan countryside for six weeks before he was captured by the Japanese and sent to a prisoner of war camp. He was made to work on the Burma Railway and survived that as well before giving evidence of the brutal massacre.

Lieutenant General Takuma Nishimura, after retiring from the Japanese Army in 1942, was made military governor of Sumatra. After the end of World War II, he was put on trial by the British for his role in the Sook Ching massacre that had taken place during the Battle of Singapore. He served four years in prison and was returning to Japan when the Australian military police caught up with him. Charging him for his participation in the Parit Sulong Massacre, the Australian military court presented evidence that he had ordered the shootings and the burning of the bodies at Parit Sulong. He was found guilty and hanged on June 11, 1951.

But it was not retribution for war crimes that occupied the mind of British Prime Minister Winston Churchill in January 1941. With the fall of Malaya, Churchill had ordered that Singapore was not to surrender, no matter the cost. Yet for the doomed defenders of Singapore, there was insufficient equipment, aircraft, and reinforcements to grant Churchill his wish. More disaster awaited the Allied forces, and the loss of Malaya had been preordained by British neglect of the defenses of its colony. With no tanks in Malaya, the British Army faced an invasion force with over 200 tanks. The Allied Air Forces never achieved the desired strength of at least 300 aircraft. The Allied effort to defend Malaya was hard-fought and valiant, but it had no hope of succeeding because the colony’s defenses had been neglected for too long. The fall of Malaya meant that Singapore was in jeopardy.

Arthur Percival did not blame the prime minister or the preceding governments for their failure to build up the strength of the British possessions in the Pacific. He later acknowledged that the decision to send soldiers and war material to fight against the Nazis was the correct one because, he said, Great Britain was battling “a life and death struggle in the West.”

Still, Singapore could not withstand the Japanese momentum and after the colony fell, Percival became a prisoner of war under the Japanese. At Changi Prison, he spent his time replaying the events of the Malayan Campaign, going as far as to recreate a roster for the Malaya Command as a way of improving discipline.

When the American General Douglas MacArthur conducted the surrender of the Japanese Army in the Philippines in 1945, Percival was present. The bitter disappointment of the defeat suffered at Malaya was in the past, and Japan had been humbled and devastated following the dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. A new world was about to unfold.

The lessons of the Malayan Campaign were not lost on the British military. The British realized that even though the Japanese had won the battles, the British had lost them even before bullets were fired. That led the British to establish schools of warfare where their soldiers would train to fight in specific environments. The British mindset that despised the Japanese methods of fighting evolved into a philosophy that promoted the use of tanks with jungle warfare techniques. The efficacy of learning to fight in the jungle environment was so quickly absorbed that it was put to use when the time came to liberate Burma from its Japanese occupiers.
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