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Abstract

During the Second World War, around 8,000 men from fifteen colonial
territories fought for the British Empire in locally-raised naval volunteer forces. Their
relatively small size has meant that up to now they have remained merely a footnote
within the wider historiography of the war. Yet, if examined beyond their ambiguous
wartime contribution and placed within the broader context of imperial history, they
provide an important new lens for analysing the dynamics of imperialism during the
twilight of the British Empire. Through a comparative analysis of three case studies -
the Caribbean, Southeast Asia and East Asia - and by reconciling the 'official' record
in the 'metropole’ with 'subaltern’ sources located in those regions, this thesis
examines for the first time the political, social and cultural impact of these forces. It
explores how they emerged out of a climate of 'imperial overstretch' as bulwarks for
the preservation of British 'prestige’; how imperial ideology and racial discourses of
power influenced naval recruitment, strategy and management, affecting colonial
conceptions of identity, indigenous belief systems and ethnic relations; and how
naval service, during both war and peacetime, influenced motivations, imperial

sentiment, group cohesion and force discipline.

This thesis will also assess the evolution of these part-time colonial volunteer
forces into professional sovereign navies within the context of decolonisation. It will
investigate the extent to which British hegemonic influence was maintained within
post-colonial relationships. Issues of nationalisation, its utilisation as a tool for
'nation-building', and the impact of nationalist ideology and social engineering upon
service efficiency and esprit de corps will also be examined. In the process this
thesis furthers developments within the 'new naval history', by reconceptualising our
understanding of navies as not merely organisations for the physical projection and
maintenance of political and economic influence, but as human and cultural
institutions, in which power was expressed as much in the ideas and relations they

cultivated, as the barrels of their guns.
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General Introduction

During the Second World War, around 8,000 men from fifteen colonial
territories fought for the British Empire in locally-raised naval volunteer forces. These
were founded in Trinidad, Gambia, Sierra Leone, the Gold Coast, Nigeria, Kenya,
Tanganyika, Zanzibar, Mauritius, Ceylon, Burma, Malaya, the Straits Settlements,
Hong Kong and Fiji, all between the years of 1933 and 1941". Their relatively small
size has meant that up to now they have remained merely a footnote within the wider
historiography of the war. Yet, if examined beyond their ambiguous wartime
contribution and placed within the broader context of imperial history, they provide an
important new lens for analysing the dynamics of imperialism during the twilight of
the British Empire. It is illuminating that these forces were formed within less than a
decade of each other, presenting a significant shift in naval policy towards the
recruitment of colonial manpower at a time of distinct internal and external pressures
on British imperial power. Important questions are raised as to the degree in which
this marks a cultural change in British attitudes towards non-white colonial subjects
and their suitability for naval service, or whether practical concerns of imperial
defence predominated. This in turn prompts a reconsideration of ‘imperial
overstretch' as a genuine concern for contemporary imperial and naval officials and

how they reacted to offset such pressures.

Through a comparative analysis of three case studies - the Caribbean,

Southeast Asia and East Asia - and by reconciling the 'official' record in the

' Not included are the Dominions or India, as they were self-governing, and had professional navies
on which a sizeable literature already exists.
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'metropole’ with 'subaltern’ sources located in those regions, this thesis examines for
the first time the political, social and cultural impact of these colonial naval forces. It
explores how they emerged out of a climate of 'imperial overstretch' as bulwarks for
the preservation of British 'prestige’; how imperial ideology and racial discourses of
power influenced naval recruitment, strategy and management, affecting colonial
conceptions of identity, indigenous belief systems and ethnic relations; and how
naval service, during both war and peacetime, influenced motivations, imperial
sentiment, group cohesion and force discipline. This thesis will also assess the
evolution of these part-time colonial volunteer forces into professional sovereign
navies within the context of decolonisation. It will investigate the extent to which
British hegemonic influence was maintained within post-colonial relationships. Issues
of nationalisation, its utilisation as a tool for 'nation-building', and the impact of
nationalist ideology and social engineering upon service efficiency and esprit de

corps will also be examined.

It is commonly recognised that both military and naval history have been
relatively late in engaging with the 'cultural turn' in historical scholarship, partly on
account of their professional associations and the number of non-academically
trained former armed forces personnel who have gone on to write service histories.
Military and naval history has thus traditionally adopted a 'top-down' approach,
focused on strategy and technological issues, and emphasising the forces'
importance in national diplomacy, high politics and economics. Writing as late as
2003, Quintin Colville has concluded that 'the overriding concern of most of the
existing academic literature on the Royal Navy (RN) in the twentieth century, has

been to assess the organisation's performance of its stated duties: the protection of



British interests and sovereignty in peace and war.”? While naval historians may have
exhibited a reluctance to engage with cultural history methodology and themes,
cultural historians are equally culpable in not applying their conceptual frameworks to
maritime contexts, perhaps partly due the innate prejudice that prevails in some
quarters towards naval and military history as an academic discipline. Even in the
early years of the twenty-first century, it has been observed by Max Jones that
'practitioners of the "new cultural history" have devoted surprisingly little attention to
maritime life after 1850'. In fact, in surveying over 650 books and articles published
under the subject of 'Naval Forces' in the 'Royal Historical Society Bibliography of
British and Irish History' between January 2003 and October 2007, he found that
fewer than 20 texts could be described as deploying cultural historical methodology®.
A belated cultural shift within military history has been aided by interest in the cultural
dimensions of British imperial rule, inspired in part by Edward Said's Orientalism.
Colonial conflicts that have subsequently been studied, however, such as the 1857
Indian Mutiny/Rebellion and the Second South African War of 1899-1902, were ones
in which the Navy played merely a supporting role*. In more recent years, culturally-
informed naval historians have finally begun to reconcile this historiographical
_ oversight, with Jan Ruger's The Great Naval Game: Britain and Germany in the Age

of Empire (Cambridge, 2007) proving particularly influential within this renaissance®.

2 Quintin Colville, 'Jack Tar and the Gentleman Officer: The Role of Uniform in Shaping the Class -
and Gender-Related Identities of British Naval Personnel, 1930-1939', Transactions of the Royal
Historical Society, 6" series, Vol. 13 (2003), pp.105-29, p.105.

® Max Jones, "The Surest Safeguard of Peace": Technology, the Navy and the Nation in Boys' Papers,
¢. 1905-1907', in Andrew Lambert, Jan Riger, Robert J. Blyth (eds.), The Dreadnought and the
Edwardian Age (Surrey, 2011), p.109.

* Ibid., p.110.

® Other notable recent studies include Colville, 'Jack Tar'; Lucy Delap, "Thus Does Man Prove His
Fitness to Be the Master of Things": Shipwrecks, Chivalry and Masculinities in Nineteenth- and
Twentieth-Century Britain', Cultural and Social History, 3/1 (2006): 45-74; Jeffrey D. Glasco, "The
Seaman Feels Him-self a Man™, International Labor and Working-Class History, 66 (2004): 40-56;
Ken Lunn and Ann Day, 'Britain as Island: National Identity and the Sea', in Helen Brocklehurst and
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The vast majority of these studies, however, have thus far been
overwhelmingly Anglo-British-centric in their focus. This has also been demonstrated
by certain trends within Second World War historiography. At the start of the
twentieth century, Britain's maritime dominance was far from assured, compounded
by relative industrial decline and geopolitical rivalries which threatened the Empire's
collective security. One perceived solution was to draw closer to the Empire, and to
encourage the colonies to take on increased responsibility for their own naval
defence. The 'white' Dominions were the first to establish full-time navies of their own
after the 1909 Imperial Conference, followed by the formation of the Royal Indian
Navy in 1934. The significant contribution of these forces to the Second World War
has been historiographically acknowledged, partly on account of their size, but also
due to a traditionally western-centric representation of that conflict, with the more
'martial' Indians presented as an exception alongside the victorious white Anglo-
Saxons.

Over the last thirty years, postcolonial and subaltern studies have sought to
readdress this coloured distortion, with notable work being conducted on the
contribution of African army regiments to that conflict, particularly by David Killingray®
and Timothy Parsons’. A key point of historiographical debate here has been the
impact of wartime imperial military service on the development of anti-colonial

nationalist politics. Israel®, Grundlingh® and Parsons '® have argued that ex-

Robert Phillips (eds.), History, Nationhood and the Question of Britain (Basingstoke, 2004), pp.124-36;
-N.A.M. Roger, 'Queen Elizabeth and the Myth of Sea-Power in English history', Transactions of the

Royal Historical Society, 6™ series, Vol. 14 (2004): 153-74.

Dawd Killingray, Fighting for Britain: African Soldiers in the Second World War (Woodbridge, 2010).

" Timothy Parsons, The African Rank-and-File: Social Implications of Colonial Military Service in the
Klngs African Rifles, 1902-1964 (Oxford, 1999)

8 Adrienne M. Israel, 'Ex-Servicemen at the Crossroads: Protest and Politics in Post-War Ghana',
Journal of Modern African Studies, Vol. 30, 1992, pp.359-368.
® Louis Grundlingh, 'Soldiers and Politics: A Study of Political Consciousness of Black South African
Soldiers After the Second World War', Historia, Vol. 36, Issue 2, November 1991, pp.55-66.
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servicemen were a significant influence in African colonial independence movements,
while Killingray'', Schleh?, Olusanya'®, and Headrick'* have contested their relative
importance. Christopher Bayly and Tim Harper have broadened the geographical
scope to encompass British colonial armies in Asia'®, but still with a predominant
military rather than naval focus. Though the operational presence of colonial naval
forces beyond the Dominions and India has been acknowledged by Ashley
Jackson'®, their wider social and cultural impact in the Second 'World' War and on
British imperialism continues to be largely overlooked by academics. While some
commemorative histories of contemporary independent navies examine their colonial
roots, they are inevitably produced with a self-celebratory agenda, bearing jingoistic
titles like Honour and Sacrifice'” and Serving the Nation'®, and serve as nationalist
propaganda for post-colonial nation-building, such as in trying to foster national unity
in an unequal multiethnic society:
| want the Malaysian Navy to be an example to the nation and to the whole
world where unity is concerned. As Malaysia constitutes races of different
religions and nationalities that have always lived in peace and harmony,
we should extend this harmonic state of affairs more effectively whilst

serving in the Malaysian Navy... | want, last but not least, a Malaysian

"% Timothy Parsons, The African Rank-and-File: Social Implications of Colonial Military Service in the
ngs African Rifles, 1902—1964 (Portsmouth NH, 1999)

' David Killingray, 'Soldiers, Ex-Servicemen, and Politics in the Gold Coast, 1939-50'. Journal of
Modern African Studies, Vol. 21, 1983, pp.523-34

'2 Eugene Schieh, 'The Post-War Careers of Ex-Servicemen in Ghana and Uganda', Journal of
Modern African Studies, Vol. 6, Issue 2, August 1968, pp.203-20.

3 G. 0. Olusanya, 'The Role of Ex-Servicemen in Nigerian Politics', Journal of Modern African
Stud/es Vol. 6, Issue 2, August 1968, pp 221-232.

* Rita Headrick, ‘Afrlcan soldiers in World War II', Armed Forces and Society. Vol. IV. 1978, pp.502-
526.
'S Christopher Bayly and Tim Harper, Forgotten Armies: The Fall of British Asia, 1941-1945
gCambndge 2005) and Forgotten Wars: The End of Britain's Asian Empire (London, 2007).

Ashley Jackson, The British Empire and the Second World War (London, 2006).
7 Royal Malaysian Navy (ed.), Honour and Sacrifice (Kuala Lumpur, 1994).

Royal Malaysian Navy (ed.), Serving the Nation (Kuala Lumpur, 2004).
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Navy that would consist of officers and men who possess a sense of

loyalty and patriotism."®
Such books lack academic rigour, as generally do naval histories written for popular
audiences often by amateur historians and former servicemen?®, meaning these
forces are not analysed within a broader historical, theoretical or comparative
geographical context to explain their wider significance.

In 1999, Barry M. Gough commented within the Oxford History of the British
Empire (Volume V), that 'far from being an old-fashioned field of inquiry, naval and
Imperial themes are rich in possibilities for studying the interface of societies,
systems, and states', yet the 'general linkage of navy to Empire continues to escape
historians, perhaps because the task is such a daunting one'. To rectify this, Gough
suggested an area in need of further research was 'a study of how the Royal Navy
influenced the course of the early history of colonial and Commonwealth navies'.?'
This is one of the main themes this thesis will address. In extending recent cultural
explorations of naval history, the thesis will also add a more global dimension to
naval historiography's current predominantly Anglo-British-European focus,
incorporating interactions within the Caribbean, East and Southeast Asia.

An examination of discourses of race and ethnicity is crucial in analysing the
British-colonial relations that underpinned these naval forces. Within the military
context, martial race theory heavily influenced the recruitment and organisation of
colonial armies from the nineteenth into the twentieth century. Despite drawing

criticism from postcolonial circles for what they see as perpetuating Western

19 »> Chief Petty Officer Radiman, quoted in ibid., p.8.
% Commodore P.J. Melson CBE Royal Navy, Wh/te Ensign - Red Dragon: the History of the Royal
Navy in Hong Kong 1841-1997, 2™ ed. (Hong Kong, 1997)
' Barry M. Gough, 'The Royal Navy and the British Empire', in Robin W. Winks, The Oxford History of
the British Empire: Volume V Historiography (Oxford, 1999), p.340.
6



constructions of the Oriental 'other', there has been a resurgence in contemporary
interest in the concept, partly inspired by the war in Afghanistan and 'human terrain
mapping', which places pronounced importance on understanding the social and
cultural battlefield as well as the physical one. Yet, regardless of its American-centric
rebranding, the relationship between the social sciences and the military stretches
back to the nineteenth century, at least from a British perspective, and it was this
marriage that gave voice to the martial race theorists. Critical historical studies of this
ideology have predominantly emerged only within the last fifteen years, and typical of
a relétively young field of enquiry, it is rife with debate. The prevalence of martial
race discourse in India during the post-1857 period, when 'martial' became a
synonym for those groups who remained 'loyal' during the mutiny, similarly extended
elsewhere in the British Empire, has fuelled the argument put forward by David
Killingray, 'that certain peoples or societies had a special capacity for military service

22, Yet, as Douglas Peers has shown, such

- was largely a colonial construc
depictions began to emerge from the 1830s onwards, before the mutiny occurred?.
The view that martial races were merely a 'colonial construct', also presents the
impression that an omnipresent 'official mind' was at work, directing complicit
colonial officials and military recruiters in implementing this ideology as part of a
concerted 'imperial project’. Yet, the officers themselves, such as George MacMunn
who wrote the longstanding The Martial Races of India (1933) following lengthy

service in the Indian Army, were 'invested in the truth of the martial race ideology'®.

22 David Killingray, 'Guardians of Empire’, in David Killingray and David Omissi (eds.), Guardians of

Empire (Manchester, 1999), p.15.

% Douglas M. Peers, "Those Noble Exemplars of the True Military Tradition'; Constructions of the
Izgdian Army in the Mid-Victorian Press', Modern Asian Studies, Vol.31, No.1 (1997), pp.109-142.
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For MacMunn, it was not a colonial construction for dividing and rulihg the 'natives’,
but an observational certainty.

Rather than simply being an imperial imagining, which itself ascribes a passive
role to the colonised, imperial observations, though manip'ulated and distorted,
nevertheless were based on some element of empirical reality. 'Martial races' did not
suddenly appear overnight just because the British decided to attach a label to them.
In many instances, the people documented in anthropological studies and colonial
military reports were conscious of their own martiality, having either been personally
involved in combat or had their group identity reinforced by the celebration of
ancestors' armed exploits, wearing it as a badge of pride and honour. They still do in
some instances; in an interview with Jaswant Singh Gill, the first Punjabi Sikh to join
’the Malayan Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve (MRNVR) in 1949, early on he identified

himself by reciting his military heritage:

My grandfather was the AVC [Army Veterinary Corps] to King George V,
my father fought in the First World War, my uncles fought in the Second
World War... as a community, we are a martial race... it comes naturally to
us... the motivation is there. Our community says you are a martial race,
you are a soldier, you fight... The British never said 'you are a martial race'
and therefore you become a martial race, no, We were already a martial
race, the only thing the British realised was that we were a martial race.

Soldiering comes to us naturally.?®

Such an account would come under criticism from those who argue that it merely

represents the internalisation of colonial discourse, that 'reputations, inflated or not,

%8 Interview conducted by author with Jaswant Singh Gill, 10 July 2009, Singapore.
8



often have an- effect on the self-image of the regiments and the soldiers concerned',
thus producing 'a circular, self-replicating effect' in which 'it may even be argued that
the supposed martial races became more warlike precisely because it was expected
of them.'”® Heather Streets has confronted why martial race theory has been so
intangible for historians to define, concluding that: 'the power of martial race ideology
stemmed from its very flexibility and ambiguity: it was adaptable to a variety of
historical and geographical situations and functioned alternatively to inspire,

intimidate, exclude, and include.'?’

It was neither entirely a colonial construct, nor an
objective reality, but a mutually-influencing combination of the two, creating a
'chicken or egg'-like scenario. This thesis will argue that it represented a form of

imperial 'collaboration’, to draw on Ronald Robinson's theoryza, it being mutually

beneficial for both the colonisers and the colonised to cultivate that identity.

Yet, what, if any, was its impact upon colonial naval forces formed during the
1930s? Though there were parallels in the stereotypes depicted and the discourse
used by the ruling elite, there were distinct differences in regards to their naval
application. Races seen as inherently 'martial' would not necessarily possess the
same set of characteristics and skills required to make them ideal naval recruits.
What naval recruiters were looking for instead were 'seafaring races', coastal
peoples with nautical traditions in maritime trade and fishing, for example, but most
importantly, possessing the 'call of the sea' that the British saw in themselves as an

island race and naval power, though theirs was naturally believed to be of a superior

% John M. MacKenzie, in Heather Streets, Martial races: The military, race and masculinity in British
imperial culture, 1857-1914 (Manchester, 2004), pp.viii-ix.
2" Heather Streets, Martial races: The military, race and masculinity in British imperial culture, 1857-
1914 (Manchester, 2004), p.4.
%8 Ronald Robinson, 'Non-European foundations of European imperialism: sketch for a theory of
collaboration', in E.R.J. Owen and R.B. Sutcliffe (eds.), Studies in the Theory of Imperialism (London,
1972), chap.5.
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paternalistic kind. The men recruited into colonial naval forces thus underwrote
British hegemony and contemporary ‘development' discourse which had evolved
from earlier ideas of the 'civilising mission'. Beneath this guise a 'divide and rule'
policy was pursued, with certain ethnic groups within the colonies excluded from
naval service because of their perceived 'racial' unsuitability, though this too masked
concerns over their imperial loyalty. Colonial naval forces were thus also dependent
on the collaboration of such groups, not only for their operation, but for the
maintenance of British 'prestige’. The ideological development of this theory of
'seagoing races', the influence of such discourse on colonial identities, and the
practical and political implications of this for both the Navy and British imperialism

will form a central line of analysis in this thesis.

To attempt to study all fifteen colonies that raised naval volunteer forces,
providing sufficient background information to interpret the different cultural and
political contexts, and to cover the timeframe from their formation in the 1930s,
through the Second World War to decolonisation, taking in additional flashpoints,
would clearly be unfeasible within the limits of a thesis. Attention will therefore be
focused on three regional case studies: the Caribbean, Southeast Asia and East
Asia. These have been selected on the basis that they constituted the extremities of
Empire, were the most active colonial naval theatres. against the two major
belligerents in the Second World War, and as a result their forces were also amongst
the largest. On a practical level, they also provide the most fertile opportunities for
primary research, being localities with sizeable collections of well-catalogued,
accessible original documents, along with pre-recorded oral histories. These will be

considered in relation to Admiralty and Colonial Office records located in the United

10



Kingdom, in order to provide a more transnational and holistic mode of analysis than
that traditionally performed by exclusively imperial/metropole/top-down or
local/peripheral/subaltern approaches. This thesis thus aims to bridge the gap
between official imperial policy and individual colonial experiences, metropolitan

perspectives and local viewpoints.

Methodological considerations are raised notably by the use of oral testimony
and the recording of original interviews. Unlike the social sciences, oral history
'interviewees are selected, not because they present some abstract statistical norm,
but because they typify historical processes. The real issues are historiographical,
not statistical®®. Therefore the need for a large representative sample of participants
is not as relevant here, crucially as the number of potential interviewees for the war
period dwindles as time takes its inevitable toll on that generation. Testimonies are
intended to provide personal insight, atmosphere and texture into the culture of the
service rather than to provide evidence for scientific theory or to illustrate patterns.
The sample is thus seen as indicative rather than representative. Interviewees were
identified through existing oral history projects, such as the Oral History Centre in the
Singapore National Archives, and professional ex-services organisations such as the
Commonwealth Ex-Services League, the World Veterans Federation, and the

Cayman Islands Veterans Association.

One of the main issues for historians concerning oral history is the extent to
which oral evidence can be deemed as 'reliable'? To answer this, one must first
consider the reliability of documentary evidence, naturally being the yardstick by

which oral history is measured. Whereas archival documents' traditional reliability

% Ronald J. Grele, 'Movement without aim: Methodological and theoretical problems in oral history', in
Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson (eds.), The Oral History Reader (London, 1998), p. 41.
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has rested on the notion of their unchanging nature, this in itself is not entirely true,
as sometimes the same document can appear in different collections, but with
amendments. Collections can be incomplete, and do n’ot always hold previous
correspondence or accurately convey the original context in which an item may have
been written. For example, a collection may be compiled around a particular theme,
such as to commemorate an important event, but this raises problems in itself, in that
it reflects what the archivist or curator c;onsiders 'important’, not necessarily what the
author had originally intended. Can an archivist or curator legitimately reflect the
attitudes of other groups represented in a source to which he/she is not a member?

Such records can therefore be distorting, framed by subsequent events\ and
discourse. The original author of a document can often be commenting or reflecting
on events from afar, for example within imperial history, on the periphery from the
metropole, through second-hand information collected on the ground passed up
through subordinates and sent over thousands of miles, or even looking back upon
events that occurred several months earlier, such as for the purposes of an annual
report. This distance can also constitute cultural distance, where those written about
represent a different social/ethnic group to that of the author, who do not possess or
have been deprived of the means or opportunities by which to represent themselves
in the historical record. Such sources can thus represent a skewed and often
Occidentally-orientated depiction of 'subaltern’ groups, though this in itself can reveal
fascinating insights into the perceptions and prejudices of the author, particularly
useful for the study of identity within this thesis. Consequently, those flaws which
have been levelled at oral history can also be aimed at 'traditional' historical sources,

and consequently 'all sources need to be tested against other evidence™’.

% Donald A. Ritchie, Doing Oral History (Oxford, 2003), p.26.
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One of the biggest concerns surrounding oral history is the role that memory
plays. Often interviews will be conducted many years after the events in question. In
such circumstances it would be difficult for the interviewee to recall precise details
such as dates and names, and this highlights the need for the interviewer to have
carried out archival research beforehand so as to be able to place the testimony
within its proper context and test any conflicting information. Photographs, journals,
letters and CVs can serve as useful prompts for memory. The selective nature of
memory can also be shaped by subsequent events, so as to retrospectively elevate
the importance of an original action. Similarly, a person's perceptions of self and
'others' can also alter over time to reflect contemporary social issues and thus may
not be reflective of how that person originally felt and how their views influenced their
actions. Yet, rather than discrediting such testimony altogether, these factors
themselves can provide important cultural insights into shifting societal attitudes.
History can be utilised as a tool by which a post-colonial independent country can
formulate a 'national' identity for nation-building and power-conciliatory purposes. In
doing so, a nationalist mythology can emerge around particular historical moments,
retrospectively elevated in significance so as to support the national project and
underline the ruling party's legitimacy. The extent to which public memory invades
personal memory and how that influences constructions of identity, particularly within
plural societies, can provide fascinating insights into the effectiveness of such
discourses and how the nation views itself. This, however, again highlights the
importance of drawing on several reference points from which to formulate

conclusions for this thesis.
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Of course, a researcher will go into an interview with preconceived ideas
based upon background reading from both the historiography and the archives, and a
set of questions and issues they wish to address. It is important, however, to allow
the interviewee to work through their personal narrative first, and not rush them into
responding to very specific and potentially sensitive questions, possibly out of context
to what they consider to be important. This is a key part of the rapport-building
process and establishing a mutual trust which will put the interviewee at ease and
feel more comfortable to talk about any sensitive issues later. Considering this, the
interviews for this research began by asking an open-ended question to provide a
starting-point for the interviewee and establish context, for example, 'please could
you tell me a bit about your background growing up, where you came from, etc.?' The
interviewee took this opportunity to then work through their personal narrative,
offering an overview of their life and career, which helped provide the first indication
of key moments particularly important to them. This process also provided hooks to
return to afterwards to ask more specific questions that led onto the main themes of
the thesis. It was important, however, not to ask leading questions, or try to
manoeuvre the interviewee into a position where they were asked to verify an
argument or agenda created by the interviewer. Not only is this ethically unsound
practice, but it would also produce misleading testimony based on statements not
conceived by the interviewee themselves. The interviewer, however, also needed to
be alert throughout to the question of whether the interviewee was qualified to talk on
a particular subject; were they in a position to experience events firsthand or are they

simply passing along second-hand information?*'

ibid., p.34.
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The key research questions of the thesis can be grouped into three
predominant themes, explored through the three regional case studies. They

comprise 1) The formation of the naval forces: What influence did ‘imperial

overstretch' play in the creation of colonial naval forces during the 1930s? Were local
or imperial factors predominant in their foundation and development? How did
imperial and racial ideology influence naval planners and recruitment? What were

the motivations for colonial naval volunteers? 2) The operation of the forces: What

were the envisaged roles of colonial naval forces and how effectively did they fulfil
them? How did thé forces reinforce British imperial 'prestige'? How was colonial
manpower managed and with what consequences for discipline? What influence did
war and naval service have on colonial conceptions of racial/ethnic identity? 3) The

cultural, political and social impact of the naval forces on the colonies: What impact

did colonial naval service have on indigenous belief systems and ethnic/racial
relations? How did the forces adapt to the changing post-war context of the Cold
War and decolonisation? What issues were raised by the transfer of power and
moves to naval autonomy and nationalisation? What imperial legacy/influence was
left within post-colonial navies?

The first case study will focus on the Caribbean, which hosted the only
colonial naval unit in the Western hemisphere. Though this was based in Trinidad, it
included volunteers from almost all of Britain's West Indian colonies, and thus was
the most cosmopolitan of all the colonial naval forces raised. Consequently, it
provides a unique case for examining the interaction of different ethnicities within
such an imperial structure. How did motivations vary for different sets of volunteers?
What influence did imperial racial ideology have on the recruitment and the treatment

of different ethnic groups and their identities? How did volunteers react to this and
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the pressures of wartime naval service? Simultaneously, Britain's imperial position in
the region was facing the duel pressures of colonial nationalism and rising American
hegemony, a process accelerated by the Second World War. Therefore, what role
did the force have on British imperial 'prestige’, particularly following the American
influx to the islands after 19407 These questions will be explored by comparing the
contrasting experiences of Trinidadians and Cayman Islanders.

Case study two examines Southeast Asia, another ethnically plural region, but
one which was not reflected in the naval forces' composition, where initially only
Malay volunteers were incorporated. It also provides the key example of a colonial
volunteer force which evolved into a professional independent navy that continues to
exist today, highlighting issues of imperial transition and decolonisation in the
process. Again, a key question will be how did racial ideology influence the
discriminatory recruitment policies adopted? What impact did defeat by fhe
Japanese have on imperial prestige and naval organisation in Malaya? How did
‘collaboration' work within a naval context? What was the legacy of British
imperialism within naval nationalisation and the 'nation-building' policies of the post-
colonial government?

The final case study encompasses East Asia, centred on colonial navalism in
Hong Kong, but relating to Chinese culture more broadly and Britain's regional
position regarding Japan, and Nationalist and Communist China. It offers a
contrasting example to Malaya in that there was no case of imperial transition here,
at least not during the traditional era of decolonisation, with Britain looking to
reassert colonial control and prestige in Hong Kong during the post-war period. What
strategies did the Admiralty adopt to overcome obstructive local elements and

encourage naval volunteering? How did Chinese cultural perceptions influence
16



British concerns regarding the naval suitability and imperial loyalty of local recruits?
What impact did compulsory service have on naval and colonial cohesion? And what
role did the naval force play in upholding British imperial policy and prestige in the

region?
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Imperial Overstretch and Colonial Naval Defence

To understand what was particular about the geopolitical climate of the 1930s
that resulted in the proliferation of colonial naval forces then, we need to first explain
the key issue of 'imperial overstretch', and the roots in the nineteenth century. The
popular mythology of Pax Britannica aside, the second half of the nineteenth century
was already one of uncertainty for the British Empire and its collective security. The
Crimean War, followed not long after by the Indian Mutiny had 'illustrated the danger
involved in undue dispersion of the armed forces of the Crown, and the necessity for
taking steps whereby the overseas people of the Empire would provide, at least in
part, for their own security’. The Volunteer movement, which emerged in Britain in
response to the threat of French invasion, offered a potential solution and 'gave a
stimulus and an example to the Colonies in the direction of self-defence'®?. The
nautical nature of the British Empire meant that imperial defence was invariably
seaward in its orientation, and the first Colonial Naval Defence Act was passed in
1865 to allow the white settler colonies to raise a body of volunteers to provide local
naval defence. New South Wales, Victoria, Queensland, South Australia, Tasmania
and New Zealand took up this option to form small auxiliary naval units over the next

few decades, though the legislation restricted them to territorial waters®,

As British imperialism expanded during the nineteenth century and technology

advanced, costs for the Royal Navy's upkeep inevitably also rose, placing an

%2 Sir Charles Lucas (ed.), The Empire At War, Vol.l (Oxford, 1921), p.77.
% Bob Nicholls, 'Colonial naval forces before Federation', in David Stevens and John Reeve (eds.),
Southern Trident: Strategy, History and the Rise of Australian Naval Power (Crows Nest, 2001),
pp.125-39.
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increasing burden firmly on the shoulders of the British taxpayer. The colonial
Empire, which derived defensive and economic benefits from a strong navy,
contributed nothing. This drain on the British finance and manpower led the Liberal
statesman Charles Dilke in 1872 to argue that 'the colonies are a source of military
weakness to us, and our 'protection’ of them is a source of danger to the colonists'.
His argument for economic pragmatism was balanced by a paternalistic concern for

colonial growth, rhetoric that would be resurrected by 1930s colonial navalists:

As for our so-called defence of the colonies, in war-time we defend
ourselves: we defend the colonies only during peace. In war-time they are
ever left to shift for themselves, and they would undoubtedly be better to
do so were they in the habit of maintaining their military establishments in
times of peace. The present system weakens us and them - us, by taxes
and by the withdrawal of our men and ships; the colonies, by preventing
the development of that self-reliance which is requisite to form a nation's

greatness.>

The Russian war scare of 1878 prompted the creation a Royal Commission,
chaired by Lord Carnarvon, 'to enquire into the defence of British possessions and
commerce abroad', and which came to the conclusion that 'the time, in our opinion,
has arrived when the Colonies may reasonably be expected to take upon
themselves some share of that defence - a burden hitherto exclusively borne by the

mother-country.”®

% Charles Dilke, Greater Britain, in Peter Cain (ed.), Empire and Imperialism: The Debate of the
1870s (Chippenham, 1999), p.23.

% Quoted in Richard Harding, 'Review of Donald M. Shurman, Imperial Defence 1868-1887, Journal
for Maritime Research, Vol.5 (2003).
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In response, a colonial conference was convened in 1887 to negotiate the
issue, and achieved a combined flat contribution of £122,597 per annum from the
Australian colonies and New Zealand towards the maintenance of a naval squadron
in their waters. This was but a token gesture, however, appearing to the Colonial
Secretary Sir Henry Holland, as 'trifling in comparison' to a British peacetime naval
expenditure exceeding £13,000,000 % . The impending naval arms race with
Germany exacerbated this disparity, with Britain struggling to maintain the 'two-
power standard', formally adopted as part of the 1889 Naval Defence Act although it
built on previous informal policy, whereby the Royal Navy would at least equal her
next two largest rivals. With the rapidly-expanding Imperial German Navy
concentrated directly across the North Sea, Britain was forced into recalling warships
on overseas stations to protect home waters. This was partly off-set by the signing of
the 1902 Anglo-Japanese Alliance, which put the defence of Britain's colonies in
East Asia and the new Dominion of Australia under the Imperial Japanese Navy's
charge, much to Australia's chagrin. More importantly though, this represented the
point at which the Royal Navy was no longer able to meet all of its imperial
commitments single-handedly. At the Imperial Conference of the same year, Joseph

Chamberlain appealed to the rest of the 'white' Empire for help:

We do require your assistance in the administration of the vast empire
which is yours as well as ours. The weary Titan staggers under the too
vast orb of its fate. We have borne the burden for many years. We think it

is time that our children should assist us to support it.>’

% Richard Jebb, The Imperial Conference, Vol. 1 (London, 1911), pp.41-2.
¥ Phillips Payson O'Brien, 'The Titan Refreshed: Imperial Overstretch and the British Navy before the
First World War', Past and Present, No. 172 (August, 2001), pp.146-169, p.146.
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The withdrawal of the Royal Navy to European waters both literally and
metaphorically brought 'home' the reality that defence of Britain would always be
prioritised over the rest of the Empire, something that would be borne out in both
World Wars. This was emphasised in 1910 by the Committee of Imperial Defence,
which admitted that more remote parts of the Empire, geographically but also distant
in regards to strategic and economic importance, might have to be sacrificed so as to

ensure British security:

In order to avoid exposing our fleets to the risk of suffering defeat in detail,
naval action in remote waters might therefore have to be postponed until
by clearing of the situation in home waters adequate naval force could be

brought to bear.*

The question of 'imperial overstretch' or 'strategic overextension' is a major
debate within British imperial history. Chamberlain's 'weary Titan' analogy has led
some to argue that Britain faced this problem from at least the turn of the century.
Paul Kennedy has posited that as nations ascend they will seek to expand outside of
their natural borders, acquiring additional territories, but also increased strategic
responsibilities. This continues until the defensive costs to maintain an empire
eventually exceeds the economic benefits derived from it, at which point it begins to
decline and be eclipsed by other nations who have not yet acquired those same
burdens.®® Kennedy argues that this was the case for Britain in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, when she was faced with the problem of having to

provide for the defence of the Empire while at the same time experiencing relative

38 |pa;
Ibid, p.155.
% paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change and Military Conflict from
1500-2000 (London, 1988), p.xv-xvi.
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economic and industrial decline.*° Along these lines, Corelli Barnet
Porter*?, and Patrick O'Brien*®, have all argued that the costs of administering and
defending the Empire effectively stifled Britain economically prior to 1914, with Lance
Davis and Robert Huttenback asserting that 'of all the subsidies enjoyed by the
colonies, none was more lucrative than that for defence.** As Table 1 demonstrates,
the colonies expended a disproportionately low amount, both in regards to the rest of

the Empire and particularly Britain, and in relation to naval as opposed to military

defence:

Table 1. Imperial Defence Expenditure, 1908-1910

Military Naval Total
Military expenditure Naval expenditure Total expenditure
Pop. expenditure per caput expenditure per caput. expenditure per caput
ear Country (m.) (Em.) &) (Em.) (£) (Em.) (£)
1909-10 UK 44,539  27.459 0.62 35.143 0.79 : 62.602 1.41
Dominions
1907-8  Canada 6.154 1.359 0.22 0.099 0.02 1.458 0.24
1907-8  Newfoundland 0.234 0.000 0.00 0.003 0.003
1907-8  Australia 4,222 1.025 0.24 0.272 0.06 1.297 0.31
1908 New Zealand  1.021 0.193 0.19 0.100 1.10 0.293 0.29
1908 South Africa 5.474 1.258 0.23 0.085 0.02 1.343 0.25
Total Dominions 61.644  31.295 0.51 35.701 0.58 66.996 1.09
1908-9  India 294.317 20.071 0.07 0.482 0.00 20.553 0.07
Colonies 38.871 1.155 0.03 0.000 0.00 1.155 0.03
Total Empire 394.83 52.522 0.13 36.184 0.09 88.704 0.22

ource: Avner Offer, 'The British Empire, 1870-1914: A Waste of Money?', Economic History Review, Vol.46 (1993), p.227.

Other historians, such as P. J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins, have contested the

claim that imperial military and naval expenditure caused irreparable domestic

“0 Ibid, pp.224-32.
* Correlli Barnett, The Collapse of British Power (London, 1972), p.120.
2 Bernard Porter, The Lion's Share: A Short History of British Imperialism, 1850-1995 (London, 1996),
p.37.
3 Patrick K. O'Brien, 'The Costs and Benefits of British Imperialism, 1846-1914', Past and Present,
no.120 (August, 1988), p.200.
4 Lance Davis and Robert Huttenback, Mammon and the Pursuit of Empire: The Economics of British
Imperialism (Cambridge, 1988), p.145.
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damage, presenting Britain as 'formidably strong' at the outbreak of the First World
War, and even after due to her extensive financial and commercial interests,
particularly in her 'invisible empire'.** In 1991, Gordon Martel et. al. in a special
edition of The Infernational History Review, also contest the imperial overstretch and
decline theory*®. Martel suggests that rather than acting as a drain on her resources,
'for the first time, Great Britain was able to use military power drawn from the empire
to enable her to act as a terrene power on the Continent*’ during the First World
War. He goes on to say that in the interwar period, Britain 'was more powerful that
she had been for the 150 years that preceded the Second World War', not merely

8 Avner Offer has

being 'the pre-eminent world power' but 'the only world power
also supported fhis notion, suggesting that 'over and above the private returns,
Britain also acquired a strategic asset' that 'extended considerably Britain's capacity
to wage war, by adding to its military, demographic, and economic resources'.*°
Furthermore, Offer argues that the logistical benefits that the colonies provided the
Empire as bases for the Navy and as 'links in the chain of steam-coal navigation and

undersea cables' offset their lack of financial contribution towards imperial defence®.

These claims have been taken forward by Ashley Jackson, who also attests to
the logistical strength of the Empire, a 'global network' which facilitated 'Britain's
capacity to move food, goods, munitions and troops from one side of the world to the
other', and with vast manpower resources which could be mobilised for both the

economic and industrial war as well as on the frontlines, demonstrated most

45 p. J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins, British Imperialism, 1688-2000 (London, 2002), pp.395, 405.

“6 Gordon Martel et al., 'The Decline of Great Britain', The International History Review, Vol.13, No.4
SNovember, 1991), pp.662-783.

7 Gordon Martel, 'The Meaning of Power: Rethinking the Decline and Fall of Great Britain', The
International History Review, Vol.13, No.4 (November, 1991), pp.662-694, p.687.

“8 Ibid., p.692.

“9 Offer, 'The British Empire, 1870-1914', pp.234-6.

% |bid., p.228.
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effectively during the Second World War®'. Yet, Jackson admits that this capability
was neglected and remained largely theoretical until war broke out, with strategic
planning failing to keep up with technological progress and the changing geo-political
system. He argues that on the eve of the Second World War, 'there was not one
adequately defended base throughout the entire Empire when judged against the
scale of likely attack using modern weapons', and though the prominence of the
Navy within imperial defence strategy was still unquestioned, 'the gap between
theory and actuality was now enormous, though there was nothing meaningful that

could be done about it. It was a classic case of imperial overstretch'®?.

As the First World War showed, fighting just the Germans for supremacy in the
North Atlantic and the North Sea tied down almost every ship the Royal Navy
possessed, and victory was achieved only after extraordinary effort.>® This sorry state
of defensive preparations during the interwar years was created due to reasons of

‘economy, domestic politics and international stability":

As a sated power, recovering from the First World War and the effects of
the depression, with a population that would not hear of another war and...
elected governments only too pleased to translate this into cost-cutting
action... To achieve their several aims, Britain's naval power had to be
crippled, and its Empire fundamentally weakened and at least partially

dismantled.%

; Ashley Jackson, The British Empire and the Second World War (London, 2006), pp.1-4.
Ibid., p.14.

> phillips Payson O'Brien, p.153.

% Jackson, The British Empire and the Second World War, p.11.
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At the same time, the end of the First World War and the elimination of all
major naval threats to Britain in Europe left the Royal Navy in a quandary; having
been heavily orientated towards fighting a short-distance war, now it 'had to think
again in terms of global strategy and to reconsider factors such as bases, endurance,

and sea-keeping qualities in this light"*®

. The Admiralty hoped to create an 'Imperial
Fleet' for this purpose, bringing together all the Empire's naval forces under a single
unified command. Again, it was hoped this would be part-funded by the Dominions,
but as in the past they baulked at the cost and preferred to develop their own
individual fleets. The 'absolute right of the Dominions and Colonies to control their
own budgets' had to be respected, but this could diverge from strategic requirements
perceived differently from the metropole and the periphery®®. In 1919, when the
Chancellor of the Exchequer recommended a reduction in the number of capital ships
to fifteen, the Admiralty played on fears of a naval race with the United States and

Japan, emphasising the loss of prestige and trade and weakened imperial bonds with

the Dominions that this might result in.%

Just as the First World War had begun with one naval arms race, so it ended
with another. The conflict had left Great Britain, the United States (US) and Japan as
the three major naval powers in the world, all of whom had a vested interest in the
Pacific Rim. The wartime alliance quickly deteriorated into tension and suspicion as
both the US and Japan embarked on new naval construction programmes. In the

post-war climate, there was not the political and public support, the economic

% The Naval Memoirs of Admiral J.H. Godfrey, iii, pp.11-12, MSS. Churchill College, Cambridge, cited
in Paul Haggie, Britannia At Bay: The Defence of the British Empire against Japan, 1931-1941
ngford, 1981), p.1.
® Nicholas Tracy (ed.), The Collective Naval Defence of the Empire, 1900-1940, Publications of the
Navy Records Society, Vol. 136 (Aldershot, 1997), p.ix.
%7 Andrew Field, Royal Navy Strategy in the Far East, 1919-1939: Preparing for War against Japan
(London, 2004), p.21.
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leverage, or the industrial capacity for it to be able to compete with America in naval
building and remain on top, as Lloyd George attested to the Committee of Imperial

Defence:

[W]e could not fight the United States for economical as well as for military
reasons... If the Committee were to decide now that Great Britain must
enter into competition with the United States in naval shipbuilding, it would
be the biggest decision they have taken since 1914, and conceivably
greater... We should be up against the greatest resources of the world.
We should be up against a growing and intensely virile population... No
British statesman, therefore, could commit his country to what might be a
disastrous rivalry, except for the most imperative and convincing

reasons.”®

One potential solution to offset American naval superiority was to renew the Anglo-
Japanese alliance, which was due to expire in 1921. Yet, this was one of the main
factors behind American naval expansion, so as to readjust the balance of power in
the Pacific which was weighted against them as a result of the agreement. Some
within the Committee of Imperial Defence, most notably Churchill, believed that rather
than securing Britain's interests, renewing the alliance might have the opposite effect

and spark an arms race with the US, potentially culminating in war®®.

The solution was a policy of naval arms limitation between the three powers,
concluded at the Washington Conference of 1921-22. This resulted in a ten-year

agreement for each navy to limit its number of capital ships by a ratio of 5:5:3, the

®® The National Archives (TNA), CAB 2/3, Committee of Imperial Defence, Minutes of the 134th
Meeting, 14 December 1920.
% Wm. Roger Louis, British Strategy in the Far East, 1919-1939 (Oxford, 1971), p.54.
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total displacement for Britain and US each being 525,000 tons, with 315,000 tons for
Japan.®® No new constructions were to be made for the period of the treaty, and
limits were also imposed on gun calibre (16 inches) and aircraft carriers. A 10,000 ton,
8-inch gun limit was set for cruisers, though no total displacement. Similarly, no limits
were set for smaller auxiliary craft, used for escort and local defence duties. To
ensure American acquiescence, however, Britain had to terminate its alliance with

Japan.

Though a consequence of the 1922 Washington Naval Treaty was the
preservation of good relations with the US and maintaining British naval parity, it
decreased Britain's security in East Asia while proportionately increasing the risk
posed to its interests there by turning an ally, Japan, into a potential enemy. It also
meant increased responsibilities for the Royal Navy, as Britain's possessions in the
region had previously been guarded indirectly by Japan. Thus, the decision was
taken to construct a new naval base at Singapore for the fleet to operate from, at an
estimated cost of £13million 'in the first instance'®' but which would more than
quadruple by the base's completion, adding further financial strain, despite some
subsidies coming from the Straits Settlements, New Zealand, Hong Kong, and the
Federated Malay States. The strategic imperative given to Singapore by the
termination of the alliance was why the British were determined to keep it out of
article XIX of the Treaty, which stipulated the 'status quo... with regard to
fortifications and naval bases, shall be maintained'. The area agreed upon was east
of the meridian of 110° east longitude, which did, however, encompass Britain's

colonies of Hong Kong and Fiji.

& 'papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: 1922, Vol. 1, pp.247-266, pp.252-3,
http://www.ibiblio.org/pha/pre-war/1922/nav_lim.html.
®" TNA, ADM 1/8715/189, Letter from Admiralty to the Colonial Office, 22 July 1927, p.2.
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The significance of article XIX's imposition was that it meant that if those
colonies were to be seriously defended, naval forces would have to play a central
role. As a consequence, the long-established policy of not tying naval forces to the
local defence of bases would have to be revised.®> The Committee of Imperial
Defence which convened on 14 December that year suggested that a Royal Naval
Volunteer Reserve (RNVR) force might be established in Hong Kong to compensate
for the restriction on improving Hong Kong's physical defences®®. This idea that the
colonies could contribute to imperial defence by raising local RNVR forces was first
suggested to the Imperial Cabinet the previous year. It was only considered viable,
however, for those colonies which possessed sizeable white communities, as it was
not felt that the 'native' populations could by relied upon to take on this responsibility,

and why such a scheme had previously only been pursued in the 'white' Dominions:

Some difficulty may exist in raising local forces of the R.N.V.R. in India
and in those Colonies where coloured races predominate... this should not
prevent the formation of local detachments composed entirely of
Europeans, for it will probably be found at large and prosperous ports,
where a considerable proportion of the white community are connected
with shipping, and where yachting may be indulged in, that service in a

naval corps would be attractive to many.®*

The restrictions of Washington prompted the Admiralty to revise its aspirations
and adopt a new 'one-power standard', though the rather unwieldy syntax and

caveats in this policy convey its compromising and less than ideal nature:

2 TNA, ADM 116/3125, 'Remarks on Paragraphs in Detail, Part II', p.5.
% TNA, CO 323/902, Item 121, M.0311.23, From Committee of Imperial Defence to Admiralty, 21
March 1923.
% TNA, CAB 21/187, Empire Naval Policy and Cooperation, February 1921, p.44.
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The requirements of a one-Power standard are satisfied if our fleet,
wherever situated, it equal to the fleet of any other nation, wherever
situated, provided that arrangements are made from time to time in
different parts of the world, according as the international situation requires,
to enable the local forces to maintain the situation against vital and
irreparable damage pending the arrival of the Main Fleet and to give the

Main Fleet on arrival sufficient mobility.®®

Under this doctrine, 'local superiority was not required, and local naval forces could
be inferior in strength until the arrival of the main battle fleet®. A more defensive
strategy was pursued as the ability of the ageing battle fleet to operate from forward
bases such as Hong Kong decreased. Despite this reorientation, a self-confidence
prevailed within the service that 'British material and superior training would produce

decisive results against Japan'®’

. This outlook was influenced by imperial ideological
undertones, in particular the perceived racial superiority of the British at the prospect
of fighting an Asian adversary, further reinforced by the latent hegemony in their old
teacher-student relationship, quite literally the case for Japanese officers who

attended the Britannia Royal Naval College.

The financial climate of the interwar years inevitably took its toll on the Navy.
The war had reversed the 1914 balance of service accounts, where the Navy had

enjoyed a better than two to one budgetary superiority over the army®®. As chart 1

% CID definition of 1925, quoted in memorandum by the CNS on the situation prior to the 1935 Naval
Conference, ADM 116/2999, quoted in Haggie, Britannia At Bay, p.7.
® Field, Royal Navy Strategy in the Far East, p.11.
7 |dem.
® Roger Dingman, Power in the Pacific: The Origins of Naval Arms Limitation, 1914-1922 (London,
1976), p.109.
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demonstrates, the percentage of national expenditure devoted to the Navy had

dropped dramatically:

Chart 1. Naval Expenditure as a percentage of total national expenditure, 1914-

1922
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As the economic situation in Britain worsened, the Royal Navy was exposed to
additional cuts, most notably to wages. A committee in 1923 concluded that naval
pay was too high relative to other workers and in 1925 an Admiralty Fleet Order
established a lower rate of pay for men joining after 5 October of that year. Following
the 1929 Wall Street Crash and with the country already in a grave financial state,
another committee, chaired by Sir George May, decided that further cuts in naval pay
were necessary and that no earlier guarantees regarding the higher rate of pay had
been made. Despite the First Sea Lord's protests, the Royal Navy had little choice
but to accept the May Committee's recommendations.®® This led to the Invergordon

Mutiny, which shook the Navy in September 1931. Just when the reliability of the

® Field, p.13.
30



existing men was called into question, it had been reported in April of that year that
numbers were so reduced that 16,000 reservists would be needed to fully man the
fleet; normally the Queen Elizabeth-class battleships were each 140 seamen short of
complement, and consequently only able to man half the six-inch secondary
armament. ©° Yet, the predominance of the battleship remained central to the

Admiralty's strategic doctrine of the 1930s:

In maintaining a balanced battle fleet and focusing on an extreme case,
wér with Japan, the Admiralty was attempting to maintain a fleet capable
of a world-wide deployment, and concentrating on a battle fleet, with the
battleship at its core, supported by aircraft carriers, cruisers, destroyers

and submarines.”

This 'big battleship mindset' and its overwhelming focus on maintaining a roaming
battle fleet, meant that auxiliary areas of fleet operations were comparatively
neglected, such as anti-submarine warfare, minesweeping and local defence. At the
same time, though- maintaining the security of maritime routes, and the refuelling
stations and safe harbours along them would be vital to this roving strategy
envisaged, they were relegated to secondary importance. Decreased investment
and an ageing fleet prompted the 1931 Brassey's Naval and Shipping Annual to

paint a bleak assessment of the state of Britain's naval defence:

The close of 1930 found the Royal Navy in a condition not altogether

satisfactory to those who believe that the Fleet is still the main bulwark of our

" Haggie, p.9.
" Field, p.14.
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security. Less money is spent on it; there are fewer ships in hand;

replacements are not being provided for as they become due.”

This sentiment was echoed in an appreciation prepared for a three-party Committee
on Disarmament in April 1931. It stated that Britain had carried out more
disarmament than any other nation, while her activity in modernising capital ships
and coast defences, and in maintaining essential auxiliary services had been the
least, 'thus both absolutely and relatively the strength of the Royal Navy had
declined'”. By 1933 British naval spending was well below the record low set in

1924 at just 6 per cent of Government expenditure’™.

The response was the Admiralty's decision to devolve some of the Royal
Navy's responsibilities in the colonies to local volunteer reserve units. The relatively
lower colonial wages they could offer there, subsidised by local financial contributions,
presented a potential solution to these deficits of strategy, finance and manpower. A
new Colonial Naval Defence Act was passed in 1931 which legislated for this
potentiality, replacing its 1865 predecessor which had covered the Dominions before
being superseded by the 1911 Dominion Naval Forces Act. This in itself was an
acknowledgement of the lesser priority that had been given previously to colonial
naval defence in the Empire and admittance that the Royal Navy was no longer able
to meet all of its responsibilities. The frustrated experience of trying to encourage the
Dominions to contribute financially to the Navy's upkeep had taught the Admiralty

that 'there is no intention of plunging into the old controversy of direct money

"2 Commander C. Robinson, RN, and H.M. Ross (eds.), Brassey's Naval and Shipping Annual, 1931
gLondon, 1931).
® Quoted in Haggie, p.9.
™ Field, p.43.
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contributions versus local defence forces'’”. It was reaffimed at the Overseas

Defence Committee meeting of 23 May 1927 by Captain Egerton, RN, that the best

way in which British Colonies could co-operate in the naval defence of the Empire...
was by the organisation of local minesweeping forces, manned by local branches of

the Royal Naval Reserve or Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve':

From the naval point for view the most important aspect of this question
was the organisation of local minesweeping services to ensure that
sporadic minelaying would not bring the overseas trade of the Colonies to
a standstill, and thereby dislocate the steady flow of shipping in which the

empire depended for its very existence.”

It was admitted that the Royal Navy could no longer guarantee the defence of

colonial trade itself, and 'no reliance could be placed on naval minesweeping vessels

being available for this work'. This was because minesweeping was typically carried

out by small, slower vessels which would take too long to travel, and 'would be

required elsewhere... for keeping the approaches to the Fleet anchorages clear and
77

for safeguarding the approaches to the home ports'’. Thus again, despite the threat

of Japan, colonial naval defence was given a lower priority to that of Britain.

This came at a worrying time, as Japan began to demonstrate its aggressive
ambitions in China. First, it invaded Manchuria in September 1931 under the pretext
of the Mukden incident, establishing the puppet state of Manchukuo in February 1932.
More significantly for Britain was the short war between Japanese and Chinese

nationalist armies in Shanghai between January and March 1932 which directly

S TNA, CAB 21/187, 'Contributions by Colonies towards cost of Naval Defence', p.2.
® TNA, CAB 21/187, 'Extract from 278" Minutes of the 0.D.C. 23.5.27", p.1.
77 11
Ibid., pp.1-2.
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threatened British interests, not only in China, but potentially the rest of the Empire

too as officials viewed it as a potential precursor to imperial disintegration:

If Japan continues unchecked the British will have to retire altogether from
the Far East. If it is decided that we must check Japan certain preliminary
measures could be adopted - such as rupture of diplomatic and economic
relations - but in the end Japan can only be checked by force. Ultimately
wé will be faced with the alternatives of going to war with Japan or retiring
from the Far East. A retirement from the Far East might be the prelude to a

retirement from India.”®

The Manchurian and Shanghai crises convinced Britain of its unpreparedness for war
in East and Southeast Asia, and in a review of military expenditure in September
1933, short-term priority was given to augmenting the defence of possessions and

interests there”®,

It was short-term because from the early 1930s there had been a shift in
strategic thinking back towards Eur(_)pe as threats other than Japan began to
emerge closer to 'home'. In 1930, France and ltaly refused to limit their fleets, with
the resultant naval rivalry potentially compromising Britain's dominance in the
Mediterranean. Meanwhile, the 1933 Defence Requirements Committee identified
Germany as the ultimate potential enemy®’. At the London Naval Conference of

1935-36, there was an acknowledgement that the Royal Navy did not possess the

"® Documents on British Foreign Policy, ser.2, vol.IX, no.238, note by Sir J. Pratt, 1 February 1932,
quoted in lan Nish, 'Japan in Britain's View of the International System, 1919-37', in lan Nish (ed.),
Anglo-Japanese Alienation, 1919-1952: Papers of the Anglo-Japanese Conference on the History of
the Second World War (Cambridge, 1982), pp.43-4.

™ |an Nish, ‘Japan in Britain's View of the International System, 1919-37', in Nish (ed.), Anglo-
Japanese Alienation, pp.43-4.

% Field, p.43, p.99.
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strength to adequately protect all corners of the British Empire. A prioritisation of
Home defence meant the naval defence of its colonies, particularly in the Pacific

Rim, was correspondingly neglected:

A Power with world-wide responsibilities needed adequate defence in
every area. Its forces could not be concentrated in one part of the world,

for that would mean denuding its home waters of naval defence.?’

The reality of naval overstretch hit home uncomfortably during the Abyssinian Crisis
of 1935. The 'pusillanimous attitude' of the British Government and the Navy towards
imposing sanctions on ltaly was influenced by a fear that Japan would take
advantage of the situation should Britain become embroiled in a conflict in the
Mediterranean. The Naval Staff and the Chiefs of Staff Committee in 1937 realised
the 'impossibility' of waging a war against Japan at the same time that most of the
fleet would be required for duty in European waters. Britain simply did not have

enough ships to act as the world's policeman:

We cannot foresee the time when our defence forces will be strong
enough to safeguard our territory, trade and vital interests against

Germany, ltaly and Japan simultaneously.?

Admiral of the Fleet Lord Chatfield reaffirmed this bleak forecast and its implications
for the wider Empire, the interests of which were consequently subordinated to those

of the metropole:

8 Lord Monsell, First Lord of the Admiralty, 1936, cited in Arthur J. Marder, Old Friends, New
Enemies: The Royal Navy and the Imperial Japanese Navy, Strategic lllusions, 1936-1941 (Oxford,
1981), p.11.

8 The Chiefs of Staff, 12 November 1937, quoted in Marder, Old Friends, New Enemies, p.26.
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Imperially we are exceedingly weak. If at the present time, and for many
years to come, we had to send a Fleet to the Far East, even in conjunction
with the United States, we should be left so weak in Europe that we should

be liable to blackmail or worse.®

This pressure forced Britain to review previous policies which disbarred
colonial manpower from naval service. Naval Volunteer Forces had already been
successfully formed, largely on local impetus, in Hong Kong, the Straits Settlements,
Gold Coast and Ceylon. In June 1938 the Overseas Defence Committee of the
Committee of Imperial Defence prepared a report emphasising that 'every single
Dependency... from the smallest and least well-endowed to the largest and most
wealthy, has its own part to play in Imperial Defence'. It admitted that 'at the present
time the forces of which the United Kingdom Government disposes are barely
sufficient to meet the numerous threats which confront the Empire in all quarters of
the world'. By providing for their own local security, the colonies would reduce the
demands upon the Royal Navy and thus contribute to the Empire's security as a

whole:

At every defended port local naval forces have to be maintained for
minesweeping and other local defence duties. For these purposes Naval
Volunteer Reserve units are particularly valuable, since they enable a

corresponding economy to be made in regular naval personnel, who can

8 Admiral of the Fleet Lord Chatfield to Sir Thomas Inskip (Minister for the Co-ordination of Defence),
28 January 1938, quoted in ibid., p.26.
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be more profitably employed in other duties requiring a higher standard of

technical training.®

Table 2. Colonial Naval Force Complements

Colonial Naval Year Strength Greatest Known
Force Formed Mobilised in 1939 Strength 1942-1943
Officers Men Officers Men
Hong Kong RNVR 1933 ? ? 167 600
Straits Settlements/ 1934/1938 158 650 158 650
Malayan RNVR
Ceylon RNVR 1934 22 142 61 1127
Gold Coast NDF 1936 17 53 15 40
Gambia NVF 1938 8 32 5 63
Zanzibar NDF 1938 6 52 N/A N/A
Trinidad RNVR 1939 20 110 70 1131
Nigeria NDF 1939 N/A N/A 55 600
Sierra Leone NVF 1939 N/A N/A 8 40
Kenya RNVR 1939 7 102 45 724
Tanganyika NVF 1939 11 154 15 160
Fiji RNVR 1939 4 26 30 476
RN (Malay Section) 1939 N/A 400 N/A 1450
Burma RNVR 1940 N/A N/A ? ?
Mauritius CDS 1941 N/A N/A ? ?
Total 253 1721 629 7061

Source: TNA, CO 968/145/1, 'Colonial Naval Forces', 1944-1945 and TLDM (Royal Malaysian Navy)

Museum, Malacca, 2 July 2009.

By the end of 1938, Gambia and Zanzibar had formed their own Naval Volunteer

Forces®®, along with a Malayan RNVR unit based at Penang. These were joined by

Trinidad, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Kenya, Tanganyika, and Fiji in 1939, Burma in 1940

and Mauritius in 1941. A full-time Royal Navy (Malay Section) was also formed at the

start of the Second World War, specifically to provide Malay seamen for Royal Navy

8 |tem 340: Memorandum 'The Co-operation of the Colonial Empire in Imperial Defence', signed by V.
Sykes, Secretary, Overseas Defence Committee, 8 June 1938, in Tracy (ed.), The Collective Naval
Defence of the Empire , pp.587-593.
8 The nomenclature varies between these naval volunteer units: Naval Volunteer Force, Naval
Defence Force, Coast Defence Squadron. Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve status is granted once the
force is offered to the Admiralty for general service by the colony's Governor.
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vessels on deployment to the East, thus relieving RN regulars for duty in the active

European theatre. Cumulatively, these forces provided around eight thousand men

for service during the Second World War.

Map 1. Location of Colonial Naval Forces
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Britain's preoccupation with its relatively weak East Asian position was not

solely dictated by strategic concerns for the protection of its colonies and Dominions

in the region. The political and economic situation in China featured prominently in

British thinking, the safeguarding of her investments there and in particular 'the myth

of the China market'":

Again and again the China market was referred to as a place on which the

future development of British trade and employment would depend... if

British companies were forced to pull out of China, as they threatened to

do unless the British Government backed them up, the carry-over effect on
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India and the rest of the Empire would be incalculable. Britain's prestige
had to be maintained, for it was on this national asset that possibilities for

profitable trade and financial gain depended.®®

Naval power was the physical manifestation of British prestige, and its seeming
absence from Britain's further-flung colonies not only fostered concerns regarding
their external security, but also the internal political integrity of the Empire, as well as
its leverage over non-sovereign countries that it perceived to be within its sphere of
influence. To attempt to placate Japan by giving it concessions in China would not
only run the risk of antagonising the United States, it would also allow them to
swallow up British interests there. Though this would not have been economically
shattering to Britain, it would undermine Britain's great power status. Once Japan
refused to cooperate on naval limitation, 'there was no quid pro quo which could be
obtained from her which could compensate for a revelation that Britain could not
police her interests or carry out her imperial role in the far eastern and Pacific areas'.
Thus, the Foreign Office was not prepared, 'to recommend that a step involving such

risks to Britain's image as an imperial power should be taken'®’.

Yet, not taking action was already achieving just that, and as lan Nish has
argued, Britain 'to a degree lived on illusion. She was conscious of being over-

extended and felt vulnerable in the face of actions from restless powers'®

. During the
Tientsin crisis of June 1939, British prestige had diminished to the point where Japan
publically demanded that Britain renounce her support of the Chinese nationalists.

This led Lord Chatfield to comment that Japan, 'trading on our relatively weak naval

% Stephen Lyon Endicott, Diplomacy and Enterprise: British China Policy, 1933-1937 (Manchester,
1975), p.184.

8 Ann Trotter, Britain and East Asia, 1933-1937 (Cambridge, 1975), pp.213-14.

8 Nish, 'Japan in Britain's View of the International System, 1919-37", p.53.
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position, was insulting British nationals in Tientsin, in a manner that would have made

189

a Georgian or Victorian statesman issue violent ultimatums'® . The European

situation had become too unstable to consider sending a naval fleet to East Asia.

This chapter has outlined the geopolitical context of the interwar period and
the key issues of imperial defence from which colonial naval volunteer forces
emerged by the start of the Second World War. Though the time and nature of
'imperial overstretch' has been heavily debated by historians, the interwar years was
certainly a period of relative decline for the Royal Navy. The First World War had
galvanised aspiring naval rivals, while leaving Britain politically and financially
antagonistic to pursuing a new policy of navalism. The Washington Naval Treaty
prevented another arms race and meant the Royal Navy was not eclipsed, but left it
relatively weaker in that its strength was now only equal to the next largest navy, that
being of the United States, compared to its former two-power standard. It also forced
the termination of the Anglo-Japanese alliance, meaning Britain now had to look to
defend its interests there which had previously been secured by the treaty. Thus
decreased security was multiplied by broader responsibilities plus an increased threat
in that region. When Japan began asserting itself more aggressively in Asia in the
1930s, it coincided with a more bellicose Italy and a resurgent Germany, thus Britain
went from having one major naval threat to consider to three. In this scenario, Europe
and the Mediterranean were always going to take priority over East Asia and other
imperial peripheries. By the end of the 1930s there was admission that the Royal

Navy was no longer able to guarantee the security of the whole Empire, and

% Quoted in Marder, p.35.
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prompted the colonies to contribute more to their own local defence, both in terms of

finance and manpower.

British imperial security relied on psychological as well as physical fortification,
however. It has been argued that the British Empire was able to sustain itself by
perpetuating 'the convenient belief held by non-British people that armed forces could
be summoned up at will for immediate deployment in any part of the world'*.

Prestige thus acted as a substitute for actual naval and military strength:

Few people appreciated the yawning gap between defence theory on the
one hand, and actual power on the other. Although this gap had been
widening since the late nineteenth century, the illusion of Pax Britannica
and the grey guardians roaming the sea lanes of the world was still etched

on the British national consciousness, and on that of its Empire.*’

When analysing the development of colonial naval volunteer forces, one must
therefore not view them merely as a strategic response to problems of local and
imperial defence, but also consider the ideological role they played in fortifying British
'prestige’ and authority in the wider Empire, particularly as they came under the dual

pressures of nationalism and war.

The following case studies will analyse colonial responses in more detail, and
assess the degree to which they strengthened the imperial system, both in terms of
naval defence and reinforcing British hegemony, or whether imperial racial

stereotyping and discrimination that had inhibited the devolution of such

% Ged Martin, 'Was there a British Empire?', Historical Journal, Vol.15 (1972), pp.562-69, cited in
Keith Jeffrey, 'The Second World War', in Judith M. Brown and Wm. Roger Louis (eds.), The Oxford
History of the British Empire: Volume |V The Twentieth Century (Oxford, 1999), p.306.
%" Jackson, p.15.
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responsibilities to the non-white colonies in less-stretched times, in fact contributed to

the post-war break-up of the Empire.
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Case Study One: The Caribbean

Introduction

As has been discussed in the previous chapter, for most of the interwar period,
the main threat envisaged to the British Empire came from Japan, reflected in the
early priority given to colonial naval defence in East and Southeast Asia. Yet,
imperial overstretch by its nature meant that Empire defence could not be focused
on any one region against any singular enemy. It presented, in essence, a domino
effect. The Royal Navy's revised 'one-power standard' following the Washington
Treaty meant that should war break out against a major power, virtually its entire
regular fleet would have to be mobilised to meet that threat. This would leave other
areas of the Empire unguarded and potential prey to an opportunistic aggressor.

On the other side of the world to Asia lay Britain's Caribbean colonies, a
legacy of its earliest imperial ventures, yet an increasingly costly one, as its relative
economic value declined with market demand for its traditional cash crops,
exacerbated by the Great Depression. Poverty, unemployment and crime fuelled
nationalist agitation during the 1930s, raising internal defence costs further. Yet
within this classic example of imperial overstretch, with its diverging cost-benefits, lay
one significant strategic and economic virtue. It included the only oil-producing
territory in the formal Empire, and Britain's main source in the Western hemisphere:
the island of Trinidad. Since the First World War, the Royal Navy had largely moved
from coal-powered, steam-drive ships to oil-fired ones, thus the fate of Trinidad was
in its service interest. The rise of Fascist Germany and lItaly during the 1930s
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presented the prospect of fighting a two-hemisphere war with a one-power navy,
stretching the Navy's resources to the limit and posing a threat in the Atlantic too.
The potentiality of war in the Pacific thus indirectly impacted upon the local defence
of Britain's Caribbean colonies, and the Trinidad Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve
(TRNVR) was formed to relieve some of the operational shortfall. In addition to its
strategic value, which as this case study will show was variable, the TRNVR also
had a political purpose, as a bulwark for British imperial prestige in the region. In this
regard, Britain's opponent was not so much Germany, but colonial nationalism, and
its wartime 'ally' the United States. Thus the Caribbean offers an important case
study for analysing British responses to its declining imperial influence before
decolonisation.

Beginning by contextualising the force's origins, this section of the thesis will
explore the key imperial concerns of oil and nationalism in Trinidad, tensions of
imperial versus local defence, and the issues raised by early service life, recruitment,
and expansion. Part one will provide a point of ethnic comparison by examining the
experience of the Cayman Islanders who volunteered to serve in the cosmopolitan
West Indian TRNVR. It will explore the ideoldgical motivations for both those
volunteering to serve, and the navai recruiters selecting them; the impact of colonial
prejudice and cross-cultural interactions; the causes and effects of service discontent
and protest; and the role of identity and historical memory in cultivating imperial and
service loyalty. Part two will analyse Trinidad itself: the American 'invasion' of the
island following the 1940 Destroyers for Bases Agreement; the significance of
Calypso warriorhood and masculinity in naval volunteering and culture; the influence

of wartime propaganda on reinforcing imperial hierarchies; and debates regarding
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the post-war role of the naval force, centring on issues of professionalism, prestige

and prejudice.

Map 2. The British West Indies
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Origins

A detachment of petty officers and seamen from Trinidad, Jamaica and
Barbados had served in the Royal Navy during the First World War®, yet it was not
untii 1939 that serious discussion took place regarding the utilisation of local
manpower in an indigenous naval unit. Trinidad's geographical position made it
accessible to favourable ocean currents into the western Atlantic. If the island fell
into enemy hands, primarily Germany, the deployment of U-boats would pose a
significant menace to British shipping by opening up a second front in an Atlantic war.
The Admiralty's primary concern, however, was clear: 'there is no doubt that in war
the safeguarding of oil supplies from Trinidad is one of the greatest importance...
and that this is essentially an Imperial interest®®. In 1938 Trinidad was the largest
producer of oil within the British Empire, contributing 38 per cent of its consumption®.
Furthermore, that year, the Committee of Imperial Defence, on the recommendation
of the Oil Board, had ranked the colony higher in strategic importance than Rangoon
in Burma and Bahrain in the Persian Gulf as a source of oil for Britain, largely due to

its geographical location to the west of the Suez/Mediterranean route®.

Any German occupation of Trinidad would also potentially open up the vast oil
fields of Venezuela. Furthermore, at Pitch Lake, Trinidad possessed the world's

largest deposit of Asphalt in the world, and the island's location also made it

%2 H.C. Ferraby, The Imperial British Navy: How the colonies began to think imperially about the future
of the navy (London 1918), p.95.
%> TNA, ADM 1/10969, Minute Sheet No. 1, M.05222/39.
% Vernon C. Mulchansingh, 'The Oil Industry in the Economy of Trinidad', Caribbean Studies, Vol. 11,
No. 1 (April, 1971), pp.73-100, p.73.
% Cited in Fitzroy A. Baptiste, 'The European possessions in the Caribbean in World War II:
dimensions of great power co-operation and conflict', Ph.D. thesis (University of the West Indies
(UWI), Trinidad and Tobago, 1981), p.21.
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strategically central to the protection of important bauxite shipping from British

Guiana, a key component in radio and aircraft production.

Pressure for stronger defences was also being exerted from business
interests on the island. Yet, it was the internal threat posed by members of the
island's black community which concerned them more than any potential German
threat at this time. Through the 1930s Trinidadian nationa‘lism had been on the rise,
evincing itself in labour protest, and culminating in the bloody Butler riots of June
1937. In a meeting held at the Colonial Office on Monday 8 May 1939, Mr Ashley
Cooper, Chairman of Trinidad Leaseholds Limited, raised the issue of labour
agitation on the island. Construction of an iso-octane plant meant that a
‘considerable amount' of labour would have to be imported from other areas of
Trinidad and potentially from outside the island to meet the needs. In Cooper's
opinion, this situation held 'explosive elements' that ‘'would 'provide a good

%% His opinions followed several incidents of

opportunity for agitators to raise trouble
trouble which had taken place over the preceding months, namely two cases of
sabotage of the tanks at the Kern Qilfields, as well as three strikes at Guayaguayare,
two at Apex, and one at the Pitch Lake. In addition to local economic causes there
were a number of known agitators®’. An expensive consequence of this was that
'insurance with Lloyds involved higher premiums for Trinidad than in most other parts
of the world'®®. Cooper proposed that 'the situation would never get out of hand if half

a Company of white troops were permanently stationed there'™. He believed that

using black or 'coloured' troops would merely stoke the political fires inflamed by the

% TNA, ADM 1/10969, 'Defence of Trinidad Oil Refineries, Note of a Meeting held at the Colonial
Office on Monday, 8th May', pp.2-3.
7 |bid., pp.3-4.
% |bid., p.4.
* |bid., p.2.
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black labour movement. Though the Governor of Trinidad, Sir Hubert Young, refused
to be drawn on admitting there was a unique problem on the island, he did
acknowledge that 'it might be a good plan to have a local unit stationed near the
oilfields’, as 'the danger of internal trouble would be increased if external attack came, -

and this raised the general question of the defence of Trinidad"®

. It was suggested
that HMS Terror, an Erebus-class monitor which at that time was serving as guard-
ship at Singapore, might be dispatched for this purpose. Yet this idea was dismissed
by the Admiralty, as unpractical as it would be vulnerable anchored as a floating
battery off Trinidad, requiring a 'considerable' amount of anti-submarine protection
for itself, and would only be able to protect one of the two existing refineries’®’. The
issue of the island's naval defence had now been pressed to the forefront, however,
and in early July 1939 HMS Ajax was dispatched to Trinidad to prepare a report into
establishing a locally-raised naval force on the island. As soon as war broke out it

1102

became 'essential that the force should come into being without delay' ™, and it was

inaugurated in October 1939.

Very early on in the life of the new Trinidad Naval Volunteer Force (TNVF)‘, a
Naval Volunteer Ordinance was submitted by the Governor of Trinidad on 22 July

1940 to amend the original 1939 version. This allowed, in summary'®:
e The colony to maintain and use 'vessels of war'.

e The Governor may offer to place said vessels at His Majesty's disposal

for general service in the Royal Navy and vessel so maintained.

1% 1pid., p.4

! 1bid., pp.5-6.

192-TNA, ADM 1/10969, Para. 3, M.08060/39.

19 TNA, ADM 1/10969, 'Naval Volunteer and Defence Ordinance, 1940', p.3.
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o Officers and men of the Force were liable to service and training outside

the territorial limits of the colony.

¢ Royal Navy regulations for the enforcement of discipline to apply to the

Force.

o Officers and men may be entered into general service with the Royal

Navy in emergency.

To understand the legal and strategic nature of these colonial naval forces
being studied, the meaning of 'vessels of war' needs clarification here. Within the
1931 Colonial Naval Act, to which all subsequent colonial naval ordinances were
subject, a naval volunteer force raised in a colony was limited to its 'territorial waters'
unless a provision is made to place said force at 'His Majesty's disposal', at which
point such vessels could theoretically be deployed anywhere on the globe. Within
British naval doctrine, only then could a ship be considered a 'vessel of war', as naval
warfare was dictated by engaging enemy ships on the high seas before they posed a
threat to the shore; a ship sitting outside a port was merely an extra stationary
battery'®. It is this philosophy which traditionally distinguished 'imperial defence' from
'local defence''®’. There was also a political dimension to this debate, however. If a
colony was able to deploy its own naval forces to areas outside of its territorial waters
independently of the Admiralty, it would expose Britain to liability for that force's

autonomous actions:

1% TNA, ADM 116/2396, Items 47-8.

1% Such debates also featured in debates regarding Australian naval defence surrounding the 1887
Colonial Conference. See Daniel Owen Spence, 'Australian Naval Defence and the 1887 Colonial
Conference: Context, Policy and Reaction', International Journal of Naval History, Vol.6, No.1 (April
2007), www.ijnhonline.org. '
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Upon the High Seas, in reference to other States and the Governments of
other countries, it would be impossible for the Imperial Government to
divest itself of the responsibility which might be incurred by the acts of

Colonial officers'®®

Such actions could potentially contravene international maritime law, with these
'naval militia' potentially being branded as privateers, with captures "liable to be
condemned as prizes"'”. Moreover, if a colony was able to project naval force
independently outside its territorial waters, it would provide that colony with a means
of exerting an independent foreign policy, and thus consequently diminish its political
reliance on Britain, thereby potentially strengthening the case advanced by colonial

nationalists.

By including a provision for the Governor to place the TNVF at 'His Majesty's
disposal' and thus make its ships and men liable for service globally in the Royal
Navy, the force became the Trinidad Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve (TRNVR) in
January 1941. Despite this provision being offered immediately by the Governor,
however, the Admiralty initially refused to take control of the TRNVR because of the

198 which negatively affected force

corresponding shift in administrative responsibility
morale and caused 'extreme disappointment amongst some its members '%°.
Wrangling between the Governor and the Admiralty over force expenditure was a key

factor and inhibited the TRNVR's urgent need for expansion to meet its growing

wartime commitments. This led the Commander-in-Chief America and West Indies in

:‘;j TNA, ADM 116/2396, 'Extract from Colonial Office letter to Admiralty of 1st October, 1860', Item 48.
Ibid.
19 TNA, ADM 1/23215, Admiralty's communication no. 1617/14/12/40, 15 December 1940, to C-in-C
America and West Indies.
1% TNA, ADM 1/23215, Captain in Charge Trinidad's communication no. 14/185/3001, 19 November
1940, to C-in-C America and West Indies, p.4.
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December 1940 to comment that the 'local Government has lost interest in [the] force
and regards it as an incubus', causing a 'depressing effect on prestige and esprit de
corps'''®. Furthermore, the fact that the "'TNVF being part of locally raised forces is
technically under Administration of officer I/C [in command] local forces who is an
army officer', was an association 'undesirable in view of increasing importance of
naval service in Trinidad', and compounded by traditional inter-service rivalry, led to
'administrative delays and disputes as to liability for certain expenditures'’'!. As a
consequence of this, the Admiralty decided to finally accept the offer to place the

TRNVR at its disposal.

The TNVF was placed under the command of Lieutenant Commander D. St. G.
Lindsay of the Royal Canadian Navy, who appropriately had a background in
minesweeping having formerly been Commanding Officer (CO) of the minesweeping
trawler HMCS Festubert. The force possessed an initial complement of 15 officers
and 110 ratings. Despite there being no formal recruiting campaign at the outset, 'five
times more men than needed volunteered from all parts of the colony'?. Its early
officers were selected primarily from white, rural police officers, colonial authority
figures with experience of commanding black subordinates and preserving internal
order and discipline, but with little seagoing experience''®, and of 'average ability’.""*

The ratings were mainly made up from the island's bilack and East Indian

communities. As Trinidadians were seen as lacking in British notions of natural 'sea-

10 TNA, ADM 1/23215, C-in-C America and West Indies' communication no. 1204/19/12/40 to
Admiralty, 19 December 1940.

" dem.

"2 The Trinidad Guardian, 22 December 1939, p.1.

"3 TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'A Short Story of the Trinidad Royal Naval Reserve', p.1.

"4 TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Future of the Trinidad Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve', From The Senior
British Naval Officer, Trinidad, To The Senior British Naval Officer, Western Atlantic, 17 July 1944, p.3.
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mindedness', the Royal Navy sent a couple of retired Chief Petty Officers, Merry, a
Gunners Mate, and Cowley, a Torpedo Gunners Mate, in order to instruct the force
technically and 'breathe naval atmosphere over it, in the process 'earning the
affection of all'''®. Still, the force in its early days was stretched, under-strength both
in terms of men and equipment. The 'fleet' was initially made up of four motor
launches running 'practically continuously', the Lady Hollis, Berwind, Bin, and Lobillia,
the last of which caused much 'excitement' amongst the men due to her 'predilection
for catching fire'''®. These limited resources prevented the force from engaging a
potential enemy directly, and so alternative tactics had to be employed, leading to
. other launches including three speedboats being fitted with smoke dispensers so as
to fill the Bocas del Dragon (Dragon's Mouth) with smoke should a raider approach.

They also offered little spare time for the instruction of the men'"”.

Despite the publicised rush of volunteers, likely driven by economic hardships
and perhaps exaggerated to stimulate wartime recruitment and create a sense of
imperial unity, the TNVF initially lacked prestige locally, its members being branded
ignominiously as 'Venezuelan Admirals', and 'Customs clerks''®. It was not easy to
establish the force's authority. For example, when on patrol, Lady Hollis signalled for
another ship to stop. She slowed down sufficiently for Lady Hollis to come up with her
but did not stop, leading an indignant Lieutenant Commander Blakeney to hail "stop,
or | will put one up your stern”. This prompted the dismissive reply, "do not make so

much noise or you will wake the passengers and if you get impudent | will drop a

::: ‘A Short Story of the Trinidad Royal Naval Reserve’, p.2.
Ibid., p.2.
w TNA, ADM 1/23215, Senior Naval Officer Trinidad's communication no. 14/185/756, 3 August 1940,
to Commander-in-Chief America and West Indies.
"8 Ibid., p.3.
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barrel of cement on you and sink you"'". The TNVF may not have met the
professional standards of the Royal Navy. Official radio communications would be
interrupted by unauthorised expletives such as "get off my foot you land Iubber...
sorry for this clumsy apology for a sailor". Accommodation was poor, and cooking
had to be done outside under the palm trees, a task made difficult during the wet
season. The service lacked much in terms of equipment, including any signal rockets,
and so a local 'expert' was called in and a trial of his wares was arranged on the
beach under Commander Lindsay's supervision, but instead of going skywards
'Lindsay had to run for his life as the rocket chased him along the beach''?. In 1940 a
signal station was built on Chacachacare Island, and to keep the station supplied two
donkeys were bought and named 'Ajax' and 'Dundee’ after the Royal Navy ships of
those names. As the station was a Royal Naval one and not TNVF, Ajax and Dundee
became the first Able Seaman, RN, on the books in Trinidad. When on 18 May 1940
ltaly suffered her first ship casualty of the war by the sinking in Trinidad of the
freighter Alrinira Lights, it was ironically attributéd to the fact that 'when this ship saw
the formidable TNVF fleet she promptly scuttled herself!''?' Though such stories
demonstrate the good humour of the force, at least in its early days, their self-
deprecation emphasises its amateurish nature, displaying a general lack of respect
towards the naval service and the professional standards expected of it by the

Admiralty, which would later undermine group cohesion and discipline.

The local youth organisations were targeted as a source of ready-made
recruits, and specifically 'the signaller squad was drawn from senior members of the

Boy Scouts, keen young Trinidadians who learned Morse and semaphore without

"I 1bid., p.2.
120 |hig.
2! |bid., p.3.
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thinking that their proficiency would become a vital link in the Colony's defence
chain''??. Among these scouts was the future celebrated Caribbean literary figure

Sam Selvon.

Selvon left school in 1939 at 16, with his sole qualification, he said, being his
Boy Scout first aid knowledge. He initially worked in a garage, then in the Trinidad oil
fields as a safety inspector, before volunteering for the TRNVR. Selvon admits that 'l
don't think we had any idea of serving our country or defending our home island, no
thought of fighting for humanity. To tell the truth our interest in the war was only
casual and only the adventurous urge of youth led us to volunteer'?*. Despite British
reservations regarding Trinidadian 'seamindedness', the strongest pull factor for
Selvon was the 'call of the sea', which he and his friend 'B' already exercised through

the sea scouts:

May 1940 found me restless and eager to go to sea | used to talk of ships
all day, and never a schooner or steamer or tanker pulled in at the jetty
without our knowing it... In San Fernando, where we lived, every spare
hour was spent on the sea, and our parents were often scared to death
when we were becalmed for hours in the Gulf and nightfall found us still at
sea. Any mention of work on a ship was drowned with protests, and we
decided we had to work out some scheme if our lust for sea life was to be

satisfied.'®*

122 Trinidad Guardian, 5 November 1939, p.2.

123 Sam Selvon, 'We Join the Navy', Guardian Weekly, 14 December 1946, Item 549, Sam Selvon
Collection, UWI, Trinidad and Tobago.

124 | dem.
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They were initially turned away at Port of Spain, despite the fact that 'we even
pleaded in vain - even got patriotic'. If patriotism was merely deployed as a last-gasp
tactic to curry favour, personal status was an important motive for volunteering.
Selvon adds that 'in the town, naval ratings looked especially smart in their khaki
uniforms and peaked hats', which appealed. It also represented camaraderie and an
exclusive group that Selvon wanted membership of, reinforced by 'sailors who looked
indifferently to us, and laughed and joked among themselves. How we envied
them!"'?® Having received a tip-off to try the TRNVR HQ at Staubles Bay, they were
told that only option was to join the Communications Division as there was no need
for additional seamen. Selvon went on to serve as a wireless operator on
minesweepers and Motor Torpedo Boats (MTBs) until the end of the war, which was
where he acquired one of his pen-names, 'Ack-Ack’, being a code signal to identify
an unknown ship.'? His period in the Navy proved to be a formative one for his future
literary career. Since he used his time during the long watches to write poetry and
short stories'?’, winning several prizes, and leading the Editor of the "Naval Bulletin"

to commend 'his style and ability as a coming journalist"'?®,

Trinidad's growing importance in the war as a convoy port led to the
appointment of a Flag Officer in Charge, with Rear Admiral Hodges hoisting his flag
in HMS Benbow. Under his Ieadershib expansion plans continued apace, four more
anti-submarine and patrol vessels, 24 officers and 195 additional ratings were

acquired for the force. Because of the TRNVR's existing heavy commitments it was

125 1dem.

126 Sam Selvon, Foreday Morning: Selected Prose 1946-1986 (Essex, 1989), p.vii.

127 'Bjographical Sketch’, Marilyn Geofroy, A guide to the Samuel Selvon Collection: Manuscripts,
Short Stories and Plays, p.4, UWI, Trinidad and Tobago.

128 Reference from Communications Officer, HMS Benbow, 21 September 1945, Box 7, Folder 627,
Sam Selvon Collection, UWI, Trinidad and Tobago.
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decided by the Royal Navy tQ preclude their withdrawal clause for service elsewhere,
retaining them in 'local waters' except for an emergency'®. More implicit in this
decision however is the influence of racial thinking. It was raised by the Captain-in-
Charge at Port of Spain that as the force was composed of 'white, coloured and black
personnel', 'it would be difficult to discriminate in the selection of white personnel only,
for service overseas, without causing considerable discontent'. The solution
suggested was for the coloﬁred and black ratings to be sent to 'tropical climates only',
and only with 'forces already employing such persons'. The paradox of this 'non-
discriminatory' alternative appears to have gone unnoticed. It was further considered
that 'if ratings have to qualify in accordance with naval standards, that the standard of
intellect will debar practically all coloured and black ratings from general service in

130 Their unsuitability for general service was blamed on their

the Royal Navy
perceived innate racial deficiencies rather than on the inadequate training provided
them, a defect which would have recognised British culpability, undermining the

rulers' racial and moral authority.

Force expansion came at the same time as Trinidadians were drawn to higher
paid construction work on the new American bases established there following the

t ¥ | indicating how financial motives

1940 Destroyers-for-Bases agreemen
predominated within this group. This fostered a perception that 'most Trinidadians do
not like the sea’ "2, despite the presence of individuals such as Selvon, and

demonstrating how 'seafaring race' theory could arise in response to external

129 TNA, ADM 1/23215, C-in-C America and West Indies' communication no. 191/1025, 4 March 1941,
to Admiralty.

30 TNA, ADM 1/23215, Captain in Charge Port of Spain's report no. 27/2359/3665, 12 February 1941,
to the C-in-C American and West Indies' station, pp.2-3.

31 TNA, CO 537/1891, Item 28, 'Trinidad Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve',1946, p.2.

'32 Norman Rudolph McLaughlin, The Forgotten Men of the Navy (Miami, 2002), prelude.
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political and economic factors. Recruitment was consequently expanded to
encompass Britain’s other West Indian colonies. Guyanese volunteers started to
arrive from July 1941, preference being given to men with knowledge of engineering
and previous experience aboard ships'®. In June 1942, 80 men were brought from
Barbados for training, a contribution which eventually grew to 349, giving it the
second largest representation in the force after Trinidad. Additional contingents
arrived from ten of Britain's other West Indian colonies, growing the TRNVR to 75
officers and 1,215 men by the end of the war, and making it a truly cosmopolitan

West Indian force'3*:

Table 3. TRNVR ratings per West Indian colony, April-June 1945

Colony Complement
Trinidad 501
Tobago 39
Barbados 349
British Guiana 53
Grenada 56
St. Vincent 36
Antigua 13
Montserrat 1
St. Kitts 3
Caymans 124
St. Lucia 33
Dominica 3
Total ‘ 1,215

Source: TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Appreciation of Naval Organisation In The West Indies After The
War', Senior British Naval Officer, Trinidad, 3 June 1945, Appendix "A".

3 The Daily Argosy, 29 July 1941, in Oliver Marshall (ed.) - The Caribbean at War, British West
Indians in World War Il (London 1992), p.25.
34 TNA, ADM 1/23215, ‘Appreciation of Naval Organisation In The West Indies After The War', Senior
British Naval Officer, Trinidad, 3 June 1945, Appendix "A".
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While the majority of the ratings were classed as 'coloured'’, only 12 of the officers
were non-white™*®. The extension of recruitment across the Caribbean raised issues
around the status of different West Indian groups. The British came to favour the

Cayman Islanders'®, and it is their special standing which merits further analysis.

'35 TNA, ADM 1/23215, C-in-C America and West Indies Station to Admiralty, A.W.I.N0.493/820/4, 2
November 1951.
138 TNA, ADM 1/23215, C-in-C America and West Indies' communication no. 191/102/5, 4 March 1941,

to Captain in Charge Port of Spain.
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Part One: The Cayman Islands

During the Second World War, out of a population of just over 6,500, around
800 Caymanians served in the British Merchant Navy'® with another 201 in the
TRNVR, two-thirds of the adult male population'®, and constituting the highest
contribution per capita of any Allied country. The obvious explanation for the level
and nature of this participation was that an intrinsic connection to the sea permeated
every facet of Caymanian society. Whereas other West Indian islanders 'remained
tied to the land even in postslavery times and... viewed their coastlines as
boundaries or barriers', the Caymans' lack of terrestrial resources meant that they
always 'depended on the sea as a resource and an avenue for survival'*®. Many of
its early settlers had been British mariners wrecked on the islands, and the Ibcal
economy was dominated by turtling, rope-making and boatbuilding'°. Even this was
mobilised during wartime, with the Caymanian master shipwright, Captain Rayal
Bodden, being commissioned to construct two wooden minesweepers for the Royal
Navy'!. Such maritime traditions were passed down through generations, and it was
considered that in Cayman, ‘every able-bodied man is, or has been, a seafarer™? As
soon as they could walk, boys would start sailing model boats, and ‘by the time they

are in their teens [they could] handle the local cat boats, craft about 20 feet long,

137 James H. S. Billmyer, 'The Cayman Islands', Geographical Review, Vol.36, No.1 (1946), pp.29-43,
.34.
b Michael Craton, Founded Upon the Seas: A History of the Cayman Islands and Their People
gKingston, 2003), p.291.
* Roger C. Smith, The Maritime Heritage of the Cayman Islands (Florida, 2000), p.51.
0 Bilimyer, ‘The Cayman Islands', p.33.
! The Northwester, March 1974, pp.6-8.
192 o, J. A. Douglas, 'The Cayman Islands', The Geographical Journal, Vol.95, No.2 (1940), pp.126-
131, p.128
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pointed at each end and built of island timber''*®. The 1934 census recorded fifty per
cent of the islands' manpower between 18 and 60 years of age as being engaged in

144

the seafaring industry’®”, and the biggest event of the year was the annual sailing

regatta.

Motivations

Typically, both group and personal motivations inspired volunteering, but
imperial patriotism was a very powerful driving force for Caymanians. This was
exhibited on the eve of the Second World War, when 'large numbers of people of all
classes of the community anxious to serve their KING and COUNTRY ‘in the present
crisis' stepped forward, despite there being 'no plans for recruiting nor any need for
such generously afforded services' at that time'°. This zeal had not diminished by
the time the TRNVR began recruiting there in early 1941, as one volunteer later

recounted:

The old and young alike from Cayman offered their services to go and
fight for their mother country, including myself... [ was a young boy, still in

my teens, proud to go and fight for my country.*®

To Caymanians, despite never having seen it themselves, Britain represented 'my

country', so that her conflict was consequently their own. Part of this bond was forged

3 1bid., pp.128-9.

144 Cayman Islands National Archive (CINA), 'Colonial Report 1937', p.13.
145 CINA, 'Government Notice, No.98/39", 30 August 1939.

'8 McLaughlin, The Forgotten Men of the Navy, prelude.
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by a shared belief in the ‘call of the sea’, an innate characteristic of maritime peoples,
which determined that Caymanians would naturally seek out a life on the waves. As
put by one volunteer, T. Ewart Ebanks, ‘most of the young people, then, all they had

in their life... on their mind, is to go to sea.”'*’

Peer pressure and lack of domestic employment opportunity drove some to
sign up, with Roosevelt Rankine saying ‘I thought everybody else could go‘ and |
could do the same too... Twenty-four and no special job, | just wanted to get off the
island.”™® The relatively poor state of the local economy acted as a key motivatvor for

many:

It came up that we had want [sic] people to go to Trinidad in the Navy...
So | say that's a good chance... time for me, now, to make some money...

a dollar a day... $30 to the month."*®

Although those who chose to join the Merchant Navy could earn higher wages,
some volunteers saw greater prestige and significance in service in the Royal Navy,

an attraction which overrode the desire for pure monetary gain:

Sometimes | felt | would rather have been in the Merchant Marine, the
Merchant Navy, but | guess that was because you would make more
money... but it wasn't altogether that... in the Navy you know you had the

feeling you was doing a more important job."*°

1“7 CINA, Interview with T. Ewart Ebanks (1), conducted by Heather McLoughlin, 19 February 2003,
transcript p.20.

148 CINA, Interview with Roosevelt Rankine (2), conducted by Heather McLoughlin, 15 January 1991,
transcript p.2, p.5.

' Interview with T. Ewart Ebanks (1), p.21.

150 CINA, Interview with Carley Ebanks, conducted by Liz Scholefield, 31 May 1996, transcript p.18.
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As with martial race theory, anthropological studies were also used to set
apart Caymanians from other West Indians in a number of physical and moral

respects, which made them more appealing to prospective naval recruiters:

The average Caymanian is probably of better physique, is healthier, and
has a better intelligence than the average American or the inhabitants of
any other island in the West Indies and the countries bordering the
Caribbean. This is attributable primarily to his energetic life. Other factors
are his higher moral standards and the absence on the island of the usual

tropical diseases."

The reference to the Caymanians’ 'energetic life' is particularly illuminating
since the British typically depicted those native to tropical cIimafes as lethargic.

52 and 'honest'*®3, on account of their

Caymanians were considered 'hard-working
religiosity, and therefore complemented the Admiralty's desire that 'special
consideration should be given to providing men who can stand a tropical climate, and
who can be relied on to work without constant supervision**. Possessing 'but little
feeblemindedness', the ‘'average Caymanian possesses an unusually good

intellect' °

, seen as connected to skin colour. Significantly, the majority of the
population of the Caymans were white or mixed race, with a comparatively small ex-

slave population:

Most of the people are hardy and healthy, tall, and wiry, like their seafaring

forefathers from the east coasts of England and Scotland... The proportion

>! Billmyer, 'The Cayman Islands', p.42.

%2 bid., p.40.

%3 1bid., p.41.

154 TNA, ADM 1/10969, 'Page 7, to Enclosure to "AJAX'S" Letter No. 0196 of 19th July 1939".
155 Billmyer, 'The Cayman Islands', pp.41-2.
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of whites and mixed to blacks is considerably higher than in most of the
other islands of the West Indies. Roughly, whites and mixed form about 40

per cent each, blacks 20 per cent.'*®

Caymanians possessed a hereditary link back to Britain, a connection visibly
reinforced by their lighter physical complexion compared to that of other West Indians.
Seen as ‘noticeably fair', and possessing even ‘strong traces of Scandinavian
origin’'®’, the connection drawn between fairer skin éolour and naval aptitude echoes
nineteenth century martial race theory's preoccupation with Aryanism. Certain Indian
groups were said to have retained “old Aryan stock” passed down from the fair-
skinned peoples of central Asia who conquered northern India in ancient times. It was
assumed that the descendants of those Aryan invaders, most notably Punjabis and

1% In a similar manner,

Dogras, thus inherited their ‘superior military capabilities
seafaring ability was believed here to have been passed down from Britain to

Cayman.

Amongst the Caymanian sailors, any racial delineation was overridden by a
collective self-assurance in their own maritime abilities. This underpinned their
shared sense of Caymanian identity, and bound them together as a distinct ethnic
group judged primarily on their professional qualities, not their skin colour; as one
recruit, James Robinson, put it: 'The Cayman Islands seamen was recommended as

the best seamen in the world... it was no difference between white and black''*°.

'%% |bid., pp.34-5.
" Douglas, ‘The Cayman Islands', p.127.
%8 Thomas Metcalf, Imperial Connections: India in the Indian Ocean Arena, 1860-1920 (London,
2007), p.72.
159 CI)NK, Interview with James Robinson, conducted by Leonard Bodden, 11 June 1993, tape 2, side
A, transcript p.10.
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Although within a colonial naval force such as the TRNVR, Caymanians
garnered more respect than their West Indian colonial colleagues, they were still
viewed as inferior to regular British sailors. Harry McCoy served aboard HMS Nigeria
for a time as the sole Caymanian in a Royal Navy crew of over seven hundred. There
he had to overcome a degree of discrimination, though he did not consider it racial in

nature:

There was, has always been, you know, a little bit of prejudice among
English people and up to this day they always saw themselves superior to
the Colonials... of whatever colour... you had to accept that, you see. But
after you worked along with them and they saw that you were equal to

them in every respect... | had no problems.'®

Whereas Harry McCoy wés able to work to oVercome any negative
preconceptions and prove himself before judging eyes, others were not given that
same opportunity within the TRNVR. Preference for Caymanians acted to disbar
other ethnic groups from certain assignments and occupations within the force.
Individuals came to be judged not on their own merit but by their ethnicity, and the
relative maritime skill supposedly attributed to that. In one instance, TRNVR
personnel were assigned to relieve the British crew of HMS Corsair. All were
Caymanian with the exception of one Barbadian, prompting the Captain to summarily
"send him back" having specifically requested an "all Cayman crew"'®'. Such
prejudices led to Caymanians gaining a monopoly in the seamen branches, where

their seafaring skills could be put to most effective use:

1% CINA, Interview with Harry McCoy, conducted by Heather McLoughlin, 3 July 1991, tape 2, side B,
transcript pp.33-4.
'*! Interview with T. Ewart Ebanks (1), p.41.
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Most of those boats you could look for the majority of the seamen, the
deck men, would be Caymanians... The vast majority of the deck
department would be Caymanians, a few in the engine room, few in the
galley or the steward department, but the actual working sailors the most

was Caymanians.'®?

One branch's overwhelming dependence on a single ethnic group created
logistical problems when it came to managing leave, causing homesickness,

discontent and disillusionment amongst the men:

Every time, one of us mentioned the word vacation, the answer was that
we could not be spared since ninety-six per cent of the warships were
manned by Cayman Naval Seamen... at the time it appeared as if we had

become the forgotten men of the Navy.'®®

It took an impromptu inspection by the local admiral for this to be addressed, and all
the Caymanian volunteers were subsequently sent home on leave in three
staggered batches, but this was the only time most got to return to the Caymans in

over four years in the TRNVR'®,

On one ship, preconceptions about the Caymanian seamen led to the group

as a whole receiving preferential treatment:

All the deck crew were Caymanians... The captain was so pleased with

our performance that... he called us all up, all the Caymanians... and

'%2 |nterview with Carley Ebanks, p.19.
'83 McLaughlin, The Forgotten Men of the Navy, p.87.
'* |bid., p.88.
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rated us Able-bodied Seamen from the day we had in our required time...

that's the only time | have heard about it being done.'®®

Individual merit, normally the key factor in determining promotion, was here
subsumed by group identity. This may have been fostered by the fact that up to sixty-

eight of the recruits shared the same characteristically Caymanian surname:

"STEP FORWARD Ebanks," yelled the drill instructor, irate at a
mistake by one of his squad of recruits. His temper rose when the whole
squad stepped forward.

"l only said for Ebanks to step forward, not everyone," he shouted.

"We're all Ebanks," came the chorus from the men in reply.'®®

As a consequence, the group was further de-individualised by British officers, who
from then on referred to each Ebanks as a number, 'starting with 1 and ending with

68'167.

Ethnic categorisation inevitably fostered stereotypes, even though it may have
been a seemingly positive one of Caymanian maritime aptitude. Conversely though,
this led to negative stereotypes being developed of other groups within the force,
fostering divisions. W. Hewitt Rivers describes his impression of the unprofessional

attitudes of the Trinidadian servicemen he served alongside:

We used to have Trinidadians and different people mixed up in the

watchman job... every Trinidadian you had they didn’t stay in the job very

185 CINA, Interview with Clive Glidden (2), conducted by Heather McLoughlin, 6 June 1996, tape 2,
side A, transcript p.10.
165 CINA, 'When 40 Ebanks went to war', The Northwester (November, 1972), pp.46-7.
%7 Sir Vassel Johnson, As I See It: How Cayman Became a Leading Financial Centre (Sussex, 2001),
pp.50-51.
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long. They went off and go home... they would catch them up and throw
them in jail for going away... sometimes | had to stay on duty for nine days

by myself."%®

Discontent and Protest

Caymanians had more negative impressions of Trinidad, conveyed in letters

home:

It was an anxious [time], we were all upset... my brother was upset, he
wanted to come home, but they wouldn’t... he wasn’t allowed to come
home, you know, he had to stay there. And every letter that we got from
him was a crying time, because he was very upset about being there... He
wanted to go, but after a lot of them got up there, they found things that

they didn’t like, you know.'®®

Norman Rudolph McLoughlin was another who volunteered under an apparent

misconception cultivated by the colonial authorities:

The first group left for Trinidad in early May and arrived there within eight
to ten days. Promising reports were sent back that made the rest of us

very eager to join them. | regret to say that after | arrived in Trinidad, |

1% CINA, Interview with W. Hewitt Rivers, conducted by Arthurlyn Pedley, 24 June 1991, transcript
16. '
8 CINA, Interview with Edith Ebanks (nee Orrett), conducted by Tricia Bodden, 19 March 2003,
transcript p.15.
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discovered some of those promising reports to be false, and why they

were sent back to Cayman was never explained to me. '™

Upon their arrival at the TRNVR base in Staubles Bay, the Caymanians were faced
with a foreign environment, poor facilities, professional neglect, and lack of proper
uniform and medical care, causing many to fall ill; yet for some, such as McLoughlin,

this failed to diminish his imperial patriotic determination to fight:

It was a 'real dump and mud hole'. When it rained, the mud slid down from
the hills, coming right across the highway on to the base and out to sea. It
was common to be walking through six to eight inches of mud and water
over most of the base... We were still wearing our own clothes, shoes,
and socks, which were wet most of the time. As a result of this exposure,
most of us came down with an awful flu or even pneumonia and lay sick in
our bunks for days. The medical service was terrible, consisting of one old
doctor from St. Lucia. He did not appear to be qualified to take care of the
situation, nor did he care a damn about us... | felt so proud to fight for my
King and Country, that come hell or high tide, | was determined to stick it

out."

79 McLaughlin, The Forgotten Men of the Navy, prelude.
171 .
Ibid., p.4.
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Image 1. The TRNVR on parade at its headquarters in Staubles Bay, Trinidad, 1943
[Source: TNA, ADM 1/13014, 'Publicity in UK for Colonial Naval Forces]

The health of the Caymanians was not helped by the standard of food they received,
another cause for discontent. Here, cultural insularity meant that they were
unfamiliar with foreign tastes and cooking methods they encountered in the multi-

cultural force, with consequences physically, economically, and for morale:

The food was awful and poorly cooked by the Trinidadian cooks. They
either could not cook our Caymanian type of food or were simply poor
cooks. There was plenty of food, but it was badly prepared and most of us
could not eat it... [I] ate very little of the food prepared in the galley, and

started buying biscuits, chocolates, soft drinks, etc. from the canteen. Of

69



course, having very little money to spare, many nights | found myself

going hungry.'™

Such complaints did not garner popular sympathy, however, and served to ostracise
the Caymanians from the local populace. The successful German U-boat campaign
waged in the Caribbean from February 1942 took its toll on island shipping, causing
extreme food shortages amongst civilians. One fifth of all merchant ships in the

Caribbean were lost to submarine action, 385 in 1942 alone'”®

. As those responsible
for the safety of the convoys, despite the difficulties they worked under with the poor
equipment afforded them, naval personnel became obvious targets for civilian blame,

especially as from the outside they appeared to be sheltered from civilians'

sufferings.'™

Local resentment towards the Caymanians sailors meant that ‘in going ashore
you had to go in gangs, we wasn’t allowed to go alone, because some time you'd
meet some of them that want to fight you.''”® The Office of Naval Intelligence
reported that by late 1942, there was 'hooliganism in Trinidad — a wave of disorder
and petty crime... directed at North Americans, British and other white persons'.'”®
Yet Caymanians were also 'othered' in this way by the Iighfer colour of their skin, as

they had been by naval recruiters. With very little crime back home, the deeply

religious Caymanians were shocked by the relative vice they witnessed on Trinidad:

Trinidad was a wicked place, a lot of killing and shooting of people and the

like used to go on... when you go to dance in the night, you coming back

72 |bid., pp.5-6.
'3 Gaylord Kelshall, The U-Boat War In the Caribbean (Annapolis, 1988), pp.foreward-1.
"7 Interview with Roosevelt Rankine (2), p.15.
' |bid., p.8.
'7® Quoted in Annette Palmer, 'The United States and the Commonwealth Caribbean, 1940-45', Ph.D.
thesis (Fordham University, 1979), p.244.
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home, you can run over, you can walk over several dead man on the

road."””

For some of the volunteers thrust into these transnational encounters, local abuse,
ignorance and prejudice overrode their initial motivations for enlisting, spurring them

to try to leave the force and return to the Cayman Islands:

After | stop the turtle business, | went to the war... and stayed there four
years and six months... More went, but they got ‘fraid and come back
home... It was bad business; it was mean set-up... the people there in

Trinidad thought that we had come from nowhere.'”®

Being transnational volunteers, however, they were stranded on an island
thousands of miles away from their home, without the means themselves to return,
and completely dependent upon the will of the British authorities whom many saw as
accountable for their sufferings. Those men unable to cope faked illness in the hope
they would be sent back, as Rankine testifies: ‘so many performed, ‘formed like they
were sick... and let them send them home.”'”® Rivers also witnessed this charade,

but a stronger sense of patriotic duty drove him to stay:

The impression that | had first, it was so cold that | wouldn't want to relive
that again... the majority of boys that came back from Cayman, they just
played sick and they didn't want to stay there... but | decided that if | was

able to do something for... | would have to say for my country, | would stay,

7 CINA, Interview with Armenthea Watler (2), conducted by Elizabeth Ebanks, 19 August 1991,
transcript p.25.

"7 Interview with James Robinson, pp.8-9.

'8 Interview with Roosevelt Rankine (2), p.19.
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and | stayed all the time. It was four years and eight months that | was

there.'®

Civilian violence and hostility was not restricted to Trinidad, but was
encountered during port visits to other islands too, such as in Kingston, Jamaica,
otherwise known as the ‘mother colony’ of the Cayman Islands dependency. Despite
this status, local economic problems meant that Jamaicans simmered with
resentment over the relatively ‘high’ naval wages their ‘junior’ colonials were

perceived as receiving:

It was rugged then. Went shore there and they pelt the boys with bricks
and all those kind of things... you know seaman meets it hard most of
them places... any part you go to, they feel that the seaman has plenty of

money. '’

Such wartime military-civil tensions might have fostered a greater sense of in-
group unity and esprit de corps amongst the multicultural TRNVR members, with the
civilian population defined as its out-group'®?. The reason it did not in this context
perhaps is because naval service identity was competing with a much stronger in-
group identity, that of ethnicity, which united Trinidadians within the force and the
island more broadly and overlapped military-civil boundaries. Ethnic identity
superseded service unity in this instance. Thus transnational identities were both
strengthened and challenged by wartime service. The issue of food continued to act

as a source of contention and division within the TRNVR, evincing itself when roles

"% Interview with W. Hewitt Rivers, pp.12-13.

'®! Interview with Roosevelt Rankine (2), p.6.

'82 Henri Tajfel and John C. Turner, 'The Social Identity Theory of Intergroup Behavior' in S. Worchel
&

W. Austin (eds.), Psychology of Intergroup Relations (Chicago, 1986), pp.7-24.
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were inverted, with Caymanians taking on the cooking duties and Trinidadians the
disgruntled consumers. In its most extreme case, this resulted in violent abuse. Lloyd
Seymore was in the camp cooking breakfast when a Trinidadian rating asked him for
fish. After being told fish was not on the menu, the Trinidadian disappeared and
came back with a wooden 'beladen pin', which he 'muntled' Seymore over the head
with.'3® After a month in hospital, Seymore was discharged, only to be re-admitted
after experiencing haemorrhaging though the nose. He was put in the condemned
ward, number eleven, where he developed a big abscess in his nostrils and was not
cleaned or fed." It took the intervention of Petty Officer McLoughlin, one of the
senior Caymanians, before Seymore was moved, received food, and began to make
a recovery, finally being honourably discharged from the force. Not all the

Caymanians were as ‘lucky’ as Seymore, however:

We learned that one of our Cayman boys had died... Before we could get
over the shock of Johnson's death, we were told that another person had
passed away a few weeks before... By now, | had become very angry and
had changed from the young, quiet, loyal man who had left Grand
Cayman on the 29" of July, ahd had turned into a hardened, tough man
who was ready to join the others in protest... regardiess of the

consequences.'®®

183 A ‘beladen’ or 'belaying’ pin is used for securing belaying rope. ‘Muntled’ means he clubbed him —
the muntle is a heavy hand-carved wooden club used primarily for killing/stunning shark and other
large fish. ‘Licked’ means hit. Interview Armenthea Watler (2), p.24.

"% bid., p.24.

185 McLaughlin, The Forgotten Men of the Navy, p.8.
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Within an hour the men had fallen in on the quarter deck and demanded to see
Commander Wilkinson, the base Commanding Officer, from whom they requested

their discharge from the TRNVR, and made the following demands:

1. Better medical service.

2. Replace the cots in the barracks with proper double bunk beds.

3. Pitch the base to prevent any mud holes or water from settling.

4. Improve the cooking system in the galley.

5. Change the behaviour of The First Lieutenant towards us which
included screaming and threatening us and passing sarcastic
remarks. '

Of these, item 1 ‘was the principal reason why we were so angry and disappointed in

the Navy. We felt that our two country service men died from the lack of proper

medical aid’'®”. Again, the in-group pull of ethnicity proved stronger than the service.

This was an exclusively vCaymanian protest, with the other islanders within the

TRNVR not participating, despite the general nature of some of the grievances.

Although discontent ran deep and stretched back to their initial arrival, it took

strength in numbers later on and the death of two of their own, to galvanise the

Caymanian men into action, and overcome the social pressure of the larger

Trinidadian group who occupied a dominant position within the force because of

their local status:

When the second and third batches of volunteers [from Cayman] arrived
on the base, there already were quite a number of Trinidadians and even

some from the other islands in addition to the first batch from The Cayman

'8 |bid., p.13.
87 1dem.

74



Islands. They [the first batch] all must have been scared to fight for better
conditions on the base. | can understand their reluctance in protesting,
since they might have been outnumbered by Trinidadians, and those from
the other islands who appeared not to worry about anything; perhaps they

might have been accustomed to that way of life.'®

Despite this external expression of Caymanian solidarity, members found
themselves internally conflicted between their personal desires and the pressure of
group allegiance. It also raised questions regarding the attitudes of the British

authorities:

| endured a restless night dreaming about the Navy and what the future
held in store for me. Although | was still standing firm with the others about
going home, | honestly did not want to. | was hoping that most of them
would change their minds providing that the Commander would make
good on his promises... there was one important question that was never
asked: 'is it true the British treated us so subordinately because they were
still practising their colonial prejudice against all of us? If not, why did two

of our men have to die before we were treated better?"'®®

In a matter of days, most of the complaints were being taken care of, and the
situation on the base began to improve slowly. Yet, it could not displace the negative

impression that had been conveyed of the British:

| had spoken to an Irishman in the Navy who told me not to expect too

much improvement on the base. Because we were all colonials, The

'%8 Ibid., p.16.
'8 |bid., p.15.
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British seemed to believe that we were inferior to them. He went on to say
that even though he was an Irishman, he was not treated ‘any better, and
would have never volunteered to join were it not for the fact that he was

about to be drafted anyway and did not want to end up in the army.'®°

Anti-imperial sentiment was fermented here by the transnational encounters that
war facilitated, and colonial volunteers like Clive Glidden were no longer

prepared to submit unquestioningly to their imperial ‘masters’:

The Commander, he says, “You know what you call a forced man?” | say,
“No, | don’t think | do.” He says, “Well, in the old days, you were told what
to do.” | say, “I think those days are past.” So he never gave me no hard

time.'®’

The war had prompted a growing realisation amongst Caymanians that ‘the

British needed us more than we needed them''®2.

Whereas Harry McCoy had experienced a degree of colonial prejudice
whilst serving aboard HMS Nigeria, it was in isolation. The deaths of Uline Eden
and Seaman Johnson brought home that sense of inferiority to the rest of the

group, an act of paternal betrayal they would not forget:

Those two naval men died in vain. | am still so bitter against the British
naval authorities over their deaths. When we joined the Navy in July, 1941,
we discovered that the medical standard for colonials was inferior

compared the standard of medical care for the British naval men. For

190 1dem.

9 Interview with Clive Glidden (2), p.3.
192 McLaughlin, The Forgotten Men of the Navy, p.16.
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instance, we, the colonials, were given one old local doctor to take care of
us, while the British naval men at Royal Navy Camp had excellent

qualified doctors to take care of them.'®®

In the end, as ‘most of our demands had been met, we were satisfied to stay. A
small rebellious group held out however, and were eventually sent back home."'%
Even though it was felt that the ‘Mother Country’ had broken her commitment to

them, the majority of Caymanians refused to break theirs, remaining loyal and

continuing to fight for Britain until the end of the war:

There is no question in my mind that we were The Forgotten Men of the
Navy. Speaking for myself, | am proud that | volunteered to go and fight
for my Country, and if | were young enough and my services were
required, | would not hesitate to do so again.'®*

This imperial patriotism was preserved by the British by appealing directly to the

Caymanians' sense of maritime worth, integral to conceptions of their self-identity:
Although we, the Cayman naval men, at times might have been
mistreated or had to do more than our fair share, in the end, the top
military brass bestowed a lot of praise on us and openly admitted that we
were the cream of the naval crop.'*®

Rather than feeling aggrieved at Caymanians having had to 'do more than our fair

share', this was turned into a badge of honour to reflect their indispensability. In this

way, the British were able to preserve Caymanian loyalty by fostering their sense of

cultural pride and seafaring superiority over the other West Indian sailors in the

% 1bid., p.119.
% Ibid., p.16.
19 |bid., p.120.
1% |1 dem.
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TRNVR:
We had good reputation up there, and the Commander... when we were
coming home, he gived [sic] a speech, he say... “Unna Caymanians was

the pride of the Navy.”"¥’

Identity and Historical Memory

Several oral historical accounts express similar assertions that

Caymanians represented the 'best seamen in the world', yet T. Ewart Ebanks, for
one, admits 'l don’t know how they knew it.""*® Though naval service helped them
gain post-war employment with international shipping companies, the islands'
comparative isolation from the rest of the world provided limited opportunity to
draw such conclusions beforehand. As a Caymanian cultural identifier, it has
gained retrospective significance in emphasising the islands' wartime contribution,
a historical distortion which has become engrained through collective memory.
Though Caymanian maritime heritage is indisputable, the conception of them as
the 'best seamen in the world' was one which was initially cultivated by colonial
authorities to serve imperial and naval ends.

Allen Wolsey Cardinall, Commissioner of the Cayman Islands from 1934 to
1941, was accredited with drawing British attention to the colony’s seamen as

potential recruits for the Navy'®®. Described as an ‘efficient District Commissioner’,

7 |nterview with T. Ewart Ebanks (1), p.41.
'% Ibid., p.33.
%9 CINA, Interview with Harold Banks, Carley Ebanks and Harvey Ebanks, conducted by Liz
Scolefield, 18 May 1996, transcript p.20.
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~ who ‘takes a great interest in the Native customs and habits’, he implemented
several measures to improve the social and economic condition of "the islands that

time forgot" 2%

. Many of these drew on Cayman’s maritime strengths, with
consequences for future naval recruitment. In January 1935, Cardinall founded the
first annual Cayman Islands sailing Regatta, which drew participants from across the
Caribbean and the United States. He hoped to foster a greater sense of Caymanian
unity by 'bringing the islands and islanders together in friendly competition?®'. This
coincided with the opening of the George Town radio station on 23 November 1935,
where messages were exchanged with Australia, Ceylon, South Africa, Canada, the
Falkland Islands, as well as Britain and most of the other West Indian colonies®®
instilling Caymanians with a greater sense of belonging to the imperial family. This
world-view instilled in the younger members of the population held sway a few years
later when, with a greater appreciation of the global nature of the conflict,

volunteering to serve in the TRNVR offered the rare chance to escape the quiet life

of the islands and seek adventure overseas:

| don'’t think anyone really got scared. In fact | know | was glad of it. As a
youngster you know. | thought you know, that it was an opportunity to get
out and get in some action, and see the world, and | think that this was the

feeling of the young people.?®®

Each regatta would be honoured by a visiting Royal Navy warship, with two sailors

from the vessel accompanying each schooner participating in the race, ‘largely to put

29 Graton, Founded Upon the Seas, p.280, p.253.
21 |bid., p.281.
202 |hid., p.286.
203 GINA, Interview with Harry McCoy, conducted by Heather McLoughlin, 3 July 1991, tape 2, side A,
transcript p.6.
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a bit of prestige into the regatta’s sporting affairs’?®*. The Admiralty was drawn by the
recruitment possibilities such association offered, considering that 'as a potential
source of seamen for the Auxiliary Patrol Service, these ready made sailors seem to
justify every encouragement®®. Subsequent visits reaffirmed the opinion that 'the
Cayman Islanders... would make fine material on which to draw in time of war, in the
same way as the Newfoundland fishermen were in the last war'?®®. The Admiralty
acted on this by loaning a cup for the race winners, as 'the presentation of such a
prize would stimulate interest in the Royal Navy that might be invaluable in the event
of hostilities?®”. Such efforts succeeded in raising enthusiasm for the Royal Navy on
Cayman, and sentimental ties were formed between local inhabitants and visiting
warships. One example was the cruiser, HMS Orion, which earned local affection for
her role in retrieving the popular Caymanian schooner Goldfield after a storm in
September 19372, and was later involved in the hunt for the German pocket-

battleship Graf Spee:

This created much interest in Cayman.... Caymanians enjoyed listening to
the battle in South America, not only because of knowing the Orion when
she attended Cayman’s 1938 regatta but also because we had great faith

in the mother country’s naval fleet, the most formidable in the world.?%°

Such visits helped inculcate Caymanians with a belief in British power, both imperial

and naval, a greater sense of patriotic pride, and heightened the prestige of the

24 Johnson, As | See It, p.60.
205 TNA, ADM 1/9749, 'From Commanding Officer, H.M.S. "DRAGON" at Minatitian, To The
Commander-in-Chief, America and West Indies', 2 February 1937.
28 TNA, ADM 1/9749, 'H.M.S. "Dundee's" No.2/37', 28 February 1938.
27 TNA, ADM 1/9749, 'Cayman Islands Regatta - Proposed Presentation of a Cup', 4 May 1937.
298 Smith, The Maritime Heritage of the Cayman Islands, p.144.
29 johnson, As | See It, p.60.
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Royal Navy, all of which increased the appeal of naval service when the opportunity

to volunteer presented itself:

It had been grounded in us that, you know, ‘Britannia ruled the waves’, and
Britons never shall be slaves’. Well this extended all over the Empire; you

know we just felt that Britain was invincible.?'°

One way this patriotic belief in Britain and the Royal Navy had been 'grounded'
in young Caymanians was through the 'Trafalgar Day' school essay competition,
instigated by Cardinall in 1935. Echoing Harry McCoy's reference to ‘Rule Britannia’,
Linda Borden eulogised that 'when we study the lives of such men as Lord Nelson,
we are proud to know that we form a part of the British Empire, and with the spirit of
Nelson we can truly sing: "Britons never shall be slaves™. In his essay entitled
'Supremacy of the Seas', Glendower McLoughlin expressed that 'we should all aspire
to have the same feeling towards our Country as Nelson had, and have as our watch-
word Nelson's great and noble words "England expects every man to do his duty™.
"Today Trafalgar seems to say we are a unit of the greatest nation on Earth, therefore
we should make ourselves worthy of the greatest and best, so argued David
McLaughlin. Another, Cecil Wood, wrote that '[Nelson] has left us his mantle of

inspiration which is inspiring thousands of youths of the British Empire today*?''. That

'mantle’ would then be carried by those Caymanians in the TRNVR.

To organise the regatta, Cardinall created the Cayman lIslands Yacht and
Sailing Club, whose members numbered 134 by 1937. The Commissioner also

helped form two troops of Sea Scouts in George Town and West Bay, which in 1937

219 |nterview with Harry McCoy, tape 2, side A, p.7.
2" CINA, 'Trafalgar Day', Central Registry File 706/35, 5 October 1935.
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totalled eighty-two boys, with another fifty-nine more in two cub packs?'2. As in
Trinidad, these organisations provided a valuable potential pool of organised and

disciplined recruits for the TRNVR come wartime?'®, such as Harry McCoy:

| was there [in the Home Guard] for nineteen months... the day | took off
my uniform, | left to join the Navy... that had been my life’s ambition as a
boy... | was a Sea Scout, and being a Caymanian, | already had the salt

water in my blood... so | volunteered when the opportunity came.?"

When Royal Navy warships would visit the islands during the regatta, the Sea Scouts
would be invited aboard them, thus exposing them first-hand to British naval culture.
Together they helped lay vital foundations for post-war employment in an

environment which traditionally provided limited education and opportunity:

Between [the Sea Scouts] and the TRNVR, turned out some of our best
sailors, best seamen. Well, some of them that weren’'t Scouts had the sea
in their blood anyway... with the limited education, basic education, that
they had... the experience of those four years in Trinidad among those

who were there, and went to sea afterwards, was amazing.2'®

Here the colonial authorities emphasised their own active role in the ‘production’ of
Caymanian seamen, accrediting their measures as having ‘turned out’ some of the
best. Furthermore, though ‘some... had the sea in their blood anyway’, it was clearly
not universal, and even those who did required colonial assistance to develop their

skills so as to make a positive contribution to Cayman society. Paternal British

212 Graton, Founded Upon the Seas, p.281.
213 CINA, Interview with Ernest Panton, conducted by Iva Johnson-Good and Roger Good, 1979-80,
transcript p.2.
214 Interview with Harry McCoy, tape 2, side A, p.10.
215 |nterview with Ernest Panton, p.5.
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leadership was thus highlighted as a key actor in this discourse of development,
carrying on the tradition of the imperial civilising mission. Again, though Caymanians
may have been viewed and treated in a more positive manner than other West
Indians, they were still considered an imperial infant to Britain, requiring the

motherland’s guidance in order to grow and develop.

Caymanian society was highly religious, dominated by the Presbyterian
Church, and the intrinsic connection drawn between religious and maritime tradition
on the islands is engrained in Cayman’'s motto taken from Psalm 24: “He hath
founded it upon the seas.”?'® Just as the paternalism of the civilising mission
prevailed, so religion continued to act as its conduit. The colonial authorities were
conscious of the powerful influence that religion had over the local population. When
they put out the call to arms, they did so in the setting of the Presbyterian Church,
thus instilling their message with a religious symbolism that subconsciously appealed
to potential recruits through that sacred setting, and framing the struggle against

Hitler as a holy and righteous war in which God was on Britain’s side:

It was difficult to leave home, but | had a mind to serve because as
Commissioner Cardinall said in his speech at the Presbyterian Church in
George Town, war was like a dark cloud hanging over the world and Hitler

had to be stopped. | wanted to play my part too.?!”

Nazi racism was framed as being anti-Christian, and acted as a moral inducement to

serve as well as a legitimising contrast to Britain's 'tolerant' authority:

18 Graton, Founded Upon the Seas, p.406.
27 Conray Forbes, ‘An Experience of War', Newstar, 52 (1995), p.15.
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Intolerant authority is the essence of Nazism and has provided the most
dangerous menace to Christianity and civilisation that the World has yet
seen... the British, as a race, the most tolerant of men. Not only do we
believe in toleration for ourselves but also for others. We are prepared to

fight for that and, in fact, it is that for which we are fighting.?'®

This verged on crusading zealotry, with the prospect of killing another human being
excused on account of the fact that 'they were fighting an enemy, an infidel, who
didn't share the same beliefs that they shared, that didn't share the same notion of
God that they had'. They saw it as their religious duty, as well as a civil, civic, and
national duty' to 'volunteer to fight, and if necessary, to make the ultimate sacrifice, to
lose their lives themselves, or in the process, to kill the persons who they deemed
their enemy'. #'9 Several church services were held for the islands' volunteers, both
before and after their departure, which itself helped to unite the islands. Even in the
Caymans, where racial divisions were less stark, 'in the "old days" the "coloured
people" sat on one side of the church', but 'this was changed during the war years
when many Caymanian men travelled to serve in the TRNVR'?°. This helped
strengthen Caymanian group identity beyond race, with all islanders uniting in prayer
for the safe return of their men. Each batch of recruits that set sail for Trinidad did so
under the charge of Reverend George Hicks, a veteran from the First World War and
the Presbyterian Minister for Grand Cayman?®?', as if shepherded into battle under the

Lord’s divine protection. In the words of Bertram Ebanks: 'l have taken Christ as my

218 Editorial, ‘Toleration', The Goshawk, 1, No. 7 (July 1941), p.552.

%19 Roy Bodden, local historian and chairman of University College Cayman Islands, Path to Life:
Honouring the Cayman Islands Veterans, documentary broadcast from George Town, 8 November
2009.

220 Sybil McLoughlin, Cayman Net News, 3 March 2006.

221 CINA, XH/117/5, Government Notice 73/41, 2 June 1941.
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shield and defender so I've nothing to dread, and I'm willing to do anything | can to

help bring an end to this great conflict??.

Prior to the Second World War, Caymanian seamen were not conscious of
their relative standing in the world; it was something they had acquired by the time
they returned to the Cayman Islands at the end of the war. It has since become a
central facet of Caymanian identity, key to the islands' post-war economic growth,
and consequently is an ideal which has been retrospectively elevated through
historical memory to become engrained in the nation's tradition. This is not to say that
the Caymanian 'call of the sea' was purely a colonial construction. As with martial
race theory, this identity is anchored in a degree of empirical reality, but over time it
became layered. The natural environment of the Cayman Islands, its resources, its
settlers, and the local economy that developed from thesé, meant that nautical skills
and traditions inevitably evolved amongst its people. Certainly seafaring ability made
them attractive as recruits for the Navy, but it did not in itself differentiate them from
many other peoples who hailed from nautical backgrounds. It was during
Commissioner Cardinall's tenure that Caymanian maritime heritage was
institutionalised in the spirit of social and economic development and through

'2Z such as the regatta, but with an ulterior aim of fostering

‘invented traditions
imperial spirit and a belief in British naval invincibility that aided volunteerism during
war. He was a man preoccupied with his own legacy and establishing a position for
himself in the island's folklore 'so that when | leave you will remember me always'.?**

This he achieved by eulogising Caymanian maritime worth to the Navy and

222 GINA, XH/117/5, Letter from Bertram Ebanks to Acting Commissioner, 6 July 1941.
22% Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (eds.), The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge, 1983).
224 Neville Williams, A History of the Cayman Islands (Grand Cayman, 1970), p.77.

85



cultivating a collective pride in this identity, though his sentiments have consequently

gained disproportionate weight in the popular memory of Caymanian naval veterans.

Race was a key factor in the Navy's initial preference for Caymanians, being
lighter in complexion compared to other West Indians. The influence of martial race
theory evinced itself in this link with 'Aryanism', and the use of anthropology to
legitimise racial discrimination and preferential selection within the force, based on
pseudo-scientific deductions regarding intelligence and fithess. Transnational
encounters with the British and other West Indians strengthened Caymanian identity,
though at the expense of force cohesion, and left them isolated when problems
arose. Though Caymanians considered themselves victims of colonial as opposed to
racial prejudice, this imperial subordination within the naval chain of command
prompted protest, and for some eroded their original motivations to fight. To help
preserve patriotic loyalty for the majority to continue fighting, like Cardinall, British
officers, thus appealed to Caymanian ethnic pride by lauding their maritime worth,

and instilling in them the belief that they were 'the best seamen in the world'.
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Part Two: Trinidad

The American 'Invasion'

On 2 September 1940 the Destroyers for Bases agreement was signed,
transferring 50 ‘antiquated destroyers from the United States in exchange for land
rights on several British West Indian territories for the construction of military bases.
There was no consultation with the islanders over the agreement, the lease of which
ran for 99 years. In Trinidad, the main US Naval base was to be built at
Chaguaramas, adjoining the TRNVR's headquarters. As with the TRNVR's formation,
the strategic merits were overshadowed by the political implications, with the political
ruling class believing that the bases were "bulwarks of capitalism, miraculously at
hand to help them in strangling at the birth, any post-war upsurgings of labour" and
would 'stand as "bastions against the infiltration of subversive doctrines” which they
had suspected of being at the core of the upheavals in the thirties'.?®® Though in
Trinidad, 'prominent leaders of various sections of the community' unanimously
welcomed the announcement, though there was underlying feeling that "while we
_welcome the greater affinity and understanding between the United States and

Britain, we should certainly not wish to be alienated from British sovereignty":

"There is nobody that would more strongly oppose any scheme having as

its object either the question of converting the West Indies into a Canadian

225 wGaribbean Bastions' written by a native Trinidadian in July-August 1941, of European descent
who wishes to remain anonymous”, Appendix “O” to Anglo-American Caribbean Commission, “Social
and Political Forces”, p.536, quoted in Annette Catherine Palmer, 'The United States and the
Commonwealth Caribbean, 1940-45', Ph.D. thesis (Fordham University, 1979), pp.76-7.
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Province or bringing about American annexation, but at the same time
there is no one but sees the practicability and the éound statesmanlike
reasons, in peace or war, for any scheme which will place the Atlantic
under the control agreed upon between the English speaking

democracies."?%®

Sir Lennox O'Reilly commented that "everyone welcomes the agreement that has
been reached between the two Anglo-Saxon speaking nations", while the Honourable

T.M. Kelshall, Unofficial Member of the Legislative Council, added:

"The agreement must command the wholehearted approval of every
sensible person in this community and the entire freedom-loving world. |
see no two sides to it. Britain and America coming together in this way are

defending not only themselves but also civilisation."??’

Similar language was espoused by Major D.A. Strafford of the U.S. Marine Corps a
year later, at the inaugural raising of the 'Stars and Stripes' at the new base when he
reassured: “We come as friends, as the bond of common democracy links us in a
struggle against the enemies of freedom and justice the world over.”??® The rhetoric
expressed from both sides bears the prevailing hallmarks of nineteenth-century
Anglo-Saxonism, which emphasised the superiority of the British and American
peoples and their civilisation based upon principles such as liberal democracy. Such
ideology provided a moral justification for imperialism by teaching those values and

'elevating' the colonised peoples through paternalism.

228 pirector of Geo. F. Huggins and Co., The Trinidad Guardian, 8 September 1940, p.13.
227 The Trinidad Guardian, 8 September 1940, p.13.
228 Box 2 Miscellaneous, Annex "C", 'Article on the first flag raising taken from the “Trinidad Guardian”,
1 April 1941', p.217, Fitzroy Baptiste Thesis Materials, UWI, Trinidad and Tobago.
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There was a realisation that the concept of Empire did not sit easily with the
notion of fighting a war for freedom and democracy. The local press were enlisted to
help combat the critics 'who say that we are waging a war in defence of imperialism.
They speak as though our Imperialism were something which was gross, greedy and
grabbing, as though it were a system of exploitation and oppression on the grand
scale?®®. The Trinidad Guardian ran a series of articles distinguishing between the
"Two Kinds of Imperialism', practiced by Britain and Germany. An article entitled
"Two Ildeas of Empire' written by the historian and Liberal politician Ramsay Muir,
defined this as 'Either - The British conception of the equal partnership of free
peoples. Or - The Nazi master-race theory where the dominant nation treats the

others as slaves™. Central to this distinction was the notion of ‘trusteeship":

In saying that there are peoples in different parts of the world who are not
yet ripe for self-government, we are not being guilty of any hypocrisy which
cloaks other motives. We have the authority of the high-minded authors of
the Covenant of the League of Nations to confirm that view... There are
territories which are inhabited by peoples not yet able to stand by
themselves under the strenuous conditions of the modern world. The well-

being of such peoples form a sacred trust of civilisation.**'

Thus, a war on behalf of civilisation was by its definition, a war to uphold the existing
British imperial system, endorsed by international mandate. In contrast it was

asserted that 'Nazi Germany is grossly unfit to take charge of peoples "not yet able to

2% The Trinidad Guardian, 23 June 1940, p.6.
20 The Trinidad Guardian, 6 July 1940, p.6.
21 The Trinidad Guardian, 23 June 1940, p.6.
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stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of the modern world", because

they lacked the civilised qualities of the Anglo-Saxons:

The terrors of the prison camp make the blood of decent men run cold. If
this is what Hitler and his Germans do to Aryan people, fellow-citizens of
Europe, partners in the same civilisation of the West, what then would be
the character of their rule over African, Asiatic or Polynesian people, it

these were so unhappy as to fall into their clutches.?>

Yet this assumption that the German treatment of Africans, Asiatics or Polynesians
would naturally be worse than of Europeans itself indicates the British still perceived
such peoples as inferior rather than equal partners, despite rhetoric professing
otherwise. Similarly, stronger fears expressed privately regarding the potential
erosion of British authority in Trinidad were joined by a moral concern over

anticipated American attitudes towards the colony's black population:

There is a marked fear on the part of the West Indians that the
establishment of the bases will affect British sovereignty in these ancient
Colonies and derogate from their cherished British nationality... The plain
fact is that the West Indians, in spite of their present poverty and their
clear realisation of the financial benefits which will certainly accrue from
the establishment of United States bases, are yet most apprehensive of
the arrival of United States forces. This is due partly to a deep-seated

loyalty and attachment to British traditions, and not less to the fear that

232 | dem.

90



American treatment of the Negro and coloured population will follow the

lines notorious in the Southern United States.?*3

Despite the economic benefits the agreement promised the island, the
prospect of large-scale construction work further problematised domestic recruitment
for the TRNVR due to the higher wages the Americans were prepared to pay,

prompting additional intakes to be sought from Britain's other West Indian territories.

The influx of over 20,000 American servicemen to an island population of
approximately 510,000 inevitably had a profound effect on the political, economic and
social dynamics of Trinidad. American motives were ideological, strategic and
economic. It has been seen partly as an extension of the Monroe Doctrine and
assertion of US primacy in the Americas. Protection of the strategically vital artery of
the Panama Canal was of vital importance. The advent of oil-combustion-engine
aircraft and submarines during the period 1913-1939 meant that offensive operations
could now be carried out over longer distances, with greater rapidity and over a
greater combat radius than before. This 'threatened to shrink considerably the degree
of security that, until then, oceans such as the Atlantic and Pacific afforded to the
United States?®*. A far-advanced-base concept was first mooted by the famous naval
theorist Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan between 1884 and his death in 1914, but it was

the First World War which crystallised thought in that direction:

There is no other consideration so formidable and serious to an invading

fleet as that of a securely-defended and well-equipped naval base

%3 TNA, CAB 66/14, Item 82, 'War Cabinet: United States Activities in the West Indies and Other
British Dependencies, Memorandum by the Secretary of State for the Colonies', 27 December 1940.
2% Fitzroy Baptiste, 'United States-Caribbean Relations from World War Il to the Present: The Social
Nexus', in Ransford W. Palmer (ed.), U.S.-Caribbean Relations: Their Impact on Peoples and Culture
(Praeger Publishers: Westport, 1998), p.14.
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possessed by the country to be invaded and situated at a position well

advanced beyond the objective of the invading fleet.*®

Furthermore, the increasing significance of air power meant that 'a naval air
service must be established, capable of accompanying and operating with the fleet in
all waters of the globe™®. This prompted a raft of reports during the interwar years on
the US need for bases in the Caribbean, Atlantic and Pacific, with a lobby in the US
Congress and the US Navy Department to get the United States to purchase
Caribbean territories from amongst the European colonies in part settlement for First
World War debts?®’. This included an approach for the Cayman Islands in 1934.2% Of
course, as well as highlighting the increased strategic threat posed to the United
States, technological advances further amplified the strategic and economic
importance of oil. Up to the 1970s, the prime source of US oil imports was the
countries of the circum-Caribbean, notably Venezuela, British Trinidad, Mexico,

29 |n addition, this area was also the

Columbia and Dutch Aruba and Curagao
source of two other important raw minerals, bauxite, used in aircraft production, and
mica, used in the manufacture of radios, radars, motors and generafors. By 1939, the
British and Dutch Guianas were the world's largest producers of bauxite an industry

controlled primarily by the US-led Aluminum Company of America (ALCOA), and

provided the United States with 50 per cent of its needs at the outbreak of the

2% | t. Commander Virgil Baker, US Navy District Communications Superintendent in Puerto Rico,
cited in Baptiste, 'United States-Caribbean Relations from World War Il to the Present', pp.14-15.
2% General Board of the US Navy Department, cited in Baptiste, p.15.
37 Baptiste, p.13.
28 \illiams, A History of the Cayman Islands, p.79.
%9 Baptiste, p.16.
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Second World War?*?, Safeguarding the channels to these vital raw materials for both

the American military and the rest of the economy was of extreme importance.

Amongst the American troops initially stationed on Trinidad, and despite
protests from both Governor Young and local nationalists, were 2,484 black
soldiers. Concentrated in only two locations on the island, they caused a
significant imbalance in the male-female population ratio within that ethnic group.
Local males suddenly found themselves in increased and uneven competition
for the island's women. In their favour, the Americans had 'the attractiveness of
their uniform, thke possession of more money and time to enjoy it, and the

291 Prostitution rose exponentially, recorded in

novelty of being foreigners
calypsos such as 'Rum and Coca Cola', which tells of "Both mother and
daughterNVbrking for the Yankee dollar". The young women of Trinidad were
'defying tradition, custom and authority for the generous rewards for sexual
favours which the black Americans were willing to pay', and in doing so
'threatened the social fabric of the community?*2. This caused acute resentment
amongst local black males. Furthermore, 'the unrelieved tension and inactivity in
the Caribbean war theatre aggravated the ill feelings', leading to 'numerous
incidents of trigger-happy soldiers using the local inhabitants for target
practice'?*®. Trinidadian men, whose identity was intrinsically linked with strong

masculinity, found themselves emasculated as traditional gender roles and

assumptions were quickly demolished. This crisis of identity led Trinidadian men

% 1hid., pp.15-6.
21 Annette Palmer, 'The Politics of Race and War: Black American Soldiers in the Caribbean Theater
During the Second World War', Military Affairs, Vol. 47, No. 2 (Apr., 1983), p.59.
22 1hid., p.60.
243 Annette Catherine Palmer, 'The United States and the Commonwealth Caribbean, 1940-45', Ph.D.
thesis (Fordham University, 1979), p.251
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to seek to reframe their masculinity within this new social paradigm,
externalising itself for some in acts of crime and violence. Others drew on the
tradition of the calypso warrior, defining their masculinity through military service
in the local volunteer forces, including the TRNVR, and pursuit of their own
warrior deeds.

The travelling British journalist Arthur Calder-Marshall, visiting the island in the
late 1930s, commented that 'if a free ballot were taken in Trinidad as to whether the
inhabitants would prefer to remain British subjects or join with the United States,
there is no doubt that a large majority would be in favour of making the change'. He
added that 'among the coloured people of Trinidad, | met no one who felt loyalty to
the Empire, and among the white Trinidadians, a negligible few.'?** Yet, amongst
those who volunteered for the TRNVR, imperial patriotism was audibly expressed in
musical form. As sea shanties have been synonymous with the life of sailors for
centuries, songs also became an integral part of naval life for Trinidadians. These
songs however carried added cultural currency through their manifestation in calypso,
a form indigenous to and deeply engrained in the fabric of Trinidadian socie;y, where
calypsonians took on the role of social and political commentators. Sailors in the

TRNVR carried this torch, the chorus of one such example being:

Commander Lindsay say
Cheer boys cheer

With unity and the TNV

244 Arthur C. Marshall, “Trinidad wants to be American”, Living, December 1938, pp.322-23 quoted in
Annette Catherine Palmer, 'The United States and the Commonwealth Caribbean, 1940-45', Ph.D.
thesis (Fordham University, 1979), p.55.
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We gonna conquer Germany.?*®

Note the rhythm of the chorus and the phonetic spelling of 'gonna’, reflecting Creole
dialect. Naval songs for Trinidadians were more than ditties sang to relieve boredom
and pass the time. They were expressions of national identity. Here though,
traditional cultural forms were being used not as anti-colonial nationalistic
expressions, but to reaffirm Trinidadian identity with the imperial cause, united in their
mutual struggle against Germany. This does not appear to reflect Calder-Marshall's
observations, or historian Annette Palmer's opinion that this situation did not improve
there or on the other islands when the war started?®. It can be argued that there was
clearly a degree of loyalty to Britain amongst those Trinidadians who served, and
who chose to vocalise this 'unity’ in this manner. The above chorus is in fact a clear
pastiche of a famous patriotic calypso song from the First World War, written by

Henry Forbes:

Run you run, Kaiser William, run your run) repeat [sic]
Hear what Kitchener say: cheer, boys, cheer

With surety and sincerity

We going conquer Germany?*’

Another naval-themed calypso from the Second World War was written by
‘Atilla the Hun' celebrating the destruction of the German 'pocket battleship' Graf
Spee, which had sunk nine merchantmen in the Atlantic, affecting food supplies to

Trinidad:;

24515 Short Story of the Trinidad Royal Naval Reserve', pp.3-4.
2% Annette Palmer, 'Rum and Coca Cola: The United States in the British Caribbean 1940-1945', The
Americas, Vol. 43, No. 4 (Apr., 1987), pp.441-2.
47 Quoted in Errol G. Hill, 'Calypso and War', Black American Literature Forum, Vol.23, No.1 (Spring,
1989), p.68.

95



The sinking of the Admiral Graf Spee
Must remain incontestably

A monumental testimony

To Britain's naval supremacy.#®

Such songs tied into calypso's rooted associations with battles and warrior
deeds, and provide a deeper cultural interpretation as to why Trinidadians enlisted in
the armed forces. The origins of modern calypso can be traced to nineteenth century
calinda chants which accompanied stickfighter duels, and further back than that it has
roots in the djeli, West African tribal singers who would praise the heroic exploits of
the tribe's warriors and revile its enemies®®®. As an extension of this, calypso was
overwhelmingly a male discourse, and the connection between masculinity and the
complex of warriorhood was a prominent feature in the fbrmation of Trinidadian
identity after emancipation which carried over into the twentieth century?*°. The act of
the stickfight itself is a crude metaphor for 'manliness’, with the points of the sticks
carved in the shape of phalluses. When Trinidadians enlisted into the TRNVR and
armed forces in general, they were doing so for more than merely financial
betterment, imperial patriotism, and national honour; deeper than that they were
responding to the calypso warrior's call. War allowed them to prove themselves as
men, and more significantly, as Trinidadian men, as had been ingrained in them
through songs and traditions passed down through the island's history and culture.

When the men of the TRNVR sang calypsos, they were framing their own heroic

% |bid., p.74.

249 |pid., pp.61-2.

2%° Gordon Rohlehr, 'l Lawa: The Construction of Masculinity in Trinidad and Tobago Calypso', in
Rhoda E. Reddock, Interrogating Caribbean Masculinities: Theoretical and Empirical Analyses
(University Press of the West Indies, 2004), pp.326-8.
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deeds as part of this longer warrior tradition, and in the process reaffirming their own

masculinity, so affronted by the American servicemen.

Imperial Propaganda

In Britain, discussions took place between the Ministry of Information and the
Colonial Office regarding the raising of awareness in the Mother Country to the work
done by the TRNVR and her sister units. For 'while Colonial Naval Forces have not
had a spectacular part to play in the war, they have done, | think everybody will agree,
a most useful job of work and we feel that far more should be published about them
in the Press here'®'. Yet, it was not just a case of giving the colonial sailors the
recognition they deserved, and a‘ number of strategic, economic and political factors
also influenced this attitude. One was the Admiralty's 'policy to encourage the
establishment of local Naval Forces in as many Colonies and territories as possible’,
and 'at the expense of the Colonial Governments concerned'??, thus reiterating the
significance of strategic overstretch for the Navy, a situation further exacerbated by
the war. Thus, there was a deliberate attempt to cajole colonial governments, whose
interest in providing such forces 'should not be allowed to falter'. Again, there was a
growing realisation of Britain's own dependency on the Empire, and the increasing
mood of colonial 'partnership’. Therefore, 'if these Forces are to be maintained and if
they are to be of the fullest value it is essential that a spirit of "esprit de corps" should

be fostered', and 'we should display as much interest in them as possible, particularly

251 TNA, ADM 1/13014, From Downing Street to Admiralty, 18 November 1943.
252 TNA, ADM 1/13014, 'Publicity in United Kingdom for Colonial Naval Forces', 24" December 1943,
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in view of the fact mentioned by the Colonial Office that very satisfactory publicity has
been given to Colonial personnel in the Army and R.A.F.2**. Here, traditional inter-
service rivalry and their competing interests for the same pools of colonial manpower
also emerges. A call was thus put out for 'anything, in short, which would lend colour

to a broadcast or published account of the work of these forces.’?**

The most enthusiastic response came from the TRNVR, which had already
utilised the local press in its self-promotion. Ironically, it was commented in an article
published in the Trinidad Guardian on 5 November 1939, that the Navy earned its
name the 'silent service' in part for its 'traditional distaste for publicity'?®®. Again, the

article emphasised the seafaring qualities of 'Trinidad's Jack Tars":

All of them love the sea and most of them know the waters they patrol as
well as they know the streets of Port-of-Spain. The majority are yachtsmen
and keen deep-sea fishermen; there are some with Naval experience;
others who have had merchant marine experience on the high seas; some

who are youths fresh from school.?*®

Beneath such plaudits, however, lay an underlying sense of otherness and
inferiority. Upon being asked how he liked it in the TRNVR, one signaller replied "I
love it", leading the reporter to comment that 'there was not much of the Silent
Service in that crisp confession. It came straight from the heart. A smiling young

Negro in three words spoke volumes'®’. This imagery conveys a dual message; first

2% |dem.

2% TNA, ADM 1/13014, From A.R. Thomas, Deputy Public Relations Officer, to Information Officers,
Fiji, Nigeria, Gold Coast, Sierra Leone, Gambia, Kenya, Tanganyika, Zanzibar, Ceylon, Trinidad, 21
January 1944,

%% Trinidad Guardian, 5 November 1939, p.2.

% Trinidad Guardian, 5 November 1939, p.2.

%7 |dem.
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it reflects the 'happy-go-lucky' black African stereotype, reinforcing white British
distinctiveness and professionalism by the fact the signaller represents 'not much of
the Silent Service'; secondly, it portrays a willing readiness to serve the British, and

an endorsement of colonial authority.

In the piece written for the Ministry of Information, aimed at a different
audience, a metropole as opposed to colonial one, there were attempts to relate the
TRNVR to British audiences. Trinidad is described as 'an island a little larger that the
County of Sussex', and for the men of the force, English sports such as 'Cricket is
their main recreation, but they also enjoy football', though it is also mentioned that
'‘American baseball is beginning to become popular', illustrating the cultural influence
from the American bases. Together these represent the paternalist teachings of
superior western culture and civilisation, and their willing adoption by the locals.
Cayman Islanders are singled out for special mention, as 'from these tiny islands
alone come some of the best sailors in the West Indies'. Parts of the article read like
a tourist brochure: 'swimming always helps to keep the heat of the tropical sun from
becoming duly oppressive'; the crime, violence and poverty are not mentioned of the
capital of Port of Spain, 'where cinemas and clubs provide an assortment of
entertainments'. Overwhelmingly, no great sense of danger or sense of the war is
conveyed in the piece. Instead, the work carried out by the TRNVR is described as ‘a
hard grind each day', and 'dull work' that will 'in some small way' ultimately contribute

to Britain's victory:

Their jobs in the Trinidad Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve are not exciting,
and carry few thrills, and few thanks, but it Is a job that has to be done,
and they do it with a will, knowing that by so doing, they will assist in some
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way to shorten the war and allow them to get back to their jobs as
fishermen, as cotton growers, sugar workers, and the numerous
interesting West Indian industries that through shortage of labour are now

suffering.?®®

The mention of 'interesting’' West Indian industries reemphasises the traditional
imperial division of labour, and equates the provision of naval service with that of raw
materials. This does not represent an equal relationship, but reemphasises an
economic, and by extension racial, hierarchy whereby the colonies supply their
resources, in this case manpower, for the benefit of Britain. It is an inversion of
contemporary rhetoric regarding 'development' and contradicts the supposed role
reversal whereby the 'mother country' instead provides aid to her colonial children.
The piece is not so much a celebration of the TRNVR's valuable contribution, but
rather serves as propaganda for the imperial status quo and to reassure people back
in Britain, whose confidence had been shaken, that the Empire and their world status
that went with that was not about to crumble. Again, the final paragraph emphasises
that 'the work that the Trinidad Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve does has to be done

by someone', inferring it as being of lowly status, but suitable for colonials.

The photographs which accompanied the Ministry of Information's propaganda
visually emphasises this imperial racial ordering, displaying white officers inspecting

darker-skinned subordinates, deferentially standing at attention:

258 TNA, ADM 1/13014, 'Publicity in United Kingdom for Colonial Naval Forces', 1944.
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Image 2. TRNVR ratings under inspection [Source: TNA, ADM 1/13014 'Publicity in
UK for Colonial Naval Forces']

Another depicts a British flag officer stopping to speak to a young black rating:
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Image 3. TRNVR rating with flag officer [Source: TNA, ADM 1/13014 'Publicity in UK
for Colonial Naval Forces']

Such paternalist messages were reinforced in several scenes portraying British

officers giving instruction to attentive local recruits in a variety of naval matters:
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Images 4 and 5. TRNVR ratings under instruction [Source: TNA, ADM 1/13014,
'Publicity in UK for Colonial Naval Forces']

Discrimination and Disorder

The implicit racial prejudice of this imperial propaganda manifested itself in
explicit racial discrimination experienced by TRNVR ratings, both at home and
overseas. The seafaring race lobby again reared its head when the force was
considered for deployment to other theatres, and it was suggested by the Captain-in-
Charge at Port of Spain that the coloured and black ratings should be sent to 'tropical
climates only', and only with 'forces already employing such persons'?®®. Their
perceived racial characteristics largely excluded them from leadership roles as
officers. Deemed 'useful material if well led', their perceived 'lack of imagination' was
seen to make them 'very suitable for monotonous work, such as mine sweeping and
local patrols'. Yet 'being naturally unimaginative' also made them 'generally unable to
concentrate for long periods at a time', which excluding them from higher technical
training in Anti-Submarine, Gunnery, Radar and Torpedo branches. The 'professional
ability' of West Indians was only considered 'sufficient for "second line" service™®,
and it was believed that 'if ratings have to qualify in accordance with [Royal] naval
standards, that the standard of intellect will debar practically all coloured and black

ratings from general service in the Royal Navy?®'. Though it was considered that

even the West Indian 'European’ had by and large made a 'disappointing officer', and

29 TNA, ADM 1/23215, Captain in Charge Port of Spain's report no. 27/2359/3665, to the C-in-C
American and West Indies' station, 12 February 1941, pp.2-3.

260 TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Future of the Trinidad Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve', 17 July 1944, p.1.

21 TNA, ADM 1/23215, Captain in Charge Port of Spain's report no. 27/2359/3665, 12 February 1941,
to the C-in-C American and West Indies' station, pp.2-3.
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required 'considerable training in an environment other than the West Indies'??,

ultimately there was nothing innate that was seen as preventative from him taking a
place in the fleet other than the morally-sapping environment in which he found

himself.

The policy of appointing officers based upon colour and social status and not
the professional attributes needed for the Navy, in stark contrast to the enlisted crew
whose seafaring qualities were strongly emphasised, meant that there was a lack of

respect in the chain in command:

During the war, clerks and businessmen who had no business in the Navy
got commissions and spoke harshly to ratings to hide their inabilities. They
shouted commands at you because they weren't sure of what they were
doing. They wore their uniforms smartly because that was one of the ways
you knew they were officers. And they kept harping on at you to do this
and do that, pull up your stockings, straighten your cap, and “wipe that grin

off your face” 2%

Though this may have been the attitude of the locally-mobilised part-timers, there
was more respect for the full Royal Navy officers seconded to the force, both for their
professionalism and the mutual respect they showed towards the men. This was

manifested in the form of a tall, blue-eyed Lieutenant referred to by Selvon as 'G.P.".

| felt I'd trust him blindly, do anything he ordered. Out of the scores of men
who wore officers' uniforms, he was the only one who made us like being

under his command. But for all that, | never thought of him as an officer so

262 q1.;

Ibid., p.3.
283 Michael Wentworth (Sam Selvon), ‘A Man | Remember', Evening News (Trinidad), 27 March 1948,
p.3, [tem 579, Sam Selvon Collection, UWI, Trinidad and Tobago.
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much as a rational human being. He was one who put ideals and high
thoughts above everything. He was a thinker, then a gentlemen, then an
officer... He was stern, but understanding. He was an officer, but he didn't
think it below his dignity to greet you with a good morning and a smile.
He'd come and yarn when you were on duty, for he knew how difficult it
was to keep awake when you were tired and sleep as just an eye-blink
away... Other officers we feared or hated, but G.P. won our respect and

admiration.?%

Part of this mutual respect stemmed from the fact that G.P. was not aloof from his
men, the local culture or customs, but in fact expressed a genuine interest in them
and learning more, and he 'was one of the first persons to see and encourage

Selvon's writings'?®°:

He ate "khaja", "mitai", and "mahambhog" (Indian sweetmeats) and
enjoyed them. After the meeting we had a chat with the Pundit, and he
showed great interest in the Hindu religion. Afterwards he told me that he
had learned a lot. On duty nights, | told him all | could of Trinidad. He

wanted to know of our culture, our ways of living, our political trends.?®®

Such officers were in the minority, however.

The TRNVR was ultimately never deployed to East Asia. During a port call by
one TRNVR vessel to Durban, South Africa, violent disturbances broke out when the

local bars refused to serve TRNVR ratings. It was later emphasised in the local

264
Idem.
%65 5am Selvon, Foreday Morning: Selected Prose 1946-1989 (Essex, 1989), p.xii.
%8 Michael Wentworth (Sam Selvon), 'A Man | Remember', Evening News (Trinidad), 27 March 1948,
p.3, Item 579, Sam Selvon Collection, UWI, Trinidad and Tobago.
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papers the next day that they were West Indians not Africans, and were to have

European facilities?’.

The reality though, was they were not treated the same as Europeans. Back
in Trinidad, if a coloured rating committed an offence he was sent to the Royal Gaol
among ordinary criminals, but 'owing to no white warders being available, it was
considered unsuitable' 28 for white ratings and officers, who would instead be
detained at the barracks. This discrimination led to racial disturbances on the 14th
and 15th May 1943 at the TRNVR base at Staubles Bay. Two coloured ratings,
Ordinary seamen Harrington and Thomas, had been arrested for disobeying orders.
Following their arrest a number of escape attempts were made leading to violent
exchanges. Several guards refused to apprehend Thomas after he appealed that

269 after which a

'they, as coloured men, should be his friend and not arrest him
white naval guard was ordered to Staubles to arrest him. Meanwhile four deserters
took the opportunity to cause trouble at the base. An anonymous source stated that
[quote] 'the coloured boys are under-rated to such an extent and maltreated that in
every one of their faces you can just see discontent, hatred and even fear... they are
being treated like slaves... we are volunteer soldiers of the Admiralty - we ought to
have white rights... then you hear some fancified [sic] speeches about democracy?’°.
Such men clearly saw through colonial propaganda attempts to mitigate the clear

hypocrisy of wartime rhetoric, and whereas Caymanians like Harry McCoy identified

with Britishness and thus believed the schooled imperial rhetoric that 'Britons never

27 |ionel Straker, 'A Stoker in the Trinidad Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve', The Building Exploratory,
31 January 2006, www.brickfields.org.uk.
%8 TNA, ADM 1/11057, 'Trinidad - Report of Proceedings from January 1% to March 31%, 1941', p.1.
%9 TNA, CO 968/80/7, 'The disturbances at TRNVR HQ May 14-15, 1943 and their causes', 9
October 1943, p.1.
2% TNA, ADM 178/301, 'Opinion voiced about the TRNVR', Appendix to Board of Inquiry Proceedings,
1943.
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will be slaves', this was not the case for Trinidadians who felt they were perceived
and treated as inferior. Service disenchantment was epitomised in the dialectic line
'God bless Hitler, God bless Uncle Sam and fook the TRNVR Navy'?"!, found written
upon one of the prison cell walls. Lieutenant-Commander Wilkinson, the
Commanding Officer at Staubles, was singled out for particularly derogatory abuse.
He was renowned as a tough officer, nicknamed 'The Dragon' on account of the
dragoon tattoo adorning his arm, and thrice weekly he would read out the Articles of
War to the men, emphasising that "Any man who shall desert in the face of the
Enemy - the Penalty is Death in accordance with King's Regulations and Admiralty
instructions".?’? The board of enquiry later agreed that the ratings had 'ample cause
for discontent' which arose from a 'complete absence of sympathy for the men

273 Wilkinson remained in his position, however, with the First

shown by the officers
Lieutenant Anderson made the scapegoat and transferred to another post.
Discrimination was also material as well as verbal. The rates of pay for TRNVR
ratings 'compared very unfavourably with the local military forces' and their British
counterparts and they did not receive family allowances®*. This was revised
following the disturbances, with 'an increase to full British rates of pay for all
personnel and the introduction of family allowances at full British rates for officers

and 2/3 British rates for other ranks.?”®

Yet feelings of discontent were not isolated to prisoners and deserters. On 5

July the previous year, Ordinary Seaman Edgar Mittelholzer, a Guyanese of German

21T TNA, ADM 178/301, 'Copy of Cell Writings', Appendix to Board of Inquiry Proceedings, 1943.

272 Robin Austin, 'Wartime Memoirs of Robin Austin', Journal of the Barbados Museum and Historical
Socirty, Vol. XLVI (2000), pp.161-186, p.168.

7 TNA, ADM 178/301, 'Disturbances at Staubles - Interim Report of Board of Enquiry', letter 26 May
1943.

27 TNA, CO 968/145/1, From Sabben-Clare to Commodore Dick, January 1944.

#5 TNA, CO 968/80/4, Colonial Naval Forces - Trinidad R.N.V.R., 1943, p.36.
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extraction, who like Sam Selvon would become a leading Caribbean writer after the
war, submitted his letter of resignation after only 10 months in the force. 'Deeming it
my duty to give some service to the Empire’’®, he left Guyana to join the TRNVR in
December 1941, in what he would consider to be 'one of the blackest and most
unpleasant interludes in his life?”’. His experiences in the force had caused him to
lose 'my spirit and enthusiasm for everything'. His resignation was prompted by his
transfer to Staubles for Able Bodied (AB) Seaman training, away from his post at the
Quartermaster's office at HMS Benbow in Port of Spain. This meant that even if he
were to have passed the AB test, he would have received $17 to $18 less victualling
allowance than had he still been an Ordinary Seaman living in the capital. His primary
concern was his ability to support his wife, whom he had married four months
previously, and upon joining he had been made to understand that the wives and
family of naval men would be prbvided for. Yet upon taking his problem to the
aforementioned Commander Wilkinson, he was told he 'should have thought of that

before [he] got married'. Mittelholzer goes on to say about Wilkinson:

| have a commanding officer who is harsh and unsympathetic and even
indifferent and contemptuous of my domestic affairs... there isn't a single
man on this base who has a good word for Lt. Commander Wilkinson. Not
ten minutes pass - and | mean this literally - without somebody uttering a
resentful statement against this monstrous tyrant, and every day the

grumblings of the men rise in tone.?™

278 | etter from Mittelholzer to Captain C.C. Denison, HMS Benbow, 5 July 1942, private collection of
Michael Gilkes obtained from Jacqueline Mittelholzer.

277 A J. Seymour, Edgar Mittelholzer: the man and his work, being the text of the 1967 Edgar
Mittelholzer Memorial Lectures (Georgetown, Guyana, 1968), p.12.

278 | etter from Mittelholzer to Captain C.C. Denison, HMS Benbow, 5 July 1942, private collection of
Michael Gilkes obtained from Jacqueline Mittelholzer.
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Ultimately these 'grumblings' grew into the mini-mutiny which broke out at the
base the following year. His resignation was turned down, and to get discharged from
the Navy, Mittelholzer 'had to feign madness and perform the works of a madman.
His enemies say that these were natural acts as he was cracked anyhow, but his
friends tell of his storming into an officer's room and carrying on in some outlandish
manner?’®. Members of the force such as Selvon seemed to believe that Mittelholzer
was mad, ascribed in part to his literary bent; to write, like being mad, placed one
outside of social convention. For some, such aspirations represented an unrealistic
position to achieve within colonial society, and thus they became associated with

madness:

When | had left home in 1950, people who wrote poems or stories were
definitely mad, only fit for the madhouse up in St. Anns. | can remember
before | began to write seriously, seeing the Guyanese novelist Edgar
Mittelholzer strolling around the Savannah in Port of Spain, and thinking to
myself that this was the man that everybody said was crazy, that he wrote

books, whoever heard of a thing like that?%%°

% A J. Seymour, Edgar Mittelholzer: the man and his work, being the text of the 1967 Edgar
Mittelholzer Memorial Lectures (Georgetown, Guyana, 1968), p.13. Some uncorroborated anecdotes
regarding Mittelholzer's behaviour in the navy include the following (courtesy of Juanita Cox): '1) He
was given instructions, but when he refused to carry out the task he was told by his commander that
he did not have an option so long as he was wearing the Kings uniform. Mittelholzer thus took off all
his clothes and stood stark naked before wandering off to his quarters; 2) Mittelholzer was under
surveillance according to one person because he kept writing letters in support of the communists and
according to another person because he kept writing letters in support of the fascists; 3) One of the
ships captains was murdered and Mittelholzer was accused because other naval ratings informed
police that there had been strange goings-on between them. When interrogated Mittelholzer
explained that he and the captain believed in astral projection and he had been trying to see if they
could send telepathic messages to one another. The police called in a psychologist and Mittelholzer
was branded a mad man. With the help of his wife's friends, Mittelholzer was released from custody
but he found the experience humiliating. 4) Mittelholzer had often helped out the English members of
the navy by writing letters homes to their loved ones so was stunned that they continued to treat him
as an inferior despite the evident fact that he was more intelligent than them.'

%0 |tem 90, p.10, Sam Selvon Collection, UWI, Trinidad and Tobago.
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In the same month that Mittelholzer's resignation letter was submitted, the July
edition of The Goshawk, the local Royal Navy journal, carried a leading article

entitled 'Toleration":

~ A uniform can make a civilian resemble a soldier or a sailor, authority can
regiment his mind, but only tolerant and wise leadership can make him
fight... Buchan has written that the nursing ground of intolerance is a
complete dogmatic certainty about the ordering of the World... Intolerant
authority is the essence of Nazism... if there must be tolerance in authority
there must also be tolerance of authority. If it be true that man cries out for
authority then man must be prepared to trust and believe in authority... the
British, as a race [are] the most tolerant among men. Not only do we
believe in toleration for ourselves but also for others. We are prepared to

fight for that and, in fact, it is that for which we are fighting.?®’

This article carries several, almost contradictory, messages. It emphasises
Britain's innate moral authority to lead next to the 'intolerant authority' of Nazism, and
the need for Trinidadians and other colonial subjects to respect her authority, thus
legitimising British rule and serving as a mechanism for the preservation of civil and
military discipline. It is because of this selfless tolerance and universal human right
for which Britain was fighting, thus highlighting the global nature of the war, and
reiterating Trinidad's stake in it, even though the latter found herself on the periphery
of the actual fighting. Yet, it quite profoundly stresses the need for British officers to
act tolerantly in their positions of authority, disputing the innate racial nature of this

quality. In the TRNVR, where racial ideology and stereotypes underpinned almost all

21 The Goshawk: The Journal of the Royal Naval Air Station, Trinidad, Vol.1, No.7 (July 1941), p.1.
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aspects of force organisation, the quote adopted from novelist and imperial
administrator John Buchan of how 'the nursing ground of intolerance is a complete
dogmatic certainty about the ordering of the World' resonates profoundly.
Considering once more the timing of the article, it is perhaps not coincidental that
such warnings should go out when the 'grumblings’ of discontent were beginning to

be heard among the men on the ground.

The blatant intolerance and disregard for Mittelholzer's domestic affairs as
displayed by Wilkinson contradicted assertions that 'one of the things we are
supposed to be fighting for is the protection of our homes'?®2. Harking back to the
earlier argument, the disruption caused by the incursion of American money into the
colony, meant many local men, including Mittelholzer, could no longer provide for on
their regular wages, leading some wives and girlfriends to the Americans. Thus,
Mittelholzer's concerns are symptomatic of much larger social and economic issues.
After the Staubles incident, the Admiralty recognised this problem and introduced a

proper marriage allowance for the force.?®

Post-War - Prestige, Professionalism and Prejudice

From mid-1944, with the U-boat threat in the Caribbean quelled, discussions
began to take place regarding the future of the TRNVR come the end of the war.

Though there was no longer any obvious strategic threat, the continual maintenance

282 | etter from Mittelholzer to Captain C.C. Denison, HMS Benbow, 5 July 1942, private collection of
Michael Gilkes obtained from Jacqueline Mittelholzer.
%3 TNA, CO 968/80/7, 'The disturbances at TRNVR HQ May 14-15, 1943 and their causes', 9
October 1943, p.3.
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of a colonial naval presence was considered important so as to 'keep the White
Ensign flying permanently in areas which the Royal Navy could visit only occasionally,
and where the presence of other flags (e.g. in the West Indies) makes the need so
much greater”*. The 'other flags' alluded to in this context were the stars and stripes
of the United States. Since the Destroyers for Bases agreement had been signed,
there were fears in some circles that it was the first step in an eventual Ameri‘can
colonisation of the British Caribbean. These were exacerbated in April 1944 by a
House of Representatives Naval Sub-Committee report, recommending the
permanent possession of the leased bases.?® It was thus suggested that the
establishment of a full-time naval force in the region would act as a bulwark against
American designs, and 'greatly assist in the task of keeping the Empire as a whole
together and of upholding the prestige of His Majesty;s Forces overseas.'?%® Though it

l287, and

was acknowledged that this was more 'for political rather than Naval reasons
in this regard the Admiralty were subject to the interests of the local colonial

governments:

The presence of British Island possession in what may be a permanent
American sphere of influence requires a British Naval Force in being to
assert sovereignty and keep intact the maritime rights and facilities
required by British Sea Power in this area... West Indian Governments,
particularly those with American Bases in their midst, are sensitive to the

indirect political pressure which the presence of U.S. Armed Forces exerts

84 TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Naval Forces of the Colonial Empire and Mandated Territories and
Protectorates', p.3.

28 Annette Catherine Palmer, 'The United States and the Commonwealth Caribbean, 1940-45', Ph.D.
thesis (Fordham University, 1979), pp.254-5.

286 TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Naval Forces of the Colonial Empire and Mandated Territories and
Protectorates', p.4.

%87 TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Appreciation of Naval Organisation In The West Indies After The War', Senior
British Naval Officer, Trinidad, 3 June 1945, p.2.
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upon them... as long as this state of affairs continues they will press to
have at least token British Forces in this area to act as a political counter

balance.?%8

In this context it was emphasised that 'the necessity of encouraging citizenship and
Empire responsibility amongst West Indians applies with equal force to local youth,
and it is accentuated by the incidence of American occupation of bases in the West
Indies'. It was believed that this could be achieved through 'the training and moral

standards taught by the Navy'?®°.

Mr. Archer, representative of the Leeward Islands, expressed that he 'would
like to see training carried on in the Colony - if only from a prestige stand point....
where the White Ensign could be hoisted, or perhaps a Club or some other focal
point established where a naval atmosphere could be fostered.'?®® It was also
considered 'most important that British prestige should be promoted in Windward
Islands', and therefore it was agreed at a conference of the West Indian colonial
Governors that in addition to the Headquarters at Trinidad, minor sub-stations might
be established either at Castries, St. Lucia, or St. Georges, St. Grenada to this
effect.?®! St. Lucia was 'not only one of the poorest areas of the West Indies but was
regarded as one of the slums of the Commonwealth and among the most poverty
stricken areas of the new world'?®2. The island had been dependent on the coaling

trade, in decline since the Navy and other ships moved across to oil. The

28 TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Future of the Trinidad Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve', From The Senior
British Naval Officer, Trinidad, To The Senior British Naval Officer, Western Atlantic, 17 July 1944, p.2.
%89 TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Appreciation of Naval Organisation In The West Indies After The War', Senior
British Naval Officer, Trinidad, 3 June 1945, p.5.
20 TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Resume of points of discussion at a meeting held at the Royal Naval Camp,
Trinidad on 4™ January', 1946, p.3.
21 TNA, ADM 1/23215, From Governor Windward Islands To Secretary of State, 26 January 1946.
2 'Loughlin (1968), p.46, cited in Tennyson S. D. Joseph, Decolonization in St. Lucia: Politics and
Global Neoliberalism, 1945-2010 (Mississippi, 2011), p.21.
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unemployment this created was 'aggravated by the existence of an economy of
"notorious artificiality”, associated with the availability of high-paying, short-term
employment opportunities' created by the US military bases in the south of the
island.?®® Thus a British naval presence was seen as a way of addressing this

economic and political imbalance.

Although most of the British West Indies contributed to the manpower of the
TRNVR, the same could not be said of its financial upkeep, which remained the
responsibility of the Trinidadian legislative council, subsidised by the Admiralty during
wartime. By contrast, it was suggested by the Admiralty that both the personnel and
financial contributions towards the proposed 'Royal West Indian Navy' (RWIN) should

be shared between all the colonies on a per capita basis, displayed in the table below:

Table 4. Apportionment of colonial personnel and financial contributions to
proposed Royal West Indian Navy

Colony Personnel Finance
Trinidad 200 £44,000
Barbados 100 £22,000
Jamaica (including British 100 £22,000
Honduras and Cayman Islands)

British Guiana 20 £4,400

Windward Islands 25 £5,500

Bahamas 20 £4,400

Leeward Islands 10 £2,200

Total 475 £104,500

Source: TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Resume of points of discussion at a meeting held at the Royal Naval
Camp, Trinidad on 4" January', 1946, p.5.

Yet despite there being general support for the new force in principle, few of the

colonial representatives could commit to this expense. The old issue of whether

2% Tennyson S. D. Joseph, Decolonization in St. Lucia, p.21.
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control of the force should rest locally or with the Admiralty continued to be a
stumbling block. The Admiralty wanted the colonies to take on the operational
responsibility for the RWIN so that they would also be morally obligated to take on
the financial responsibility also. It feared a repeat of the TNVF, whereby it was
obliged to foot the additional costs for the force after it was placed at its general

disposal:

The arguments in favour of local control appear to be as follows: (a)
Colonial Governments may feel that if the Force are under their own
control, greater interest would be fostered locally in imperial defence than
under any system of control from Whitehall. (b) No room would be left for
the criticism that the local Legislature was being asked to vote funds for
forces not under its administration. You will appreciate that as Admiralty
funds will be limited the feasibility of the Scheme for permanent Colonial
Naval Forces may well depend, whatever the system of control, on the
willingness of Colonial Governments to bear a large proportion of the

cost.2%

The problem was that while personnel and financial contributions for the RWIN were
organised on 'a Federal basis and not a Colonial one', only one Governor could act
as Commander-in-Chief, and inevitably that would be from Trinidad being the
headquarters of the main force.?*® Discussions were consequently hampered by
colonial parochialism, emphasised by Mr Lindo, the Jamaican representative, who

stated that 'if his colony voted money it would be natural that there would be a feeling

294 TNA, ADM 1/23215, Letter from G.H. Hall to Colonial Office, 4 November 1945.
%5 TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Appreciation of Naval Organisation In The West Indies After The War', Senior
British Naval Officer, Trinidad, 3 June 1945, Appendix "A", p.8.
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in some quarters that Jamaica had a claim to establishment of headquarters in that
Colony.' He also pointed out the difficulty in passing the requisite legislation by eight
separate political bodies. ?*®* When the question was subsequently considered in the
Jamaican Executive Council, it was of the opinion that 'in view of the heavy
programme of essential works to be undertaken in the next few years... it is not
possible to justify a contribution from Jamaican funds for defence purposes other

than a contribution of the annual grant of £25,000 towards Imperial defence.'?*’

The Barbados representative, Commander W.R.M. Wynne, also stated that
the only way local control could work was 'for Trinidad or some other Colony to have
charge of the Force with the functions of the other participating Colonies limited to
making contributions of money and personnel', in which case 'such a force could
scarcely be said to be a "Royal West Indian Navy" and such an arrangement is
unlikely to be acceptable to the Legislature of this Island'.?®® Thus he 'emphasised
that his Government wished the force to be under Admiralty control’, which was
exactly what the Admiralty did not want. In any case, like Jamaica, Barbados was not

0.%2° |t was a

willing to exceed its existing imperial defence contribution of £6,00
similar pattern from the other colonies, expressions of moral support for the scheme,

not backed up by the required financial support.3%

%8 TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Resume of points of discussion at a meeting held at the Royal Naval Camp,
Trinidad on 4™ January', 1946, pp.2-3.

#7TTNA, ADM 1/23215, From The Governor of Jamaica to the A/Governor of Bermuda, 12 February
1946.

2% TNA, ADM 1/23215, From Governor Grattan Bushe, Barbados, to G.H. Hall, Secretary of State for
the Colonies, 22 January 1946, p.2.

%% |bid., p.3.

30 TNA, ADM 1/23215, From Governor Gordon Lethem, British Guiana, to G.H. Hall, 11 December
1945. 'Resume of points of discussion at a meeting held at the Royal Naval Camp, Trinidad on 4"
January', 1946, p.3. From Governor Windward Islands To Secretary of State, 26 January 1946.
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Nor were the problems restricted to the financial side, as there was
considerable disagreement amongst the local naval authorities regarding the
personnel of both the existing and proposed forces. While the Senior Naval Officer,
Trinidad believed that the TRNVR was 'a loyal, well disciplined and efficient force and
a considerable asset to the British West Indies™®', the Senior Intelligence Officer by
contrast considered that with the 'exception of a few officers they are a useless lot'
and it would be better to start again from the beginning'.>*? As well as keeping 'alive
the Naval tradition springing from the present war' and forming 'a nucleus for naval
expansion in the West Indies in the event of a future', it was hoped that a continued
local naval force would 'encourage "sea-mindedness" in a population which, although
utterly dependent on sea communication for its very existence, is singularly lacking in
interest in sea-faring matters.'®® This was emphasised in a census taken in
December 1944, whereby only 13 officers and 277 members of the TRNVR indicated
a definite willingness to stay on in a permanent force after the war.?* Racial
prejudice continued to influence the opinions of the British naval authorities. The
Senior Operations Officer equated that lack of 'sea-mindedness' with the perception
that the black ratings 'are not intelligent', for while 'as infantry men or Artillerymen
they might be of great value... they could not man the ship properly’, but to add white
technical ratings into the mix ‘'would confuse the messing and bathing

arrangements.”%

31 TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Appreciation of Naval Organisation In The West Indies After The War', Senior
British Naval Officer, Trinidad, 3 June 1945, p.1

%02 TNA, ADM 1/23215, '"West Indian Naval Force', Senior Officer (Intelligence), 28 March 1947.

303 TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Appreciation of Naval Organisation In The West Indies After The War', Senior
British Naval Officer, Trinidad, 3 June 1945, p.5.

%% |bid., p.3.

35 TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'West Indian Naval Force', Senior Officer (Operations), 31 March 1947.
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Despite this, 'a considerable number of European ratings possessingv the
higher technical qualifications' were considered necessary for the new force on
account that 'experience has shown that the West Indian is not suitable for higher
technical training in such specialist subjects as A/S, Gunnery, Radar, Torpedo etc.,
being naturally unimaginative and generally unable to concentrate for long periods of
time'.>® It was again reiterated that 'the West Indian negro, although of excellent
physique, is mentally underdeveloped. He is not necessarily stupid but emotional and
lacking in self-restraint and responsibility'. Consequently, 'a strict but paternal
discipline is necessary and... it is therefore imperative that officers be of the highest
quality'. The role poor leadership played in the indiscipline that rocked the TRNVR
was tacitly acknowledged by the admittance that 'with certain notable exceptions the
West Indian European has made a disappointing officer', though this was put down to
the local environment. It was therefore considered necessary that the Senior Royal
Naval Officers in charge of the other Headquarters, be appointed from the United
Kingdom, and relieved after a normal commission period of two and a half years' so
as to 'ensure that the organisation shall not become dormant through permanent
senior appointments being held by persons who by long residence in the tropics lose
their energy and efficiency or tend to regard their duties in the light of a "hobby".3"’

1308

Yet this failed to take into account the Britain's 'own manpower shortage™", which

such colonial naval forces were meant to mitigate.

No further progress was made, and the Admiralty resigned itself to the fact

that the case for a 'permanent Naval Force in the West Indies after the war is not

3% TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Appreciation of Naval Organisation In The West Indies After The War', Senior
British Naval Officer, Trinidad, 3 June 1945, p.3.
%7 |bid., Appendix "A", p.8.
3% TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Royal West Indian Navy', 11 October 1946.
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convincing'. The lack of colonial financial support and their own racial prejudices
combined to mean that 'there is a danger that insufficient local manpower will be
available to meet the commitment', and ultimately 'its establishment appears neither

practical nor economical.”*%

39 TNA, ADM 1/23215, 'Appreciation of Naval Organisation In The West Indies After The War', Senior
British Naval Officer, Trinidad, 3 June 1945, p.5.
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Conclusion

Though formerly established just after the outbreak of the Second World War,
it was not a fear of Germany that was the main impetus behind the TRNVR's
conception. Imperial overstretch affected not just Britain's ability to defend the Empire
against external threats, but also internal dissidents who threatened the colonial
status quo. Unable to spare imperial troops for internal security duties, local and
metropole-based colonial officials and commercial interests hoped that raising a
volunteer naval unit would improve the island's civil order, as well as lower its
insurance premiums, in the face of growing Trinidadian labour nationalism, while the
Navy looked to secure its oil supplies. The TRNVR was meant to be a symbol of
Britain's prestige, but the poor quality of training and equipment afforded its recruits
due to financial wrangling between the Imperial and colonial governments over who
should foot the bill, meant the force lacked local authority and gravitas. Testament to
the TRNVR's operational ineffectiveness is the fact that when Germany launched a
serious U-boat campaign in the Caribbean from February 1942 it achieved huge

successes, until the Americans took over anti-submarine operations.

There were some signs that the force helped cultivate imperial patriotism
initially, expressed through jingoistic naval calypsos. Yet, colonial order began to
break down after U-boat shipping losses took their toll on the island's food and
supplies, and servicemen were marked out as targets for civilian discontent. The
fractious situation was exacerbated by the United States' arrival following the
Destroyers for Bases Agreement, with its troops undermining Trinidadian masculinity,

while its money drew away potential recruits for the Navy to alternative employment.
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Naval recruitment was thus opened up to the other British Caribbean colonies, with
particular preference attached to Caymanians on account that they were a 'seafaring'
race. Such ideologies underpinned the inherently racial nature of British colonial
naval recruitment. Though seafaring experience was deemed a prerequisite for the
enlisted men, it did not extend to the officer class, where ‘the predominant attribute
was the whiteness of their skin. It was well-recorded through anthropological surveys
and colonial reports that the Caymanian black population was significantly lower than
anywhere else in the Caribbean, and thus seafaring race theory was articulated to
legitimise preferential selection on the basis of colour. Racial prejudices affected not
only recruitment, but also operational deployment, with the force exempt from general
service elsewhere with the Royal Navy on account of its black members' alleged
mental deficiencies, and their character which was only deemed suited to tropical
climates. Yet there also existed colonial prejudice, which was more ethnically than
racially defined, as even the Caymanians were treated as inferior to the Europeans,
notably in regards to medical care. The imperial hierarchy was then reinforced

through imperial propaganda.

There was a clear distinction between the quality of the professional Royal
Navy officers seconded to the force and local Europeans granted wartime
commissions. Interestingly, it was the former who expressed more sympathy,
interest and respect towards the indigenous customs and cultures they were
unfamiliar with, whereas those raised in the colonies carried their local prejudices
with them. Institutionalised discrimination also existed in the form of inferior pay and
lack of marriage allowances for TRNVR ratings compared to their British Royal Navy

counterparts. Such inequalities were reinforced by the Allied rhetoric that they were
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fighting a war for democracy, further destabilised by the American influence. It was
this that was of prime concern to the colonial and naval authorities after the threat of
Germany had been eradicated. Once again, the force’s raison d'étre was defined in
response to Britain's local position, with the primary concern not towards an external
naval threat, but about fortifying Britain’s imperial prestige and colonial authority in
the face of America’s growing hegemony. Yet, the scheme to form a permanent
Royal West Indian Navy in the TRNVR'’s stead encountered the same obstructive
issues of finance and manpower, and without the imperative of war, common
consensus and imperial unity could not be found to offset the range of competing
metropole, regional and local interests. The parochial ingroup mentality that had
inhibited the growth of esprit de corps and shared service identity during wartime
evinced itself on a political level, scuppering not only hopes for the naval force, but

also ultimately West Indian Federation.

We now turn to a case where the colonial naval force did successfully evolve
into a full, sovereign navy, that of Malaya. Here too though, imperial ideology and

ethnic divisions would continue to inhibit its development, even after independence.
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Case Study Two: Southeast Asia

Introduction

Much academic attention has been focused on the Singapore naval base, the
'impregnable fortress' constructed during the interwar years at great expense to the
Empire, which ultimately did little to prevent the fall of British Malaya and the Straits
Settlements to the Japanese on 15 February 1942 after just eight days of fighting*'°.
Yet, local naval defence did not rest solely on this imperial 'white elephant’, and the
largest contingent of colonial naval personnel, outside of India, was raised in
Southeast Asia. Malaya was the only dependency to form a full-time naval force, the
Royal Navy (Malay Section), more commonly known as the 'Malay Navy', and this
was supplemented by two naval reserve forces based in Singapore and Penang.
Following the defeat at Singapore, the survivors of these forces continued to fight
until the end of the war, mainly in Ceylon but also Australia and East Africa.

Unlikehthe Caribbean, where the surrender of the Axis powers meant there
was no longer an operational imperative for the continued existence of local auxiliary
naval units,’ the Malayan 'Emergency' of 1948 to 1960, followed by the Indonesian
Confrontation or 'Konfrontasi' between 1962 and 1966, meant the Southeast Asian
naval forces continued to find relevance in a shifting geopolitical landscape. The
Cold War and decolonisation meant that rather than dying with British colonialism in

1957, the Malayan naval forces became the foundation for an independent,

%19 see W. David Mcintyre, The Rise and Fall of the Singapore Naval Base, 1919-1942 (London,
1979), James Neidpath, The Singapore Naval Base and the Defence of Britain's Eastern Empire,
1919-1941 (Oxford, 1981), lan Hamill, The Singapore Strategy and the Defence of Australia and New
Zealand, 1919-1942 (Singapore, 1981).

124



professional Malayan Navy. They thus provide a significant case study for analysing
issues of imperial transition and nationalisation. They also provide an opportunity for
examining the colonial and post-colonial dynamics of the region's ethnic pIuraIivty,‘its
impact on imperial racial ideology, naval recruitment and service, and the tensions
this created, particularly following the intervention of nationalist politics in the
operations of the Navy, with its policies of 'Islamisation' and affirmative action.

Part one of this case study analyses the key themes of the pre-1945 period:
the origins of the Malayan naval forces; the influence of racial Ideology upon early
recruitment; the role and impact of the Second World War; and the effects of
evacuation and exile in Ceylon upon service and ethnic unity. Part two will examine
the post-Second World War period, where the main issues comprise: the British
return to Malaya; the influence and 'collaboration' of Chinese secret societies; the
reconstitution of the force and its role during the 'Emergency’; issues of force
expansion and nationalisation; the influence of graft, corruption and patronage; and
the effects of 'Islamisation' and the introduction of a quota system upon naval

efficiency and esprit de corps.
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Map 3. British Malaya, ¢.1922
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Part One: Pre-1945

Origins

As early as 1902, significantly the year the Anglo-Japanese naval treaty was
signed, the military authorities in Malaya began pressing for the creation of locally-
recruited volunteer forces. lan Hamilton, the inspector-general of overseas forces
argued in 1913 that 'a loyal and patriotic Malay nation, trained to arms might well
prove in future a fitting guardian for the western portal to the Pacific, a doughty
defender of one of the richest and fairest portions of the British Empire!". Malays,
however, were considered 'soft", 'indolent’, and not a 'martial' race®'?. This belief was
influenced by the view that the Malays had not put up the fierce resistance to
colonialism that the Indian martial races had done, and they were too 'easy going' to
be martial*'®. The governor, Arthur Young, argued that Malays would 'resist routine
and also prolonged barrack life with continual discipline', though as an alternative he
suggested that 'a naval unit would appeal to the Malay, he would feel perfectly at
home on the water. His objection to discipline and hard work on land would not be
the same when on water'. This proposal was considered unfeasible, however, due to
the expense in providing ships, and the interference it would cause with their 'padi

planting and harvest™'4.

%1% Nadzan Haron, 'Colonial Defence and British Approach to the Problems in Malaya 1874-1918',
Modern Asian Studies, Vol.24, No.2 (May, 1990), pp.275-295, pp.286-287.

%2 Thomas R. Metcalf, Imperial Connections: India in the Indian Ocean Arena, 1860-1920 (London,
2007), p.77.

313 Kevin Blackburn, 'Colonial forces as postcolonial memories: The commemoration and memory of
the Malay Regiment in modern Malaysia and Singapore’, Karl Hack and Tobias Rettig (eds.), Colonial
Armies in Southeast Asia (London, 2006), p.302.

%14 Haron, 'Colonial Defence and British Approach to the Problems in Malaya 1874-1918', p.287.
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There are records of a temporary, locally-instigated unit named the Coast
Defence Volunteers, raised in 1917 in Singapore and Penang, which served afloat

315 Its nine officers and 200 other ranks were

conducting anti-submarine patrols.
drawn solely from European manpower, however, and the unit was disbanded at the

end of the First World War.

Discussion did not seriously arise regarding the formation of a more
permanent local naval force in Singapore until the mid-1920s. One Iésson learnt from
the First World War was, 'that no force it is possible to maintain in time of peace can
be wholly adequate for all the duties that fall upon the Navy of such an empire as
ours in time of war™®. The creation of other colonial naval units was seen as
necessary to 'place our defences on sound foundations', and 'draw into active
sympathy with them the very considerable number of our citizens who have inherited
the ardent sea-love of our native country’®'”. Not only would local naval units plug
operational gaps, but they were also seen as forces for the spread of British prestige

and imperial unity.

The priority given to creating naval reserves in Singapore and Hong Kong,
much like the decision to construct the Singapore naval base, was heavily influenced
by the shifting geo-political landscape, significantly the emergence of Japan as a
naval superpower with growing imperial ambitions of its own and a deteriorating

relationship with Britain:

315 Sir Charles Lucas, The Empire At War, Vol.ll (Oxford, 1923), p.382, p.385.
318 Straits Times, 18 April 1925, p.8. This was demonstrated by the fact that two-thirds of the struggle
against the German u-boats in the First World War had fallen to reserve men who plugged such
deficiencies until regular naval forces became available, or freed up the regulars for more urgent duty
elsewhere.
17 Straits Times, 18 April 1925, p.8.
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...If the hopes of a long peace are disappointed we who live on the border
of the Pacific will be nearer to the war than we were to the last great world
conflagration. Siam is our only land neighbour and she is our friend and
ally. If we have to face danger it will come to us over the blue waters, and
when our big ships go forth to fight, we shall need watchful eyes to guard

our commerce, and to keep our waters free from hidden dangers.3'®

Historical irony aside, this is an apt summary of the Royal Navy's envisaged future
role. Unable to perform both tasks, the RN would resort to its traditional mission of
seeking out and engaging enemy ships on the high seas, leaving duties such as
harbour defence, local convoy escorts, minesweeping, and anti-submarine patrols to

colonial naval reserves.

Regardless of its strategic importance, Singapore was seen as an ideal
recruiting ground for one of the new naval units as it already possessed 'ardent

319 1t was

yachtsmen' and 'fine waters in which naval training may be given
envisaged that the establishment of such a force and the associated training would
provide benefits beyond the strategic defensive. It would be a moral force, which

bound together an ethnically disparate society and fortified 'character' otherwise

sapped by the inherent lethargy of the tropics:

Even a few hours on the water acts as a tonic, and weekends may be made
wholesome on a Naval Volunteer cruise. Until a few years ago, the sea was
curiously neglected by Singaporeans, but the Yacht Club which started

bound almost at once into popularity, and it has become a source of delight.

318 |1 dem.
319 1dem.
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We believe that the proposed naval unit will be equally popular, once our

tropical inertia has been overcome.>?°

It would be a further nine years, however, before the unit would finally be
established, as the scheme became bogged down in legislative and financial
wrangling. In September 1932, a question was raised in the legislative assembly by
the Honourable Mr J. Bagnall over the real purpose for the proposed force; whether it
was being created primarily to protect the naval base, whether this constituted an
imperial rather than a local interest, and should it not therefore be funded by the
British Government rather than the colony. It was argued that the idea of a RNVR unit
had not been mooted before that of the naval base which was first announced in
1923, and that if the unit's conditional purpose were to prevent a "blockade of
[Singapore's] waterways by hostile ships", then 'the real objective of a blockading
force would be the paralysis of the Naval Base'. The RNVR's raison d'étre was
therefore inextricably tied to the base, and if the latter was 'not big enough to look
after itself and at the same time provide protection of our food supplies, it is hardly
likely that the task could be performed satisfactorily by an $84,301 RNVR unit®?.
The British desire to turn colonial thinking 'into active sympathy' with its idea of
imperial defence was clearly still a lofty aspiration. Ultimately the decision rested with
the Governor of the colony, and he refuted the notion that the scheme was linked to
the naval base, saying that it concerned 'simply and solely the maintaining in times of
emergency, of free passage to the Singapore harbour... a vital interest to this Colony

and we all ought to be anxious to safeguard it'. He also argued that:

%20 1dem
321 Straits Times, 27 and 28 September 1932, p.12 and p.10.
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It is a very lamentable fact not greatly to our credit that we did not pay any
contribution whatever to our defence by sea or air. We are content to allow
the whole of the burden to fall upon the British taxpayer although everyone
of you knows that he is more heavily burdened than we are. This service is
intended for our use entirely... all steps that are in my opinion, necessary,
and which are within my power, and can be afforded by the Colony, should

be taken to safeguard our vital interests.>??

Race and Recruitment

On 20 April 1934, the Straits Settlements Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve
(SSRNVRY) was finally established, based in Singapore. Initially administered by the
Army but trained by the Navy, the force began with a complement of 25 officers and
150 ratings, quickly growing to 50 officers and 200 ratings and still with a large
waiting list of willing recruits. Initial training was conducted on the Governor's yacht,
Sea Belle I, until 18 January 1935, when the Acacia-class sloop HMS Laburnam was
formerly handed over to the force to act as its headquarters and drill ship. The officer-
in-charge, Lieutenant-Commander L AW. Johnson, RN, had previously acted as
chief of the Fishery Protection Gunboat, Liffey, and was accredited for his 'keenness
and energy™?, at least officially. Unofficially, it was later stated within Admiralty and

colonial circles that the appointment 'has not been altogether as successful as had

322 Straits Times, 19 October 1932, p.12.
323 Straits Times, 7 December 1934, p.13.
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been hoped', with Johnson being described as "tired"3?*, a problem perhaps
inevitable given colonial reliance on retired naval officers. He was assisted by E.W.
Hull, an ex-RN Chief Petty Officer and instructor at the torpedo school HMS Vernon
in Portsmouth. The Army connection was strengthened by the loan of Sergeant Major
Adnan Raji to the forcé from the Straits Settlements Volunteer Corps to acts as drill

325

instructor®, and he was the first Malay to be promoted to the rank of Chief Petty

Officer®®. The rest of the officers were Europeans, some with 'experience of nautical
matters'>?”, though many were also 'merchants, brokers, planters and miners'®?%.
They were trained to be thoroughly conversant in the subjects of pilotage,
minesweeping, signals, mining and depth charges, gunnery, field training, and
seamanship. The ratings were Malay, some possessing seagoing experience as
fishermen or merchant seamen, although others were clerks, tambies®?® and motor
engineers. The ratings were put through a four-year course similar to that of the
officers, minus pilotage, and signalling was learnt by the signals section only.>*°
Members of the unit were given the opportunity to embark on cruises aboard HMS
Terror, the RN monitor stationed at the naval base, as well as other ships. These
were designed not purely for practical experience, but also to 'promote social
contacts, and generally to make this unit feel like the navy has taken the RNVR under

its wing in no uncertain manner', and to promote 'esprit de corps and keenness' in the

unit, not just among the officers stationed in Singapore, but also from visiting ships

324 TNA, CO 877/13/27, 'Vacancy for officer instructor in Hong Kong Naval Volunteer Force', 22
January 1937.
%25 T DM (Royal Malaysian Navy) Museum, Malacca, 2 July 2009.
325 Royal Malaysian Navy (ed.), Honour and Sacrifice (Kuala Lumpur, 1994), p.21.
%27 Straits Times, 7 December 1934, p.13.
328 Straits Times, 28 December 1939, p.10.
%23 'Tamby' is a Tamil word, being an endearing term for a younger brother, but since colonial times
came to refer to Tamil office boys. As the ratings were uniformly Malay, it is assumed that this term
was misused in the original source, and 'Ahmad', the term used for Malay office boys and chauffeurs,
should perhaps have been used instead.
%% Straits Times, 7 December 1934, p.13.
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who themselves displayed 'the utmost helpfulness and friendliness towards the naval

volunteers™>'.

Despite a dominant Chinese population existing in Singapore, with significant
Chinese communities spread across the Malay Peninsula, recruitment for ratings was
restricted exclusively to the Malay population. Justification for this discriminatory
policy lay in British assumptions of their nautical qualities. Malays were considered a
'seafaring people and along the coasts of the Peninsula there are hundreds of sturdy
fishermen suitable for training*2. The reality that Malays were also recruited from
inland and from non-maritime backgrounds indicates that seafaring aptitude was
seen as being an innate racial quality, and like the British, who viewed themselves as
the archetypal maritime race, this 'call of the sea' was something which was inherent

along particular ethnic lines.

The early aspirations of using the SSRNVR as a force for social and moral
change re-emerged when it was suggested that it could be utilised as an outlet in

which to channel the colony's unemployed Malays:

...the pay is enough to satisfy the easy-going Malay (a dollar a day), the
work suits him, the discipline also apparently suits him - very much better
than anyone expected it would - and he likes the sea and boats and

everything associated with them 3%

The rhetoric of the argument is loaded with racial stereotypes, and illustrates
colonial logic regarding the Malays' suitability for naval work. As well as an innate

love of the sea, the stereotype of the 'lazy Malay' is also reflected in their 'easy-going’

331 Straits Times, 8 December 1935, p.2.
%2 Straits Times, 26 January 1937, p.11.
%23 Straits Times, 23 May 1937, p.2.
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nature which dictates here that they could work for lower pay, and would less likely
antagonise the chain of command, preserving the discipline of the force. The Chinese,
by contrast, were seen as hard-working but commercially-orientated, and thus less
likely to work for the lower wages. A report on the Fighting Value of the Races of
Malaya, published in 1930 by the General Officer Commanding (GOC) Singapore,
Major-General Harry Lionel Pritchard, had asserted that though the Chinese were
intelligent, had initiative, enterprise, determination and persistence, they only
displayed 'fighting value' when it was for personal gain, as demonstrated when

334 Whereas Malays

'‘Chinese burglars stood up well in their brushes with the police
'could be relied on to be loyal to their Sultans', the British had doubts over Chinese
political loyalties, both towards the Kuomintang, and the Communists whose
egalitarian ideology ran counter to notions of naval/military hierarchy and discipline.
There was also concern over the influence Chinese secret societies wielded. Of the
Indians in Malaya, it was thought that 'one cannot make soldiers out of Tamils'.
Though Sikhs were proven fighters, they were also considered 'well-known intriguers
by nature', while Sikh policemen had been 'passively disloyal' when a Punjabi Muslim

battalion mutinied in Singapore in 1915.3%°

The SSRNVR's discriminatory recruitment policy drew criticism from the
Eurasian community, with the issue becoming politicised and adopted by Eurasians

to highlight their wider campaign for greater political and social representation:

...the Eurasian position is tragic, due to the fact that we are brought up in
European environment, with European traditions and living standards. As

a rule we are not an agricultural race, so we cannot go back to the land, as

% Quoted in Mcintyre, The Rise and Fall of the Singapore Naval Base, 1919-1942, p.225.
%5 |bid., pp.225-6.
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some suggest. Neither do we get a dole... The pro-Malay policy in Malaya
as a whole has crushed our hopes, and we are being entirely "cabined".
Our Malacca lads would jump at the chance, if given the opportunity to
enrol in the navy or the RNVR, as they are on par with the Malays, where
the sea is concerned, having come from a long line of seafaring

forebears.3®

Though the GOC's report believed that the Eurasians in Malaya were better
than those in India, their martial ability varied greatly; the 'cross with Chinese' was
considered better than with Malays, and while the best type of Eurasian could
‘almost' be on a par with pure British, the worst were 'quite useless for any
purpose'®’. Seafaring ancestry here was not enough to qualify Eurasians as a
‘seagoing race’. In fact, their very lack of legislative recognition as a distinct 'race’
was why they were fighting for greater rights. Whereas groups recruited in other
areas of the Empire, such as Cayman Islanders, were similar to Eurasians in
possessing European ancestry with some seafaring tradition, Caymanians had a
separate culture developed in comparative isolation over a couple of centuries,
distinct enough from that of the British so that a sense of ‘otherness’ and racial
difference prevailed. This was not so clear in the case of Eurasians, who for the
majority were only a couple of generations separated from their British heritage, and
possessed similar customs though they were perceived as racially ‘other’. They
served as troubling reminders to British administrators about the dangers of ‘going
native’ and the dilution of British racial stock. Furthermore, in the hierarchy of the

Navy, they would have distorted the relationship between class and colour which

%8 Straits Times, 25 May 1937, p.12.
%7 Quoted in Mclintyre, p.225.
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demarcated the chain of command and reinforced the authority of the European
officer class. By refusing to provide legislative recognition or cultural validity to
Eurasian ethnic identity, both within the Malay Navy and the broader colony itself, it
helped maintain the illusion of British racial superiority, and the imperial hegemony

that went with that.

Consequently, despite external pressures, even as the force expanded,
recruitment policies remained the same and focused around European officers and
Malay crew, most of whom possessed lower levels of education from local English
schools. As of March 1937 several officers trained in Singapore began to be
stationed in Penang and were known as 'list 2 officers'*®. These formed the nucleus
of a second SSRNVR unit created and based there from October 1938, which was
soon renamed as the Malayan Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve (MRNVR). The force's
membership grew from 20 officers and 100 ratings, to 650 ratings and 158 British
officers on the eve of the Second World®***. When war broke out on 4 September
1939, the officers and ratings of both RNVR forces were released from their civilian
occupations and mobilised for full-time service for the duration of hostilities. Unlike
the experiences of the TRNVR, officers and ratings received the same rate of pay as

their counterparts in the Royal Navy>%.

On the same date, under the auspices of the Admiralty and the Ministry of War
Transport, a large-scale programme of requisition and modification was embarked
upon involving merchant vessels of Singapore, Malayan and Hong Kong shipping

companies, most notably the Straits Steamship Company. By 1941, 51 trading

3% Straits Times, 6 March 1937, p.13.
%9 T DM (Royal Malaysian Navy) Museum, Malacca, 2 July 2009.
%9 Straits Times, 28 December 1939, p.10.
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vessels had been commissioned into the SSRNVR as His Majesty's Ships (HMS),
equipped with cannons, Lewis guns, depth charges, and minesweepers.®*! These
ships retained their original crews, which included some Chinese, and their Malay
'serang™*2. Their captains were given temporary commissions in the SSRNVR, and
the flag of the line was replaced by the white ensign®®. "Korang" and "lebeh" became
the two most common words on the bridge of an SSRNVR minesweeper, as the CO

sent instructions in Malay to the engine room to either speed up or slow down**.

In addition to the RNVR units, in 1939 a full-time Royal Navy (Malay Section)
was formed to release some of the European RN personnel for service elsewhere,
known colloquially as the 'Malay Navy', and based at Singapore in HMS Pelandok®*.
The force was again open exclusively to Malays, aged between 15 and 20 years old.
Higher educational standards were required for joining, with those possessing Malay
School Standard Five entering the Marine Branch, and those with Senior/Junior
Cambridge or Standard Seven at English schools entering the Telegraphy branch.
Seamen under training were paid $28 a month, rising to $45 a month for a petty
officer. Engine room personnel received a higher wage, from $40 for stokers to $90
for chief engineers.**® The men were issued with 'smart and effective shore uniforms
- white shirt and coat, blue and gold sarong and black cap', which were seen as 'a
never-ending source of pride' that appealed to prospective recruits®*’. Recruitment

posters and notices were published in the local press and issued at District offices

%1 TL DM (Royal Malaysian Navy) Museum, Malacca, 2 July 20089.

%2 1Boatswain'.

%3 Straits Times, 28 December 1939, p.10.

4 Straits Times, 21 February 1940, p.10.

%5 'pelandok’ is Malay for 'mouse deer', a creature native to the peninsula and a favourite character in
Malayan folk tales.

35 | dem.

7 Straits Times, 28 September 1940, p.11.
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throughout the country®*®. By the end of 1939, around 400 Malays, drawn from
Singapore, Sarawak and Peninsula Malaya, were serving in the Malay Navy, growing
to 800 men the following year, and 1,430 by the end of 19413*°, with thousands more
on the waiting list *** The force's popularity amongst Malay volunteers was again

attributed to their seagoing nature:

The sea attracts the Malay like water does a duck. He joined the SSRNVR
when the call for volunteers came - and he and his friends are still joining.
Last September, there were whispers in the Bazaars and the Kampongs that
Malays would be wanted in a unit of their own in the RN. Before the naval
authorities in Singapore could fully appreciate the work of the whispers, they

were inundated with applications.3"

Malays were framed in traditional culturally stereotypical terms here, and once
more it was argued that such naval forces played a role not purely for external
defence, but also as outlets for elevating Malays out of positions of oriental

stagnation into becoming productive members of society:

It is another step towards employing the "sons of the soil" in the defence of
their own country. First there was the Malay Regiment. Then - as a
venture, one might say - came the SSRNVR which confirmed the belief

that coffee-shop loungers and office peons could be turned into good

38 Tentera Laut Diraja Malaysia: 55 Tahun - Royal Malaysian Navy: 55 Years (Kuala Lumpur, 1990),
.20.

5)49 TLDM (Royal Malaysian Navy) Museum, Malacca, 2 July 2009.

%% Straits Times, 28 September 1940, p.11.
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sailors, and that in the country there was plenty of material that could be

absorbed into the RN proper.3%

The Navy was seen as a transformational force, not merely a social one, but
also a cultural one, simultaneously and subliminally reinforcing the validity of the
imperial project, civilising mission, and the British right to rule. Under British tutelage,
the traditional image of the 'lounger’ or 'lazy Malay' thus became transformed into that

of an alert, dedicated professional sailor:

On a visit to HMS Pelandok yesterday, we saw the ratings at their training,
noticed the concentrated looks on their faces as they listened to lectures
on boxing, the compass, anchor and cable work, and the rule of the road
at sea; watched their nimble fingers making bends and hitches and
splicing wires; heard the dots and dashes of an electronic "buzzer" as they
were being taught signalling and telegraphy, and appreciated their

quickness at the guns.**

By April 1940 five Malays, aged between 21 and 31, had passed out as
leading seamen to become instructors and were being trained as Petty Officers.
These men were used to illustrate the progress of the force and illustrate how it was
'beginning to fulfil the policy of the Admiralty that all instruction will be given by
Malays', though the European officers would remain in advisory and administrative
capacities. The most senior of these men, Hashim bin Karim, had been a policeman
for three years before joining the Malay Navy in September 1939, and previous to

that he had served aboard a merchant ship. When asked whether he would stay in

z:z Idem.
® Idem.
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the RN he replied: "Of course I'll sign up for another year, and another, and another".
Another of the five was Ali bin Ibrahim, who had also been a merchant seaman since
1936, and was awarded the Royal Humane Society medal for rescuing the ship's
storekeeper when he fell overboard on one voyage to Liverpool. Acting Petty Officer
Haroun, an ex-railway guard who had served in the SSRNVR for a number of years,
professed his sense of duty and imperial loyalty in that: "We in these ships are doing
our best to help to win the war, and of course, we will win. We are all united, aren't

We'“354

One volunteer, Mohamed Haji bin Yunos was a clerk in thé Singapore
Municipality when he was mobilized on the outbreak of war in Europe. In the early
months he was attached to a minesweeper, work he described as "hard and long
hours", but nevertheless, he added, "l and my brother are proud to be of service to
our king and country™®°. Like PO Haroun, this could be interpreted as an expression
of imperial allegiance, yet it could be interrogated further by questioning to which
king was Haiji referring? After all, only the Straits Settlements of Singapore, Malacca
and Penang technically had British crown colony status. The Malay states were tied
to Britain by treaties’and retained their own Sultans, who continued to act as
Malaya's religious leaders with complete authority over Islamic matters. The Sultans
themselves had forged links with the Navy, being 'deeply sensible of the benefits of
British protection' and desiring to 'express their loyalty in some tangible form', they
had paid for the construction of the Queen Elizabeth-class battleship, HMS Malaya,

in 1913 'with a view to the strengthening of the British Empire and maintaining her

%% Straits Times, 21 February 1940, p.10.
%55 Straits Times, 28 December 1939, p.10.
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naval supremacy*®. The fact that Haji adopts such linguistic iconography as that old
British adage of 'king and country', even if he was simply parroting the phrase,
indicates an assimilation of British discourse and cultural hegemony. In this context,
a conception of both 'king' and 'country' is misleading and culturally displaced. For
not only were there multiple monarchs competing for Malay loyalty, but Singapore
was not technically a political entity in its own right, being but one part of the Straits
Settlements, never mind a unified country or nation, with competing ethnic identities
superseding any nascent sense of 'Singaporeaness' at this time. Such an identity, it
can be argued, wasn't properly articulated until the late 1960s after the city-state's
ejection from Malaysia. Instead Singapore was a place of conflicting ethnic

allegiances.

The Second World War

The most famous, or perhaps infamous, naval action involving Singapore
during the Second World War was arguably the sinking of the HMS Prince of Wales
and HMS Repulse on the 10 December 1941. Much has been written about
Churchill's decision to send just two capital ships, one an un-modernised First World
War battlecruiser with light armour and the other a battleship only just commissioned
without a proper work-up, with no cruiser or aircraft carrier escort, to act as a
deterrent to the much larger Japanese fleet. The mythology of the Royal Navy's

superiority, coupled with racial preconceptions regarding Asiatic peoples, influenced

3% H.C. Ferraby, The Imperial British Navy (London, 1918), p.91.
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the underestimation of the threat posed by the Imperial Japanese Navy. The sinking
of 'Force Z' led Churchill to later proclaim "In all the war, | never received a more
direct shock... As | turned over and twisted in bed the full horror of the news sank in
upon me... Over all this vast expanse of waters Japan was supreme, and we
everywhere were weak and naked"*’. With Japan able to operate with complete
impunity in both the skies and sea-lanes, Singapore surrendered to the Japanese on
15 February 1942, prompting Churchill to label it the "worst disaster" and "largest
capitulation in British history". This is the popular memory surrounding the fall of
Singapore, in what has become a watershed for postcolonial nationalist
historiography in general; the British Empire had been defeated by an Asian power,

shattering British 'prestige' and illusions of superiority.

Although Singapore is popularly remembered, at least in the West, for this
'capitulation’ and the embarrassment suffered by Britain and the Royal Navy, it does
in fact have interesting parallels with Dunkirk, another defeat, but one which is
conversely remembered as a moment of national heroism and celebration.
Immediately after the war, the Straits Times published numerous articles celebrating
the wartime exploits of its local military forces, including the naval forces. Like those
at Dunkirk, these men were praised for their efforts in helping evacuees, first from
Penang, and then from Singapore in its final hours, for which they paid é high price;
only nine out of 61 MRNVR ships managed to break through the enemy cordon to
reach Sumatra and Java, with the rest being sunk by the Japanese fleet and air
force.3%® Around 41 MRNVR officers died or were Missing-In-Action (MIA), 49 were

taken prisoner, and only 30 got away. In total MRNVR officers won 10 Distinguished

%7 Winston Churchill, The Grand Alliance (London, 1950), p.487.
8 Tentera Laut Diraja Malaysia: 55 Tahun, p.77.
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Service Crosses (DSC), one Distinguished Service Order (DSO), and eight mentions
in dispatches. Of the Malay ratings, it is known that 53 were Killed-in-Action (KIA),
120 were MIA, with around 500 recovered.**® These were depicted locally as 'acts of
bravery and devotion which make us humble at the thought that we are beneficiaries

1360

of such sacrifice™", and contradict Western representations of the battle.

Dahim Ahmad bin Noordin joined the Malay Navy as a signalman in October
1941. His opinion of the retreat from Dunkirk when it was relayed to Malaya was that
it was 'terrible’, at odds with images of the 'disaster turned triumph™®' and 'miracle of
Dunkirk', that Churchill perpetuated in Britain. The collective anaesthesia that the
'Dunkirk spirit' served for the British did not seem to extend to Malays. Here there
was no semantic illusion; it was plain and simple defeat. Despite this, it did not shake
Ahmad's sense of imperial patriotism. He clearly displayed pro-British sympathies,
and he promptly joined the Malay Navy, expressing the opinion that, 'l just wanted to
join, that's why, stood for something, that so wrong? Rather than be a civilian, | know
in war time civilians suffer®®?. The prestige of the service and the grander cause
clearly appealed ('stood for something'), but also to Ahmad, civilian life during
wartime held more fears than being in the military. He was not so much worried about
the consequences of war as he was a 'bachelor'. This was seen as a desirable trait
within the Navy, who wanted men who would 'not pine, and whose total
disappearance for months on end is no cause for distress™®®. His Cambridge English

Certificate, of which he said his naval interviewer was impressed, qualified Ahmad to

359 > Straits Times, 7 July 1946, p.4.

Stra/ts Times, 12 February 1950, p.8

The Times, 6 June 1940, p.5.

®2 Interview with Ahmad, Dahim bin Noordin, conducted by Dr. Daniel Chew, 1 November 1991,
accessnon number 001318, reel 2, OHC, Singapore.

% 'The Age of Entry of Naval Cadets', Naval Review, Vol.8 (1920), pp.535-38, p.538.
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join, though beyond this the interview did not seem too stringent and offers an insight

into recruiting methods through peer pressure:

They didn't ask much, only they look at the certificate, they say "you like to

join the navy", "yeah, I like to join the navy", "oh that's good"... | accepted,

and they said "why don't you call your friends to join?"%%

Ahmad recalled his training lasting between three to four months, and after
two months war with Japan broke out, at which point he received 'training to kill, to
shoot, to use the bayonet'. According to Ahmad, the British officers treated the
Malays 'alright, so far, at that time, though it was years ago, no discrimination... but
still discipline', at which he explained that they had to be back at the barracks at

seven o'clock sharp or they would be punished.

There appeared to be a real belief in Britain's supposed military superiority,
with Ahmad expressing his confidence at the time that they would defend Singapore
because there so many troops were stationed there, mostly from India, though he
described the British and Australian troops as 'raw'. Ahmad's confidence was
inevitably shaken by the sinking of HMS Prince of Wales and HMS Repulse, and he

met some of the survivors at the naval base when the destroyers brought them in:

We were shocked, because, we read in the papers a few weeks before the

outbreak of the war, according to Mr Churchill, British pride of the navy,

the Prince of Wales and Repulse, unsinkable.%

%4 Interview with Ahmad, Dahim bin Noordin, conducted by Dr. Daniel Chew, 1 November 1991,
accession number 001318, reel 2, OHC, Singapore.

%3 Interview with Ahmad, Dahim bin Noordin, conducted by Dr. Daniel Chew, 5 March 1992,
accession number 001318, reel 3, OHC, Singapore.
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HMS Prince of Wales was also nicknamed HMS 'Unsinkable'. This hegemonic myth
was clearly internalised by Ahmad and his fellow Malay ratings. The Prince of Wales
was more than a ship; it was the technological manifestation of the British Empire's
professed cultural superiority. It's sinking thus not only undermined Churchill's, and

more broadly Britain's imperial self-assurance; it also shook colonial faith in it.

At this time Ahmad did not go to sea. Instead he was engaged with filling
sandbags for defence, working alongside Australian troops placing granite rocks on
the airfield so enemy planes could not land, and carrying out guard duties at military
installations around the island. Despite this, he says 'we were not even given [a]
weapon to defend ourselves because we were naval personnel not soldiers'. When
the Malay Navy barracks were damaged by Japanese bombers, Ahmad and his
fellow full-time ratings ended up sleeping alongside the naval volunteers in HMS
Laburnam, the SSRNVR's headquarters at Telok Ayer Basin. When the call to
evacuate Singapore was put out on 10 February 1942, Lieutenant-Commander H.
Vickers, R.N., the Malay Navy Commanding Officer, gave his men a choice; either to
stay in Singapore with their families or following the British in leaving Singapore.

Ahmad decided to leave with the British, more out of fear than loyalty:

| was really scared because if the Japanese capture us and find out we
were former members of a naval unit, maybe they will take us as POWs or
maybe kill us. You heard stories of Japanese brutality in China. So | left

the others.3%®

Ahmad left aboard a transport with European women and children, and around 40

other Malay ratings. During the crossing to Jakarta, they came under attack and were

%8 1dem.
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immobilised, forcing them to abandon ship and land on Bangka Island, where they
were taken prisoner and Ahmad was forced to do work on the airfield. On the second
day, as he was forced to carry ammunition cases across the island, Ahmad managed
to escape when after two or three kilometres he feigned a toilet break and darted off
into the bushes. After four months on the run, he moved to a town where he ended
up working for the military administration. After two and a half years he requested to
go to Jakarta in order to join the Japanese Navy. This was no casual transfer of
allegiance, but an elaborate plan to return home. After attending the navigation
school there for eight months, Ahmad joined a Japanese rice cargo ship on its way to
Singapore. Upon reaching Singapore he posed as a 'coolie' working in the ship, got
past security, and returned to his mother's house where he saw out the rest of the
war. Upon Britain's return, Ahmad rejoined the Malay Navy, typing signals until April

1947 when the force was disbanded.

British imperialism in Malaya relied on collaboration with the Sultans. British
administrators believed this relationship ensured the loyalty of the Malay population.
Yet, Malays did not all conform to stereotyped colonial paradigms, some renounced
the adat, Malay custom, which society imposed on them along with the traditional
hierarchies that it reinforced. Anti-establishment sentiment was thus not only aimed
at the colonial authorities, it was also expressed towards their Sultan allies, as
trustees of adat and the Islamic religion which served as a mechanism for social
control. Naval loyalty was thus more ambiguous in such instances. One example of
this was Rahman Abdul bin Ya'acob, who served in the local RNVR during the War,
though he was drafted rather than being a volunteer at the outset. He had been

educated in an English school, which he described as 'broad minded', and his father
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had also been educated in English to a high standard.‘At around the age of fourteen,
Abdul began to develop anti-establishment feelings, both towards the British and the
Malay Sultans, not agreeing that one had 'to raise two hands to pray to thee', despite

being religious:

| don't like the way they treat Asians, see, whatever they did was right, and
these Asians, we had to bow to them... People respect them because they
think that the Sultans and the British people are divine, which | never think

that. | think that only God is divine.®®’

Abdul left home without telling his father for fear of being caned, and went to
the shipping office in Penang. At the time, it was apparently easy to get a job aboard
a ship as 'nobody want to work as a sailor because people look down upon sailors'.
Aboard the ship Abdul was bullied by other sailors because of his education, and
though the Captain apparently respected his ability to speak English, it was also

balanced by distrust:

| cannot go near the chart room because | understand English | might
learn something from there, they are very selfish, the Captain and the

officers.3%8

The officers were all European, beneath whom the Hainanese and Malay sailors

were considered 'lower class'.

In 1941, Abdul was working as a quartermaster aboard a Straits Company

steamship when it was requisitioned and mobilised into the MRNVR. Abdul says 'we

%7 Interview with Rahman Abdul bin Ya'acob, conducted by Dr Daniel Chew, 5 July 1994, accession
number 001527, reel 1, OHC, Singapore.
%8 |dem.
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didn't know the reason at the time so much because we are still not on the know side,
maybe war, or nothing, whatever it was were kept secret*®®. The ship's officers were
given naval officer training. The vessel was fitted with a small gun, operated as an
examination vessel out of Penang, and conducted patrol duties. Whereas beforehand,
their voyages would take them to Burma, Thailand, and the Nicobar Islands, within

the MRNVR they were confined to local waters only.

Abdul did not mind the strict discipline of the ship, describing it as a 'free life'
comparatively. It represented escapism, from the more repressive elements he had
left back home, such as his father's brutality and the idolised worship of the Sultans.
Most deckhands were Malay, with the engine room (greasers), cooks, and 'boys'
(stewards) Chinese. According to Abdul, the Malays and Chinese aboard were 'very
co-operative'; they were bound together by the same life as sailors which

1 370

distinguished them from 'shore people'*"™™, and forged a group identity which

transcended ethnicity and religion.

The men mostly ate European food, which included plenty of meat. Abdul
never questioned whether it was pork or not; 'we just say "as long as we don't
know"... sailors at that time we don't care much about the food, whether halal or not,
we just eat what is served™’". Similarly, Islamic customs regarding alcohol and prayer

were not always observed:

| was brought up very strict so | never touched alcohol, although some

sailors did drink when they go ashore. Sometimes when you have an

339 Ibid., reel 2.
370 |dem.
37 | dem.
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opportunity you pray, if you don't have, you don't pray. No special time or

places to pray.3"2

As there was no modern equipment such as radar or gyroscope, they had to
rely solely on their eyes and ears to guide the ship. It was seen as a 'brave' life, going
out to face the unpredictable and often tempestuous dangers of the sea, and for
Abdul, formed an important part of their identity. What little free time they had was
spent 'resting, sleeping, joking about, that's all, we never do anything much because

it's a small ship'.

Soon after the Japanese declared war Abdul's ship was bombed and the crew
were forced to abandon her. They then helped the European civilians evacuate
Penang in another ship to Singapore. After the Singapore invasion Abdul and some

of his fellow sailors were caught by the Japanese:

| was arrested by the Japanese, and after being questioned, tortured for a
while, taught how to respect the Japanese soldiers and so on... after
hammering, slappihg, kicking, then told how to bow to the Japanese, and
then we were released. We are helpless, and to me, torturing, all these

things, | ever had getting from my father.>”

Some of Abdul's friends were subjected to water torture, though not he. When they
were interrogated the questions would be asked exclusively in Japanese, except on
occasion to say 'British, Britisher, slave to the British'. Despite these efforts to

undermine his spirit and loyalty, when the war ended Abdul rejoined the RNVR in

372
Idem.
373 Abdul makes reference here to the violence he experienced at the hands of his father, one of his

motivations for running off to join the navy, idem.
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Singapore. He was restricted to carrying out 'odd jobs' ashore, however, something

he was not happy about, and so in 1946 he left the force to return to Penang.

Exile in Ceylon

In 1941, the Singapore-based SSRNVR was itself renamed as the MRNVR so
that both reserve forces now fell under the same banner®*. With the fall of British
Malaya and Singapore, the MRNVR was disbanded, and its surviving officers were
transferred to the 'Imperial RNVR' with effect from 1 March 1942, with a number
seeing service as part of the Eastern Fleet. The bulk of the remaining Malay ratings,
around 300, were engaged on non-continuous service (N.C.S.) in Ceylon, consisting
mainly of port duties, although several also found service in East Africa, India, and
Australia.>”® Those men who escaped the Japanese occupation suddenly found
themselves in exile, and the treatment that they received, both morally and physically,
only served to heighten their sense of alienation. In June 1943 rumours emerged of
dissatisfaction among the men of the Malay Navy and MRNVR based in Ceylon. This
was investigated by Mr C.D. Ahearne, Colonial Office Representative in India, and

Political Secretary to the Commander in Chief Mr E.A. Ross of the Malayan Civil

Service:

There was a spirit of discouragement and depression amongst them
caused by a feeling that they were being unfairly treated and were

friendless exiles in a foreign country. They mentioned that the promises

374 TNA, ADM 1/12995, Straits Settlements Defence (R.N.V.R.) Regulations, 1941.
375 TNA, ADM 1/12995, 1 September 1943.
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made to them when they were recruited had not been kept and they
compared their conditions with those of the CRNVR and the Dutch Malay

ratings.>"®

Specifically, the men possessed grievances relating to the colonial and overseas
allowance they received, their kit allowance, and the fact that they had to travel third
class when the local Ceylon RNVR (CRNVR) ratings were allowed to travel second
class. In response, the kit and travel complaints were resolved, and a small increase
of pay was granted. Despite this, it was said by Lieutenant Ramsden, who was in
charge of the Malay naval men from April 1942 to March 1943, that the main trouble

was 'internal”:

The men feel they have been abandoned and the position has been made
worse by the arrival of four Malay RNVR men from Australia. The RNVR
people who got to the country were all billeted in private houses. One
married an Australian girl and deserted. Four came on to Colombo. They
had lost all sense of naval discipline and had even abandoned their Malay

adat.

As Abdul earlier attested, Malay custom was subordinated to the demands of the
service in regards to eating and drinking habits and time allotted for prayer, thus
eroding away at Malay identity. From March 1943, the men were moved from
separate houses into barracks first under the charge of Warrant Officer (WO) Toms,
but who had no previous experience of Malays and so was replaced by WO Baigent.
Baigent did not speak Malay, though he had been an RNVR instructor at HMS

Laburnam in Singapore and identified with the RNVR men, who were seen by

378 TNA, CO 968/145/5, 'Notes on visit to Ceylon', Item 50.
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Ramsden as 'the bad hats of the group'. Despite their shared ethnicity, the Malays
who found themselves on Ceylon were not considered a homogenous group; there
was an old feud between the MRNVR and the Malay Navy in Singapore which had
resulted in a stabbing affray. Baigent had apparently fallen under the influence of one
of the RNVR men from Australia, Ismail, who alone spoke English, undermining the
authority of the Malay Navy Petty Officers. According to Ramsden, some Malay Navy
men, who were generally younger, were 'afraid to sleep in their beds and slipped

outside to take their rest and thus avoid possibilities of being victimised™"’.

Ramsden suggested that as a solution, the 52 Malay Navy seamen at the
Barracks should be sent to the American forces on Ceylon; however, Ahearne and
Ross dismissed this as 'politically dangerous'. Among the Americans was a Lt.
Meade, formerly a Police Inspector in the Straits Settlements Police Force before
becoming an American citizen. It was suspected that Meade was trying 'to create a
nucleus of Malays who would form a spearhead of American influence on our return
to Malaya'. Such an arrangement would also risk creating further dissatisfaction by
any comparison with the pay drawn by American and Dutch East Indies personnel,

as the latter received four times what the British Malays were paid.

Having proceeded to the barracks, Ahearne was told by its Commanding
Officer, Captain Harris, that 'under Lt. Ramsden discipline had been lax. They had to
be moved into the barracks and since the move they had altered beyond all
recognition and are now one of the smartest divisions'. After being presented with
what Ahearne considered 'the finest body of Malay youths | have ever seen', over a

dozen men were questioned, among whom only one, Abu Othman, said that

377 |bid., Item 51.
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'relations between the two bodies outside the barracks were not cordial. Others said
they were all friends with no distinction between them and another said "they were all
like relations™. The one great complaint was that wages were not enough and that if
they married locally they would need a family allowance. One of Ramsden's so-called
'‘bad hats', Karim, also complained that the meat was 'not killed according to
Mohamedan custom', prompting Ross to explain that 'owing to rinderpest in India

goat was not obtainable™"é.

One seaman, 'a very good looking lad' named Ismail bin Haji Othman of Kuala
Lumpur, had been a clerk in the health office in Klang when he was drafted in as a

telegraphist:

He said he was fed up with the service. He had no hope if he remained on.
He would like to get out and get another job of any kind whatever. He had
no trouble with any other men, he was just sick of life. He was obviously in

a miserable state of melancholia.

Ismail had been put on light duties and kept under observation, but a release from
the Navy into local employment was not seen as a cure, as 'the lad would be without
relatives and be deprived of the friends he had now'. The doctor claimed that there
were 'a bigger percentage of such cases amongst the Malays than amongst the
Europeans as their mental background was not sufficient to enable them to stand up
to the strains imposed on them'. Furthermore, 'a case of attempted suicide recently
was due to the development of religious mania'. These medical opinions were
influenced by the pseudo-scientific colonial belief that 'Malays were, as a whole,

capable of developing a psycho-pathological disorder called /atah', and 'any Malay is

378 |bid. Item 52.
153



capable of developing into a typical case of /atah if he is sufficiently persecuted,
teased, and harassed™’®. Latah is a culture-based syndrome particular to Malaya and
Indonesia, in which some Malays when exposed to certain pressures, sudden noise,
shock or fright, will lose their self-control and fall into a trance-like or hysteric state,
shouting obscenities, imitating words, gestures or actions, and unable to recognise
their own identity. Writing on /atah, in this case naval medical reports, 'created and
perpetuated images of mental deficiency of the Malayan Other, which justified and

1380

encouraged European domination™™", and reinforced Orientalist discourse.

In response to this, Ahearne recommended the secondment of 'a good Malay
speaking officer to act in the capacity of welfare officer'. He also arranged for Ismail's
transfer to Delhi, 'where there is plenty of Malay company', to be employed in his old
role as a clerk. In addition, the pay for Malay seaman was brought to a level more in
line with the CRNVR, promotion opportunities were improved with the creation of an
additional Malay post of Chief Petty Officer, a Marriage and Children's Allowance
Scheme was introduced for those ratings married and supporting a wife outside of
Malaya, and a daily food allowance was introduced with the ratings doing their own
catering. Lt. Ramsden's allegations were largely discounted, and a repo‘rt filed by
Captain Harris concluded that 'the Malays are a happy contented and loyal body of
men... all the Malays eXpressed their willingness to serve in the Imperial Forces till

1381

the end of the war'™®". It was emphasised separately by both the Admiralty and

Colonial Office 'the importance from the political point of view of ensuring that the

%% gyed Hussein Alatas, The Myth of the Lazy Native: A Study of the Image of Malays, Filipinos and
Javanese from the 16" to the 20" Century and its Function in the Ideology of Colonial Capitalism
gLondon, 1977), p.48.
% Robert L. Winzler, Latah in Southeast Asia: The history and ethnography of a culture-bound
sg/ndrome (Cambridge, 1995), p.3.
3 TNA, CO 968/145/5, 'Notes on visit to Ceylon', Item 52.
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men return to Malaya with good opinion of their treatment under British protection in

Ceylon"#,

%82 TNA, CO 968/145/5, Admiralty to C. in C. Eastern Fleet, Item 59, and Sabban-Clare to Fox, 10
June 1944, Item 64.
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Part Two: Post-Second World War

The British Return to Malaya

As early as September 1943, discussions took place within the Admiralty
regarding the potential reconstitution of the MRNVR and utilisation of the core of
Malay ratings based in Ceylon for the re-occupation of Malaya. By April 1944, it was
assumed that 'sooner of later the ports of British Malaya will be in our hands', and
that as Malay was the 'lingua franca' over a great part of the East Indies it was
considered the necessary medium for any contact with 'Asiatics' ashore. Furthermore,
the establishment of 'patriot forces' such as the MRNVR served a useful propaganda
role, and 'the revival of this Force should be a particularly valuable contribution to
associating the inhabitants of Malaya with the turn of the tide, and to easing our own
position on re-occupation’®. This clearly displays a distinct unease from the British
as to how their return would be greeted locally, a microcosm for much larger
concerns regarding the reestablishment of the Empire in the post-war climate.
Consequently, 'the presence of other (Naval trained) Asiatics in a British party ought
to be a great advantage to any N.O.I.C. [Naval Officer In Command] or senior officer
landed, in his dealings with the inhabitants®®. Such Malay RNVR men were not to be
employed simply as "hands" like before, but elevated to act as 'orderlies, tallymen,
piermasters, interpreters with local labour, or even in offices'. Among the suggestions

was the possible recruitment from the small Malay colonies established in the Cape,

%83 TNA, ADM 1/12995, E.E. Sabban-Clare to M.J. Fox, 27 July 1943.
%84 TNA, ADM 1/12995, A.H. Phillips, Director of Local Defence, 26 April 1944.
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however, this was discouraged because 'it is understood the Union Government are
not in favour of recruiting "natives" in the armed forces'®, Despite this, in a marked
shift from previoUs recruitment policies, it was emphasised that the reconstituted

MRNVR should be open to all the races of the peninsula 'without discrimination':

It would appeal as a patriotic rallying point to all in Malaya and not simply
the British oriental subjects resident in the Straits Settlements. The active
cooperation and goodwill of the coastal Malays and Chinese will we

assume be important to attract.3®

Ultimately, the Japanese surrendered before Operation Zipper, the codename for the
British 'liberation' of Malaya, ever took place. After helping facilitate the British return
to Malaya and Singapore, the briefly reformed MRNVR was disbanded on 26
February 1946 due to financial burdens, with the Malay Navy following suit a year

later on 11 March 1947

It was not long before this situation once again changed, with the declaration
of a state of Emergency in Malaya on 16 June 1948. This led to the creation on 24
December 1948 of a new full-time unit, the Malayan Naval Force (MNF), based in
Woodlands Barracks and adjoining the Royal Naval Base at Sembawang, Singapore.
vThe MNF was placed under the command of former Malay Navy officer, Captain
H.E.H. Nicholls, and composed of previous Malay Navy members and new recruits.
Having been born in Sungei Lembing, Pahang State, Nicholls spoke fluent Malay, but
was considered an 'absolute misogynist' as a result of a failed first marriage and he

thus preferred his officers to be unmarried. Of course the notion of the 'bachelor

%5 TNA, ADM 1/12995, C.C. Hughes-Hallett, Director of Plans, 5 May 1944.

3% TNA, ADM 1/12995, E.E. Sabban-Clare to M.J. Fox, 27 July 1943.

%7 TNA, CO 537/2534, 'Malayan Naval Forces', 8 August 1947, Item 26.
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officer' was one which was longstanding in the Navy and encouraged by the fact that
an officer would not receive marriage allowance or accommodation unless over the
age of 28. It was remarked that Nicholls used his supreme authority to run the MNF
as a personal 'fiefdom™®. He had had his 'Super Porpoise' shipped out to Singapore,
and he kept one MNF rating permanently attached to the yacht, responsible for
keeping it impeccably clean and readying the boat for whenever he wished to go
sailing. Among the social activities of the force were the regular sailing races that

were held, and Nicholls would get 'terribly upset' if he did not win®3°.

The pragmatic realities of the Emergency were to force an ideological sh'ift in
the Navy's restrictive pre-war recruitment practices. This resulted in a concerted
effort on the part of the British to recruit more Chinese into the armed forces, so as to
offset the Communist insurgents by drawing the Malayan Chinese closer to the
state.>*® As has been previously highlighted, however, discussion had taken place
much earlier within the Admiralty on integrating the Chinese population into the local
naval forces. They had recognised the importance of acquiring 'the active
cooperation and goodwill of the coastal Malays and Chinese' in order to help ease
the British return to Malaya and reassert their formal control. Yet, in attempting to
stabilise British power through seeking the favour of the Chinese community,
fractures were created with the Malay population; the Admiralty's moves drew
opposition from the Malay-language newspaper Utusan Melayu, which argued that
the defence forces of Malaya should consist of Malays only. %" Despite these

protestations the British pressed on with their recruitment plans and by July 1953 the

Z:: Interview conducted by author with Peter Fosten on 14 August 2009.
Ibid.
30 Cynthia H. Enloe, 'Ethnicity in the Evolution of Asia's Armed Bureaucracies', in DeWitt C. Ellinwood
and Cynthia H. Enloe (eds.), Ethnicity and the Military in Asia (London, 1981), p.9.
391 Straits Times, 9 October 1948, p.5.
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Royal Malayan Navy (RMN), as the MNF had become, was made up of around 80
per cent Malays, 10 per cent Chinese and 10 per cent other races, though it was
hoped more Chinese would have been forthcoming%?. Also symptomatic of the
Emergency and uniquely to Malaya, all potential new recruits were subjected to
additional security, political and criminal screening, to ensure the force was not

infiltrated by communist elements®®,

Secret Societies

In addition to the Communist insurgents, there was another large, influential,
and potentially-destabilising Chinese group the British had to pacify. Secret societies
had existed in Singapore ever since the colony's founding in 1819. Brought across by
immigrants from mainland China, they were 'branches' of the Heaven and Earth
League, more commonly known as the Triad Society**. The League was known by
other names, including the Hung League and the Three United League, based on the
bonds that exist between Heaven, Earth and Man and where the word 'Triad' is
derived from, and was originally deemed as a religious society promoting the lofty
aim: 'Obey Heaven and Act Righteously®°. Similarly, the early societies in Singapore

were initially less about criminality than providing the Chinese with a 'social structure,

%% Straits Times, 8 July 1955, p.7.

393 TNA, ADM 1/21872, Item 22, 1 July 1949.

%% Maurice Freedman, 'Religion and Social Realignment Among the Chinese in Singapore' in George

William Skinner (ed.), The Study of Chinese Society: Essays by Maurice Freedman (Stanford, 1979),
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B Leong Yee Fong, 'The Penang Story: Secret Societies and Politics in Colonial Malaya with Special
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www.scribd.com, accessed on 17 May 2010.
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livelihood, protection and possibly some measure of spiritual fulfilment through its
activities™®. The Hung League's sole political aspirations were aimed at overthrowing
the Manchu Dynasty, and there were no ambitions for political control in Singapore,
instead they 'kept their ideological weapons aimed at their rulers at home™®’. Once
transported overseas, however, 'it lost its political significance and degenerated into
an organisational machine for the oppression and extortion of the Chinese
communities™®. Inevitably, clashes occurred when societies encroached upon each
others territory, culminating in the Penang Riots of 1867, the '"Veranda riots' of 1872,
and the Chinese Post Office riots of 1876 in Singapore®®. Colonial legislation
followed, leading to the registration of the societies, and successfully curbing their
membership and influence by the end of the nineteenth century. Driven underground,

they thus became secret.

As it did for many other marginalised groups, the political, social and economic
chaos caused by the Second World War provided a fillip for the resurgence of secret
societies in Singapore. Knowing that secret societies were 'centres of Chinese
patriotism', the occupying Japanese attempted to check them by lopping off fingers
for even the smallest thefts*®. Thousands of members were executed, and those
captured and tortured were only released if they betrayed their compatriots and

worked for Japanese intelligence*’. The extreme actions carried out against the

%6 rene Lim, Secret Societies in Singapore: Featuring the William Stirling Collection (Singapore,
1999). p.13.

%7 Ereedman, 'Religion and Social Realignment Among the Chinese in Singapore', p.174.
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Chinese, however, served to bind the secret societies together in the form of

resistance groups, where they put their subversive skills to expert use:

They were literally underground people, forces that would attack the
Japanese camps, sabotage and did all kinds of things. That was when the
original clan members or the so called original Chinese secret society
people played a part in the country. Not so much for the country of Malaya,
but more because they hated the Japanese. Many of them were involved
in a group called the Sua Niau Chih (Jungle Rats or Hill Rats). They would
always be in the jungle, hidden. | guess that was the reason why at the
end they became communists. Later on, some of them became bandits

during the British Occupation, when the British returned. %

The British return is referred to heré as an 'occupation', much like the Japanese. A
spark of nationalism had been flamed by the war. Whereas the rebellious actions
carried out by the secret societies served to inspire the Chinese population, by
contrast, the surrender of the British and their public degradation in the Prisoner of
War (POW) camps at the hands of the Japanese undermined their previous imperial

authority:

Those [British] that were caught on the island became very pathetic POWSs,
often begging around for food, shabbily dressed. It was very pathetic. They
offered very little resistance, actually. It was the locals, especially the

Chinese, who gave [the Japanese] a lot of resistance, especially this group

92 Interview with Rev. Neivelle Tan, conducted by Miss Chua Chee Huan, 7 February 1995 to 30
August 1995, accession number 001600/41, reel 8, transcriber Ms Chuang Lai Beng, p.97, Oral
History Centre (OHC), Singapore.
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of resistance fighters... they would have raiding parties, and then they

would disappear in the jungles.*®®

Emerging from the war with newfound support and influence, the secret
societies were able to take advantage of the power vacuum and the return of a
humiliated and hesitant Great Britain, to reassert their control over Singapore. The
colonial government, keen to encourage the formation of political parties to foster the
development of an electoral system, introduced new legislation under which soc_:ieties

% An aborted attempt was even made to

could operate without having to register®
introduce a branch of the China Triad Democratic Party in 19474°°. Yet there was a

more daunting political affiliation competing with the British for Chinese support:

There was a little bit of confusion and all Chinese at the time, especially
the Chinese-educated, were kind of taught that all Chinese must be
communists. Some were quite sold on the idea. Many of the secret society

members joined the Communist Party or the communist group.“%®

The declaration of a state of Emergency caused a fear that additional Malayan
Chinese would join the insurgents, a prospect made more ominous by the societies'
own wartime jungle-fighting experience. In September 1948 banishment orders for
900 secret society members suspected of being involved with the Communists were
served. A police raid of a Communist hideout in December 1950 led to the arrest of a

number of members of the 18 Gang, and 59 Communist demonstrators were

“%3 Interview with Rev. Neivelle Tan, conducted by Miss Chua Chee Huan, 7 February 1995 to 30
August 1995, accession number 001600/41, reel 8, transcriber Ms Chuang Lai Beng, p.98, OHC,
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arrested six months later, also found to be members of the 18 Gang*”’. Despite
individuals sympathising with the Communists, Communist penetration was not
reflective of the secret societies as a whole, and some helped raise awareness and
supplied financial support for the Kuomintang's fight against the Communists. With
the British desire to acquire 'the active cooperation and goodwill' of the Chinese,
these activities were encouraged through the adoption of a more lenient and
collaborative attitude towards those secret society members free from Communist

affiliation. In the words of one leader:

The British mentality | suppose at that time was to solve in a diplomatic
way, by giving them [the secret societies] unofficial recognition and

working through them so that there would be peace.*%®

The secret societies were thus a méchanism which helped facilitate the reassertion of
British imperial control in Singapore. The British could not risk antagonising the
secret societies or the Chinese population they influenced, because the legitimacy of
their own returning authority was questionable. Consequently, a blind eye was turned
to many of the secret societies' nefarious activities, and they in turn supported British
power: 'the British were lauded when they returned, because it meant more freedom,
leeway after the strict and cruel Japanese ways, we welcomed the British*®°. There
was thus little support for the nationalist parties among the gangs: 'We favoured the

British as we were safe under them. We knew if the PAP took power we would be in

07 |rene Lim, p.32.
4% |nterview with Rev. Neivelle Tan, conducted by Miss Chua Chee Huan, 7 February 1995 to 30

August 1995, accession number 001600/41, reel 8, transcriber Ms Chuang Lai Beng, p.103, OHC,
Singapore.
%% Interview conducted by author with Rev. Neivelle Tan on 14 July 2009.

163



trouble'°. After they were elected to power in 1959, the People's Action Party (PAP)

introduced legislation which ultimately eradicated the secret societies.

The secret societies were thus able to integrate themselves into the
Singaporean local economy, becoming influential '‘businessmen'. They were involved
in illegal car rental businesses, prostitution, and syndicated crime*!'. They controlled
the illegal lottery and chap jee ki (a Chinese card game)*'2. The 'general dislocation
of employment, the lack of rice, and the overall shortage of supplies' created a

3 including smuggling and blackmarketeering. The

‘climate favourable to crime
influx of capital brought by the presence of British service personnel helped fuel the
secret societies through their frequenting of gang-protected restaurants, bars,
gambling dens and brothels. It was protection that still amounted to the biggest
earner for the secret societies, as it had traditionally been in the nineteenth century.
Leong's assertion that the societies forgot their religious and social mission and
degenerated into an 'organisational machine for the oppression and extortion of the

Chinese communities’, is supported in this later period by Reverend Neivelle Tan, a

former secret society leader:

The main source of income was protection money but protect the
community against whom? There was nobody else so they ended up

protecting the community against themselves.*!*

From the secret societies emerged gangs who had little regard for the

traditional rituals and customs of the nineteenth century. The largest of these was the

1% 1dem.
1 1dem.
“12 Irene Lim, p.29.
43 \Wilfred Blythe, The Impact of Chinese Secret Societies in Malaya: A Historical Study (London,
1969), p.409-10,
' Interview conducted by author with Rev. Neivelle Tan on 14 July 20089.
164



Hokkien gang , which itself was comprised of several smaller gangs, each identified
by a number, the major ones being '08' '18', '24', and '108'. Furthermore, each gang
would be affiliated to a particular service to which the majority of its members were
attached. For example, members of the Fire Brigade made up the 08 Gang. The

Navy became affiliated with the 18 Gang.

A problematic consequence of imperial pressures on the Biritish to relieve their
manpower burden overseas through the recruitment of local forces, was the
infiltration of such groups by secret societies. The local men employed to work in the
naval base and the RMN, ended up carrying with them close links to the 18 Gang
(Siao), one of the strongest gangs in Singapore, and headed by Tan. Gang members
carried tattoos, symbolic of both their profession and their gang allegiance, and the
Navy men in the 18 Gang were identified by a tattoo of an anchor. This common
maritime symbol helped hide them from the suspicion of the British officers, but it
carried an additional cultural association; the cross at the top of the tattoo was also
the Chinese symbol for the number 10, whereas the anchor at the bottom was
inverted so as to represent the Chinese number 8. Sometimes this would be
accompanied by a rope knotted in a figure 8. The tattoo would be located on the back
of hand, thus subtly revealing one's gang association to another member when
shaking hands, but would be obscured when saluting a British officer*'®. Gang

members were also identified by specific names bestowed upon them, for example,

415 |dem.
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‘amongst the Chinese, if his name is Ah Tee, he would be called Hai Kuan Ah Tee,

Navy Ah Tee''®.

Despite their cultural origins, these gangs were not composed solely of
Chinese, and most included Malay and Indian members within their ranks also. Nor
was any demarcation made within the gangs. Allegiance was primarily to their gang
'brotherhood' rather than their ethnicity*'”. This tied in to a longer triad tradition,
where 'secret society alignment and dialect "group” loyalties often cut across one
another*'®. One example would be the case of the Maria Hertogh riots in December
1950, which has primarily been represented as a racially-motivated protest following
a court judgement that a Dutch girl raised by Muslims should be returned to her

biological Catholic parents, yet:

That was when many secret society members were actually the ones that
were creating the problem. It was not so much racial. However, it was put
as racial. But most of the clashes, most of the riots were backed by secret

society members who were actually influenced by the communists.*'®

It was not merely the British authorities at the top who were guilty by
association of allowing the secret societies to carry out their activities without
intervention. Some British naval officers were more directly implicated, with Tan

knowing at least three personally, one who possessed a background in gangs in

48 Interview with Rev. Neivelle Tan, conducted by Miss Chua Chee Huan, 7 February 1995 to 30
August 1995, accession number 001600/41, reel 9, transcriber Ms Chuang Lai Beng, p.108, OHC,
Slngapore

Interwew conducted by author with Rev. Neivelle Tan on 14 July 2009.

Freedman 'Religion and Social Realignment Among the Chinese in Singapore', p.174.

® Interview with Rev. Neivelle Tan, conducted by Miss Chua Chee Huan, 7 February 1995 to 30
August 1995, accession number 001600/41, reel 8, transcriber Ms Chuang Lai Beng, p.96, OHC,
Singapore.
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England“?®. Such men would be approached by an influential and ranking gang
mémber within the Navy, and would be offered favours in exchange for their
cooperation. These favours would normally extend to providing the British officer with
women, usually prostitutes, bar-girls or waitresses under gang 'protection’, places to
gamble, free drinks and VIP treatment*?'. In exchange, the officer would become the
gang's 'go-to man'. For example, if the 18 gang was involved in a clash with a rival
gang - 'the hai koon (navy) and bing (army) were always the main warring parties'422 -
then a call would be put through to the naval base and a signal made to the
aforementioned officer, at which point a naval truck filled with twenty to forty naval
gang-members, still in uniform, would be dispatched to aid in the fight. On such
occasions the police would not get involved as the Army and Navy carried more
power and influence at the time, and it would take the military police to settle such
disputes. If the regular local police force arrested an army or navy member all it
would take was a call to a favoured officer and someone would be sent to release
him. This privileged status was one reason why gang members chose to remain in

the service. Sometimes quarrels would break out among members of the same gang,

quite often over women, leading to fights at sea and even a stabbing*®.

Contraband, cigarettes, beer and liquor would also be smuggled out of the
naval base and sold on the blackmarket by gang-members. lllegal beer was brewed
in the woods around the naval base, though this was made for local consumption

mainly as it tended not to suit European tastes. One of the main roles of the local

::‘1’ Interview conducted by author with Rev. Neivelle Tan on 14 July 20089.

[dem.
422 |nterview with Rev. Neivelle Tan, conducted by Miss Chua Chee Huan, 7 February 1995 to 30
August 1995, accession number 001600/41, reel 8, transcriber Ms Chuang Lai Beng, p.95, OHC,
Singapore.
“2% |nterview conducted by author with Rev. Neivelle Tan on 14 July 2009.
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naval forces was anti-smuggling operations, and occasionally when a patrol vessel
returned from such a mission, smaller boats manned by gang-members would go
alongside to collect the contraband before the vessel entered the naval base. It would

then be distributed to the syndicates.**

Although the British avoided directly challenging the secret societies, there
were more subtle attempts at curbing their influence. A paternalist approach was
reverted to, with the formation of navy-run boys clubs to try and attract young males
off the streets and away from the gangs through the appeal of sports and games,
traditional British vehicles for the development of moral 'character’. These started off
well, and soccer, cricket and softball in particular were a 'big draw at first'. Eventually
though, the gangs came in and took control of the clubs. They were able to do this
because a local was put in charge to run them and he would have his own gang
allegiances or would be susceptible to gang pressure, thus the collaborative
relationship broke down. Navy chaplains were heavily used in this paternalist mission,
and before he got involved in the gangs, Tan and several of his peers were recruited
from school by one and taken on a tour of HMS Terror*®®, where they would be
brought to the chapel, do puzzles, and listen to stories from the chaplain. A concert
was even organised for them, but lots of local boys could not identify with the western
conventions, instead they related more to the Chinese street concerts arranged by
the gangs*?®. Such cultural differences and a failure to properly understand them

undermined British attempts to win over the 'hearts and minds' of the Chinese youth.

424 | dem.

“2% The official name given to the naval base, after the Second World War monitor which had been
stationed there.
“% |nterview conducted by author with Rev. Neivelle Tan on 14 July 2009.
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Reconstitution and the 'Emergency’

As well as wider social and political pressures, there were also practical
imperatives which forced changes in the MNF leading to the recruitment of Chinese
personnel. When the Malay Navy was reconstituted at the end of the war, despite still
possessing around 350 Malay ratings, most of these were 'semi-trained men' from
the seaman and communications branches and the force was restricted to operating
just two vessels, a landing craft (gunnery) and a motor fishing vessel, specifically due
to a lack of engine room personnel*?’. There was a large number of trained Chinese
mechanics and engineers in Singapore, many of whom worked on the naval base,
therefore when the MNF was created they were sought to plug this operational
deficiency. Most of the chief engineers on the force's early MLs thus came to be
Chinese. Racial stereotypes, however, also had an influence. The British believed

“28 whereas the Malays'

that 'the Chinese by and large make very good engineers
generally lower education meant that they did not possess the same level of higher
technical knowledge or standard of English that was essential for the engineering
branch. Furthermore, their religion was viewed as an unreliable and undesirable
element for such a position of responsibility after one Malay engineer had a habit of
believing that 'Allah might provide the fuel' and causing his ML to run out before it

reached port*.

Five former Harbour Defence Motor Launches, which had been used in the

Arakan Campaign in Burma and were left rotting in Keppel Harbour after the war,

42T TNA, CO 537/2534, 'The Malayan Local Forces', p.3, 1946, item 96.
:i: Interview conducted by author with Peter Fosten on 14 August 20089.
Idem.
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were transferred on permanent loan to the MNF by the Royal Navy to serve as patrol
vessels. They carried mixed Malay and Chinese crews, still commanded by British
officers: two older reservists finishing their time after the war, and three regular Sub-
Lieutenants seconded from the Royal Navy. One of these was Peter Fosten, who
was serving aboard the frigate HMS Cardigan Bay in 1950 as part of the RN Far East
fleet when a call was put out by the Singapore Government for RN volunteers to
serve in the MNF. Having spent the first six years of his life on a rubber research
institute station in Malaya, Fosten felt an urge to return to his roots and submitted an
application, and six months later he was seconded on loan to the Singapore

Government for a period of three years to serve as Commanding Officer of the ML

P.3509.

Image 6. Peter Fosten and the crew of P.3509 [Source: Peter Fosten's personal collection]
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In light of their 400-mile patrol area, these patrol vessels were re-designated
as 'Seaward' Defence Motor Launches, though they were not originally built for that
purpose. Patrols initially lasted three months, though this was later cut down to four
or five weeks, with a week in port to replenish. As well as Singapore, there were
refuelling ports in Port Swettenham and Penang. The MLs had been built by a
furniture company to last just a year or two and were not designed for the intensive
role demanded of them by the bourgeoning MNF. Only the wheelhouse and bridge
were armour plated which tended to make the vessels unstable at sea. The rudders
and propellers were unprotected and not designed for traversing uncharted rivers
and bars, leading to the loss of many a propeller blade. The hulls would be dotted
with copper patches from where holes had been punched through by the bamboo
jetties. One ML would always be operational on the west coast, with one on the east,
though during the North East Monsoon the MLs had to be withdrawn as sea
conditions became too severe. Their primary role on the west coast was to search
coastal craft for terrorists and weapons being transported to and from Indonesia.
They made sure, however, that they remained within Malayan territorial waters as the
MLs were only armed with_two 20mm Qerlikons and capable of a maximum speed of
11 knots, whereas Indonesia was equipped with several ex-US Navy patrol boats
capable of 40 knots and boasting twin power-operated turrets and were believed to
be 'a little trigger happy'.**® The MLs performed a similar role on the east coast, but
would additionally check that terrorists were not resting on the fishing kalongs there.
Occasionally the MLs were also called on to support army operations further inland
by transporting small parties of troops, often Gurkhas, up-river behind the terrorists

thus bypassing the thick jungle, and lending fire support to such operations.

4301 dem.
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Image 7. P.3509 in Mersing, Malaya [Peter Fosten's personal collectibn] .

Although there was also a Royal Navy frigate operating on each coast at all
times, the MLs acted completely independently of them, were allowed to make their
own programmes, reported directly to the Flag Officer Malaya, and were only
expected to radio in once a week to report on their fuel consumption and their
proposed programme for the next week. This free rein was open to abuse, however.
One British skipper was a very keen rugby player, and it was noticed after several
months that his ML's patrol programme would always involve visiting Port
Swettenham on Saturdays. It transpired that the officer was a stalwart pillar of the

local rugby club and 'it was quietly suggested to him that his promotion prospects
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