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TALES FROM THE JUNGLE  

  

An account of some experiences of Lt Col John Cave whilst seconded to the 3rd Bn  

Royal Malay Regiment, 1957 - 1960  

  

I arrived at the Battalion’s camp in Batu Gajah near Ipoh, three quarters of the way up 

the Malay Peninsula in the state of Perak, in January 1957. By that time, the 

communist insurrection in Malaya was nearly ten years old. Although the insurrection 

hadn’t upset the political or economic stability of the country, it was still a serious 

menace to national security in Malaya and Singapore as bands of Communist 

Terrorists roamed the jungles of this country, which was slightly bigger than England, 

terrorising and often killing the inhabitants and generally fuelling unrest.  

  

If you’re fortunate enough to be too young to remember this period of history, or if, 

like me, you’re of an age when you can’t recall what you had for lunch yesterday, a 

brief history lesson may be in order before I recount a couple of my experiences. For 

this part I have had to borrow from my bible of the time, ‘The Conduct of 

AntiTerrorist Operations in Malaya’, prepared in 1952 by HQ Malaya Command 

under the direction of one of our most famous soldiers, Field Marshall Sir Gerald 

Templer, when he became High Commissioner and Director of Operations for the 

Federation of Malaya.  

  

Communism in Malaya began as a direct result of the Chinese Communist Party 

indoctrinating a small section of the Chinese Malayan community. Of course, the 

Chinese communists were in turn under the auspices of the communists in Russia, 

who were set on world revolution. Their plan was to embrace the whole of South East 

Asia, spreading the word of communism from the Philippines to Burma, Indonesia to 

Malaya, to the obvious inconvenience of the British and French, to name just a few of 

the imperial powers with territories in these areas. The end goal was to establish 

worldwide communism via violent means.   

  

The Malayan Communist Party (MCP) was set up in 1933 and used genuine labour 

grievances to encourage civil strikes and general unrest. This continued until June 

1941 when the Soviets joined the allied front and the MCP deemed it impolitic to 

continue friction that could - albeit indirectly - harm the Soviets and their war effort.  

Indeed, when the war against Japan started the MCP offered its services to the British 

authorities, forming the resistance movement that became known as the Malayan 

People’s Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA). In December 1943, the resistance 

organisations undertook to cooperate against the Japanese enemy and to accept orders 

and instructions from the Allied forces. British officers of Force 136 were parachuted 

in together with supplies of arms and ammunition.  

  

After the Japanese surrender the MPAJA was disbanded in late 1945 and over 5000 

arms were handed in to the British, but this was only a fraction of the weapons in the 

hands of the MPAJA. Unbeknown to the British, a branch of the MPAJA was 

retained, totalling some 4000 men, many of whom had not come into contact with the 

British liaison officers of the Allied forces. This secret force planned to wage a war 
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should the British Government not introduce into Malaya a People’s Republic. This is 

exactly what they did.  

  

With the creation of the British Military Administration after the war, the MCP 

followed a policy of apparent cooperation whilst infiltrating its agents into 

government departments. In December 1947 the MCP opted for a more violent 

approach and, in March 1948 began an armed fight against the Government with the 

stealing of rubber (one of Malaya’s chief exports – at this time a third of the world’s 

rubber came from Malaya), the burning of rubber estate offices and the murders of 

British planters and miners and their Chinese, Indian and Malay employees. A state of 

emergency was declared in June 1948.  

  

The chief role of the Army was in support of the civil power to seek out and destroy 

the Communist Terrorists (CTs) in the jungle and on its fringes by constantly 

harassing them and disrupting their lines of communication with sympathisers among 

the civilian population. As their food supplies dwindled they were increasingly forced 

into the open and therefore into confrontation with security forces. A secondary role 

of the Army was to support the federal police in enforcing the food denial measures 

and curfews.  

   

The Briggs Plan came into effect in June 1950, the principal idea behind it being to 

clear the country of CTs from south to north. However, in reality this simply didn’t 

work as CTs would re-infiltrate areas once security forces had been and gone. Instead, 

particular problem areas were selected in each state and designated Federal Priority 

Operations and given a code name. They were targeted in a sustained manner over 

anything up to a year and were given precedence over any other operation. For the 

first few months the police Special Branch would infiltrate the area to obtain 

maximum intelligence on the CTs operating there, and an order of battle (ORBAT) 

would be drawn up. When this was ready, a public announcement was made that an 

operation was about to begin, villages would be wired up, curfews imposed, and food 

denial measures would be enforced. On the same morning as this declaration was 

made, the Army would move in and start patrolling the jungle areas to rout out the 

CTs. These Federal Priority Operation areas would only be declared white when all 

evidence of CTs was eradicated.  

   

The terrain of the country was the chief obstacle. Four fifths of the land was evergreen 

forest and undergrowth (precluding the use of aircraft to seek out and target CTs). The 

remainder was rubber plantations, rice fields, and native villages and towns. Where 

primary jungle had been cleared, secondary jungle sprung up in which bush, creeper 

and bamboo underwent a battle of their own for sunlight and moisture. This 

undergrowth was immensely difficult to negotiate and considerably hampered our 

efforts.   

  

But this was where I found myself one Saturday in January 1957 having volunteered 

for secondment to the Malay Regiment. I had just completed a two-week Malay 

language course in Singapore, and without so much as a scrap of jungle clothing or 

my Malayan military garb, I was soon to get my first taste of the brutality of the CTs 

we were up against. Early that evening we received a call out. The Special Branch of 
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the Malay police force had received information that CTs were contacting workers in 

a local rubber plantation and had taken revenge on a food supplier, an ordinary 

Chinese Malayan, who they suspected of being an informer.   

  

We set off, but in my worst nightmares I couldn’t have imagined what we were to 

find. As we drew nearer to the space between the local rubber plantation and 

secondary jungle we could hear his faint moans. Seconds later we found the man 

hanging from a tree. He had been disembowelled whilst still alive. Special Branch 

later discovered that the perpetrator was the District Committee Member (DCM) Tin 

Kien, leader of the local CT group. Though we cut the man down, he died before we 

could give him medical attention.  

  

Eighteen months followed, during which time I worked as an Intelligence Officer 

(IO), compiling the Battalion’s daily situation report (sitrep) from all the patrols’ 

evening reports sent in by wireless. Patrols would send me details of any contacts they 

had made, including their finds of CT tracks, abandoned camps, resting places, food 

dumps and cultivations. I would send the report to our superior headquarters and a 

host of other interested parties, and, having done so, I would then put all these 

findings on our operational area map with different coloured pins. Even Communist 

Terrorists it seems were creatures of habit! It was fascinating to watch how a picture 

of their activities built up until, one day, when staring at the map, a convergence of 

lines of the same coloured pins would suddenly ‘jump out’ at me. This happened on 

several occasions during my time as the Battalion’s IO. On two of them I was able to 

give a patrol a grid reference to lay an ambush that resulted in a successful contact – 

without even leaving my chair in the camp office!    

  

It was a fascinating job. Every weekday morning, I attended the District War  

Executive Committee (DWEC) meeting in the district police station to brief the 

Executive on our activities. This DWEC was headed by the District Officer (the chief 

civil administrator in the area) and attended by the Officer Commanding the Police 

District (OCPD), the head of the local police Special Branch, Commanding Officers 

of the operational battalions and representatives of the battalions with whom we 

shared our operational boundaries. The local Home Guard commanders and heads of 

any other interested party involved in the operations also attended. The meeting 

would commence with briefings by the battalion’s IOs and Special Branch before 

going on to discuss plans and any problems arising.   

  

In early September 1958, I was directly involved in another call out. Mine was one of 

the two Battalions designated to the first Federal Priority Operation, Operation 

Bintang, which did not involve British and Commonwealth forces. Bintang was 

Malay for ‘star’ – an allusion to the three stars the CTs wore on their caps. Phase two 

of Operation Bintang was well underway: villages in the area had been wired off, a 

food denial operation was in place, and curfews had been imposed. Villagers had to 

be inside the wire by 6pm and inside their houses by 11pm and were not allowed out 

of the wired-in area until 6am the following morning. All tinned food had to be 

punctured when it was purchased by a villager, to ensure that it couldn’t be taken into 

the jungle and stored by the CTs, which would enable them to last for months on end. 

On leaving their villages all the people were searched to ensure they were not carrying 
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extra food for the CTs. Meanwhile, all the food dumps and cultivations discovered in 

the jungle had been destroyed as a matter of course. As a result, the CTs – whose 

numbers were already being depleted by security forces – were getting hungry, more 

desperate and were taking greater risks.   

  

  

One afternoon as darkness fell our duty platoon was put on alert. Special Branch 

reported that it had received information that the local CT group had been contacting 

rubber tappers from the local Kong Lam rubber plantation. I alerted the Platoon 

Commander and said that I’d go with him. I also alerted HQ that tracker dogs and 

Voice Aircraft may be required. Although I wasn’t strictly on jungle operations - 

being the Battalion’s IO at the time - as the most senior officer on duty, I led the call 

out. We only had a short distance to cover – through the local rubber plantation to lay 

a limited ambush along the edge of a huge section of lallang, or elephant grass, inside 

which the CTs were camped. However, it was slow going because it was dark, and the 

silent jungle amplified any incautious footfall. However, by midnight we were in our 

limited ambush positions where we lay in wait until first light listening to the CTs 

talking and cooking in their camp.   

  

Around 6.00am the mood changed in the CT camp. Perhaps they sensed something 

was not right. Before a shot was fired, I was aware of the sound of something moving 

just in front of me. It emerged from the thick grass. At first I thought it was an animal, 

but it only took me a few seconds in the gloom of the first morning light to realise that 

it was actually one of the CTs. All soldiers are taught how to crawl unobtrusively, but 

a decade of living a subversive jungle existence had transformed him into something  

that could glide as effortlessly on its belly as a lizard. I was to learn later that this was 

actually DCM Tin Kien – the very man who had murdered the suspected informer 20 

months before.   

  

I let him pass within five metres of me before I stood up, took aim with my carbine 

and fired, but even as the high velocity bullet passed through his body, this hardened 

jungle terrorist turned and discharged a burst from his Sten gun. As his body slumped 

over, one of these bullets just caught one of my fingers (I was gesturing and shouting 

to the rifle section to charge forward). However, my Medical Orderly, Pte Mustafa 

Bin Hamat, who was right next to me and following my direction, wasn’t so fortunate. 

A random bullet from the same arc hit him in the head, killing him instantly.   

  

Tin Kien’s was the only CT death that day. One of his group had been shot during the 

ambush and had escaped, but in a short time we had got a tracker dog on his trail and 

soon afterwards he was caught and captured. The next morning a Voice Aircraft was 

buzzing overhead announcing the death of the DCM and the capture of the gang 

member. This proved effective on the hungry, beleaguered communists, and four of 

the group surrendered the following day. The remaining four did so a week later after 

an Auster Aircraft had dropped leaflets all over the immediate area announcing the 

death of the DCM and the surrender of half of their gang. As a result, our operational 

area was declared white in late September 1958. Most of the emergency regulations, 

such as the food denial measures and the curfews, were lifted. Operation Bintang, the 

first all-Malay Federal Priority Operation, was over.  
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I became a Company Commander soon after this, moving to jungle operations for the 

remaining two years of my time in Malaya. At this point I got to experience a little of 

life on the other side of the coin, as I would spend up to three weeks a month in the 

jungle, leaving my second in command in camp to get the experience of training and 

running an Infantry Company. Jungle operations demanded exemplary physical 

fitness, and even when based in camp, fitness training, the practice of immediate 

action drills and close combat shooting had to be continually practised. Patrolling the 

jungle with the aim of tracking down CTs was a very tedious business, but 

nevertheless had to be done meticulously to be successful. Searching would be carried 

out by map square and patrols would lay an ambush, sometimes for days on end. 

Some were successful, but others drew a blank.   

  

In July 1960 I completed my tour. I was extremely sad to leave. The Malays are an 

incredibly friendly people and I had the warmest regard and respect for their soldiers. 

If well led they always responded magnificently, and I left having made many good 

friends. The knowledge of jungle work and the Malay language I learned whilst there 

were to stand me in good stead later when I was posted back to the 1st Battalion, under 

General Corran Purdon, and went off with them to Borneo in 1963 during the 

Indonesian Confrontation. That particular ‘tale from the jungle’ is well documented in 

his book, List the Bugle…  

  

Major John Cave R IRISH, (RUR before 1968)  


