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Indian Mutiny in Singapore (1915):
In the eyes of The Nanyo Nichi-nichi Shimbun

KUWAJIMA Sho*

The Nanyo Nichi-nichi Shimbun started its publication as the daily Japanese
newspaper in Singapore from 1 April 1914. The Mutiny of the Fifth Light Infantry
in Singapore occurred in the afternoon of 15 February 1915, and the Martial Law
was promulgated on the same day. This paper, which published the 218% issue
on 14 February, brought out the next issue on 18 February. The 14® was Sunday,
and the 15 and the 16% were Chinese New Year Holidays.

1

The first issue of the paper after the occurrence of the Mutiny carried its editorial
under the title, “Indian Mutiny”. The paper could not publish in details what was
going on because of the rigid censorship and the ‘friendly advice’ given by the
authorities. In later days it mainly depended on the official information; and could
not provide the details of the activities of the Japanese Navy Third Squadron and
the Japanese Volunteer Corps (‘Special Constables’ in the British official words)
which co-operated with the British forces in the suppression of the Mutiny and the
guard of the city.

This editorial of The Nanyo Nichi-nichi Shimbun is the only one which discussed
the character of the Indian Mutiny squarely, and did not deny the possibility that
the Mutiny was. caused by the will of the Indian officers and men who refused to

go to war due to religious and other reasons, or were associated with India’s struggle
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for freedom. Secondly the editorial wrote that, on the day of the Mutiny, many
Indians in their small and big associations ‘drank all night long’ with joy. Though
the paper is cautious enough to say that it cannot confirm whether it was true or
not, how this ‘rumor’ reached their ears attracts our attention, because the British
authorities took stringent measures of restriction on the movement of the Indians
in Singapore after the Mutiny. Whether these were only preventive measures or the
results of some information on the ‘unrest’ of the Indian community is worth examining.
However, the paper prayed for the success of the suppression of the Mutiny from
the viewpoint of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. This basic stance of the paper and
the Japanese community in Singapore remained intact in the later days of 1915 despite
serious friction between two countries.

After the first reaction to the Mutiny, the concem of The Nanyo Nichi-nichi Shimbun
shifted to the problems of the treatment received by the members of the Volunteer
Corps. This shift cannot be exclusively attributed to the strict censorship. The Anglo-
Japanese Alliance and the suppression of the Mutiny was an already established
conclusion. Then the main concern of the Japanese community in Singapore was
how properly the Volunteer Corps, formed by the urgent requést of the British,
were treated or not. In fact, in comparison with the ‘high morale’ of the Volunteers,
their food, clothes and quarters were far from satisfactory. Therefore this complaint
was directed to the British authorities, and the ‘elite’ Japanese who worked in the
Gudan (Gudang in Malay, or a corrupted form of godown in English) area and

returned to Japan after a few years.

2
The contribution of Tamura Yoshichi to the same daily on 6 March 1915 clarified
that the Japanese Volunteer Corps were sent as the expression of our ‘goodwill’,
and not from our duty originating with the treaty. Therefore the British side should
return their ‘goodwill’ in response to our ‘goodwill’. What he meant by this goodwill

is not clear, but it seems that Tamura expected that the British should treat Japan



as ‘a big power’, which could help ‘powerless’ British, unlike ‘weak’ Chinese
and Malays. It is amazing that this opinion appeared so early after the Mutiny.
However, it was also true that anti-Japanese boycott movement started by the Chinese
residents in Singapore as the protest against the Japanese 21 point demands in China
was considerably controlled by the British ‘goodwill’. In this stage the friction in
the Anglo-Japanese relations did not develop more serious turn.

In May and June 1915, The Nanyo Nichi-nichi Shimbun followed the peasant
uprisings in Kelantan in details mainly on the basis of the official reports. This
serious concern reflected the fact that they were still conscious of the strength of
the impact that the Indian Mutiny had on the Japanese community in Singapore
only a few months back. A different interpretation appeared in connection with a
news story, “Kelantan Trouble” given by an ‘eye-witness’, which might be taken
as ‘an official account’, in the issue of The Straits Times 7 May 1915. This report
included one sentence, “It is also reported that some Japanese at Khota Bharu offered
their assistance”. These lines were first interpreted as their offer of assistance for
the suppression of the peasant uprisings. This interpretation came from the Japanese
experience of the organization of the Volunteer Corps on the occasion of the Indian
Mutiny. But, in the 3™ June issue of The Nanyo Nichi-nichi Shimbun one report
from Khota Baru written by an unknown Japanese said that this meant the offer
of assistance for the peasant uprising, and the intention of The Straits Times was
to impress a bad image of the Japanese among the people. This episode also proves
that the experience of the Japanese Volunteer Corps rather promoted the Japanese
distrust in the British intention.

In The Nanyo Nichi-nichi Shimbun anti-British feelings reached its peak when one
Japanese seaman was ‘violently’ attacked by local police men in the Hana-machi
(red light district) in Singapore and was taken to a police station on 31 October.
This paper became the platform for anti-British campaign. They even suggested the
withdrawal of the Japanese Squadron from Singapore, and a manager of one commercial

firm threatened the abrogation of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. However, it is to be



noted that this paper asked the Japanese Consul and the Japanese Association to act
within the limits of law, while appealing to the Japanese youth for their open protest
in the streets, even preparing for banishment from Singapore. By the way the publisher
of the paper Koto Hidezo was one of the office bearers of the Japanese Association.

The situation dramatically changed after 10 days.

3

Most of those Japanese who stayed in Singapore for many years, or wanted to
do so, lived in the Shita-machi, that is, Down Town area, the center of which was
the Middle Road. Some of the Gudan Japanese saw the Volunteer Corps with their
cold eyes, and thought that they were unqualified ‘rabble’, though the commander
Wada Yoshimasa was a manager of the Nisshin Gomu (Nisshin Rubber) and Reserve
Lieutenant, and also the Gudan people took leading role in deciding the start of the
Corps. The Down Town Japanese sent money, clothes and others in the form of
‘comfort bags’ for the Volunteers and the men of the Third Squadron. They felt
close feelings towards the Volunteers in particular. The voice of the Volunteers and
‘the Down Town people who had complaint about the cool eyes of the Gudan Japanese,
appeared in the readers’ corner and other columns of The Nanyo Nichi-nichi Shimbun.

The Japanese Volunteer Corps were expected their role as the expression of the
collective will of the Japanese residents in Singapore, but the Gudan Japanese and
the Down Town people contributed to the activities of the Corps in their own ways.
Despite that, it was certainly an important step towards the ‘unity’ of the Japanese,
and the Japanese Association was formed on 12 September 1915. The Commander
Wada was one of the 22 office bearers of the Association. Simultaneously it is also
difficult to deny that the feelings of distrust between two groups increased in this
process.

It is from this reason that The Nanyo Nichi-nichi Shimbun asked the Japanese
Consul Fujii, who, they thought, was well-informed in foreign affairs, but unfamiliar

with the Down Town matters, to know the real position of the lower class Japanese



people. The paper thought that the coming coronation of the Taisho Emperor should
be run not by the Japanese Association, ‘a class organmization’, but by the Japanese
residents themselves.

After the news on the Mutiny spread on 16 February, the Hana-machi (another
Japanese word for the area is Sterefsu, a corrupted form of a street) lost its gaiety,
and small vigilante groups guarded their area all through the night. Meanwhile the
people in this part of the Shita-machi also positively supported the Volunteer Corps
by sending ‘comfort bags’ and others. However, The Nanyo Nichi-nichi Shimbun
only mentioned their house numbers and the names of the streets unlike shop keepers
and the Gudan people. In comparison with earlier days, the brothels in Singapore
were already on the decline along with the expulsion of pimps from Singapore, but
it was still a part of the Japanese community in Singapore. The women workers
were forced to make their ‘unknown contribution’ under the adverse circumstance.
The Hana-machi recovered its gaiety from the night of 21 February, Sunday when
the disbandment ceremony of the Japanese Volunteer Corps was held.

The coronation of the Taisho Emperor on 10 November 1915 provided a precious
chance to realize the ‘unity’ and ‘equality’ of the Japanese people under the Emperor.
What the Japanese Association could not realize was symbolically achieved at least
on this day of celebration, though the friction between two groups remained in later
days too. Hana-machi women were not behind in joining the ceremony. The Nanyo
Nichi-nichi Shimbun wrote that the coronation ended in a harmonious mood. In a
sense, the process, which started with the Japanese co-operation with the British in
the suppression of the Indian Mutiny, was crystallized into the ‘Taisho Nationalism’.

Also what is to be noted is the role of the British in the last stage of this process
despite the serious friction between two countries. The British authorities with Malay
police men made traffic control on the road leading to the Japanese Consulate where
the ceremony was held. This paper was thankful to the British authorities for their
arrangement made for the Japanese participants. Their anger ten days before disappeared.

In the reception held by the Japanese Consul Fujii, the band of the King’s Shropshire



Light Infantry played the Japanese National Anthem. This infantry reached Singapore
from Rangoon to help other forces in the suppression of the Mutiny. On this occasion
the Governor A. H. Young said that they were proud that Japan had concluded an
entente with them five years previous to 1907 when Japan made entents with France
and Russia. He continued, “In this war, we, perhaps more than any portion of the
British Empire, had felt directly the benefits of that Alliance. It was only at the end
of February last that he had the honor of thanking publicly on behalf of the Colony,
Admiral Tsutiya, and the officers and men of the Otowa and Tsushima; also the
Consul for Japan and the Japanese civilians for the excellent work they carried for
us during those days in February last” (The Straits Times 11 November 1915). The
finishing touch to the image of Japan as ‘a big power’ was shown here with the

‘goodwill’ and realistic approach of the British rulers.

4

By the way, Onda and Imamura who were working as hairdressers at the German
Prisoners’ Camp, told their witness view to the Consul Fujii, who used it for his
feport to the Foreign Minister of Japan. Onda appeared before the Court of Inquiry
too. From their witness we can confirm the cool hearted response of Uber Lieutenant
Lauterbach and some other prisoners to the mutineers when they entered the camp
after killing more than ten persons. However, from these documents it is difficult
to know how two Japanese common men thought of the Mutiny. The court of Inquiry
is not a place to listen to it. Fujii’s report, though it is a very important document,
describes the scene in the camp within the framework of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.

The Nanyo Nichi-nichi Shimbun of 19 February 1915 reproduced the talk of a
haii'dresser, 55, Victoria Street, who heard from Onda and Imamura. Here too the
calm attitudes of some prisoners are observed with their eyes. But, there is no
description how these two persons saw the Mutiny, and whether they could remain
calm observers under the extraordinary situation or not. In fact, Victoria Street was

located in the center of the Shita-machi or Down Town, and they may have talked



freely as the men in the same profession. But, the Down Town was also the center
of support for the Japanese Volunteer Corps, or the center of ‘grass root nationalism’.
The same paper of the next day reported that the Volunteer Association of Hairdressers
presented tobacco for the men of the Third Squadron. Among most of the Down
Town people, there was little room for doubt about the step taken by the Japanese
community in connection with the Indian Mutiny, and therefore we cannot easily
trace from the published sources what was inside the mind of two hairdressers, before

and after the Mutiny, who were making daily contact with the ‘enemy’ prisoners.

5

In the evening of 27 November 1915, the Indian community of Tokyo and Yokohama
gave a banquet in honor of the coronation in Tokyo. Lala Lajpat Rai, an Indian
nationalist leader who was in Tokyo, presided, and admired Japan as ‘the only
oriental nation which during a long historical period had preserved its independence
under the national dynasty’ (The Japan Advertiser, 28 November 1915). On the
next day two Indian revolutionaries, Rash Bihari Bose and H. L. Gupta were ordered
to leave Japan due to their suspected ‘collusion’ with Germany. It is known from
the diplomatic papers that the British Embassy, Tokyo made approach to the Japanese
Government in this connection. The movement of two Indians for India’s independence
in Japan was thought, in the eyes of the Government, an obstacle to Japan's integrity
under the Emperor and her way to ‘a big and strong power’ under the Anglo-
Japanese Alliance. Immediately after this order, some Japanese political leaders,
journalists and common people started the movement for extending their help to
save these two Indians from the official hands. In this process, Japanese co-operation
with the British in the suppression of the Indian Mutiny incurred critical comment
from these leaders and Indians including Lala Lajpat Rai.

However, The Nanyo Nichi-nichi Shimbun wrote in its editorial dated 6 January
1916 that we were waging war against Germany in co-operation with the British,

and if there was the fact that two Indians were in ‘collusion’ with Germany, they



were the ‘enemy’, not political refugees who were to be protected. This paper
asked the Government to publish the correct reason for this order, and remove the
misunderstanding inside and outside Japan, but warned that we should not be prompted
by fragmental chivalrous spirit, and not make serious mistake in the important issue
of the country. The author of this editorial was Tsukuda Tekigai (Most probably
this is a pen name of Tsukuda Koji who joined the paper in March 1915, and was
later the author of Nanyo Yori (From Nanyang). The English translation of the book
was distributed in the British military circle). Singapore was the forefront of the
Anglo-Japanese Alliance. The Alliance was tested on the occasion of the Indian
Mutiny. Just because Japan proved its ‘usefulness’ there, The Nanyo Nichi-nichi
Shimbun was not driven by ‘chivalrous spirit’. The Japanese in Singapore, or at
least this paper gave their ‘goodwill’ in return for the ‘goodwill’ they received. It
is another matter how this ‘goodwill’ affected the later history of Singapore and
also the history of Indo-Japanese relations in later years.

The Nanyo Nichi-nichi Shimbun describes vividly the life and thought of the
Japanese residents in Singapore, and the Down Town Japanese in particular. The
paper reacted sharply to the Anglo-Japanese relations, but the examination of the
meaning of the Indian Mutiny in the contemporary context was outside its scope,
though both the mutineers and the men who escaped into the jungle after the Mutiny
had their own idea of the war and freedom.

The Indian Mutiny in Singapore encouraged the peasant uprising in Kelantan by
way of the rumor that the British rule ended in Singapore. The rumor worked,
because the Indian Mutineers and the peasants in Kelantan refused to be sported
by the world war or the world economy, though the suppressors tried to describe
their action as ‘a storm in a tea cup’. Therefore the message of the Indian officers
and men of the Fifth Light Infantry reached Kelantan, passing through the net of
censorship. In 1915 the ‘histories’ of the various parts of the world crossed each
other in Singapore and people were expected to have their perception of this reality

beyond ‘national’ boundary.



Post Script:

On the occasion of the conference on Southeast Asia which was held at the New
Zealand Asia Institute, University of Auckland in February 2006, I read a paper,
which only showed some points waiting clarification in my work on the Indian
Mutiny since I published or, correctly speaking, wrote The Mutiny in Singapore.
It will be reproduced with slight revision in New Zealand Journal of Asian Studies,
11, 1 (June 2009).

Here I tried to clarify these points with the use of The Nanyo Nichi-nichi Shimbun,
though I could realize it only partially. This is a digest in English of my paper
written in Japanese.

I could read a microfilm copy of the newspaper (a collection of the British
Library) at the Central Library, Waseda University, Tokyo.

I would like to express my thanks to Professor Nicholas Tarling for his kind

interest in my work since 1988.



