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AN OUTLINE ON BEERS AND BREWING IN BRITISH MALAYA: 1827-1957. PART 1

GARY GILLMAN

Introduction

This article offers a history of beers and brewing in British
Malaya from the 1820s until approximately 1939, the start
of World War II. A second part, to appear later in this jour-
nal, will continue the story to 1957, when Malaya became an
independent federation except for Singapore.' Part I will
review the aptness for beer of the various communities in
Malaya, and the types and sources of beer consumed from
the 1820s until 1939. It will show that, in tune with other
colonies in British Asia, British ale and porter were great
favourites until partly displaced by lager from Continental
Europe in the last quarter of the 1800s. British lager met
some of this new demand but never had the quality image of
Continental lager, especially German. Yet, conditions relat-
ed to both world wars, and other circumstances, sometimes
affected the fortunes of European lager.

Part [ will review, as well, the two breweries set up in Singa-
pore in the early 1930s: their ownership, types of beer made,
methods of production, market success, and advertising
styles. The traditional military affection for beer is also part
of this story, including how the Navy, Army, and Air Force
Institutes (N.A.A.F.I.) functioned in Malaya. Retail venues
where beer was consumed, characteristic of the different
social classes, will also be considered. To set the scene we
first present background pertaining to the geopolitics of
Malaya, and its demographic make-up over time.

Geopolitical backdrop

The political structure of the former British Malaya has been
justly described as “peculiarly complex’. For the purpose of
this paper British Malaya and Malaya mean primarily the
territory that comprised the Straits Settlements, the Federat-
ed Malay States, and the Unfederated Malay States. The
Straits Settlements consisted mainly of Penang island,
Province Wellesley, Singapore island, Malacca, and the

Dindings, and were under direct control of Britain as a
Crown Colony from 1867. In the latter part of the 1800s and
early 20" century the federated and non-federated Malay
States also came under British control, with protectorate
status for the former and suzerainty (a lesser form of con-
trol) for the latter.

Malaya hence formed the polities on or alongside the
peninsular mass now known as West Malaysia, save that
Singapore has been an independent city-state since mid-
1965. The former Crown Colonies of Sabah - formerly
British North Borneo - and Sarawak, on northern Borneo
island, 400 miles across the South China Sea, now form East
Malaysia. West Malaysia was settled in much larger
numbers and has always encompassed the main cities. In
contrast, East Malaysia has been characterised by ‘a notably
lower level of economic development’ with only modest
urban development.® British Malaya was a key asset of the
British Empire in Southeast Asia. Emphasizing its shipping
and trade importance, the following was noted in the early
1930s:

Forming as it does one shore of the Straits of Malacca, British Malaya
commands the principal sea-route connecting the Indian with the
Pacific Ocean, and her two great ports of Penang and Singapore (the
latter especially) are important transshipment and distributing centers
for trade between Europe and the Far East on the one hand, and the
East Indian islands and Australasia on the other.”

This perspective was certainly a factor in the founding of
the Straits Settlements, to protect Britain’s China trade in
particular. Penang was occupied by Francis Light on behalf
of the British East India Company, which had sent three
ships to the area in 1786. Rights were negotiated with the
Sultan of Kedah resulting in the founding of the capital,
George Town. The principal remaining Straits Settlements
were successively colonised by the 1820s, notably Singa-
pore in 1819. Why did Britain intervene progressively in
Malaya? In 1971 the scholar Hideo Yamada described West
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Figure 1. From Swettenham, F.A. (1907) Account of the Origin and Progress of British Influence in Malaya. London: Lane.

Public domain:

Malaysia as ‘the greatest tin and rubber-producing center in
the world” and stressed the ‘objective’ importance of the tin-
mining states to the Colonial economy.’ Other causes have
also been put forth, including that Britain intervened in
Malaya to prevent Germany from doing so first, hence to
impede its expansion in Southeast Asia.’

Demographics

In 1849 the population of Malaya was 59,043 of which 198
were European, 304 Eurasian, and 24,790 Chinese.” Hence
the European and Eurasian population was very small at the
outset, as it remained in percentage terms throughout the
history of British Malaya. Data is also available following
relatively systematic censuses in 1901, 1911, 1921, 1931,
1947, 1950 and 1955. The population categories often uti-
lized in published analyses are Malay, Chinese, Indian, and
Other - a simplification given the diversities within each
group and general polyglot nature of Malaysian society.® A
1901 count of Malaya, exclusive at the time of Singapore,

had a total population of 1,733,700. The Malays were
1,088,900; Chinese, 508,500; Indian, 107,700; and Other,
28,600.° “Other’ was hence under 2%. Information as pre-
sented from the 1931 census, including Singapore, had a
total population of 4,303,279. The breakdown was Malays,
1,892,601; Chinese, 1,682,761; Indian, 618,978; European,
17,543; Eurasian, 16,072; and Other, 74,874."° The Chinese
population had evidently gained considerably in relation to
the Malays. Data as presented from the 1947 census had a
total population of 4,893,000. The Malays were 2,418,000
Chinese, 1,871,000; Indian, 531,000; and Other, 73,000."
The Chinese were still significant in numbers but viz. the
Malays, had fallen in percentage terms after the war.

Beer drinkers and the different communities

Beer in the European sense was not a tradition in Chinese or
Indian communities, although other alcohol could be, and
was proscribed in formal terms by Islam, the faith of most
Malays. Therefore, however one might define the Other,
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European, and Eurasian categories, the market for beer
seemed to hold limited promise, especially at a time when
beer was not the ‘international’ drink it is today. Nonethe-
less, a comparatively robust market emerged characterized
by good variety.

The British community, representing most of the Europeans,
was a natural constituency for beer. In British Malaya, a
well-established drinking culture existed as described by
Christopher Bayly and Tim Harper in their book Forgotten
Armies: The Fall of British Asia, 1941-1945. The authors
cite the stengah (whisky-and-soda) and pahit (gin-and-
bitters) as emblematic.'> Anthony Burgess’ Malayan Trilogy
— comprising of Time for a Tiger, The Enemy in the Blanket
and Beds in the East - for its part, ends as a semi-valentine
to beer. Margaret Shennan’s Out in the Midday Sun: The
British in Malaya 1880-1960 mentions beer consumption on
numerous occasions, e.g. in 1930s Johore for a ‘Christmas
Eve bachelor party for Waifs and Strays without families’
and at a 1926 house-warming in Pahang state, along with
other drinks."?

The Eurasian group was derived from relationships between
a Southeast Asian and a European. It was quite diverse unto
itself, due in part to the varying European and Asian de-
scents: Dutch, Portuguese, German, British, Indian, Chinese,
etc. Despite this heterogeneity, in Malaya the Eurasians
generally spoke English, practised Christianity, and bore
British surnames.'* Banks, commercial enterprises and the
civil service typically employed them, although not usually
at senior levels.” Against this background, the Eurasians
typically followed the social mores and cultural habits of the
British, which extended to matters of diet and drinks.'®
Some Chinese, Indians, and Malays, for whom beer was not
a cultural acquis as noted, partook as well.

Another factor for beer was the sizeable numbers of British,
Empire or Commonwealth Forces at times in the colony. In
1937-38, before a build-up for WW 11, the garrison stood at
four infantry battalions, miscellaneous volunteer and other
units, R.A.F. personnel at a few fields, and naval personnel
mainly in Singapore - perhaps 15,000 in total.'” At the
height of the 1948-1960 ‘Malaya Emergency’, the Com-
munist insurrection that was ultimately defeated, 40,000
British and Commonwealth forces were based in Malaya.'®
The penchant of the Forces for beer, at least in the periods
we are discussing, is without controversy in beer historical
studies.'’ The propensity for beer such as it was in Malaya
was encouraged by print advertising by exporters and, later,
local breweries. The establishing of two breweries in Singa-
pore in the 1930s increased the market, in part due to their
favourable pricing. Still, a fairly broad range of imports was
kept up due to the military factor, but also growing tourism.
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Beers during the 19" Century

A review of beer adverts in the 19" century Malayan press®
suggests that the taste for beer dates from Singapore’s
founding, consistent with the Far East colonial pattern.”’ At
first, ale and stout held sway. By the end of the century lager
accounted for about half of the market. Much of it was
German or other European, but by now Britain also sent
lager to Malaya.

Only eight years after Sir Thomas Raffles founded the
Singapore settlement in 1827, Hodgson’s Pale Ale appears
in town in casks - the famous London-made I.P.A of Raj
lore.” In 1829-1830 the port of Singapore recorded entry of
553 gallons of ‘beer’ (packaging not stated), and a further
‘180 casks, 296 hogsheads, 265 dozens, and 19 cases’.” In
1835 Hodgson’s Pale Ale appears again in cask in Singa-
pore, ‘fine fresh’ to boot.** Two years later Allsopp’s and
Hodgson’s beers are available both in cask and bottle in
Singapore” and in 1847 the merchant John Steele & Co.
vaunted the Bass, Allsopp and Tennent’s ales, the stock
bottled variously in Liverpool, ‘Europe’ or Singapore
itself (the latter said to be ‘quite up’, or fizzy), with Bass
and Allsopp’s in cask also offered.”® In December 1848 the
local press is promoting the October 1847 brewing of
Hodgson and Abbott’s ‘Indian Pale Ale, in Wood’ (‘strongly
recommended’).”’

The Adelphi Hotel on High Street, in 1851, advertised its
beef, mutton, liquors, wines, and billiards rooms to the
‘gentry and Merchants of Singapore’, with bottled beer at
$0.50 per bottle.”® The brewer Salt & Co. of Burton evident-
ly had a good market in the Straits for its pale ale, as shown
by a lengthy advert in The Straits Times in 1852.%° In 1854 a
merchant requested supply ‘in wood’ of Bass, Allsopp’s,
Salt’s ‘or other good brands’, as existing supplies were all
‘cleared’.*® All were classic India Pale Ales. Ten years later
Robinson & Co. advertised in Singapore availability of ‘ale
and porter’ from Bass, Allsopp, and Guinness, as well as
‘other brands’.>' In 1877, Guinness and Barclay Perkins’
porter are in the market, plus Allsopp and Bass again in cask
or bottle.*> Some adverts made clear the market was also an
export one. One noted, ‘The demand for exportation and
supply of shipping has increased the consumption considera-
bly’.** Considering the quantities mentioned in mid-19®
century adverts, consumption was likely growing among the
non-British groups, but we must also factor the re-export
market: Singapore was an entrepot from earliest days, in
beer no less than other commodities.

From about 1875 lager is increasingly advertised. The reign
of just ale or porter to that point was forever altered. Among
the first examples are Danish Carlsberg and Tuborg, both as
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Figure 2. Tottenham label. Source: http://breweryhistory.com/wik/

early as 1877.%* This Carlsberg was surely lager, rather than
some sort of top-fermented beer, and the Tuborg sent to
Malaya in 1877 was likely also a lager. The Carlsberg brew-
ery has long been known for its familiar ‘crown’ label,
adopted in 1904.% An earlier label featured a crown protrud-
ing from the top edge, and a swastika. It was utilized in
some international markets including Singapore into the mid
-1930s.*

For an index of lager’s increasing ubiquity in Malaya, the
German St. Pauli ‘Girl’ Brand is advertised in 1895,%7 and
Frankfort Brewing Co.’s Pilsener in 1889.%® The Pilsener
was said in the advert to be comparable to an ‘English Bitter
Beer’ save for a lower original gravity, higher final gravity
(‘attenuation or fermentation has not been carried as far’),
and ‘greater sense of fullness to the palate’ yet lacking the
‘bitterness and dark colour’ of ‘stout’. The message: a pale,
medium-gravity pilsener from Continental Europe was supe-

rior to a British pale ale. In 1895 an advert appeared for
Tottenham Export Pilsener: hence a British brewer was
seeking to meet the European challenge.”” British brewers
also tried to parry lager’s appeal by advertising their own
‘light’ ales. Bass Green Diamond was an instance, differen-
tiated from, yet sometimes paired in adverts with, the old
stand-by Bass Pale Ale (Red Triangle). In 1900 a merchant,
John Little, touted E. & J. Burke’s bottlings of ‘Bass’s Indi-
an Pale Ale — do. Green Diamond Ale’.** A similar, if not
the same, Green Diamond was advertised in 1890 by the
bottler Robert Porter. Next to the copy line ‘Bass & Co.’s
Light Oriental Ale - Specially Brewed for Tropical Cli-
mates’ appeared a diamond form. The advert adds that the
beer has the ‘delicacy’ and ‘lightness’ of ‘Pilsener Ale’ —
withal, a clear pitch for the lager market.*’ Also in 1890, two
bottlers, Robert Porter again for Bass Light Oriental Ale,
and Stone for Bass Green Diamond, tout their beer as suita-
ble for tropical climates.”” ‘Delicate flavour’ and a
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‘refreshing’ quality characterised Porter’s beer, while
Stone’s beer is ‘lighter than German beer’.

In 1890 in Singapore, ‘iced, ‘draught” McEwan’s ale is ad-
vertised by Temple Bar Hotel of High Street, Singapore at
$0.06 per glass; whatever its character, it was served in the
manner of draught lager.” Draught Guinness is also exten-
sively advertised in the 1890s, e.g. in 1892 at the same hotel
in Singapore.* In 1896, according to an annual statistical
report for the Straits Settlements, Germany exported
258,000 gallons of ‘beer’ while Britain sent 264,000 gallons
of ‘ale and beer’ and ‘porter and stout’ (combined); hence
the two countries were basically neck and neck. The source
is less clear on the British percentage of the total market, it
appears at a minimum it was 44% in 1896.* From a duty
standpoint, in this period for Singapore and the other Settle-
ments all imported beer (‘malt liquors”) paid the same duty,
$0.18/gal.*

The pattern was set for the early 20™ century: an inherited
taste for ale and stout was now partly displaced by lager,
especially German lager.

Beers from 1900-1931

The lager wave kept coming, semi-literally when in July
1900 the Sarkies of Raffles hotel fame announced that ‘The
Celebrated “Wickuler” brand German draught iced beer’ had
just arrived on the mail steamer Konig Albert.”” They con-
tinued to advertise the beer for the next four years, at least.
British ale brewers continued to pitch to the lager market by
‘brewing light’, although their regular pale ales were also
available. In 1907 ‘Bass’ Red Pyramid, so termed in this
case by E. & J. Burke, and ‘Bass’ Green Diamond Light
Bitter Ale were advertised together.*® But lager remained an
obvious gambit for Britain. Ind Coope of Burton advertised
in 1903 its ‘British lager beer’ made from ‘pure malt and
hops’ (as the best European lager was then).* For its part,
the Scottish brewer J. & R. Tennent manfully covered all
angles in 1907 with its ‘Munich’ (i.e., dark lager), Pilsener,
Pale Ale, and Stout. The advert contained the pointed invita-
tion to ‘Support British Beers’, reinforcing the message that
Continental brewers did not have a lock on brewing lager. In
1908, we find a box advert by wine and spirit merchants
Caldbeck, Macgregor & Co. for Amstel Lager Beer, another
powerful force in brewing from the Netherlands at the
time.>

The shipper, C.G. Hibbert, in 1913, advertised both its own-
name lager and Peter Walker’s Boy Brand of Noltings Mu-
nich Lager.”' A 1915 advert in the Malaya Tribune head-
lined ‘British Beer’ again touted pilsener, this time Samuel
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Allsopp & Sons’, the ‘well-known brewers of Burton-on-
Trent’; war in Europe was likely assisting British lager in
Malaya.” But Japanese lager also entered the market early
and would only grow in importance. In 1904 an advert
appears for Asahi lager in The Straits Times.”> The agent
named, Shibuya & Co. of High Street, Singapore, was mak-
ing an evident push for the brewer, Osaka Beer Brewing
Co., as in 1904 the same newspaper received a ‘daintily
illustrated booklet’ on the brewery. The journal subsequent-
ly printed an item noting that Asahi beer was known

‘throughout the East’.**

In 1915 the Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser
re-printed a short piece, ‘East India Pale Ale’, from the
Globe in London. It stated that ‘German beer [had] ... cap-
tured the ... market’ in India, a fact ‘rather curious’ since
India Pale Ale had been developed for the India market.
Notice was taken too that Japanese brews were gaining on
the German; war conditions surely played a role here.>> The
article had to suggest in readers’ minds a parallel with
Malaya itself.”® In 1918 an ‘American Pilsener Beer’ from
Ballantine, New Jersey, appeared in Singapore, but it
seemed a trial without result.”’” The following year, Jeffrey’s
Pilsener (from Scotland) made the unoriginal but no
doubt effective claim of ‘refreshing’.”® In 1921, Hackerbrau
‘Axe’ from Munich was touted in the Malaya Tribune as
‘brown and lager’, and also the ‘cheapest in the market’.”
Two years later John Little tried a new tack, stating that
his Tropical British Lager, brewery not mentioned, was
ideal for the taste ‘midway between the ordinary “Bass”
quality and a German pilsener’.** Real German lager was
available a plenty in 1920s Malaya. Kloster,®' Beck’s,*
and St. Pauli Girl® each provides an example, and indeed
together, a ‘family’ instance.** Australia also had a hand in
the market. In large type, the words ‘Resch’s Australian
Beer’ headlined an outsize bottle of the brand in The Straits
Times in 1923.%°

In 1924 the Canadian government publication Commercial
Intelligence Journal reported on the Malayan beer market,
among others.*® It offers good detail on the main exporting
countries and forms a useful comparison with the 1896 data.
The report pegged the value of the total beer market in
Straits Dollars as $675,000. Britain had $245,428; Japan,
$188,665; Germany, $125,074; Holland, $37,152; Denmark,
$33,875; Australia, $5,444; and Canada, $191, ‘the latter
practically a sample shipment’. Hence, Britain had only 36%
of the total market, a drop from 1896. Japan’s rise was evi-
dent, in part probably attributable to interrupted German
sales during WW 1. The article noted how British brewers
had introduced ‘tropical’ ales to compete with German beer,
yet ‘for palatability and lightness the German brands are,
however, in greater favour’. This statement is notable given
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the opportunities German brewing lost in WW L. The report
also named the following leading brands in the Peninsula:

Bass’s ordinary and tropical brands, Tennent’s “T” brand, Ross’
Pilsener, and “Bull Dog”; the Australian ... Swan and Resch’s; Ny
Carlsberg ... the Danish brand; ... Beck’s “key” brand and the St.
Pauli “Girl” brand ... from Germany ... [and] A light beer called
Z.H.B. ... from Holland.

Despite the fallen German market share, the report noted
German brands ‘were again coming into greater demand’;
this was probably due to receding war memories. In a 1925
advert that still bravely claimed ‘British Beer is Best’
Samuel Allsopp tried to differentiate its “British Pilsener’.”’
Carlsberg was still in the market,”® and Tuborg,69 some 60
years after they first reached the Peninsula. In 1927, the
British H & G Simond’s Light Pale Ale, as well as San
Miguel Pilsener from the Philippines, were advertised on the
same page of The Straits Times.”

Java received many of the same imports as Malaya. An Aus-
tralian visitor rated three as follows: draft Girl brand first
(St. Pauli Girl), next Amstel, finally Kloster. Acknowledging
Kloster’s high repute among his own countrymen, he wrote:

We stayed for luncheon, and sampled a couple of pots of Amstel bier
(Dutch), which we had not tasted previously. We liked it better than the
German bier obtained elsewhere along the route. One of the earliest
warnings given to a tourist in Java is to beware of drinking water. I
must confess that the sacrifice was not a difficult one to make. On our
arrival at Sourabaya a few days ago we had our first taste of Kloster
bier, the virtues of which have been extolled by many Australian
visitors to Java. We were all disappointed with it. On making enquiries,
we found that, the hotel served a draught ale brewed in Germany, and
called vatbier. We tried it, and since then “Girl brand Vatbier” has

been the unanimous order of the party at all stopping places.7I

Either Kloster, as many famous names of our time, didn’t
quite rate for the discerning drinker, or the batches sampled
weren’t in good condition, from over-age or poor handling.

Bass Purple Triangle Pale Ale

Between the wars, Bass of Burton-on-Trent was still pro-
moting a light bitter ale, now billed as Purple Triangle. A
Bass ‘light’ ale, alternative to its famous Red Triangle pale
ale, had been marketed in various eastern Colonial markets
since the mid-1800s.”” However, none of these instances
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disclosed a Purple Triangle connection, label or other. Bass
first marketed Purple Triangle in 1922 as a beer specially
adapted for export. In his “The Greatest Brewery in the
World”: A History of Bass, Ratcliff & Gretton, C.C. Owen
states that Bass made an agreement with the shippers Read
Bros., T. McMullen, and C.G. Hibbert to bottle Purple Tri-
angle. Furthermore, Hibbert’s bottling capacity was increased
‘to process up to 7,000 dozen pint bottles per week’. In addi-
tion, Bass used a ‘special 90-barrel aluminium rail tanker’.”
This suggests the beer was brewery-conditioned, or bright
beer. The technology was of the moment, as bright beer was
being shipped the same year to publicans by road tanker for
draught dispense from tanks in the cellar.”* Purple Triangle
was likely processed in similar fashion, except bottled, in
tune with the sediment-free, bottled ale increasingly distrib-
uted in Britain at the time.

An early Purple Triangle advert (1922) states: ‘There is no
beer like BASS and it tastes as good as in an English tavern
if you insist on the “Purple Triangle” bottling ... The “Purple
Triangle” is Bass’ special brew for the Tropics’.”” In a 1923
advert, the copy line ‘At the sign of the Purple Triangle’ was
bracketed with ‘Bass’ shown in the ‘signature’ design long
associated with the brand.”® Pictured was a rustic English
tavern from which extended a triangular sign, marked
‘Light’. The advert read: ‘Bass Light Export Ale. Kangaroo
Brand, The Bass of the Tropics.’

Clearly, money and time went into Purple Triangle, as
shown by a string of adverts for the brand in the 1920s. The
Kangaroo branding again appeared in 1926, with the
bottler’s name clearly legible: ‘C.G. Hibbert & Co. Ltd.,
London and Southampton’.”” A 1930 advert was more
stripped down - no kangaroo, no shipper’s name, simply:
‘Mine’s a “Bass”. “Bass Purple Triangle” — Specially
brewed for the Tropics’.”® A similar advert in 1930 added
the following: ““BASS” Purple Triangle is NOT heavy.
Specially brewed for the Tropics, it is light but not watery
like many export beers. A really satisfying drink. Ask for it

at your Club. On sale at all hotels’.”

The language points to a beer with more body than regular
Bass, and other export pale ales. The ‘watery’ character of
the latter was likely a reference to their increased attenuation
from prolonged bottle-maturation, especially in a warm
climate. In contrast, Bass Purple Triangle was probably
filtered and quite possibly pasteurised, hence preserving the
body one would expect in metropole’s ‘tavern’.*® Yet, a non-
watery beer was still ‘light’. How could this be? It perhaps
meant Purple Triangle was not unusually strong from pro-
longed attenuation, and/or lighter in colour or hop flavour
than standard pale ale, a /a pilsener. It is interesting, too, that
1930 is (apparently) the first year Bass Blue Triangle is
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brewed in Britain.*' Blue Triangle was a filtered, pasteurized
version of Bass Red Triangle.*> By definition its character
was stable on leaving the brewery gate. Blue Triangle was
possibly the domestic version of a beer trialled earlier in a
distant market, Purple Triangle. Still, the various Bass pale
ales in any given period may have shared a single recipe, at
least in the 1900s. A differing character may have been im-
parted to each simply by varying the conditioning or matura-
tion. This level of inquiry must await an examination of
brewing records in the Bass archive.

Other imports in the late 1920s, early 1930s

Asahi beer, introduced in Malaya before WW I, followed up
via adverts through the 1920s, e.g. in 1928 in The Singapore
Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser.®® In 1930 London-
brewed Reid’s Lager is waiving the flag for British lager.™
Heineken Lager Beer is also advertised that year, possibly
for the first time in Malaya,®> but Heineken would soon
make a much bigger play in the market. In 1930 Simonds
promoted its milk stout, one of many adverts for the beer
in the interwar years.*® And Whitbread in 1931, its ‘Old
English Beer’ line of Pale Ale, Double Brown Ale, and
London Stout, no lager.®” Many Guinness adverts appeared
in this period, e.g. in 1930 for the Dog’s Head bottling,*® and
1931 for rival Robert Porter’s Bulldog Guinness. Some-
what contrary to expectation, given the marked success of
‘light” beer in most of Asia, stout was far from a spent force
in Malaya, as we see further below.

Establishment of two local breweries in early 1930s

In 1928 the Malaya Tribune printed details from a prospec-
tus for a new brewery in Singapore, the Singapore Brewery,
Ltd.”® One of the promoters was Fraser & Neave, the long-
established, Singapore-based manufacturer and distributor of
aerated waters and other drinks.”’ The 1928 plan was not
realized but is of interest still due to market and financial
details disclosed. The intention was to raise $450,000
(Straits Dollars) for land, plant, and working capital. The
selling price of the beer, not disclosed, was intended to un-
dercut imports. Further, in 1927 beer was imported to a val-
ue of $2,200,814 for ale and beer, $2,134,595 for porter and
stout. This represented, said the story, 121,000 cases, and
the venture expected to sell 25,000 cases at a profit of 25%
of issued capital. Hence, the plan was to capture some 20%
of the exporters’ shipments. The percentage of porter and
stout sounds high but likely was explained by a demograph-
ic change, namely a significant rise in the Chinese popula-
tion.”? In this regard, a 1938 article in The Straits Times
notes that ‘liquor’ consumption in 1937 was 17% higher
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than the previous year, and further: ‘Sales of stout are rising
steadily in Malaya. Most of it is sold to Chinese who consid-
er with Nathaniel Gubbins’ Mrs. Miffin, that stout has

“nourishing qualities™.”*

Also cited to explain the 17% increase was greater tourism
resulting in part from the war in China, and a 26% rise in the
Forces’ consumption of imported draught beer, due to an
enlarged British garrison. The beer writer, Michael Jackson,
in The World Guide to Beer, highlighted the importance of
stout to Chinese Malaysian communities, especially at holi-
day times.”* Hence, generalities about lager’s rise in the 20"
century must be qualified by documented instances to the
contrary.” This is not to say lager did not have continued
appeal in Malaya - it evidently did, as Part II of this paper will
further show, but stout clearly enjoyed a spike in the 1930s.

The first venture to address is Malayan Breweries Ltd., a
public company (flotation) like the failed 1928 plan. Fraser

& Neave Ltd. was still involved but this time concluded a
joint venture with Heineken. The two controlled the
brewery for many decades until Heineken took sole con-
trol in 2012.°° The venture raised more money,
$1,000,000 in capital, than the 1928 flotation, which may
have contributed to its success.”” Heineken wanted to
offset German brewers’ gains in Asia and other export
markets, especially by Beck’s (Bremen) and Lowenbrau
(Munich). Germany was late to the game in promoting its
beer internationally, in part because its colonization pro-
gram started later than for Britain and the Netherlands.
Heineken had growing export sales, especially in the
Dutch East Indies, but German brewing quality soon
made up for the Germans’ tardy export drive. Heineken
needed to respond. It chose to do so in Malaya with a
partner as ‘sharing the spoils with a local partner proved
a profitable undertaking’.”® Thus began, state the authors,
‘the beginnings of Heineken’s worldwide expansion’.*
Some may wonder why a British brewer - in a British
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Figure 6. Labels for Palm Brand Lager Beer and ABC Anchor Pilsener Beer
Used in accordance with Terms of Use of the source: www.apbstories.com

colony - didn’t do what Heineken did, or simply set up a

wholly-owned subsidiary.'®

The Heineken-Fraser Neave brewery was built on Alexandra
Road, Singapore, near the harbour and rail station.'®" Its
most famous product, then and now, was a lager, Tiger Beer
- Tiger stout was not introduced until 1939. The opening of
the brewery at the start of 1932 proved of great interest in
Singapore. In time-honoured fashion local journalists were
trooped through the brewery. One such report, from October
1932 in the Malaya T ribune,'” noted a ‘Munich brewmas-
ter’ had charge of the brewing. Malt and hops only are men-
tioned, no adjuncts such as corn, rice, or sugar.]03 The beer
surface-cooler’ and

3

was cooled by a combination of
‘another special cooling plant’. Evidently a combination of
open cooling and heat exchanger was used but the former
step used ‘purified air’ to avoid contamination. Interestingly,
the brewery felt ‘air-cooling [had] a subtle effect on the
quality of the beer’.

10

In 1933 a story in The Straits Times stated that after experi-
ments in its laboratory and experimental brewhouse, Ma-
layan Breweries hit on a blend of ‘Czecho-slovakian’ hops
and ‘East Kent’ (i.e., English) hops.'™ Perhaps the idea was
to benefit in part from preferential duty treatment on the
hops, and/or encourage Britons familiar with the East Kent
taste to switch to Tiger lager. A 1934 story stated that ‘beer
fresh from the maturing cellars’ was superior to beer under-
going a ‘10,000 mile journey from Europe through extremes
of temperature’.'” Four to five months cold aging was given
the beer, an impressive period consistent with 19" century
brewing doctrine.

The October 1932 article stated that the retail price would
be $0.26/pint, lower than for imported beer due to
‘preferential duty and the fact that there are no transport
charges’.' Another story in 1932 stated that the lower
price would represent a reduction of 30% on the imported
beer price.'”” Yet a further article the same year detailed
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the revised Malayan duties on beer: the new rate was
$1.30/gal. for imported beer, $1.20/gal. if imported from
Britain, its possessions, and certain associated territories,
and ‘7/10ths’ of the latter rate, or $0.84, for local brew-
ers.'”™ Therein lay the advantage for Malayan Breweries
along with savings in shipping costs, as noted in the Ma-

laya Tribune."”

In 1934, the hotel price for a half bottle of domestic beer
was $0.45 and for a half-bottle of imported Allsopp’s, $0.60.
The hotel’s cost was $0.26 for the first, and $0.31 for the
second. A letter-writer to the Malaya Tribune, citing these
figures, pointed out the hotels realized a profit margin of
94.5% on imported, and 70.5% on domestic beer and called
on hotels to lower their price on imported beer to equalize
the margins.''® Presumably, the hotels felt they could get
way with charging a premium for the type of product his-
torically brought from 10,000 miles’ away. While all malt
and hops were imported for brewing in Malaya, with the
associated costs, overall a competitive advantage was clearly
secured for local brewers. In 1938, Malayan Breweries dou-
bled its production capacity, reflecting the steady increase in

. 111
business.

At the 1932 annual meeting of Malayan Breweries the
Chairman noted that another brewery would open in Singa-
pore.''? This was Archipelago Brewery Ltd. He stated that
after being made aware of the other venture, his company
tried to reach agreement with it to work cooperatively. A
preliminary arrangement was worked out in 1930 but imple-
mentation still awaited final legal advice. The subtext here is
undoubtedly a potentially illegal combine.

Archipelago Brewery Ltd.

A news article in November 1933, ‘Tiger’s Rival’, stated
that Archipelago Brewing Co. had just completed construc-
tion on Alexandra Street of a ‘million dollars brewery’ —
hence, a second brewery would open on the same road as the
first, for a similar investment.'"> O. Wehry & Co. of Batavia
(now Jakarta) were stated as owner in association with
Beck’s brewery. As we have seen Beck’s had a long history
of exporting to Malaya. Later press accounts suggest it was
the sole owner, so either it always was, or perhaps early on
Beck’s bought the interest of O. Wehry & Co. The news
item indicated Archipelago would brew a ‘light pilsener’
using ‘Australian malt’ and ‘English hops’. This was clearly
the Anchor Beer. A journalist touring Archipelago in 1934
reported that (as for Tiger beer) the brewery used malt and
hops only and received months of aging.'"* Beck’s beer, for
its part, continued to be sold in Malaya as shown by a stylish
1934 advert.'”

Anchor Beer with its distinctive, crossed-anchors label was
the leading product of Archipelago, but its stablemate,
ABC Stout, aka Lion Stout, had decades-long success as
well. A 1936 story claimed that Archipelago was the first
brewery to make stout in the East, and that ABC Stout,
first released in 1936, resulted from ‘a great deal of re-
search work’.""® The brewers interviewed credited
‘scientific America’ with worldwide interest in canning
beer which they stated the company was investigating.'"’
The story noted as well that, some 30 months after its start-
up, Archipelago had to order 21 new storage tanks of
27,000 litres each to accommodate rising turnover, hence

demonstrating a ‘phenomenal success’.

Another early product of Archipelago was Diamond Beer,
like Anchor advertised extensively in the 1930s. An advert
series portrayed a well-suited man proffering a partly-filled,
English-style, ‘handle glass’ of Diamond.'"® This beer was
probably a lager like Anchor, but how they differed is im-
possible to project without a review of the brewing records.
Perhaps Diamond was intended for a more upscale market
than Anchor; while anodyne enough the name is suggestive
in that regard.

Beer exports, market pooling, and market share

The tension of having two modern breweries in Malaya,
recognized from the start by Malayan Breweries, caused
both breweries to enter into a definitive pooling arrangement
by the late 1930s. Rajeswary Ampalavanar Brown’s Capital
and Entrepreneurship in South-East Asia described how this
was achieved. For example, in 1938 the market for stout, in
Malaya and later for certain export markets, was allocated
30% to Tiger and 70% to Anchor.'” Interestingly, Malayan
Breweries only introduced its Tiger Stout in 1939, evidently
after a pact was concluded.'?® Export strategies were deemed
critical to the success of both breweries.

A bubbly 1935 story in The Mercantile Free Press and
Commercial Advertiser reported that Malayan Breweries
had penetrated the Hong Kong and Burma markets.'*' Albeit
that Heineken was a partner with Fraser & Neave in Malaya,
the export ambitions of both Heineken and Malayan Brewer-
ies occasionally brought them into conflict. Heineken agreed
not to expand sales in Malaya, Siam, and British North Bor-
neo in return for Malayan Breweries keeping out of Java and
India.'” Indeed, there appears to be no adverts in the 1930s
Malayan press for Heineken after a (seeming) initial sortie in
1930, as noted above.

Such market allocations would be highly questionable today
under modern competition (anti-trust) laws. An impression

11



Journal of the Brewery History Society

Figure 7. Tiger Stout advertisement. Used in accordance with
Terms of Use of the source: www.apbstories.com

abides of ‘that was then, this is now’, but more conclusive-
ness must await a separate study. At day’s end, by late 1939
Archipelago Brewery and Malayan Breweries had captured

an impressive 70% of the Malayan market.'”

‘Cosmopolitan’ pre-war beer advertising

Adverts in the 1930s Malayan press suggest Anchor Brew-
ery aimed overall for a less upscale market than Tiger. An
advert placing Anchor beer in a naval setting, of which a
‘middy’ was centrepiece, supplies an example.'?* In many
Anchor adverts no human figures appear at all, simply the
well-displayed brand name and double-anchor logo. An-
chor associated its brand with the New World Cabaret,
‘Malaya’s Premier Dancehall’, a mid-market venue.'?
Some adverts did picture human figures, notably in the
form of ‘Archi Pelago’, a stout, top-hatted, comic figure;
he seemed a lampoon of captains of industry more than
anything else.'” In contrast, a 1932 advert for Tiger Beer
pictured a smartly dressed, executive-type man standing
with a glass next to a large wooden cask.'?” A legend stat-
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ed: ‘There’s not a thickhead in a hogshead’. The double
entendre emphasized the target market: the upwardly mo-
bile, managerial class, who do brain work. Other Tiger
adverts similarly portrayed activities seeming to target the
upper echelon, e.g. via sporting or leisure scenes. A 1937
series pictured together a dignified older stockbroker
(‘Fuller Bull’), a female tennis player (‘Mrs. Love-
Smashem’), and ‘The Drummer’, a bugler in a parade.'?®
The last is the most popular to be sure. Tiger had its share
of simple, declarative adverts as well, but in general
seemed to favour upscale settings.

These adverts would have been read by many Chinese, Indi-
ans and Malays who had learned English to function in the
Colonial economy. To them, one can argue a model was
presented of aspirational living, whether mid- or upmarket.
Adverts for consumer products in this period often posited a
shared, aspirational, cross-ethnic ethos, idealistic as it may
seem. In her article ‘Cosmopolitanism and the Modern Girl:
A Cross-Cultural Discourse in 1930s Penang’, Su Lin Lewis
explored how advertising in Penang’s English press, wheth-
er for film, fashion, drinks, or food, evoked:
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... a shared, multi-ethnic mode of belonging rooted in the
globalist environment of the late colonial port-city. [She adds]
Advertisements - from Kloster beer to Cadbury chocolate and
Japanese pearls - suggest a readership plugged into global
consumer networks. American 'Modern Girls' flashed Pepsodent
smiles, while Japanese mogas advertised pearls from Tokyo

. .. 129 & 130
and Eurasian women showcased exquisite dresses.

Lynn Hollen Lees argues that steadily growing urbanization
and the early introduction of a wide range of consumer
goods:

... attracted immigrants from multiple ethnic groups and exposed
them to an international array of consumer goods and cultural
styles. The towns gave residents a taste of the technologies and
messages of modernity .... The result was an urban cultural
potpourri that introduced town dwellers to an international
consumer culture and to multiple forms of entertainment. British
Malaya was a hybrid space where at least the educated and more

affluent town dwellers crossed cultural borders in their daily life.!!

Against this background, the advertising of beer in Chinese
and even Malay newspapers gains fuller context. Jan van der
Putten analysed illustrated advertisements for Tiger beer in
Majlis, a Malay newspaper and noted that while
‘inconceivable today’, some adverts promoted drinking
Tiger beer after traditional games, despite the fact that alco-
hol did not ‘[conform] to the regulations of Islam’."** In his
view, such adverts, together with those in Majlis for ciga-
rettes and other western-style goods or services, were invit-
ing Malays to participate in a budding consumer culture. In a
similar study, ‘The History of Tiger Beer Advertisements in
the 1930s’, Audre Ang studied 1930s Tiger Beer print ad-
verts in English, Chinese, and Malay newspapers.'*> She
concluded that what business studies today would term
‘market segmentation’ was being skilfully practised. Thus,
in the English adverts:

Tiger ... explicitly promoted itself as a premium drink for the
modern, well-to-do gentleman/ businessmen. ... Tiger Beer was
portrayed to be quite atas,]34 with white-collar job guys endorsing
it. [Further:] In contrast, advertisements that catered for other racial
groups — who were usually less affluent — did not depict the
product to be ‘premium’, but turned to other themes such as
tradition and family instead. For instance, print advertisements

that catered for Chinese communities promoted the product as a

family drink.'®

Ang notes that while Chinese figures are represented real-
istically in these adverts (presumably to accord respect),
English adverts employed spare, cartoon-like figures. She
argues that in Majlis Tiger beer was represented as part of a
‘traditional and semi-rural’ way of life, including as to dress.

She concludes that the ‘themes and aesthetics’ of Tiger adverts
in the different media were varied to reflect the distinctive
character by and large still retained by these groups. She
states that ‘a few English-educated Asians’ read media such
as The Straits Times, although of course how many is hard
to know without further study. Perhaps, one concludes, these
bilingual Asians formed a ‘hybrid space’, as termed by Hol-
ley, in the racial divide detected by Ang in the advertising,
one that brewers banked on. Certainly, it seems that Malay
consumption of alcohol was more common at the time than
today.'*® Tt could be argued that market segmentation was
also being applied intra-culturally, a common technique in
consumer advertising. Anchor’s and Tiger’s adverts in the
1930s English press reflect this, as noted earlier. Last but
not least, it may be noted that the catchphrase ‘Time for a
Tiger’, of some literary and advertising fame, originated in
1937 in a series dealing with sporting subjects. A horse-

jumping competition provided one such setting.'*’

Upstairs, downstairs: 1930s venues for beer

In her sensational 1938 memoir To beg I am Ashamed - the
Autobiography of a London Prostitute the pseudonymous
Sheila Cousins described social life in Thirties Singapore.'*®
How this came about was, although born ‘a lady’, her up-
bringing and early adulthood in England were highly un-
settled. She married a between-prospects, Malayan-born
British planter in London and after a number of interludes,
commenced life with him in Malaya."*® Cousins noted the

following of entertainment facilities in Singapore:

Singapore has ... [a] graded range of social meeting-places. Highest
come the ballrooms and lounges of the Raffles and Adelphi hotel,
where only the inhabitants of the Tanglin estate feel themselves
fully at home. Combining the qualities of the pub and the palais

de danse are the Great World and the New World, where nobody
minds if a man spills his beer, thumps on the table, or hurls abuse

at the manager ... 140

Of course, this is one opinion but the Great World, with its
sister operations New World and Gay World, were evidently
places of popular resort where beer was consumed in quanti-
ty. In fact, Anchor beer was a sponsor of New World as we
saw above. The names of these establishments are a further
clue to their comparatively democratic character. According
to a modern account:

The Great World Amusement Park (Chinese: K #) also known
locally as “Tua Seh Kai” in Hokkien, was the second of three
former amusement parks in Singapore, along with New World
(established 1923) and Gay World (established 1936). It was
established in 1929 and closed down in 1978. It provided
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entertainment and leisure to people, catering especially to the

. . . 141
middle- and lower- income groups of citizens ...

Raffles in contrast was upmarket all the way, famously
then, famously now. Known for its Singapore Sling at the
Long Bar, the hotel had an impressive beer list in 1939, the
period of Cousins’ sour recollections. These are the beers,
and ciders:

Kloster Beer

Beck's Key Beer

Beck's Dark Beer

Salvator Munich (Dark)
Thomas Brau Pilsner Lager
Allsopp's Beer

Allsopp's Dark Beer
Carlsberg Beer

McEwan Red Label Beer
Whitbread (Light) Beer
Tennent Beer

Tiger Beer

Diamond Beer

Anchor Beer

Pabst Canned Beer
Budweiser Canned Beer
Guinness Stout

Simmond's Milk Stout
Gaymer's Cider
Whiteway's Dry Cyder
Whiteway's Whimpe Cyder (Medium Sweet)142
The list is a capsule of 100-plus years of beer history in
British Malaya. Notable as ‘new kids on the block’ are
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American Budweiser and Pabst, to please surely Americans
on the East Indies tour circuit and U.S. businessmen in
town. Most of the beers are lagers, including the McEwan’s
Red Label.'”® The main beers from the local breweries
were available, and stout in two forms, given its continuing
popularity in Malaya. Munich dark beer was still offered, a
survival of 19" century tastes. The German Kloster is there,
the Penang Girl’s beer in a temple of cosmopolitanism, no
surprise. Also no surprise, Kloster was fashionably a pilsen-

er, as confirmed in a 1927 advert.'*

A Japanese brew seems
conspicuous by its absence from the list. This likely resulted
from the boycott of Japanese products in Malaya between
1937 and 1941."* Based on a Tooth’s “KB” advert that
listed various top hotels as outlets, an Australian beer made
the Raffles list in 1940.'*° The presence of Australian troops

in the country by then must have helped.

The Straits Times reported in 1938 that Tanglin Barracks
was ‘reputed to ... [have] the heaviest drinkers of draught’
prefer bottled beer to
draught’. The journalist was puzzled at the airmen’s taste,
believing with J.B. Priestly that ‘bottled beer “does not but
”?. A photo showed wood casks being
loaded at warehouse for trucking to canteens in Malaya.

while ‘Royal Air Force men ...

fill ee up with gaas

This beer was described as Scottish, and seems to have been
the traditional, cask-conditioned form."” Pace Priestly, the
official badge of R.A.F. Squadron No. 230, based at the time
at Seletar, Singapore, confirms the news account. It shows a
tiger shown under a palm tree, similar to the graphic art of
the Tiger beer label. A R.AF. historical website states:

In March 1937 the Squadron Badge was approved by HM The
King. Inspired by the label on a bottle of the local brew (Tiger Beer)
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it featured a tiger under a palm tree which was adapted with the
addition of the motto in Javanese ‘Kita Chari Jauh’ — translated as

, 148
‘We search far’ or “We seek afar’.

In 1936 The Straits Times offered a useful report on
N.A.AF.IL activities in Malaya. There were 10 Regimental
Institutes (with ‘ale in the cellar’), one naval canteen, seven
grocery shops and a warehouse.'”’ As regards social life in
the higher echelons of the Army and civilian society, Lt.-
Gen. A. E. Percival, General Officer Commanding of Ma-
laya 1941-1942, stated in a post-war report made to the Brit-
ish government:

One just lived an ordinary decent life much the same as one does

at home, but with a little additional comfort added by an excellent
Chinese house staff. And that was the type of life lived by most

of the people with whom I came in contact. Malaya has become
notorious for its “whisky-swilling” planters and the gaiety of its
night life. While admitting that the consumption of alcohol is higher
in a country like Malaya than it is at home, yet this is equally true of
all hot countries, and there are many, among whom I am one, who
believe that in those climates a whisky and soda in the evening is no
bad tonic after a hard day’s work. And as regards the gaiety of night
life—well, why shouldn’t people enjoy themselves in moderation
provided they have the means to do it and don’t carry it to excess?

The fact remains that there were very few “drunks” in Malaya‘lso

From a different corner of the vertical mosaic, some kopitiam
of the 1930s also offered beer."”' Operated by the Chinese
community, these were originally simple coffee bars that
with time had transmuted to inexpensive restaurants. Some
were resorts of prostitution. Shennan states that in the inter-
war period beer was available at a ‘Malay kip-shop’ (brothel)

on Batu Road in Kuala Lampur.'*

Market position of imports just before the war

A clear picture of imports between 1936 and 1938 appears
from a table in Economic Conditions in Malaya by the Great
Britain Department of Overseas Trade."® In 1936 Britain
had about half the imports of beer and ale, or 237,806 gal.
By 1938 the percentage had risen to 60%, or 403,004 gal.
This was due to ‘the increase in the military garrison in Sin-
gapore’. Total imports of beer and ale were 477,793 gal. in
1937 and 656,637 gal. 1938. Total imports of stout and por-
ter, almost all of it from Britain (only a little now from
‘Eire’ due surely to the preferential tariff) rose from 257,389
gal. in 1936 to 494,178 gal. in 1937, but fell in 1938 to
313,978, due, the study said, to increased local production.

For beer and ale, the total amount imported between 1936
and 1938 from Denmark, Germany, Japan, and China re-

mained about constant, but was re-allocated to the benefit of
Denmark and detriment, mostly, of Japan. This probably had
to do with the boycott of Japanese goods that began in 1937.
While Britain’s exports of beer and ale steadily increased as
we saw, it is an interesting question whether local produc-
tion slowed that rise. Perhaps not in the canteens, since the
troops and airmen seemed to prefer (respectively) draught
and bottled British beer. Still, the Forces must have drunk
some beer outside the bases. This probably reduced sales to
a degree for British brewers. As noted earlier, total beer
imports in 1939 did not exceed 30% of Malayan beer con-
sumption. A much smaller import market now existed in
percentage terms due to the success of the domestic brewers.

A second part will take this study through the war years that
heavily impacted Malaya (1941-1945) and the postwar peri-
od until 1957, when Malaya (outside Singapore) became an
independent federation. Part Il will continue the discussion
of N.A.A.F.L, including the beer proclivities of the Forces
that combatted the Communist-led insurgency between 1948
and 1960.
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