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In Gallery C of  Muzium Negara we find 
major and minor references to five forts: A 
Famosa and Fort St. John, both in Melaka; 
Kuala Kedah Fort on the estuary of  the 
Kedah river; Fort Cornwallis in George 
Town, Penang; and ‘pillboxes’ in Kelantan. 
Through them, we can read the colonial 

history of  peninsular Malaysia. But there are 
many other forts in Malaysia, some of  which 
go back to pre-Islamic history, for example 
Kota Batu Sawar [1] and Kota Buruk [2], 
both situated along the Johor River. The 
former is related to an early kingdom, 
which existed prior to the appearance of  
the Malay Johor-Riau-Lingga Sultanate. The 
latter is attributed to Parameswara himself, 
in the period when he was reputedly a ‘king 
without a kingdom’. An impending Siamese 
invasion had driven him out of  Singapore. 
Seaching for a suitable place to establish his 
administration, he is said to have built at least 
two forts in the Muar area. He apparently 
lived in Kota Buruk for six years and, were it 
not for renewed Siamese threats, he would 

A fort is any construction work erected 
to strengthen a position against an attack. 
What was to be defended? Was there any 
attack, siege, or capitulation?  The answer 
to these questions may help shed light on 
key events in Malaysia’s history. 

Introduction

Muzium Negara
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the once prosperous Lukut Fort [6, pp. 23] 
near Port Dickson, which controlled and 
taxed the transport of  tin along the Lukut 
River down to the sea. A couple of  forts in 
Sarawak, placed upriver in the Rajang River 
basin, were built to prevent Iban settlement 
and counteract piracy from the interior [7]. 

Lukut Museum and Fort, Port Dickson
Image credit: Chongkian (CC BY-SA 4.0)

not have moved north and established his 
kingdom at Melaka. 

The book Kota-Kota Melayu [3] reports on 
the ruins of  fourteen forts and gives the 
location of  other known fortifications in 
Perak (25), Bujang Valley, Kedah (8), Johor 
Valley, Johor (9), and Perlis (25). It is difficult, 
if  not impossible, to estimate how many 
forts were actually built in the Peninsula. In 
the best case, their ruins lie undiscovered 
under luxuriant vegetation. In the worst 
case, we only have written allusions to 
them, or their existence has been assumed 
from legends. With time, their possible 
remains have been replaced by plantations 
or modern housing developments. This is 
the case of  Kota Raja Bersiung [4]. It was 
built in Kota Aur, southern Kedah, by the 
fourth (or fifth?) ruler of  the pre-Islamic 
kingdom of  Kedah. Raja Bersiung is famous 
in Malay mythology. His story has been 
the inspiration for two Malaysian movies 
(1963 and 1968, the latter based on a story 
written by the then Prime Minister Tunku 
Abdul Rahman) and a theatrical production 

(2008, staged by the Petronas Performing 
Arts Group), all three with the title ‘Raja 
Bersiong’. The king had mistakenly been 
served blood-tainted food and subsequently 
became a vampire. Craving for this new 
taste, he began to kill his subjects to drink 
their blood. Large blocks of  stone found 
in Selama, Perak, more than 100 km from 
Kota Aur, are said to be the remains of  the 
king’s hideout, Kota Persembunyian Raja 
Bersiong [5]. 

Moving from legends to facts, forts in 
Malaysia have one common feature: they 
were built along the west coast, from 
the northern regions down to the Johor 
area [6]. Some of  them directly faced the 
Straits of  Melaka with the scope to defend 
against enemies coming from the sea. 
One example is the fort of  Kuala Kedah 
[6, pp. 1], which defended the capital Kota 
Setar from Siamese attacks. Others were 
built along rivers, generally not far from 
the river mouth, with the scope to control 
the transportation of  trade goods from 
the interior to the sea. This is the case of  

3



Locations of  forts (kota) mentioned in the text



A Chapel in a Strategic Position
Fort St. John, Melaka
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right: St. John’s Fort in Melaka
Image credit: Gisling (CC BY 3.0)

preceding page: Image of Fort St. John on 
Gallery C notice board

Image credit: Jörg Widany

Fort St. John is one exception to this 
rule. It was constructed in 1760 by the 
Dutch to protect Melaka from land attack 
[8]. The name was inherited from the 
first building originally standing in this 
place, a Catholic chapel built during the 
Portuguese occupation of  Melaka. Situated 
three kilometres south of  the town on 
top of  Bukit Pipi (Cheek’s Hill), so called 
for its distinctive morphology, the chapel 
was dedicated to St. John the Baptist. It 
was taken in 1623 by Acehnese forces, 
who wanted to capture Melaka from the 
Portuguese. A successful attack on Melaka 
was launched in 1628: the Acehnese were 
able to take control of  great parts of  the 
town, although the mighty fortress A 
Famosa remained in Portuguese hands. 
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Similarly, the hill was used by Dutch forces 
in their attempts to conquer Melaka. A 
proper fort was only erected over a century 
after the fall of  Melaka to the Dutch. The 
fortification, with a single-entry gate, was 
built in laterite rock and bricks, and was 
manned by a complete garrison with several 
cannons facing both inland and seawards. 
The greatest threat actually came from 
the mainland, where Bugis forces attacked 

Dutch posts and attempted the conquest 
of  Melaka. In Gallery C a black-and-white 
picture of  Fort St. John can be seen next 
to the display of  old plans of  Fortaleza de 
Melaca, the enlarged fortress of  A Famosa. 
Even though the reference to the Dutch 
fort seems to be chronologically misplaced, 
the choice of  the curator leads us to an 
interesting link between the two locations, 
St. John’s Hill and Melaka Hill. If  we can 

left: St. John’s Fort in Melaka
Image credit: Katangais (CC BY 2.5)

top: Cannon at St. John’s Fort, Melaka
Image credit: Katangais (CC BY 2.5)

trust long-lived rumours among people 
of  Melaka, a secret tunnel connected St. 
Paul’s Church on Melaka Hill, inside the 
Portuguese fortress, to St. John’s Chapel 
on St. John’s Hill, outside the fortress, 
providing a potential escape route from 
the centre of  the battle [9]. However, the 
existence of  such a tunnel has not yet been 
proven by archaeological excavations.



A Portuguese Legacy
A Famosa, Melaka



“For the glory of Malacca 

was its fort” [10]

A Famosa is the most famous of  all 
Malaysian forts [11]. It tells the story of  the 
end of  Melaka’s Golden Age, the reduction 
in indigenous influence in the Archipelago, 
and the beginning of  colonial rule 
(Portuguese, Dutch and British).  Erected 
by the Portuguese less than six months 
after the capitulation of  Melaka (August 
1511), A Famosa was the stronghold of  
the Portuguese administration and military 
forces. Frequent assaults by local groups 
and the Sultan of  Johor made clear the 
need for a stronger and more substantial 
fortification. By 1583, Fortaleza de Malacca 
(or Melaka Fort) encircled the entire 
Bukit Melaka (St. Paul’s Hill). Within its 
fortified walls were barracks and arsenals 
together with a tower, churches, hospitals, 
houses and wells for fresh water, serving 

Replica of Porta de Santiago in Gallery C
Image credit: Jörg Widany

up to 20 000 people. The fortified citadel 
had four bastions and was protected by 
seventy cannons aimed in all directions. 
The Portuguese had conquered Melaka 
in order to control the East-West trade 
passing through The Straits, to accumulate 
large fortunes and to spread Christianity. 
They never reached their goals, however, 
as they spent most of  their time fighting 
off  attacks by the Javanese, the Acehnese 
and the Johor Malays. In the 130 years 
of  Portuguese presence, A Famosa was 
attacked fourteen times. 

The Portuguese capitulation was finally 
declared in January 1641, after a two-year 
period of  increased attacks by the joint forces 
of  Dutch, Johor Malays and Acehnese, 
and a final siege lasting five months. The 
seriously damaged fort was restored and 
strengthened by its new Dutch rulers. The 
gates received new names and inscriptions. 
The Dutch administrators in Melaka 
planned to build more fortifications but 
their superiors in Batavia did not support 
the project. Eventually the fort around St. 
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Porta de Santiago, 2014 
© CEphoto, Uwe Aranas

Paul’s Hill was consolidated and a moat was 
added so that the hill and its surroundings 
became an artificial island. Troops from 
the British East India Company (EIC) 
entered the fort without any real fight in 
1795. Following the invasion of  Holland by 
French revolutionary forces, France could 
claim possession of  all Dutch settlements 
around the world. William V, the Dutch 
king, handed over Melaka and other 
territories to the British for safekeeping and 
Colonel William Farquhar was appointed 
as the British Resident. The East India 
Company, a commercial enterprise with a 
base in Penang for trade and the defence of  
shipping routes, was not really interested in 
the city of  Melaka, nor was it willing to spend 
too much effort and money in guarding it. 
The plan was to neutralize Melaka, moving 
many of  its 15 000 residents to Penang. Yet 
A Famosa was still an exceptional fortress 
and might have become a dangerous liability 
if  it should have fallen into the wrong 
hands. As a consequence, it was decided to 
dismantle the fort, stone by stone.
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‘He [Colonel Farquhar] first called all the 
workmen (coolies) of  various nations to 
commence landward, near the Chinese Hill, 
and he set on several hundreds of  them; 
but they could not break a single stone in 
several days, for they were in such a fright, 
they being surely persuaded that there were 
evil spirits in the fort.’ [10] The fortifications 
were too secure, and even digging under 
the foundations proved to be useless; the 
formidable walls could be breached only 
by exploding boxes of  gunpowder, placed 
in deep holes under a bastion. The fortress 
was blasted with ‘stones as big as houses 
and elephants flying right out to the sea’ 
[10]. The demolition was already in an 
advanced stage when Stamford Raffles, a 
young British civil servant visiting Melaka 
in 1807, intervened to prevent the complete 
loss of  the fort. Porta de Santiago, renamed 
as Porta de Fredrik Hendrik in ‘Anno 1670’, 
(according to the Dutch inscription found 
on its vault), is the only remnant of  this 
most famous of  all forts. 

Porta de Santiago, circa 1905
Image credit: KITLV, image 101099
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Of Many Enemies and Many Fights
Kuala Kedah Fort



Less celebrated but no less breath-taking, 
is the story of  Kuala Kedah Fort. Located 
at the mouth of  the Kedah river, it tells 
of  the many enemies and battles involved 
in the struggle for the independence of  
Kedah. The fort was erected in 1611 by 
the Portuguese on the request of  Sultan 
Sulaiman of  Kedah to protect the capital 
Kota Setar against attacks from the sea. 
This first fort was built with hardened clay 
and earthworks, and reinforced with timber 
beams, mangrove wood and bamboo. 
Its rectangular shape indicates that the 
fortification served more as a trading 
factory or depot for the Portuguese than as a 
military post. But its position at the opening 
to the Straits of  Melaka was strategic and in 
1619 the fort was attacked by the Acehnese 
Sultan Mahkota Alam [12]. The Portuguese 
stationed at the outpost were expelled, 
the interior of  Kedah was conquered, and 
Acehnese forces transported the Sultan of  
Kedah back to Aceh, together with 7000 
prisoners. 

One hundred years later, an internal 
struggle for power between the ruling 
sultan, Muhammad Jiwa, and his youngest 
brother was exploited by external forces to 
gain control of  Kedah. The Bugis leader 
Daeng Parani came in 1724 with sixty-two 
warships from Riau and Selangor, attacked 
the fort and supported the ruling sultan, 
while the Minangkabau leader Raja Kechil 
defended the sultan’s brother. The struggle 
between the two brothers turned into a 
civil war, which had alternating winners 
and losers, lasting two years and devastating 
Kedah completely. 

In 1771 the Bugis changed sides and gave 
support to dissident forces in Kedah, 
who desired the deposition of  Sultan 
Muhammed Jiwa. They came, captured the 
fort and seized over three hundred brass 
cannons. Sultan Muhammed Jiwa asked 
the British country trader Francis Light for 
help. Light was allowed to use the fort as 
base in exchange for protection of  the fort 
in case of  future attacks. 

Replica of Kacapuri Gateway in Gallery C
Image credit: Jörg Widany
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In the same year, Sultan Muhammed Jiwa 
ordered the reinforcement of  the fort with 
the instruction to bring qualified masons 
from India. The fort was reconstructed in 
bricks and stones, following the European 
style for fortifications, with parapets and 
peepholes for firing. It had a wall made of  
earth about two metres wide, reinforced on 
the sides with bricks, protecting an internal 
area of  about two acres (8094 square metres). 
The fort contained guard houses, arsenals, 
canteens, thatched huts for soldiers, and 
also the elegant house of  the commander. 
Morover, there was an audience hall for 
meeting and entertaining foreign visitors. 
It is likely that the final negotiations for the 
leasing of  Penang to the British took place 
here during the reign of  Muhammed Jiwa’s 
son, Sultan Abdullah. Cannons bought 
from the English, Dutch, Acehnese, 
Minangkabaus and Brunei Malays aimed 
out from three sides of  the walls, the fourth 
being naturally protected by mangrove 
swamps. The fort was further secured by a 
moat and drawbridges guarding the access 

from two gateways: the British Archway and 
the imposing Kacapuri Archway. Muzium 
Negara has two replicas of  the Kacapuri 
archway: a small one in Gallery C; a much 
larger second functions as the rear entrance 
gate to the Museum itself.

With time, the fort attracted more and 
more people who settled down in the 
surrounding area where they felt secure 
and protected. Even the sultan moved his 
court to the fort and lived here for several 
years. However, peace and prosperity didn’t 
last long. The first major attack occurred 
in 1821. It was said that the fort could 
be taken only by treachery. The Siamese 
Prince of  Ligor asked the ruling sultan of  
Kedah for support. He intended to attack 
Burma and required a stock of  rice for the 
Siamese army. This request was not new: 
‘In the years 1813, 1816 and 1818, Kedah 
was forced to supply thousands of  soldiers, 
hundreds of  boats and many tons of  rice 
to Siam to help drive away the remaining 
Burmese in Siamese territory’ [14]. Sultan 
Ahmad Tajuddin Halim II gave instructions 

The Kota Kuala Kedah Lighthouse, located on the 
grounds of the Kuala Kedah Fort. Built in 1891, the 

lighthouse is still functioning today.
Image credit:  Shirley Smith Karenko (Pinterest)

14



to prepare the rice and receive the Siamese 
generals with courtesy. When Siamese 
soldiers arrived at the fort, they were 
welcomed and shown around. It was at this 
moment that the Siamese leader ordered 
the attack. The garrison was massacred and 
the fort was taken by the Siamese. 

The Sultan fled to Penang, from where 
he organized the Malay resistance to the 
Siamese. From British traders and private 
citizens, he was able to gather guns, 

ammunition and boats in exchange for rice. 
In 1831, 3000 Malays from Prai under the 
leadership of  a prince of  royal blood, Tunku 
Kudin, they succeeded in pushing Siamese 
forces out of  Kedah. The Siamese declared 
them bandits and the British called them 
pirates, blockading the Kedah coast with 
gunboats. Confronted by Siamese forces 
of  7500 soldiers and 3000 war elephants, 
Kudin withdrew inside the fort. After fierce 
battles and a siege of  three months, the fort 

was lost once again to the Siamese. 

Malay resistance launched another attack 
in 1838. It reconquered the fort of  Kedah, 
massacring the small Siamese garrison there. 
The Malays moved further, liberating Kedah 
and Patani in Siamese territory. However, 
Bangkok sent heavy reinforcements of  
15 000 infantry, equipped with modern 
weapons and war elephants. The final 
stand saw 200 Malays cornered in the fort, 
with a British warship and three gunboats 
blockading from the sea. The fort was lost. 

Kedah was restored to the Malays only in 
1842 after diplomatic negotiations. The 
sultan offered to accept Siamese suzerainty 
in exchange for the restoration of  the throne 
of  Kedah. The fort was never repaired. All 
attempts to remove the cannon Meriam 
Badak Berendam (‘the Bathing Rhino’) 
from the mud at tide level failed to succeed. 
A Spirit Guardian is said to protect the 
cannon. Thus, we return to the realm of  
legend.

Kacapuri Gateway, 
Kuala Kedah Fort

Image credit:  
Muhammad Nabil 

(Pinterest)
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The First British Base on the Malacca Strait
Fort Cornwallis, Penang

Image credit: Maganjeet Kaur



Going through the Kacapuri Gate in 
Gallery C we reach the replica walls of  Fort 
Cornwallis. The fort was built in 1786 on the 
north eastern tip of  Penang island [15] by 
Francis Light [11, 16]. It signalled a distinct 
change in his life: from a British country 
trader busy between Madras, Phuket, Aceh 
and Kedah, to the visionary superintendent 
of  the first British settlement on the 
Malacca Strait. The use of  the island was 
granted by the sultan of  Kedah with a 
formal leasing contract of  6000 Spanish 
dollars per annum. However, Francis Light, 
who signed the contract on behalf  of  the 
British East Indian Company, exceeded 
his authority. He landed on Penang before 
the EIC had accepted one of  the sultan’s 
requests, i.e. to provide military support in 
case of  invasion from Siam or Burma. The 
EIC never agreed on this point and when 
Kedah later came under Siamese attack, 
the sultan was left without British help. 
He became the first enemy of  the British 
settlement.

Replica of Fort Cornwallis in Gallery C. Image credit: Jörg Widany
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Chinese, Indian, Malay and Indonesian 
migrants arrived in flocks. A few years later, 
the outbreak of  the French Revolutionary 
Wars in 1793 increased the likelihood of  a 
military attack by French troops stationed 
in Aceh, Sumatra. Because the first wooden 
fort was already in very bad conditions, 
Francis Light ordered its reconstruction in 
brickwork. Light died of  malaria in 1794 
before the end of  the building works and 
the fulfilment of  his dreams for Penang. 

Initially, the British East Indian Company 
pursued very ambitious plans. The island 
was to be transformed into the main base 
for British naval defence in the East with 
a shipbuilding centre that could serve the 
whole of  the East Indies. Penang had 
a suitable port and was protected from 
both the north-east and the south-west 
monsoons. In addition, the island was 
strategically located along the opium and 
tea trade routes between India and China. 
The flat terrain south of  the fort could 
be dedicated to the production of  spices 
as pepper, nutmeg and cloves. In this way 

Sri Rambai canon. Image credit: 
Frostpolar (CC BY-SA 4.0)

When Light arrived in Penang, the island 
was covered by a thick jungle with temporary 
huts for seasonal occupants, mainly Bugis 
and Malay sailors and traders. Clearing work 
started immediately. Silver coins had been 
fired into the jungle by the ship’s cannon 
to provide an additional incentive for the 
workers. A nibong (palm trunk) stockade was 
soon erected to protect the encampment 
from sea pirates. To attract traders and 
settlers, Light declared the new town a free 
port and promised ownership of  the land if  
settlers would help clear the jungle. Indeed 

Image credit: Wolfgang Holzem (CC BY-SA 4.0)
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Britain would have become independent 
from the Dutch Spice Islands [17]. 

As a result of  these grand plans, a stronger 
and bigger fort was needed. The land around 
the fort was already in private hands, so 
that an enlargement would have been very 
costly. The option of  a relocation twenty 
kilometers south to modern-day Bayan 
Lepas was explored in 1797 [18]. The new 
city was to be given the name Jamestown, 
after Light’s partner and friend James Scott. 
Economic considerations, as well as the 
refusal of  the majority of  the population 
to move to Jamestown, prevailed and the 
relocation plan was stopped. In time the 
strategy to establish a ship building and 
repair centre was abandoned too; Penang 
did not have enough skilled manpower. 
Moreover, wood of  the quality needed 
for shipbuilding had to be imported from 
Burma, making the whole process too 
expensive. 

Nevertheless, when the status of  Penang 
was elevated from colony to Fourth 

Image credit: Sheba_Also 43,000 photos (CC BY-SA 2.0)
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Presidency of  British India in 1805, money 
was allocated for major changes at the fort. 
By 1810 the reconstruction was completed, 
resulting in a star-shaped brick and stone 
structure, with both internal and external 
walls; two bridges and gateways on the 
east and west sides; and a moat that was 
nine metres wide and two metres deep. 
The fort had 110 cannons and 12 mortars  
They were used daily for saluting passing 
ships, thus steadily deteriorating the weak 
foundations of  the fort. Whilst its military 
role was limited, the fort’s administrative 
function was already in evidence in 1808, 
when the first Supreme Court of  Penang 
was housed there.

The importance of  Fort Cornwallis 
diminished significantly when the fort 
was decommissioned. The last British 
regiments were withdrawn in 1881, amidst 
protests from the local population. The 
number of  Sikh policemen stationed at 
the fort was increased to 130 units [19]. At 
the same time, commercial activities and 
trading involving the harbour boosted the 

need for a lighthouse, which was installed 
at the north eastern bastion, and became 
operational in 1882. The initiative was locally 
driven by Mr. Wills, the signal master at the 
time. In addition, a flagstaff  was added to 
communicate with Penang hill. 

In 1921 the moat was filled, officially 
to hinder a pandemic of  malaria in the 
area. The principal motivation, however, 
was a different one: to assist the work 
of  demolition. The authorities had been 
talking about it from 1895, when they 

allocated a sum to pull down the western 
wall. The opening of  the fort towards the 
Esplanade was carried out by 1930. During 
the Japanese occupation, the fort was 
used as military workshop and storehouse. 
New constructions were added in the 
internal area of  the fort and a trolley track 
connected the various buildings. The track 
went through the western part, opening up 
to the harbour on the east side of  the area. 

Fort Cornwallis is known as the largest 
existing fort in Malaysia. It never came 

Gunpowder magazine room
Image credit: Shankar S. (CC BY 2.0)

Prison cell
Image credit: Wolfgang Holzem (CC BY-SA 4.0)
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under attack and was mainly used for 
administrative purposes. Yet we are lucky 
we can still stroll through it. From the very 
beginning it had been a faulty construction: 
too small to accommodate all the military 
officers, too weak to sustain cannon fire, 
too close to the water, making it an easy 
grab for enemy ships. It was also too remote 
to provide protection for the rest of  the 
island. The fort was constructed on sandy 
ground, which resulted in continuous cracks, 
requiring constant repairs [20]. By the time 
Penang’s status was changed from military 

base to civil administration, resources 
for maintenance works were no longer 
allocated. Negligence, improper use of  
the structure, and overgrowing vegetation 
led to a grave state of  deterioration. In 
the following decades, a section of  the 
local population called for its demolition, 
while others regarded the fort an expensive 
hobby, given the extremely valuable land 
it occupied. But there were those who 
encouraged it to be preserved as ‘an ancient 
monument, symbolic of  the establishment 
in Malaya of  the British principles of  

justice’ [21]– ignoring the unfairness of  the 
first leasing contract!

After considerations and contradictory 
deliberations that protracted over three 
quarters of  a century, major restoration 
works were carried out in the 1970s. Parts 
of  the internal buildings were removed 
to make place for an amphitheatre for 
public cultural performances. Privatisation 
followed in the 1990s. In 2001 the internal 
and external walls and the entrance gate 
at the west side were reconstructed and 
the west moat was exposed again [22, 23]. 
Recent archaeological excavations have 
disclosed some of  the cannons placed in 
the fort. From the 110 cannons which used 
to be present in the time of  the Penang 
Presidency, only seventeen are left. Where 
are the others? This is a question the 
authorities have wondered about since 1946, 
when they publicly asked the population for 
the whereabouts of  the ancient cannons at 
the fort [24]. 

Inside Fort Cornwallis
Image credit: Cmglee (CC BY-SA 3.0)
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A Minimalist Design
World War II Pillboxes



The last section of  Gallery C is dedicated 
to the Japanese occupation of  British 
Malaya. Here we are invited to go through 
a gloomy cubicle reproducing a pillbox, a 
defence structure in its most minimal form, 

first used in Europe during World War I. 
Pillboxes in Malaysia are dug-in concrete 
guard posts, often built for nine to twelve 
soldiers. Narrow loopholes are found at 
each corner for guarding and shooting 

purposes [25, 26]. The name ‘pillbox’ comes 
from its resemblance to a box for holding 
medical pills or, as the shortened version 
of  pillar-box, from the similarity between 
the loopholes and the letter-slot on a postal 
pillar-box. The replica in Gallery C and the 
diorama seen through a loophole tells us 
the story of  the first attack by Japanese 
armed forces in the strategy to dominate 
South-East Asia. 

It is often claimed that the British were 
caught by surprise when Japanese forces 
landed in Kota Bharu to start the invasion 
of  the Peninsula from the north. Attack 
was expected from the south, through 
Singapore, at the time the most important 
British naval base in the Far East. The 
island itself  was heavily defended by many 
types of  coastal artillery guns. However, 
pillboxes scattered all over the Peninsula, 
such as along the east coast in Kelantan; 
in Jitra, on the western side, close to the 
northern border with Thailand; on Penang 
Island and  the mainland are proof  that this 
claim is not entirely correct. At strategic 

Replica of Kelantan pillbox in Gallery C. 
Image credit: Jörg Widany
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positions in Kelantan, British forces had 
already built a number of  pillboxes by 
1940, soon after the Japanese occupation 
of  French Indochina. Some, placed directly 
on the seashore and facing the sea, were 
intended as a first line of  defence along 
the coast. Others were used as airfield 

British pillbox on Pantai Saba (Kota Bharu). Coastal 
erosion has caused this pillbox to fall into the sea. 

defence for the three aerodromes of  Kota 
Bharu, Machang and Gong Kedak, which 
functioned as bases of  operation for the 
Royal Air Forces and the Royal Australian 
Air Forces. After all, as Japanese forces in 
French Indochina were only a few hundred 
kilometres away from Kota Bharu, a 

defence plan for the northern part of  the 
Peninsula was a necessity. The surprise was 
in the numeric superiority of  the Japanese 
in terms of  men and means, whether aerial, 
naval or ground. 

The Japanese landing started in Kota 

Relau pillbox, Penang. Image credit: Timothy Tye (https://www.
penang-traveltips.com/malaysia/pillboxes.htm) with permission
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Bharu, at Badang and Sabak beaches, on 
8 December 1941 at 0:30 AM, 70 minutes 
before the attack on Pearl Harbour. Four 
landing places had been carefully chosen by 
the Japanese at the nearest possible points 
to the airfields and the main inland road. 
A stretch of  land about 16 km long had 
been mined and wired by the British, while 
Indian soldiers opposed the landing from a 
number of  pillboxes. The fight, which lasted 
until dusk, was one of  the deadliest of  the 
Malayan Campaign, with many casualties 
on both sides [27, 28]. An historical picture 
of  the Sabak pillbox is shown in Gallery C. 
This fortification does not exist anymore 
due mainly to coastal erosion. In Kelantan 
around twenty of  them are still visible, 
in different states of  conservation. Some 
pillboxes found in Penang were actually built 
by Japanese forces, after the occupation of  
the island.

Sketch of the Japanese landing at Kota Bahru

Paintings installed in the pillbox 
replica in Gallery C

Image Credit: Maganjeet Kaur
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If Stones Could Talk

A Famosa was built by the Portuguese, 
Fort St. John by the Dutch. Kedah Fort 
was often under Siamese control, while 
Fort Cornwallis was built to protect the 
first British colony on the Malacca Strait. 
Kelantan pillboxes offered one of  the 
strongest oppositions to the Japanese 
invasion of  Malaya. Through the story 
of  these fortifications we have recalled 
more than four hundred years of  colonial 
history. What is their meaning today? Forts 

were not constructed to be grand buildings 
nor to provide beautiful sights for tourists. 
They had to be strong, as the etymology 
from the Latin word fortis suggests. They 
had to protect and defend. Through their 
loopholes, enemies were seen and guns 
were fired with the intention to kill. Even 
when we are left with just their ruins, 
they still have a function. Stumbling on 
their remains, we are reminded of  pivotal 
moments in history.
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