LT COL JOHN LAWES OBITUARY: GURKHA WHO WON AN MC

Officer undertook tenacious antiterrorism operations during Malaya’s state of
emergency
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1 Lawes served in the army from 17 to 51

One June morningin 1948 Arthur Harris, the manager of one of the Anglo-Malayan
Rubber Corporation’s plantations, set off on his rounds. As he left his bungalow three
ethnic Chinese gunmen shot him dead. It was the beginning of the “War of the Running
Dogs”, as the communist insurgents called the collaborators with British rule. A state of
emergency was declared that would last until 1960, drawing in thousands of troops
from Britain and the Commonwealth, including many Gurkhas.

In 1956, with the tide of the insurgency at last on the turn, Captain John Lawes, aged 28,
in temporary command of a company of the 2nd Battalion, 2nd King Edward VII’s Own
Gurkha Rifles (2/2GR), was ordered to hunt down “Number 2 Armed Workforce”

(2AW) of the Malayan National Liberation Army (MNLA), the armed wing of the Malayan
Communist Party. He had no information other than that they were operating near
Bahai, 30 miles southeast of the capital, Kuala Lumpur, so he had to enlist the help of
local planters and contractors, who were themselves working under armed guard. He
made “numerous reconnaissances, frequently going by himself and in plain clothes”,
wrote his commanding officer in the recommendation for an award.

OnJuly 11, while lying in ambush on the edge of one of the rubber plantations, Lawes at
last caught sight of the enemy, but at long range. Primary jungle could be relatively open
at ground level, the canopy shutting out the daylight that stimulated growth, but sight
lines were still limited. In rubber plantations, however, with the trees in lines and



spaced evenly five or more yards apart and undergrowth regularly cleared, it was
possible to see (and be seen) for several hundred yards. It was also difficult to conceal
oneself from the rubber tappers, who might take fright, or worse.

Realising the “CTs” (communist terrorists) would not be coming any nearer, Lawes
“made a quick plan to cut them off. Taking two men himself, he skilfully stalked the
bandits for 2,000 yards through young and open rubber. He managed to close within
300 yards, but realising that the bandits would escape into thick jungle he charged
them over open ground in a last effort to get to grips. His small party came under heavy
fire so he placed his Bren gun to give covering fire and went forward alone”, wounding
one CT.

“Contacts” during the Emergency were few and far between, requiring great tactical
patience. For the next four months there was no trace of 2AW, but Lawes would not let
up, and with “his own tireless personal example he fired his whole company with the
resolve to close with the enemy and destroy them”. In late October, in ambush again,
he wounded another CT, and ten days later, led by him, his company had their first 2AW
kill. Then on November 14 “the remainder of [2AW] were ambushed and brought to
battle. One bandit was killed and the bandit leader so seriously wounded that he
surrendered the next day with the sole survivor of his group”.

With the recent Malay election won convincingly by the anticommunist United Malay
National Organisation, and the independent Federation of Malaya due to come into
being in 1957, the elimination of these MNLA diehard groups was of supreme
importance. Lawes was awarded the Military Cross “For leadership, courage and
tenacity of the highest order during months of continuous antiterrorist operationsin the
jungle”.

John (Johnny) Owen Lawes was born in Edgware, west London, in 1927. His father,
formerly of the Royal Hampshire Regiment, had recently transferred to the Indian Army
Service Corps, and the family moved straight afterwards to Poona, Bombay presidency.
Lawes was educated at Aldwick Grange prep school in Sussex and then privately in
India. At 17 he enlisted as a trooper in the Southern Provinces Mounted Rifles, part of
the Auxiliary Indian Force recruited from British nationals, but the threat of Japanese
raids on the coast never materialised and in October 1945, after the Japanese
surrender, he enlisted instead in the Royal Warwickshire Regiment in Madras. Sent for
officer training at Bangalore, he was commissioned the following year into his father’s
old regiment, the Hampshires, but seconded to 2GR, joining the regimental training
centre at Dehradun. Subsequently he joined 2/2GR at Ipoh in Malaya, in command of
the training wing: “400 partially trained men armed with rifles they had never fired took
over guard duties at key points” he recalled in later years: “We put more reliance on rifle
butt and kukri at this time than bullets.”

When his wartime emergency commission ended in 1949 he secured a short-service
commission in the Hampshires, but continued to serve with 2/2GR untilin 1952 he
gained a regular commission with them. After his temporary company command he
became adjutant, the battalion having moved to Hong Kong — a prestigious



appointment in a prestigious regiment. The saying was that the 2nd/2nd spoke only to
the 1st/2nd, and the 1st/2nd only to God.

Despite the exigencies of campaigning and the busiest captain’s job in the battalion,

Lawes passed the entrance exam for the staff college at Camberley, no small feat, as
beyond mere intelligence it required considerable study, not least of military history,

including at that time the Shenandoah Valley campaigns of the US Civil War.

On leaving Camberley in early 1961 he was appointed General Staff Officer Grade 2 at
the Nato Land Forces headquarters in Norway, an unusual posting for a Gurkha, but
one signhalling potential for wider employment. The same year he married Annette
Truss, the widow of a fellow 2GR officer killed in an air crash in Malaya. She died in
1992. Latterly he was close to the widow of a former 2GR medical officer, Lis Blewitt,
who died shortly before him. He is survived by a daughter Sarah, who lives in New
Zealand; a stepdaughter, Jane, who lives in Spain; and two stepsons, David and
Andrew, who live in Australia.

Despite the promising Norway posting, however, the rest of Lawes’s service, until his
last appointment, was spent with his Gurkhas (or “Goorkhas”, as 2GR preferred it). He
commanded a company again on operations, in the Borneo Confrontation, and then
2/2GR itself in Singapore and Brunei. His tireless advocacy is credited with saving
2/2GR from disbandment at the time of reductions in the Gurkha Brigade in 1970.

He was later deputy commander at HQ British Gurkhas in Dharan, Nepal, and for his
final appointment, with his recent acclimatisation to snow, military attaché in Helsinki.
During Queen Elizabeth’s visit to Finland he persuaded the Duke of Edinburgh to meet a
Finnish VIP in a sauna. He was subsequently appointed lieutenant of the Royal
Victorian Order “for distinguished personal service to the monarch”.

After leaving the army at 51 he joined the Gurkha Reserve Unit of the Sultanate of
Brunei, and subsequently commanded it — some 500 Gurkhas, mainly veterans of the
British Army, forming the royal protection force. Retiring finally in 1988, he settled in
Somerset.

Lawes’s nickname in 2/2GR was “Lamkhutte” (mosquito): “Sometimes it was difficult
to understand his English because he spoke so fast,” explained a fellow officer; “but his
Gurkhali was easier because he spoke it slower.”

He was one of the last commanding officers of the postwar Gurkha heydays, handing
back the Empire in good shape.

Lieutenant Colonel John Owen Lawes LVO MC, Gurkha officer, was born on August
29, 1927. He died on September 30, 2024, aged 97



