A Pair of Firedogs from 33
Malaya 1951 - 1953

By Colin Ovens
Kits: Special Hobby

Background
Operation “Firedog” was the air support component of the British operations to suppress the outlawed Malayan
Communist Party. These operations had been ongoing almost since the end of the Second World War.
The Japanese occupation of Malaya had left the economy of the country in ruins; food and jobs were very
scarce, and those that had work were badly paid. Britain, as the colonial power, did what it could to help, but
was severely hampered by its own struggling post-war economy. However it was in Britain’s own interest to help
restore the Malayan tin and rubber industries, most of which was owned by British companies, thus bringing
much needed dollar earnings to the UK’s creaking economy..
Highly disruptive and damaging strikes broke out in these industries during 1946 to 1948. These strikes were
ruthlessly put down; and, as a result, militancy and violence spread- British plantation managers were murdered
in June 1948. Emergency measures were brought in by the colonial authorities, among which was the outlawing
of the Malayan Communist Party, which after withdrawing to remote rural areas, formed the Malayan People’s
Liberation Army- whose members drew on their experiences learned when they were part of the British-armed
and equipped Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army during the war. The MPLA embarked on a brutal campaign of
jungle guerrilla warfare.
The RAF was involved right from the outset, and eventually involved RAF Bomber Command, when the need
to deliver heavier, more destructive munitions loads arose. The “heavies” involvement began in March 1950,
which deployed Avro Lincolns from No.57 Squadron at first, replacing these aircraft in turn with Lincolns from
Nos.100 and then with Lincolns from No.61 Squadron. The Avro Lincolns of No.1 Squadron, Royal Australian Air
Force were also deployed. Bomber Command Lincoln unit deployments came to an end in March 1951. They were
to return between September 1953 and March 1955 using the Lincolns of Nos.7,83, and 101 Squadrons, after
which these piston-engine bombers were replaced by Canberras, in turn on detachment from Nos.101, 617, 12,
and 9 Squadrons, until No.45 Squadron, permanently based at RAF Tengah, flying DH Venom fighter-bombers,
was re-equipped with Canberras in late1957. This eliminated the need for UK-based bomber units to rotate
their assets. Though from 1957, Vickers Valiants were deployed on three-monthly detachments from the UK to
RAF Changi and to RAF Butterworth.
Other RAF assets were also involved with Operation Firedog. (The recent release of a Beaufighter TF.X
from Airfix, with decal options including an airframe from No.45 Squadron, has raised the profile of “Firedog”
operations over Malaya. This kit includes the weapons and extra tankage fits that were used.)

Fighter squadrons were also involved with “Firedog”. Initially, Nos.28 and 60 Squadrons were involved- both
were equipped with rocket-firing Spitfire FR.18s, based at Kuala Lumpur. These two squadrons employed 20 mm
cannon, 60lb rockets, and 500lb bombs to attack the jungle camps of the MPLA.
No.28 Squadron’s Spitfires were replaced in mid-1949 by the Tempest F.2s of No.33 Squadron. Posted from
British Air Forces of Occupation in Germany, No.33 travelled to Malaya (to RAF Changi, Singapore) on board
the light aircraft carrier HMS Ocean (along with the Spitfire F.24s of No.80 Squadron, which was en route to
Hong Kong).
No.33 Squadron was declared fully operational in December 1949. While in Germany as part of BAFO, these
airframes were finished in the wartime Temperate Land Scheme Ocean Grey/Dark Green/Medium Sea Grey; at
RAF Changi they were repainted in the post-war Day Fighter Scheme of overall aluminium during their workup at RAF Changi. The squadron’s airframes carried the code letters “5R”. No.33 was employed on the same
strike duties as the two Spitfire units had been- attacking the terrorists’ camps and training bases with 20 mm
cannon, 60 lb HE head rockets, 20 lb fragmentation bombs, and 500 and 1,000 lb bombs. The squadron saw little
apparent results for their attacks on these jungle hideouts.
With the deepening of the Cold War, the RAF’s fighter force gradually reverted to camouflage: this time using
a scheme of Dark Sea Grey/Dark Green/Silver, as promulgated in an AMO during 1951. Several of No.33’s
Tempests were thus finished, but the silver underside finish was replaced with PRU Blue on some airframes.
Shortly after this, the Tempest F.2s were replaced with the twin Merlin engine de Havilland Hornet F.3. These
wore the new standard fighter scheme, but on some airframes the silver undersides were repainted with
non-standard medium sea grey. Moreover, the “5R” squadron codes disappeared, being replaced with the 33
Squadron colours flanking the fuselage roundels.
The Hornets served No.33 Squadron, based at RAF Butterworth, from late 1951 to 1955, during which time
they continued in the squadron’s anti-guerrilla role (today, that role would be called counter-insurgency), until
the squadron was amalgamated with No.45 Sqn in March 1955 at RAF Butterworth (it re-formed in October
1955, at RAF Driffield, as a Venom NF.2 squadron).

The Models
de Havilland Hornet F.3 PX306/P, No.33 Sqn, RAF Butterworth, Malaya, 1953.

This 1/72nd scale model is from a Special Hobby kit, and I can rather smugly say that this model is considered
rather more accurate than the recent 1/48th scale- certainly they have the shape of the windscreen and nose
correctly portrayed.
I encountered no problems with this model- though there were no locating pins.
However there is one major point that should not be overlooked. The Hornet was powered by two 2,030hp
Rolls-Royce Merlins- a Merlin 130 and a Merlin 131. These engines rotated in opposite directions (inwards),
thus eliminating any swing through torque. The eight propeller blades are separate, needing individual fitting
and setting the pitch of the blades. No jig is provided, which would have made things a little easier. To make
matters a little more awkward, these blades are among the most fragile I have encountered- and must be
treated with care! The blades were fitted to the spinners- and the assemblies were marked “L” and “R” on their
respective back plates and put aside until the model was painted, decaled and varnished.
Painting was done with Xtracolor enamels and, yup- I know that I’m a bit of a dinosaur in liking enamels! The
decals came with the kit, and went on the model without any problems (I always use Micro Set/Sol to bed down
decals). However, it has rather belatedly dawned on me that there is an error with the 33 Squadron coloursthey are not right. The correct colours should be a light (RAF) blue rectangle, with a horizontal thin red line
through the centre, and a horizontal dark blue border across the top and across the bottom of the rectangle. I
really must correct mine!
Would I build another? Yes!

Hawker Tempest F.2 PR771/D, No.33 Sqn, RAF Butterworth, Malaya,1951

This also was built from a 1/72nd scale Special Hobby kit a few years ago. Today, if we consider Special Hobby,
(and their latest, very much praised, 1/48th Dassault Mirage F.1 kit comes to mind), it seems that everyonewell, the model press, anyway- is currently saying what wonderful kits come from Special Hobby in the Czech
Republic. Yet, at the time that I was built this Tempest, I can recall one IPMS Branch member forcefully
telling me that I was “daft to build such obscure kits from obscure manufacturers”!
Certainly the build was not a “piece of cake”! On the other hand, it was not difficult- all that was needed was
a modicum of care and patience, plus a quantity of “wet & dry”! There are no locating pins in this kit, but the
excellent mouldings fit together extremely well.
Construction began with the cockpit, which was a mixture of injection moulded plastic, etchings, and resin- it
went together very well. In my opinion the worst part of the build was the two main wheel-wells; these are resin
castings and one has to remove a very large pouring block from each well (hence the “wet & dry”), until one can
almost read newsprint through the roof of each well... it takes a while- hence the need for ample patience.
There are etched parts with this kit, and the only one that gave me any problem was the boarding step just
behind the starboard trailing edge- just could not seem to get it to set at the correct angle- then I dropped
the thing, and a have distinct memory of a protracted hunt to rescue it from the “carpet monster”, and, having
found it, dropping it again. There is also an etched grille atop the front fuselage just ahead of the firewall.
This is supposed to fit virtually flush with the fuselage- well after a fair bit of work here, it does-virtually!
Painting was achieved with Xtracolor enamels, and the decals came from Xtradecal sheet X72094. Xtracrylix
Flat Varnish finished the job.
Would I build another one? YES!

So, there you have ‘em- a pair of “Firedogs” from 1951.
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