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‘Operation Legacy’: Britain’s Destruction and Concealment
of Colonial Records Worldwide
Shohei Sato

Kanazawa University, Kanazawa, Ishikawa, Japan

ABSTRACT
The end of the British Empire in the mid-twentieth century
was accompanied by a large-scale rearrangement of
sensitive colonial records worldwide. A great number of
these records were destroyed and a sizeable portion sent to
Britain to be kept secret. This article advances studies of
this policy, eventually code-named ‘Operation Legacy’, by
reading the ‘migrated archives’ that have been newly
discovered and declassified in the Foreign and
Commonwealth Office (FCO) 141 series. It asks where the
policy was decided, for what reason and how it was carried
out. Sources suggest that the policy was not planned in the
Colonial Office in London and delivered to the colonies in a
hierarchical fashion, but, rather, significant elements of the
policy were developed in the colonial governments
overseas in response to each local context. The general idea
was to save Britain’s honour and to protect its collaborators.
However, the limitations in terms of time and manpower
often prevented the officers from putting sufficient thought
into the actual screening of the documents. At the same
time, some officers demonstrated a level of historical
awareness regarding their actions. The episode reminds us
that the official mind as it relates to decolonisation is to be
understood not only by reference to the highest levels of
strategic planning but also in terms of how it worked at the
lower levels, in the colonial administrations on the ground.

KEYWORDS
Memory; imperial legacy;
official mind; secrecy;
collaboration; race; FCO
special collections

Introduction

‘What’s burnt won’t be missed!’ exclaimed a British officer. He was frantically
going through piles of papers. He had already sent 423 files to the incinerator
and there were many more to go.1 It was July 1963. Here in North Borneo,
which would become part of Malaysia, as well as in other parts of the British
Empire facing the pressure of decolonisation, transplantation of the old records
was crucial in order to ensure an orderly transition to the coming new state.
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Theoretically, Britain should have handed over every document to the future gov-
ernment. But some papers seemed too sensitive or inconvenient to be passed on.
So Britain needed to decide which documents to hand over and which not. Even-
tually, colonial administrators reached the conclusion that embarrassing docu-
ments should be either destroyed or secretly retained. Many British officers had
to apply the ‘wisdom of Solomon’ in carrying out this enormous covert operation
of selecting, burning and concealing the remains of the empire.2 It was ‘sad (and
sometimes heavy) work’.3 This article aims to illustrate what they were doing, not
just in Borneo but all over the world—implementing one of the most spectacular
destructions of historical records known in our time.

Historians of the British Empire always knew that there were some important
records that were not in their hands. However, some recent developments have
brought it to public and scholarly attention that the problem was much more
fundamental, in terms of quality, and more widespread, in terms of reach,
than had previously been supposed.

In 2011, in the course of negotiations with former Kenyan detainees, the
British government announced that it had in its possession some secret files
outside the regular classification system.4 Thus started the disclosure of pre-
viously non-existent documents, and by November 2013 some 20,000 files
had been declassified. They came from 37 colonies worldwide, from Malta,
Nigeria and Kenya to Aden, Malaya and the Bahamas. These documents are
sometimes called the ‘migrated archives’ and they are available at the National
Archives (previously known as the Public Record Office) in Kew, UK.5 In
addition, a large number of papers are believed to have been totally destroyed,
either burnt or sunk at sea. Hence what we can see now is only a tiny family
of survivors from an entire group that faced extermination. The whole policy
was eventually entitled ‘Operation Legacy’.

The disclosure of these previously unknown documents generated a far-
reaching shockwave that was felt by communities that had not even been part
of the British Empire, such as Japan.6 And, of course, it prompted a series of
scholarly enquiries. The first question to be asked is: why was such a large quan-
tity of documents left unnoticed for such a long time?7 The second is: what do
they reveal?8 Going back in time, a third question is: why and how had they been
consigned to oblivion in the first place?

Most pioneering works in this field have focused mainly on the first two ques-
tions. The initial hype in the literature regarding these migrated archives was fol-
lowed by a more sober period in which it was realised that the mere fact that
something is kept secret does not automatically mean that it is valuable.
Philip Murphy once called this the ‘fetishisation’ of secrecy.9 However, the act
of secrecy can have an importance of its own. As Ann Stoler points out, enacting
a policy of secrecy involves defining who can be trusted to share certain infor-
mation. Regardless of the significance of what is to be protected, secrecy
creates an exclusive relationship of confidentiality.10 From this perspective,
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this article considers the third question: why and how Operation Legacy was
carried out.

The leading expert on this subject is Mandy Banton. She suggested that ‘[f]iles
newly released to the series do appear less informative on the process of
“migration” than documents already in the public domain’.11 My intention is
to reopen this frontline by digging deeper into the newly released files in the
Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) 141 series. Thus, the focus is on
Operation Legacy itself: when and where it originated, who promoted it, for
what purpose, how it evolved and how it was implemented. By seeking to
answer these questions, this article aims to contribute to the larger body of scho-
larship on the official mind of the British Empire during decolonisation, by
looking at that mind through an administrative perspective.12

Before moving on to the main argument, two considerations are in order.
First, one should note the distinction between the Colonial Office in London,
on the one hand, and each colonial government overseas, on the other. The offi-
cers who worked for the two entities were recruited separately and were mostly
offered different career paths that did not necessarily merge.13 Deciphering these
organisational intricacies is crucial in order to gain an understanding of the
internal workings of the empire. Was Operation Legacy designed in London
and forced upon the colonial governments in a top-down fashion? Or was it
carried out in the local offices in response to the changing realities on the
ground in a more bottom-up manner? Caroline Elkins’ study of the situation
in Kenya argues that the authority of both sides ‘waxed and waned depending
on the circumstances’.14 This paper advances her general observation by
asking what role each side took at which point.

Second, strictly speaking, the code-name ‘Operation Legacy’ was applied only
at the later stages. The exact origin of the phrase itself is a point of contention,
and one that should be subjected to further empirical investigation. The earliest
recorded use of the term that I could find was in Uganda on 24 January 1961, as
will be seen below.15 In any case, the name ‘Operation Legacy’ aptly reflects the
British intention to shape the legacy of the empire at the moment of decolonisa-
tion, and I will use it hereafter to refer to the whole policy.

The structure of this article will largely follow a chronological order. First, it
will ascertain the origins of what later came to be called Operation Legacy.
Second, it will examine when and where this policy was institutionalised as a
standard practice. Third, it will ask how the operation expanded to other colo-
nies and if there were any notable developments in the later years.

Origins in Ceylon and Codification in the Gold Coast

The exact origins of Operation Legacy are contestable. Given the exhaustiveness
and global reach of the policy, one might assume that it would have been decided
in the metropolis. However, the sources challenge such an assumption. Banton
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states: ‘It seems quite possible that formal policy was first drawn up for Gold
Coast/Ghana, which achieved independence in 1957, although the Ceylon
example must not be forgotten.’16 This section substantiates Banton’s view
and clarifies the relationship among the events in Ceylon, the Gold Coast and
London.

In 1948 Ceylon became independent, later renaming itself Sri Lanka. In con-
trast to most of south Asia, where the transfer of power was accompanied by
turmoil, Ceylon enjoyed a largely peaceful transition. Following the bloody par-
tition of India, Britain tried its best to manage an orderly transfer of power.While
there were reports of secret movements by opposition groups, on the whole reli-
gious and cultural tensions were hidden and would surface only much later.17

Since Ceylon was the first British colony to achieve independence under the
direct supervision of the Colonial Office, the debates there naturally started from
the fundamentals: whether Britain was to keep the records out of the hands of
the new state, whether Britain was entitled to them and whether it was willing
to undertake the laborious task of going through all its papers to select those
to pass on and those not to.

On 4 September 1947 the last governor of Ceylon, Henry Moore, sent a tele-
gram to London asking for instructions regarding the ‘custody’ of the records
under his control. Moore was an experienced colonial administrator. After
reading classics at Jesus College, Cambridge, he failed the Indian Civil Service
examination, before joining the Ceylon civil service. He was also sent to
Nigeria, Sierra Leone and Kenya, before returning to Ceylon.18 With experience
in different corners of the empire, Moore knew that if things were left untouched
until independence he would not be able to resist requests for the disclosure of
‘despatches in the secret and confidential series’.19 Here arose ‘a very important
question’ on the transfer of sensitive records.20 Thus started a legal discussion
about how the secret documents were to be treated.21

It must be noted that in the early stages the main motivation behind these dis-
cussions was the ‘historical interest’ of the documents, rather than the issue of
their sensitivity.22 Later there developed an historical awareness that ‘[t]he
decisions we take now will be important as precedents on future occasions’.23

The officials knew they were about to set an example as regards designing the
long-term institutional memory of the empire.

Today, the records transferred to Ceylon are held at the Department of
National Archives in Sri Lanka. Among this collection I could not find any
material recording the correspondence between London and Ceylon regarding
the removal of records.24 However, for certain other dispatches there are
dummy sheets, seemingly produced by the colonial officers, that note that
certain records were removed.25

In any case, once Britain considered the possibility of secretly withholding
some records, the next question was whether to transfer the documents to
London or to the British high commissioner in the newly independent state.
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On the one hand, it seemed plausible that the high commissioner would hold on
to the documents that his British predecessors had created.26 Yet, on the other
hand, a note dated 1 April 1949 asked: ‘[Is] there any virtue in handing over
these records to the High Commissioner—unless on the ground [sic] that they
are likely to be of some use to him?’ The concern was raised that there ‘would
be great difficulty in defending’ the case were it to become known, and that it
would attract ‘public interest in Ceylon’ and ‘might well be a serious embarrass-
ment’. At the heart of the debate was a legal question: ‘now that the Governor
under the older constitution has been withdrawn, are we entitled to withdraw
also the special set of records that have grown up around him in the period of
U.K. Govt. responsibility?’27 In the end, the deputy under-secretary of the Colo-
nial Office replied to Moore that the secret and personal documents ‘should not
be on record in Ceylon’ and therefore ‘should be either destroyed or sent
home’.28 No code-name was given at this stage. This is the earliest instance of
what later became called Operation Legacy that I could identify from the sources.

Eventually, the policy in Ceylon proved to be a success for Britain. Unlike the
subsequent examples, such as in Kenya or Malta, the operation did not raise any
significant suspicions after independence. One of the earliest Ceylon govern-
ment reports on the archive referred to the ‘unembellished pedigree’ of the col-
lection, covering ‘eight miles of foot-run of shelving’—but it did not mention
that things were missing.29 Later, an undated British document stated that
there had ‘been no reports that there is any local knowledge of records
having been removed’.30 Britain appeared relieved when it found that the
deputy director of Sri Lanka’s National Archives had noted in a United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) journal
that ‘Sri Lanka does not have migrated archives in other countries, except
perhaps for a chance find here or there, which may have been removed
during the colonial periods’.31

Whereas in Ceylon the debate revolved around the general idea of (non-)
transfer of records, the practicalities were discussed in greater detail later on
in regard to a different colony—the Gold Coast.

The Gold Coast (later Ghana) was not the biggest colony in Africa but it was
at the forefront of the move towards independence, led by Kwame Nkrumah.
Nkrumah was born in Gold Coast colony and spent his early life teaching at
Catholic schools, before moving to the United States, and later Britain, for
higher education. In 1947 he returned to the Gold Coast, and within ten years
he was leading the nationalist movement to victory.32

By 1956 it had become apparent that Nkrumah would lead the Gold Coast
towards independence. Thus on 29 May the Governor’s Office of the Gold
Coast informed the Colonial Office that they were setting up a committee in
order ‘to start the scrutiny of security records’. Their aim was to separate
from the records to be handed over to the new state after independence those
documents which:
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(a) would be of no use to a future Gold Coast Government;
(b) might embarrass a member of Her Majesty’s Government if seen by a Gold Coast

Minister; or
(c) might embarrass members of the Gold Coast Police or military forces or public

servants or who had cooperated with the British; or
(d) might compromise sources; or
(e) might be used unethically by Gold Coast Ministers.33

This was one year prior to Ghana’s achievement of independence. Britain had
been preparing for the coming transfer of power for a while. Sources suggest
that the governor was able to give his office enough time to separate those
records that should from those that should not be handed over to the Gold
Coast Cabinet—‘all of whom are Africans’.34 Thus, what eventually became
called Operation Legacy was codified. On reading the above list regarding docu-
ments to be retained or destroyed it should be emphasised that, from these early
stages onwards, the aim was to protect the reputation, or more precisely to avoid
the embarrassment, not just of Britain but also of its collaborators.

At the same time, the principles laid out in the Gold Coast process differed
from later developments in three regards. First, although racial concerns were
in the background of the policy, no obvious racial distinction was made
among the British officers. The documents noted that the Cabinet to which
non-‘Personal’ documents were to be handed over consisted of ‘Africans’, but
none of them made a racial distinction between those British officers who
could and those who could not be involved in the practice. Theoretically, it is
possible that the need to exclude British officers of non-European origins was
not explicitly mentioned precisely because it was taken for granted—or simply
because it was not necessary, since all the British civil servants concerned
were of European descent. These lines of argument cannot be ruled out, but
the evidence at least suggests that at this point there was not an articulated
racial discrimination in this matter among British civil servants.

Second, in contrast to some of the later examples, the operation in the Gold
Coast was planned well in advance and in a relatively organised fashion. The
West African Department ‘B’ was put in charge of the separation of documents,
and there were no obvious traces of confusion or haste.35

Third, there were some variations in the terminology. In the Gold Coast, no
set name was given to the whole procedure, let alone any use of the phrase ‘Oper-
ation Legacy’. In later practices, documents that were not to be handed over to
the new state were marked with a stamp ‘DG’ or ‘W’, while the office in the Gold
Coast marked them ‘Personal’. Of course, ‘Personal’ was a euphemism: those
documents that really were personal in the literal sense were marked ‘Private
and Personal’, whereas the ‘Personal’ ones were those that it was considered
not appropriate to hand over to the new state.

Apart from these points, however, the selection process in the Gold Coast on the
wholewas largely identical towhat later became commonpractice in other colonies.
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Hence the sources available suggest thatOperation Legacy originated inCeylon and
was codified in the Gold Coast. And it should be reiterated that the main develop-
ments took place in the colonial governments, rather than in London.

Institutionalisation in London and Tacit Understanding in Malaya

While the Gold Coast was moving towards independence, the Federation of
Malaya (later Malaysia) was also following a similar path. It is not clear when
exactly the purging of papers started in the region, but at least eight months
were spent sorting through the records.36 A document issued later, in 1981,
recalled that, ‘[f]ollowing correspondence with the Colonial Office it was
agreed that certain categories of documents should be withdrawn from
Malayan Government Offices before independence’. Unlike Ceylon, where the
local office took the initiative, in this case London seems to have taken on a
larger role. It seems likely that the policy that originated in Ceylon, and that
was codified in the Gold Coast, was then institutionalised in London and later
emulated in Malaya. Thus, British records in Malaya were destroyed or kept
in secret if:

(i) the information they contain reflects the policy or point of view of the UK Gov-
ernment which it is not desired to make known to the Government of the
Federation.

(ii) that might give offence on account of their discussion of Malayan problems and
personalities.37

The wording was different from that used in the Gold Coast but the essence
remained the same. The basic point was to protect not only Britain’s secrets,
as stipulated in clause (i), but also the reputation of the soon-to-be new state
of the Federation of Malaya, as implied in clause (ii).

And Britain kept the whole thing very secret indeed. One month prior to
independence, Britain informed Tunku Abdul Rahman Putura, the soon-to-be
prime minister of Malaya, of its plan to remove some records.

The Tunku, or ‘the Prince’, was born into the family of the sultan of Kedah,
one of the Malay states. He then moved to Bangkok and Cambridge for his
education. In the 1950s he was working to bring together some Malayan
Chinese and Malayan Indian groups, to counter communist movements.38 A
heightening of racial and political tensions came together with decolonisation.
In the run up to independence, Britain informed the Tunku, in a rather
oblique manner, that:

The removal of these documents is in accord with the usual policy by which the secret
records of one Government are not left for the use of its successors. I think that you are
aware that this is the practice with Cabinet papers in the United Kingdom… and the
opportunity is being taken to destroy a number of files which are no longer of any
importance or value. The work is, of course, being undertaken discreetly and will be
concluded unobtrusively.39
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In fact, this message was insincere. The purging of documents taking place in
Malaya was qualitatively different from the removal of documents that took
place upon a change of cabinet. Nor were the documents that were destroyed
or removed necessarily of no significance: a lot of them were destroyed or con-
cealed precisely because they were too sensitive. However, it is important to note
that the Tunku was informed of the policy in advance, although in the broadest
sense. Hampshire even argues that there was a ‘high level of trust between the
chief minister and the colonial authorities; the Tunku could easily have made
a political issue in the weeks before independence out of the process if he had
so wanted’.40 This line of argument needs to be examined in the light of
further evidence, but it raises an interesting question: did the two sides actually
have a discussion about the more concrete points off the record—or indeed a dis-
cussion that was documented in some of the records that were destroyed? At the
same time, such administrative details might have been a minor concern for the
Tunku, in comparison to his struggle against communist movements and Indo-
nesia. At any rate, on the surface the insincere message kept the Tunku from
asking Britain to disclose records that would embarrass the new state. A secret
document issued six years later recollected that the Tunku ‘quite understood
the British Government’s attitude on this matter’.41 And, in the end, ‘[f]ive
lorry loads of these papers were destroyed in the Royal Navy Base incinerator
at Singapore’.42

Another point to be advanced is the complex relationship between London
and the overseas administrations. On the one hand, the role of London was
visible in most examples. After the case of Ceylon the general idea regarding sep-
arating documents seems to have been mostly conveyed from London to the
colonies. On the other hand, the exact details regarding how to carry out the
purging of documents had to be decided in the region in response to the local
realities. These included preparing stamps, safe cabinets, padlocks, trucks and
aeroplanes for transportation and incinerators.43 Practicalities that may
appear mundane from above can matter a great deal on the ground.

Racialisation in Uganda and Kenya

The subsequent ‘wind of change’ brought the policy of purging documents from
Malaya back to Africa. The main theatres were Tanganyika, Uganda and Kenya,
which would eventually achieve independence in 1961, 1962 and 1963, respect-
ively. Whereas Banton uses existing sources to briefly identify some traces of
Operation Legacy in the continent, this section utilises the new sources, which
reveal an interesting evolution of the policy with regard to colonial documents
in the region.44

The colonies in East Africa differed from the previous examples in two
regards. First, there was a significant presence of settler communities, particu-
larly in Kenya. Second, Britain had pursued a policy of multiracialism, which
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had ‘failed to win African support’.45 The racial tension in the region placed
Operation Legacy in a new context.

But, before looking into the substance, two points will be addressed. First is
the question of when exactly the policy of purging documents reached the
three colonies. The details of this matter remain murky. On 3May 1961 the colo-
nial secretary sent guidance on the disposal of the classified documents to Tan-
ganyika, repeating the message to Uganda and Kenya.46 The so-called ‘Cary
Report’ cites this savingram as setting out the general rules for the disposal of
classified documents.47 However, discussion of the policy seems to have
started at an earlier point. Based on a meeting that took place before the Christ-
mas of 1960, one officer in Uganda recalled that ‘[i]n Tanganyika the job was left
until almost the last minute, with the result that it was done much too hastily’.
This officer therefore concluded that they should do a better job.48 This implies
that at least the separation, if not the purging and relocation, of the documents
had started in Tanganyika prior to the end of 1960, and before the same oper-
ation was carried out in Uganda. In addition, it should also be noted that the ear-
liest record I could find that discussed the selection of documents for the
purpose of preventing ‘embarrass[ment]’ in Uganda goes back to an earlier
date of 21 April 1960.49

The second point to be noted relates to the terminology. The savingram of 3
May 1961, as cited in the ‘Cary Report’, did not give a code-name to the oper-
ation.50 But a draft memorandum dated earlier, 24 January 1961, used the phrase
‘Operation “Legacy”’.51 This was the earliest usage of the term that I have found
so far. Since the memorandum does not deliberate on the usage of the terminol-
ogy in detail, there might have been a discussion some time earlier.

Coming back to the substance of the policy, on 27 February 1961 a letter was
sent out to the Treasury in London asking for ‘an obliterating agent, i.e. one
which under any process would not reveal what had previously been written
before obliteration’.52 It is unclear what device was intended here, but later
that year an encryption system known as Slidex would be examined.53 In any
case, the next day, presumably before the office in Uganda received a reply
from London, a memorandum was sent from the private secretary of the chief
secretary of Uganda to all heads of departments ordering them not to hand
over to the new government any documents which may:

(i) prejudice the defence of the Commonwealth in the event of war; or
(ii) embarrass H[er]. M[ajesty’s]. G[overnment]. or any other Government or

the present Government of Uganda; or
(iii) lead to the identification of a ‘source’ and thereby to the possible victimisa-

tion of that ‘source’; or
(iv) provide information which might be used for the victimisation of any

person.
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Documents that could be passed on to the new state were called ‘Legacy papers’
or ‘Legacy files’ and the ones that had to be burnt or kept secretly were called the
‘DG’ papers.54 Sometimes the former were described as ‘clean’ and the latter
‘dirty’.55 The symbol ‘DG’ was applied with a ‘rubber stamp in the top right
hand corner of correspondence’ to distinguish the ‘dirty’ papers. ‘DG’ originally
stood for ‘Deputy Governor’, and this misleading acronym was deliberately
chosen:

[if] ‘dirty’ material so marked fell into the hands of ‘unauthorised’ persons… it could
more easily be explained away by saying that it was merely an indication that it was
a subject falling within the portfolio of the Deputy Governor.56

As was the case in the previous examples, the purpose was not only to protect
Britain’s reputation but also to remove ‘those papers likely to be embarrassing
to African leaders, officials and politicians in the future’.57 Whereas ‘DG’ was
used for correspondence within Uganda, exchanges outside the protectorate
that were to be kept away from the eyes of ‘unauthorised’ persons were
marked as ‘Personal’.

The general idea was that the operation should only be known to, and carried
out by, ‘a civil service officer who is a British subject of European descent’.58

Thus, neither ‘DG’ nor ‘Personal’ was ‘a security grading’, but more of a racial
indication: both could be ‘used in conjunction with restricted, confidential,
secret or top secret classification’ but top secret material was always marked ‘Per-
sonal’.59 The racial dimension thus came to the fore, and this principle generated
a fascinating series of debates about what it meant to be British and European.

On 3 March 1961 the resident of Buganda sent a letter to the chief secretary in
Entebbe requesting ‘permission for Mrs. O.E. De Souza to be an authorised
officer’.60 Mrs De Souza was originally a Portuguese national from Goa, India.
Goans in Uganda were reported to have been mostly Roman Catholics and
hence ‘cut off by religion from their fellow Asians and by race from fellow Ugan-
dans’.61 De Souza was married to a man who was naturalised as British in 1938.
Having ‘signed a “Declaration of Acquisition of British Nationality” before a
Commissioner for Oaths’, she came to be regarded as ‘a citizen of the United
Kingdom and Colonies’ but she was not naturalised in the strictest sense.62

The resident in Buganda considered ‘her to be thoroughly trustworthy loyal
and discreet’ since her work had been to his ‘entire satisfaction’. He was ‘quite
satisfied that she will never divulge any information of any nature which is
entrusted to her’.63 However, the officials in the governor’s office took a different
view. They did not question her ‘loyalty or discretion’—in fact, these were
thought to be ‘beyond reproach’. Nonetheless, as they stated, ‘a rule is a
rule’.64 Despite her competence it was suggested that ‘Mrs. De Souza should
not be “authorised”’.65 One official noted: ‘I am rather surprised that her
employment in so sensitive a post as that of the Security Registrary [sic] Assist-
ant to the Resident, Buganda, was permitted in view of the background indicated
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in red 10’.66 The document ‘red 10’ remains classified, but it probably contains
further details regarding De Souza’s racial background.67

It should be noted that these discussions took on board not just the racial
background of the officers but also their nationality, as well as their official
status. A draft letter written in late 1961 noted: ‘On no account should any “per-
sonal” communication be shown to any African, to a person of another nation-
ality other than British, or to a non-official.’68 And, indeed, one of the exchanges
on the situation regarding De Souza highlighted her nationality.69 However, the
document red 10 is reported to have given ‘categorical’ advice that:

if we make the rule that ‘DG’material is for expatriate European eyes only we can allow
no exception to it, for apart from any difficulties internally in Uganda, correspondents
in other territories and in Whitehall knowing of the rule must be able to rely on us to
enforce it; otherwise the rule itself is worthless70

This line is interesting for two reasons. First, it suggests that the racial back-
ground of De Souza, clearly of non-European, and most likely Asian, origin,
was thought to pose a problem. She was originally hired on a ‘non-racial
basis’, but things had changed. And for the same racial reason, another
officer, called ‘Mr. Venkateswaran’, was to be excluded from the sensitive oper-
ation.71 Second, the officers in Uganda were conscious of the global repercus-
sions of their work. They believed that the same rule was and had to be
shared in London and other British colonies worldwide.

So why did they have to exclude non-European officers from the operation?
Clearly both De Souza and Venkateswaran were trusted on an individual basis. A
document written later mentioned ‘the possibility of causing offence to anyone
of whatever race who may read it’.72 It is unclear whether the officers in Uganda
were trying to establish a precedent regarding racial restrictions or if they were
passively complying with what had already been decided outside their territory.
Whichever was the case, ‘[b]esides the reasons given’ in ‘red 10’, it was also
debated whether allowing the two supposedly non-European officers to be
involved in Operation Legacy was ‘fair to them’:

These two intend to make their homes in Uganda. If it is known in the future that they
have had access to ‘European eyes only’ material they may quite likely be subjected to
pressure to reveal it which they will find hard to resist when we are no longer here.73

On one occasion a British officer observed that the Asian civil servants ‘are afraid
they will be discriminated against, and I fear that their apprehensions may be
justified’.74 Hence, Britain was not only careful not to offend its non-European
officers but was also concerned about their security.

In another exchange, there was a question as to whether a local office could
look for the ‘part-time assistance of a European woman’, but this case was not
debated as intensely.75 Most likely, racial backgrounds accounted for the differ-
ence in the treatment of De Souza and Venkateswaran, on the one hand, and the
prospective European woman, on the other.76
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On 16 June 1961 it was recorded that the ‘purging’ of documents ‘should now
have been completed’.77 However, after burning a large portion of the docu-
ments, transporting the remaining ones presented another major task. In
British eyes, ‘there can be no question of an African Courier carrying “D.G.-
classified” mail’, since it ‘would only take one road accident to the Courier’s
car, with the despatches stolen while he was lying injured or unconscious, to
create a very inconvenient and undesirable situation’.78 The challenge was not
only to send an enormous amount of documents securely, but also to do it in
such a way that those involved in the transportation would have no idea of
what they were doing. Even when the documents were delegated to the Royal
Air Force, which shipped them ‘in strong, yet light, containers suitable for air
transport’ from Uganda, via Nairobi, to Britain, the officers decided to remain
low key, by deliberately not treating the cargo ‘as classified material while in
transit to the United Kingdom’.79

Meanwhile, Operation Legacy was also expanding to Kenya. For example, the
idea of distinguishing documents that only European civil servants were allowed
to see by giving them specific stamps was adopted in Kenya following the
Ugandan model. The only notable change was the acronym. The kind of docu-
ments that were stamped ‘DG’ in Uganda were now to be marked ‘Watch’ or ‘W’
in Kenya. The reason behind this technical change is unclear.80 In any case,
certain practicalities that developed in Uganda seem to have been emulated in
Kenya.

While these sources reveal the discussions about who were permitted to take
part in Operation Legacy, they still leave an important question unanswered:
how did the authorised officers choose which records to destroy and which to
keep secret? Information on this crucial point is surprisingly sparse. However,
an officer in Buganda, a central region of Uganda, provides us with a rare
glimpse of the facts of this matter. In January 1962 he was sorting out the sen-
sitive records in his office, when he realised that some of ‘these archives would be
of immense interest and value to anyone who comes to write about the fascinat-
ing events here of recent times’. He suggested that these files, which ‘contain a
good deal of “dirty” material’, should be sent to the Colonial Office back in
Britain, and in due course ‘they might perhaps be used by some historian’.
But at the same time he did not find it ‘practicable’ to ‘extract the “dirty”material
from these files’, hence if they could not be ‘sent to the U.K. before 1st March,
then I would propose to destroy them’.81

This officer was R. E. Stone, the resident of Buganda. He was a graduate of
Wadham College, Oxford, and came to Uganda as a cadet in 1937. Unlike
many officers who come up in the records in the Ugandan files, he was listed
in the Colonial List, 1962, with the title C. M. G.82 Perhaps as a result of his
seniority and background, Stone appears to have had an unusual historical
awareness of the process he was carrying out. And six months later, another
officer would note, ‘we have concentrated in this office now most of the dirt
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of the colonial days much of which will be destroyed but a fair amount of his-
torical interest is to be sent to London for storage in the records there’.83

From these accounts and the other details examined in this article, the following
likely picture emerges from the Ugandan case.

First, the authorised officers weeded out the files that seemed to contain some
sensitive records that might caused trouble if they were to fall into the wrong
hands. Second, when they found in those sensitive files something that might
be of future use or historical interest, the whole file was sent to London, while
the rest were destroyed. Thus, sensitivity was the first criterion and historical
interest was the second. Additionally, the pressures of time and lack of man-
power were overriding concerns.

A letter issued in June 1961 read: ‘Time is pressing and it is essential that we
settle these matters one way or the other very soon.’ The feeling of time running
out was not just the result of the prospective independence of Uganda but also of
the ‘increasing Africanisation’ of the British administration in Uganda. The fear
was that, unless they finished sorting out the sensitive records very quickly, it
would not be long before information about the scheme ‘[fell] into the hands
of an unauthorised person’.84 So significant time constraints, either perceived
or real, were at play.

On top of that, there was a notable shortage of manpower. One of the officers
in Uganda complained to the Colonial Office: ‘Even in this office it took me just
about three months hard work to “purge” only the current security graded files
and we are still in the process of “purging” the records.’85

To summarise the findings so far, the general idea of racial discrimination in
Operation Legacy was transmitted from Uganda to Kenya. The racialisation
exacerbated the shortage of manpower and increased the time constraints.
Nonetheless the purging of documents went on. The first criterion was sensi-
tivity, and the second was historical interest.

Once the Kenyan administration imported the overarching framework from
Uganda, it began to develop the practical protocols more autonomously and
spontaneously. Whereas the officers in Uganda tended to maintain a passive
attitude towards the order to keep the process away from the eyes and out of
the hands of non-European civil servants, some in Kenya took a more proactive
stance. A report issued by a security officer on 13March 1961 warned against the
possible ‘threat of trained or semi-trained intruder attack’. The report foresaw
the possibility of a ‘threat of infiltration by opportunity or intimidation of
African employees’ who had ‘freedom of movement’ within the government
offices ‘during working hours’.86 The security officer’s advice was taken on
board.87 The Kenyan administration discussed in great detail how they were
going to install steel safes and special padlocks.88

The European civil servants’ extra caution was a reflection of their percep-
tions of the local employees. A report by the director of intelligence and security
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commented on the attitude of one of the female clerks, supposedly of ‘European
descent’:

She was getting some files out to show me the system of filing. I saw the African mes-
senger come into the office, and put a cup of tea down on her desk. When he had gone
out again I asked her if she had been aware that anyone had come into the office, and
she said she had not seen anyone. There was classified material on her desk.89

The Africans were invisible—ergo, omnipresent. Thus grew the paranoia.
The role of London during this period seems to have been limited. For

example, as late as August 1962, when the practicalities of Operation Legacy
had already been discussed in the aforementioned detail in Kenya, in the
context of the destruction of sensitive files officials in the Colonial Office had
‘not hitherto considered the position of territories which will clearly become
independent but where it is by no means certain when, and where independence
may come very suddenly … e.g. Kenya’.90

Finally, the next month, the Colonial Office issued a general guideline on the
disposal of records. This guidance went into some detail regarding the selection
process, including instructions to destroy files on political intelligence—namely,
all ‘materials in the TONIL, INTEL and GUIDANCE series and in the Colonial
Office print series, whatever the security grading, and all correspondence refer-
ring to these series’. It also asked for the colonies to submit ‘a destruction certi-
ficate’ when purging certain other types of materials. However, at the end of the
day weeding out of the documents that circulated within the colonies, as
opposed to the correspondence with the Colonial Office, had to be left for
‘local decision at the discretion of the Governor’.91 Equally importantly, the gui-
dance contains no mention of race. London does not seem to have taken the lead
in the racialisation of the policy. The racial dimension that emerged in Uganda
and Kenya is likely to have been a local interpretation of what the colonial gov-
ernment perceived to be a practical necessity.

Two years later, the policy was applied to Malta, although the sources do not
mention the race of the British officers involved in the operation.92 Also, by
1958, the government of Aden had started to discuss ways of improving the
archiving of their records. In 1966 to 1967 a lot of materials were shipped to
Britain, but here the focus was more on protecting the records than on destroy-
ing or concealing them.93 Whether these differences reflect the ways in which the
policy was implemented on the ground, or whether they were more a matter of
what was left in the declassified documents, needs to be subjected to further
investigation.

How, then, can one make sense of Operation Legacy—a policy that was
improvised in response to the local realities of each region yet applied across
a range of British colonies worldwide in a very short space of time? In light of
this question, the significance of the African episodes can be understood on
two levels.
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At one level they set the precedent for the other colonies. For example, in
October 1962 the Colonial Office sent to North Borneo, Sarawak and Brunei a
‘Note on the disposal of classified and accountable documents… drafted specifi-
cally for Kenya, but the principles set out have been applied in all territories now
independent within the Commonwealth’.94 The evolution from Ceylon to Africa
seems to have crystallised in a note written for Kenya, which stipulated that no
documents should be passed on which:

(a) might embarrass Her Majesty’s Government or other governments;
(b) might embarrass the members of the Police, military forces, public servants

or others (such as Police agents or informers);
(c) might compromise sources of intelligence;
(d) might be used unethically by Ministers in the successor government.95

Thus, the regional initiative that came from the British civil servants stationed in
Africa was accepted as a norm in London and was transmitted elsewhere.
London was thus less of an initiator and more of a hub.

At the second level, however, the role of London becomes even more nebu-
lous and the local institutions in the African colonies more central. Nowhere
in the note quoted above was there a mention of race or ‘European descent’.
The evolution of the racialist policy in the African colonies seems to have at
least partially resonated with the developments in Southeast Asia. In the
earlier stages, when the Federation of Malaya achieved independence in 1957,
there was no explicit record of racialist considerations as far as the purging of
documents was concerned. This had changed by the time Malaya was reconsti-
tuted as Malaysia, together with Singapore, North Borneo and Sarawak. In the
run up to the formation of Malaysia in 1963, Britain was trying to identify,
among the documents of the Sarawak government, those that ‘may be embarras-
sing to the United Kingdom Government’ by exercising ‘the wisdom of
Solomon’.96 Here, one of the key concerns expressed pertained to ‘[l]ocal politi-
cal and racial affairs’, which were believed to include information on ‘“Kapitans
China”, Miscellaneous Chinese Affairs, Trade Unions, and Indian Affairs of the
local Government’.97 It is unclear to what extent the criteria for the selection of
documents were applied in the actual selection of documents that took place. In
fact, the staff on the ground might not have had the time to contemplate such
matters. Even the Colonial Office was apologetic for imposing ‘an added
burden’ when the local staff were ‘already at full stretch’.98 It was in this
context that O’Brien, the North Borneo-based officer introduced at the begin-
ning of this article, exclaimed: ‘What’s burnt won’t be missed!’99 The staff
appeared to be simply overwhelmed by the sheer volume of the papers that
they had to go through.

It also remains to be examined in further detail what the officers had in mind
when they carried out the operation in each corner of what became Malaysia. In
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1961 the keeper of the public records made enquiries of one of the local admin-
istrations regarding the National Archives in Kuala Lumpur, as to whether the
‘building is air-conditioned and safety from insect damage can be guaranteed’.100

As in Ceylon, the traces of record purging seem to have been well hidden. In any
case, research suggests that the racialist dimension of Operation Legacy seems to
have emerged bottom-up rather than top-down, with regional offices primarily
taking the initiative in response to the practicalities they perceived to be impor-
tant. For its part, London was hesitant about institutionalising the racial dimen-
sion of the policy.

Conclusion

Following the discovery of the previously unknown ‘migrated archives’, three
questions have attracted scholarly attention: (1) why were the documents left
unnoticed for such a long time? (2) what do they reveal? and (3) why and
how had they been consigned to oblivion in the first place? This article con-
cerned itself with the third problem.

Sources suggest that after the independence of India the British Empire
quickly started to prepare for eventual decolonisation in terms of the treatment
of administrative records. Thus a policy of systematically purging documents
originated in Ceylon and was codified in the Gold Coast. In both cases, impor-
tant parts of the policy were developed more in the colonial governments than in
London. The general idea was to remove documents that were deemed inconve-
nient, either for Britain or for its collaborators. As the practice expanded to other
colonies, such as Malaya and Tanganyika, London shared information about
these precedents. Eventually, when the policy reached Uganda and Kenya it
started to attain a distinctively racialist character: strictly prohibiting civil ser-
vants of non-European descent from being involved. This was decided locally.
The limitations in terms of time and manpower often meant that the job had
to be finished very quickly, but at the same time some officers were aware of
the historical significance of their actions. Thus, Operation Legacy was con-
ducted largely in a bottom-up fashion, initiated by the overseas governments,
with the Colonial Office in London performing the role of a hub. London was
not so much the brains of the operation as it was a sort of bookshelf: a place
where the institutional memory of different colonies was stored and information
extracted whenever necessary. On the whole, the episode reminds us that the
official mind as it relates to decolonisation needs to be understood not only
by reference to the highest level of strategic planning but also in the light of
how it worked at the lower levels in each colonial administration on the ground.

These findings open up a range of enquiries, both within and beyond the con-
fines of the British Empire. On the one hand, the evolution of Operation Legacy
in the colonies not dealt with in this article, such as Cyprus and the Indian Ocean
Territory, is an obvious area that should be examined by future research. On the
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other hand, the policy discussed can also be compared with the experience of
other empires, including the French, German and Japanese. Collectively, these
investigations may invite us to examine the intertwined relationship between
our collective memory and collective oblivion, and to pose a question that
might otherwise remain unasked both in former metropoles and dependent ter-
ritories: what has each society forgotten, in order that it may be able to remem-
ber its past in a way that it prefers?

Notes

1. Terence [O’Brien] to Frank [Mills], 4 July 1963, FCO 141/13039, The National
Archives, Kew (hereafter TNA). I ascertained the surnames of O’Brien and Mills
based on: Goode to Higham, 11 June 1963, FCO 141/13034, TNA; Commonwealth
Relations Office List, 1963, 446.

2. Mills to O’Brien, 20 July 1963, FCO 141/13039, TNA.
3. Stacpoole to Grey, draft and record copy, 29 Nov. 1962, FCO 141/19928, TNA.
4. See especially Elkins, ‘Alchemy of Evidence’, 731–48; see also Anderson, ‘Mau Mau in

the High Court’, 699–716; Bennett, ‘Soldiers in the Court Room’, 717–30.
5. The FCO holds another approximately 600,000 files of what it used to call the ‘special

collections’ (now renamed the ‘“non-standard” files’), which are currently in the
process of being transferred from a repository in Hanslope Park, Milton Keynes, to
the archives in Kew. Whereas many of these eventually turned out to be of a different
nature from the ‘migrated archives’, the FCO also discovered in August some ‘170,000
files in legacy records series held outside the FCO main archive’. Foreign and Com-
monwealth Office, ‘Guidance: FCO non-standard files’, 17 November 2015, accessed
11 Jan. 2016, https://www.gov.uk/guidance/fco-non-standard-files.

6. See especially Saito, ‘“Teikoku no Isan”’, 30–33; see also Goto, ‘Johojushi no Dento’,
250–51; Suzuki, ‘Isobunshogun no “Hakken” nitsuite’, 62–75.

7. See especially Cary, The Migrated Archives; see also Anderson, ‘Mau Mau in the High
Court’, 706–10, 712–14; Badger, ‘Historians, a Legacy of Suspicion’, 799–803, 805–07.

8. See especially Hampshire, ‘“Apply the Flame”’, 334–52; see also Badger, ‘Historians, a
Legacy of Suspicion’, 803–05.

9. Murphy, ‘Censorship, Declassification’, 19.
10. Stoler, ‘Colonial Archives’, 275–76. I also learned from Hewage, ‘Limited Circulation.’
11. Banton, ‘“Lost” and “Found”’, 40; see also Banton, ‘Destroy? “Migrate”? Conceal?’,

326–29.
12. See especially Robinson, ‘Wm. Roger Louis’, 1–12; see also Louis and Robinson, ‘The

Imperialism of Decolonization’, 462–511.
13. See especially Kirk-Greene, Britain’s Imperial Administrators, 36–47, 51–56, 125–63;

see also Banton, Administering the Empire, 21–22.
14. Elkins, ‘Looking Beyond Mau Mau’, 867.
15. Marquand to Langley, documents red-2&3, 24 Jan. 1961, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
16. Banton, ‘“Lost” and “Found”’, 38. I thank her for generously directing me to the key

sources on Ceylon.
17. ‘Intense Activity among Non-U.N.P. Parties: Secret Meetings of Tamil Congress’, MF

2171, Department of National Archives, Colombo (formerly Sri Lanka National
Archives, hereafter SLNA). The Ceylon Observer 26 Sept. 1947, 1; de Silva, ‘Sri
Lanka in 1948’, 591, 594, 598.

THE JOURNAL OF IMPERIAL AND COMMONWEALTH HISTORY 713

http://www.gov.uk/guidance/fco-non-standard-files


18. Ofcansky, ‘Moore, Sir Henry Monck-Mason’, 945–46.
19. Ceylon to the Secretary of State for the Colonies, 4 Sept. 1947, CO 54/992/3, TNA.
20. Note signed JBS, 9 Sept. 1947, CO 54/992/3, TNA.
21. Colonial Office to Ceylon, draft telegram no. 1066, 24 Sept. 1947, CO/54/992/3, TNA.
22. ‘Extract from a letter dated 22nd December, 1947, from Sir Henry Moore to Mr.

Paskin’, CO 537/2227, TNA; see also Rogers to Sidebotham, 23 Sept. 1947, CO 537/
2227, TNA.

23. Rogers to Jeffries, 5 April 1949, CO 537/4854, TNA.
24. I looked through RG 4/750–752, 4/795, 4/797, 5/489–490, SLNA, as well as the indexes

for the most likely places (Record Group 65 and Pending File).
25. ‘Secret Saving No. 1 of 4.1.47 to Secretary of State (Filed with Secret saving telegrams to

S/S): Registered under Open Series’; ‘Secret Saving telegram No. 23 of 8 January 1947
to Secretary of State (Filed with Secret Series): Registered under Open Series’, RG 5/
489, SLNA. It is likely that these sensitive documents were relocated as standard prac-
tice, but the possibility cannot be discounted that they were removed as a special case
as part of Operation Legacy.

26. To Machtig, signature illegible, 10 Jan. 1948, CO 537/4854, TNA.
27. Memo, signature illegible, 1 April 1949, CO 537/4854, TNA, emphasis in original.
28. Jeffries to Moore, 25 April 1949, CO 537/4854, TNA.
29. Paulusz, Administration Report , 3–4; see also Wimlaratne, ‘Development of Record

and Archives Management’, 15–26.
30. ‘Ceylon (Sri Lanka)’, undated, FCO 141/19881, TNA.
31. ‘Extract from UNESCO Journal of Information, Science, Librarianship and Archives

Administration vol. IV, no. 2 April–June 1982’, undated, FCO 141/19881, TNA. See
also de Silva, ‘Archives in Developing Countries’, 85.

32. Rathbone, ‘Nkrumah, Kwame (1909?–1971)’, 941–43.
33. ‘Gold Coast: Migration of Records to the UK’, Jan. 1981, FCO 141/19888, TNA.
34. ‘Correspondence with the Gold Government’, undated, FCO 141/19888, TNA.
35. Ibid.
36. ‘Federation of Malaya (Malaysia)’, undated, FCO 141/19924, TNA.
37. ‘Malaya Migration Records to the UK’, Library and Records Department, Jan. 1981,

FCO 141/19924, TNA.
38. See especially Cheah, ‘Abdul Rahman, Tunku’, 10–11; see also Sheppard, Tunku: A Pic-

torial Biography, 45.
39. See especially MacGillivray to Tunku, 30 July 1957, FCO 141/13034, TNA; see also

‘Malaya Migration Records to the UK’, Library and Records Department, Jan. 1981,
FCO 141/19924, TNA; Hampshire, ‘“Apply the flame”’, 340.

40. Hampshire, ‘“Apply the Flame”’, 339–40.
41. Mills to MacMullen, 18 May 1963, FCO 141/13039, TNA.
42. ‘Federation of Malaya (Malaysia)’, undated, FCO 141/19924, TNA.
43. ‘Security Survey Report on the Cabinet Offices, Nairobi, and Recommendations for the

Protective Security Measures to Safeguard the Classified Documents Held in These
Offices’, by Romily, 13 March 1961; ‘Security of Documents: Fireproof Cabinets’,
D.I.S. to P.S.D, 26 Jan. 1961, FCO 6957, TNA.

44. Banton, ‘Destroy? “Migrate”? Conceal?’, 326.
45. Gertzel, ‘East and Central Africa’, 389.
46. See especially ‘Disposal of Classified Records and Accountable Documents’, Secretary

of State for the Colonies to the Officer Administering the Government of Tanganyika,
3 May 1961, FCO 141/6957, TNA; see also ‘Disposal of Classified Records and
Accountable Documents’, Secretary of State for the Colonies to the Officer

714 S. SATO



Administering the Government of Tanganyika, 3 May 1961, FCO 141/19933, TNA;
‘Tanganyika. Migration of Records to the U.K.’, Jan. 1981, FCO 141/19906, TNA.

47. Cary, The Migrated Archives, 1.
48. A.S. to S/SER and S.A.S., 10 Jan. 1961, document black-1, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
49. Clifford to Permsec, S.I., document red-1-A, 21 April 1960, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
50. ‘Disposal of Classified Records and Accountable Documents’, Secretary of State for the

Colonies to the Officer Administering the Government of Tanganyika, 3 May 1961,
FCO 141/6957, TNA.

51. Marquand to Langley, documents red-2&3, 24 Jan. 1961, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
52. Waterhouse to Webster, 27 Feb.1961, document red-6-1, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
53. Marquand to Clifford, 20 June 1961, document red-54, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
54. ‘Operation “Legacy”’, circular memorandum by Marquand, 28 Feb. 1961, FCO 141/

19909, TNA.
55. A.S. to S/SER and S.A.S., 10 Jan. 1961, document black-1, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
56. ‘Operation “Legacy”’, by Marquand, 17 April 1961, FCO 141/6957, TNA, emphasis in

original.
57. Burgess to PS/PM, 22 Aug. 1962, document red-142, FCO 141/18409, TNA. ‘PM’ is

likely to stand for Prime Minister. I could not ascertain what ‘PS’ refers to.
58. ‘Operation “Legacy”’, circular memorandum by Marquand, 28 Feb. 1961, FCO 141/

19909, TNA, emphasis added.
59. ‘Operation “Legacy”—External Communications’, 5 April 1961, FCO 141/6957, TNA.

Among the conventional ‘restricted’ documents were those marked ‘U.K. Eyes Only’,
‘Guard’ (not to be seen by U.S. citizens) and ‘Personal’ (not to be seen by unofficial
ministers). See ‘The Designation “Watch”’, draft circular, c. 25 April 1961, FCO
141/6957, TNA.

60. Resident, Buganda, to the Chief Secretary, Entebbe, 3 March 1961, document red-7,
FCO 141/18409, TNA. The resident of Buganda is most likely to be R. E. Stone, but
I cannot verify this from the signature. Colonial Office List, 1962, 166.

61. Kuper, ‘Goan Community in Kampala’, 53.
62. P[ermanent] S[ecretary]/ S[ecurity and] E[xternal] R[elations] to C[hief] S[ecretary], 5

April 1961, document black-29; PS/SER to C.S., 27 March 1961, document black-27,
FCO 141/18409, TNA.

63. Resident, Buganda to the Chief Secretary, Entebbe, 3 March 1961, document red-7,
FCO 141/18409, TNA.

64. PS/SER to S.A.S., 8 March 1961, document black-15, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
65. PS/SER to C.S., 27 March 1961, document black-27, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
66. PS/SER to S.A.S., 8 March 1961, document black-15, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
67. FCO 141/18409, TNA. A dummy sheet is inserted between documents black-9/1 and

black-11.
68. ‘The “Personal” Series of Correspondence’, The Acting Secretary to All Permanent

Secretaries, c. 4 Nov. 1961, document red-98-A; ‘The “Personal” Series of Correspon-
dence’, Badenoch to Champion, 4 Nov. 1961, document red-98, FCO 141/18409,
TNA.

69. ‘Records of Conclusions Reached’ at the Police Liaison Meeting Held on the 16th
March, 1961 at 2.30 PM’, document red-23, FCO 141/18409, TNA.

70. PS/SER to S.A.S., 8 March 1961, document black-15, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
71. S.A.G.(G) to A.S., 10 March 1961, document black-16; PS/SER to S.A.S., 8 March 1961,

document black-15, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
72. ‘Intelligence Reports’, draft circular, document red-111-A, c. 19 Jan. 1962; Daviss to

Paton, 19 Jan. 1962, document red-111, FCO 141/18409, TNA.

THE JOURNAL OF IMPERIAL AND COMMONWEALTH HISTORY 715



73. S.A.G.(G) to A.S., 10 March 1961, document black-16, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
74. E.S. to Y.E., 31 July 1961, FCO 141/18355, TNA.
75. Field to Marquand, 6 March 1961, document red-9-1, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
76. A year later, one of the ministers, most likely of African origin, lodged a complaint

about the destruction of records. The response given was that it was only usual practice
to destroy documents that had lost their value. The response included the following
line: ‘If you have been handicapped by lack of information with regard to any specific
subject or district, perhaps you would let me know so that I may ascertain whether you
havebeen [sic] correctly informed regarding its destruction?’,‘Old Records’, Minister of
State to PS/M.R.A., c. Aug. 1962, document red-142A; Burgess to PS/PM, 22 Aug.
1962, document red-142; ‘Government Records’, S.R.A. to Minister of State, 4 Sept.
1962, document red-145, FCO 141/18409, TNA.

77. ‘Operation “Legacy”’, by Marquand, 16 June 1961, document red-51, FCO 141/18409,
TNA.

78. Malcolm to the Permanent Secretary to the Ministry of Security and External
Relations, 1 Nov. 1961, document red-95, FCO 141/18409, TNA.

79. Archer to Office of Governor, Entebbe, 28 July 1962, document red-138, FCO 141/
18409, TNA.

80. ‘The Designation “Watch”’, draft circular, c. 25 April 1961, FCO 141/6957, TNA.
81. Stone to Champion, 2 Jan. 1962, document red-107, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
82. Colonial Office List, 1962, 441.
83. Watson to Cheyne, 7 July 1962, document red-130, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
84. Marquand to Woolverton, 21 June 1961, document red-55, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
85. Marquand to Woolverton, 20 May 1961, document red-47, FCO 141/18409, TNA.
86. ‘Security Survey Report on the Cabinet Offices, Nairobi, and Recommendations for the

Protective Security Measures to Safeguard the Classified Documents Held in These
Offices’, by Romilly, 13 March 1961, FCO 141/6957, TNA.

87. ‘Security’, Principal Probation Officer to the Permanent Secretary for Defence, 27 Nov.
1961; ‘Security of the Cabinet Building’, Manby to the Permanent Secretary, 28 April
1961, FCO 141/6957, TNA.

88. Various documents, various dates, FCO 141/6957, TNA.
89. Manby to the Permanent Secretary, 28 April 1961, FCO 141/6957, TNA.
90. Darby to Perry, 10 Aug, 1962, FCO 141/19928, TNA.
91. See especially Colonial Office, ‘Protection and Disposal of Classified and Accountable

Documents and Records Generally’, Sept. 1962, FCO 141/6998 TNA. See also Colonial
Office, ‘Protection and Disposal of Classified and Accountable Documents and
Records Generally’, Sept. 1962, FCO 141/19933, TNA.

92. ‘Malta: Migration of Records to the UK’, by Library Records Dept., Jan. 1981, FCO
141/19892, TNA.

93. ‘Aden: Migration of Records to the UK,’ undated, FCO 141/19871, TNA.
94. Higham to Goode, 29 Oct. 1962; Higham to Waddell, 29 Oct. 1962; Higham to White,

29 Oct. 1962; ‘Disposal of Records’, Secretary of State for the Colonies to the Office
Administering the Government of Kenya, 8 Oct. 1962, FCO 141/19928, TNA.

95. Colonial Office, ‘Protection and Disposal of Classified and Accountable Documents
and Records Generally’, Sept. 1962, FCO 141/13034, TNA.

96. Mills to McMullen, 20 July 1963; Mills to O’Brien, 20 July 1963, FCO 141/13039, TNA.
97. Mills to McMullen, 20 July 1963, FCO 141/13039, TNA.
98. Higham to Goode, 29 Oct. 1962, FCO 141/19928, TNA.
99. Terence [O’Brien] to Frank [Mills], 4 July 1963, FCO 141/13039, TNA.

716 S. SATO



100. ‘Preservation of old Secretariat Files’, Haji A. Mubin Sheppard to Setia Usaha Kerajaan
Negri Sembilan, 27 Oct. 1961, PEJABAT S.U.K. N.S. 2284 (1957/0464094), Arkib
Negara Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.

Acknowledgements

I would like to express my thanks for the support and comments provided by Mandy Banton,
Harumi Goto-Shibata, James Disley, Eiji Nagasawa, Daisuke Ikemoto, Alex Buck, Joydeep
Sen, Danny Wong Tze Ken, Tatsuya Koizumi, Noriyuki Osada, Yoichi Suzuki, Soichiro
Abe, Kei Hiruta, Peter Edwards, Wellington Waithaka, Thushara Hewage, Dilini Liyanage,
Saroja Wettasinghe, K. D. G. Wimalaratne, Sarah Longair, the anonymous referees and
my students at Kanazawa University. Earlier versions of this work were presented at the
Japan Association of International Relations Annual Convention (2014, Fukuoka, Japan),
and the International Seminar on Islam and Multiculturalism (2014, Kuala Lumpur,
Malaysia).

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Funding

This work was supported by the Mitsubishi Foundation; the Suntory Foundation; the Kono-
suke Matsushita Memorial Foundation; the Hokuriku Bank; and the Japan Society for the
Promotion of Science under the Grants-in-Aid for Young Scientists (ref. 26760003).

References

Anderson, David M. “Mau Mau in the High Court and the ‘Lost’ British Empire Archives:
Colonial Conspiracy or Bureaucratic Bungle?” The Journal of Imperial and
Commonwealth History 39, no. 5 (2011): 699–716.

Badger, Anthony. “Historians, a Legacy of Suspicion and the ‘Migrated Archives’.” Small
Wars and Insurgencies 23, no. 4–5 (2012): 799–807.

Banton, Mandy. Administering the Empire, 1801–1968: A Guide to the Records of the Colonial
Office in The National Archives of the UK. London: Institute of Historical Research, 2008.

Banton, Mandy. “Destroy? ‘Migrate’? Conceal? British Strategies for the Disposal of Sensitive
Records of Colonial Administrations at Independence.” The Journal of Imperial and
Commonwealth History 40, no. 2 (2012): 321–335.

Banton, Mandy. “‘Lost’ and ‘Found’: The Concealment and Release of the Foreign and
Commonwealth Office ‘Migrated Archives’.” Comma 2012, no. 1 (2012): 33–46.

Bennett, Huw. “Soldiers in the Court Room: The British Army’s Part in the Kenya Emergency
under the Legal Spotlight.” The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 39, no. 5
(2011): 717–730.

Cary, Anthony. The Migrated Archives: What Went Wrong and What Lessons Should We
Draw? London: Foreign and Commonwealth Office, 2011.

Cheah, Boon-Kheng. “Abdul Rahman, Tunku.” In Encyclopaedia of Islam Three, edited by
Marc Gaborieau, Gudrun Krämer, John Nawas, and Everett Rowson, vol. 2007-1, 10–
11. Leiden: Brill, 2007.

Colonial Office List, 1962. London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1962.

THE JOURNAL OF IMPERIAL AND COMMONWEALTH HISTORY 717



Colonial Office List, 1963. London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1963.
Elkins, Caroline. “Alchemy of Evidence: Mau Mau, the British Empire, and the High Court of

Justice.” The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 39, no. 5 (2011): 731–748.
Elkins, Caroline. “Looking beyond Mau Mau: Archiving Violence in the Era of

Decolonization.” The American Historical Review 120 (June 2015): 852–868.
Gertzel, Cherry. “East and Central Africa.” In The Cambridge History of Africa, edited by

Michael Crowder, Vol. 8, 383–457. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984.
Goto, Harumi. “Johojushi no Dento ni Motozuku Kobunsho no Kanri to Kokai: Igirisu no

Bai.” In Rekishigaku ga Tou Kobunsho no Kanri to Johokokai: Tokutehimitsuhogohoka
no Kadai, edited by Masato Ando, Toru Kubo, and Yutaka Yoshida, 244–256. Tokyo:
Otsukishoten, 2015.

Hampshire, Edward. “‘Apply the Flame More Searingly’: The Destruction and Migration of
the Archives of British Colonial Administration: A Southeast Asia Case Study.” The
Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 41, no. 2 (2013): 334–352.

Hewage, Thushara. “Limited Circulation: The Politics of Access, Authority and Discipline in
some Sri Lankan Archives.” Article manuscript in preparation, 2016.

Kirk-Greene, Anthony. Britain’s Imperial Administrators, 1858–1966. Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 2000.

Kuper, Jessica. “The Goan Community in Kampala.” In Expulsion of a Minority: Essays on
Ugandan Asians, edited by Michael Twaddle, 53–69. London: The Athlone Press,
University of London, 1975.

Louis, Wm. Roger, and Ronald Robinson. “The Imperialism of Decolonization.” The Journal
of Imperial and Commonwealth History 22, no. 3 (1994): 462–511. doi:10.1080/
03086539408582936

Murphy, Philip. “Censorship, Declassification and the History of End of Empire in Central
Africa.” African Research and Documentation 92 (2003): 3–26.

Ofcansky, Thomas Paul. “Moore, Sir Henry Monck-Mason (1887–1964).” In Oxford
Dictionary of National Biography, edited by H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison, Vol.
38, 945–946. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004.

Paulusz, J. H. O. Administration Report of the Government Archivist for 1947–50. Colombo:
Ceylon Government Press, 1951.

Rathbone, Richard. “Nkrumah, Kwame (1909?–1971).” In Oxford Dictionary of National
Biography, edited by H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison, Vol. 40, 941–943. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2004.

Robinson, Ronald. “Wm. Roger Louis and the Official Mind of Decolonization.” The Journal
of Imperial and Commonwealth History 27, no. 2 (1999): 1–12. doi:10.1080/
03086539908583053

Saito, Yoshiomi. “‘Teikoku no Isan’ ga Tou Mono.” Human and Environmental Forum 34
(2015): 30–33.

Sheppard, Tan Sri Dato Mubin. Tunku: A Pictorial Biography, 1903–1957. Selangor:
Pelanduk Publications, 1985.

de Silva, G. P. S. H. “Archives in Developing Countries: Sri Lanka, a Case-Study within Asia.”
UNESCO Journal of Information Science, Librarianship and Archives Administration 4, no.
2 (1982): 81–87.

de Silva, K. M. “Sri Lanka in 1948.” In The Sri Lanka Reader: History, Culture, Politics, edited
by John Clifford Holt, 591–598. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011.

Stoler, Ann Laura. “Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance: On the Content in the
Form.” In Archives, Documentation, and Institution of Social Memory: Essays from the
Sawyer Seminar, edited by Francis X. Blouin Jr. and William G. Rosenberg, 267–279.
Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2006.

718 S. SATO

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03086539408582936
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03086539408582936
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03086539908583053
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03086539908583053


Suzuki, Yoichi. “Isobunshogun no ‘Hakken’ nitsuite: Igirisukokuritsukobunshokan no
Riyohoho wo Kangaeru.” Malaysian Studies Journal 4 (2015): 62–75.

Wimlaratne, K. D. G. “The Development of Record and Archives Management in Sri Lanka.”
The Sri Lanka Archives 1, no. 1 (1983): 15–26.

THE JOURNAL OF IMPERIAL AND COMMONWEALTH HISTORY 719


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Origins in Ceylon and Codification in the Gold Coast
	Institutionalisation in London and Tacit Understanding in Malaya
	Racialisation in Uganda and Kenya
	Conclusion
	Notes
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	References

