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book easy to read and an insight into what life was like for those Dutch pilots serving in a 

foreign country and in that country’s air force. 

Peter Harvey 

 

Mathew Radcliffe, Kampong Australia: The RAAF at Butterworth, NewSouth Publishing, 

Sydney, 2017. ISBN 9781742235141. Softcover, 320 + ix pages, photos and illustrations. 

RRP $39.99 AUD. 

 

For 33 years, from 1955 to 1988, Australia maintained an 

overseas military presence in the form of the Butterworth air 

base in the Malaysian State of Penang. Until the Army’s 

relocation to Terendak, Malacca, in 1961, Butterworth also 

housed an infantry battalion and Army support units. During 

that time over 50,000 service personnel and family members 

were stationed there – the latter being permitted to accompany 

RAAF (but not Army) servicemen during their two-year 

posting. Among that number were author Mathew Radcliffe’s 

family who arrived in 1972, the author himself having been 

born there a few months later. 

 

That connection obviously inspired the writing of the book, but 

Kampong Australia is not a memoir or a family history. Nor is 

it what might be termed an operational summary of how 

Butterworth ‘worked’ as a base, notwithstanding the fact that it was established during the 

latter part of the Malayan Emergency, and functioned throughout the Indonesian 

Confrontation, the Vietnam War and beyond. Instead, using the conceit of the kampong (i.e. 

‘small village’), Radcliffe creates a social history of Butterworth as a community within a 

community by combining primary material – chiefly interviews with former service 

personnel and family members who were based there – with sources such as government 

papers and newspaper reports. This approach allows him to delve into the sorts of issues that 

tend not to surface in official histories and are often only implied in more personal accounts.  

 

Not surprisingly, given its location, considerable attention is devoted to the various ways 

racial and cultural attitudes manifested themselves during the base’s lifespan. These are 

examined largely through the themes of colonialism, interracial relationships, health and 

education, and make for interesting and insightful reading. Radcliffe also tackles the issue of 

gender by throwing some light on the experience of Butterworth’s wives, whom he shows 

often to have had a difficult time of things. Thus while the men had the service itself and 

other institutions as built-in support mechanisms, the women had to find alternative means of 

support, often at the expense of their feelings of privacy, control and identity. 

 

This is a serious and thoroughly researched study, but its author is to be doubly commended 

for turning the material into a lively and readable account of life at the base (and despite the 

subtitle, he manages to include the Army experience as well). Kampong Australia is a fitting 

contribution to our appreciation of Butterworth’s place in the history of the changes and 

developments in Australia’s social and cultural attitudes to, and involvement in, the region 

and the world at large. 

Paul Skrebels 
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