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Preventive work

These photographs by Time Life photographer
Jack Birns, taken in 1948 and 1949 (if the
captions are correct), show the work of a patrol
vessel operating out of the Kowloon Customs,
and a floating station of the Lappa (Macao)
Customs. Both are stopping and searching junk
traffic. I am not aware of any other systematic
record of this aspect of Customs work.



The captions identify the European deck officers, 
based at the Kowloon Customs, and the vessel, 
a US Navy war surplus ship, one of a number 
acquired by the Customs for preventive (anti-
smuggling) work. One sequence shows the 
boarding of a junk which initially refused to 
heave to, another shows the results of the 
searching at the Lappa floating station of a 
vessel containg some contraband. This could be 
dangerous work, and Customs staff were killed 
by smugglers in this period in this area (such as 
Robert McHardy, killed in May 1947), hence the 
weapons the staff men display.



I have not reproduced most of the captions, as 
they were very much descriptive of what can 
easily be seen, for example, a Customs ‘female 
searcher’ searches women on a junk, Customs 
personnel look for contraband hidden in a ship.

For more on Birns see Assignment, Shanghai: 
Photographs on the Eve of Revolution by Jack 
Birns, Carolyn Wakeman, Ken Light, Orville 
Schell. Photographs by Jack Birns (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2003).



All photographs © Time Inc., and sourced from 
the Life Photo Archive hosted by Google 
http://images.google.com/hosted/life

The images are reproduced here for research 
purposes. They can all be found on the Life 
Photo Archive on Google but they are poorly and 
inconsistently captioned, and it is not easy to 
find the linked sequences from the two forays 
Birns made watching the Customs at work.

http://images.google.com/hosted/life


Kowloon customs 
August 1948

Photographs by Jack Birns
© Time Inc.



Patrol craft used by Customs service.



Captain Williams standing 
on bridge of A-4 (a US Navy
surplus vessel renamed
Yunxing (运星).

Briton L.H. Williams joined 
January 1936, permitted to 
resign December 1949, Taibei 
Customs. Williams was 
Commander of the Yunxing in
July 1948.



Captain Ole Holberg-Olsen.

A Norwegian, he joined 
in June 1947. His rank was 
Second Officer A, but he was
Acting Commander of the
C.P.S. ‘Hailong’ 海龍 when 
this photograph was taken.
Date of departure from 
Service not known.









Questioning a junk captain (centre)



















Lappa customs
6 June 1949
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