
The Jewel of Wembley
- Burma at the British Empire Exhibition, 1924

an illustrated BEE talk by
Philip Grant 



In February 1964, a scrapbook was given to Wembley History Society 
by Mrs Violet James, née Swinhoe.



She wrote: 
‘My father – Mr Swinhoe – came home with the Burma section 
of the Wembley Exhibition. He was in charge of the dancing and 
Chin Lon players & I have a scrapbook of photos & press cuttings. 
Would this be of interest to the Society?’



Extract from a map of 
the British Empire



The contrast in 
style between the 

Burmese and Indian 
(top left) Pavilions, 
though neighbours 
at the Exhibition, 

can be seen in this 
1924 postcard.



We have seen the 
contrast in the style 
of the pavilions -

but this talk is 
mainly about the 
people who came 
over to Wembley 
by ship from Burma, 
setting off in early 
February 1924.



The ship docked at Southampton on 
12 March, and the party’s arrival at 
Wembley caused great interest, 
especially their hairstyles ...



... and their smoking habits!



It was not only the 
Burmese ladies who  
attracted the attention 
of the fashion 
photographers.



When they arrived in March, building work was still in progress, and it 
appears that the builders had not yet finished the drains for the wooden 
huts behind the Pavilion where the 
Burmese visitors were living.



It was also very cold, as can be seen from the blanket which 
the leading 
actress in 
the troupe 

was carrying 
when this 

photograph 
was taken of 
their meeting 

with one of the
neighbours.



Out and about in London before the Exhibition opened.



... and at the end of March 1924, a strike by building workers at the BEE



(Burmese) New Year, and a place to worship, April 1924





The Exhibition was 
opened on 23 April 
1924, with the F.A. 
Cup Final taking 
place in the stadium 
a few days later. 

Can you spot the 
geographical error?



... more photos of the Chin-lon players showing their juggling skills.



The Burmese were not just in Wembley to entertain ...



... there were goods to sell, and new customers to find for their products,



... and new 
products to sell 

to visitors!



The sunshades even appear in this exhibition postcard ... 



... and became even 
more popular after a 

Royal Visit to the 
Burma Pavilion 

on 14 May 1924,
when King Ferdinand 

and Queen Marie 
of Roumania were 

the guests of 
King George V 

and Queen Mary.





The Burma Pavilion welcomed other 
Royal visitors as well, and not just 

with sunshades.



The two elephants, with their own elephant-house next to the 
huts behind the pavilion, were another popular attraction.



The beauty of the pavilion, its bridge house, 
shrine and gardens, was a great attraction 

to visitors, whether Royal or otherwise



The carving and ornamentation 
was exquisite  





More cuttings 
from the Burma

scrapbook.





Maung Ba Hla and Ma Bala Hkin
in their dancing costumes.  

The photograph is one of many in a Special 
Wembley Souvenir Supplement, published 
by the “Rangoon Times” as part of their 
Christmas 1924 edition. A copy of this 

supplement is held at Brent Archives, along 
with the album at ref. 19421/PRI/20/1.





Their photographs had 
been in several 

national newspapers 
before the Exhibition 
opened, and even the 

crowds coming to 
Wembley for the F.A. 
Cup final in late April 
enjoyed watching the 

Burmese dancers.



By the end of April 
1924, “The Sketch” 

magazine had 
commissioned an 
artist to produce 

pictures for a double 
page article about the 

Burmese dancers.









Maung Ba Hla’s troupe performed 
not only dance, but drama ...



... and music!



The troupe were so popular that they 
were invited to perform for society 
guests at a Mayfair garden party



The Burmese had 
trouble keeping warm 
on a London summer 

evening, so when 
September came ... 





... and the final chapter 
in the scrapbook’s 

record of the story of 
Burma at the BEE is 

told in
two articles from 

the “Rangoon Gazette” 
in October 1924,

reporting the very 
warm welcome they 
received when they 

arrived home!



The Burmese people had gone home, but they left behind

the Jewel of Wembley



That should have been    

THE END
of the talk, but

Schhhhh...

there’s a postscript







(with thanks to 
Dilwyn Chambers for 

the postcards!)



But what happened after the Exhibition closed in 1925? The Sydney Morning 
Herald of 11 November takes up the story: 



and for twenty years the Schweppes Burma Pavilion was

the Jewel of Sydney
(this and the previous photograph courtesy of the Royal Agricultural Society of New South Wales)



That really is the end!

You can see the BEE Burma scrapbook for yourself at 
Brent Archives, at W.H.S. Collection ref. Acc.586, 

and there is also 
another album of 
cuttings on the 
same subject at ref.
19421/PRI/20/1:-


