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xiPrefacePreface

Preface

MyinterestasregardsWorldWarIIingeneralandespeciallytheJapaneseat-
tack on South-East Asia goes back to my childhood experience. During my
childhooddays,Iusedtowaiteagerlyformyfathertotellmestoriesabouthow
theJapanesemovedsilentlyinthejunglesofMalayaandhowtheBritishsur-
renderedatSingaporein1942.IwentwithmyfathertoseethefilmTora Tora 
Tora.IconsiderthisfilmtobeofgreaterhistoricalvaluethantherecentHol-
lywood blockbuster Pearl Harbour which focuses on the politically correct
man-woman relationship rather than portraying the dynamics of war. Back
then,IusedtobuyCommandocomicsfromsecond-handbookstallsinKolka-
ta(Calcutta)anddevourthem.AllthesesustainedmyinterestinWorldWarII
tillIstartedresearchingthetopicafterenteringJawaharlalNehruUniversityin
theearly1990s.Duringmyundergraduateandpostgraduatedays,Ifedonan
unbalanced academic diet of military history by scholars like Basil Liddell-
Hart,J.F.C.Fuller,MichaelHoward,etc.WhenIstartedmyresearchcareer,I
concentrated on the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century colonial armies of
South Asia. Now, at the middle of my academic career, I find myself pulled
moretowardsthe ‘blood,deathanddisaster’ofthetwoWorldWars.Several
visitstoSouth-EastAsiainthenewmillenniumfurthersustainedmyinterest
inthisproject.Inrecenttimes,theeconomicriseofChinaandIndiahasgener-
atedlotofattentionintheWesternmedia.Itistimeforallthenationswhich
havebeenhithertomarginalizedbytheEurocentricapproachtohistorytore-
trievetheirpast,especiallytheirmilitaryexperience.Pickingupanacademic
volumeoncombatinSouth-EastAsiaduringWorldWarII,onewouldgetthe
ideathatonlytheBritishwerefightingthe‘wicked’Japanese.Andinthecon-
textofWorldWarII,thetrendinHollywoodistoportraythegoodAmericans
savingtheworldfromthebiggestevil,Nazism,andasecondaryevil,Nippon-
ese/Japanese militarism.The Australians, Africans, Chinese and Indians ap-
pearasshadowsintheseapproaches.Thepresentvolumeisahumbleattempt
tocorrectthishistoriographicalslipasregardsthecombatexperiencesofthe
IndianArmyinSouth-EastAsiaduringWorldWarII.Inthisvolume,theterms
AlliedandCommonwealthhavebeenusedinterchangeably.However,Ihave
refrained from the jingoistic nationalism and national hagiography which
characterize many current historical works.The present trend of increasing
interestasregardsWorldWarIIinAsiawillmakethevolumemoreacceptable
to theWestern audience. In recent years, many place-names have changed.



xii Preface

However,Ihavecontinuedtousetheoldnames/spellingswithwhichWestern
readersaremorefamiliar.

Kaushik Roy
Kolkata2015
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Introduction

Introduction

InWorldWarII,theImperialJapaneseArmy(IJA)sufferedoneofitsgreatest
defeatsinBurma.BothinMalaya(nowMalaysia)andBurma,thebulkofthe
BritishCommonwealthforcescomprisedIndianunits.Fewpeopleknowthat
by1944,about70percentoftheAlliedgroundpersonnelinBurmawascom-
posedofsoldiersoftheIndianArmy.TheIndianArmyconsistedofBritish-led
Indianunits,British-officeredunitsoftheIndianprincelystatesandtheBritish
units attached to the Government of India (GoI). This volume assesses the
combat/military/battlefield effectiveness of the Indian Army against the IJA
duringWorldWarII.Between1941and1945,theIndianArmyfoughtagainst
the IJA inseveral theatresstretching fromHongKong,Malaya,Singapore to
Burma.

Combat power depended on the two crucial techniques of adaptation to
new conditions and adopting original techniques. Adaptation and adoption
also involved the rejection as well as substantial modification of old/tradi-
tionalformatsbytheconcernedmilitarymachines.WilliamsonMurraywrites
thatwarisacomplexinteractiveduelbetweentwoopponents.Itisaphenom-
enonofindeterminatelengthwhichallowsopportunitytothecontestantsto
adapttotheenemy’sstrategy,operationsandtacticalapproach.Murraycon-
tinuesthatinhistorymostofthemilitaryorganizationspreparedforthewrong
warbecausetheyfailedtorecognizeandadapttothechangingconditionsof
warfareaswellastothenewtactical,operational,strategicandpoliticalchal-
lenges.1InMurray’sframework,strategydominatesandtacticsareultimately
subordinatedtoahigherstrategicdirection.2Incontrast,thisvolumeconcen-
tratesontactical-operationalspheres.Therationaleisthatfaultytacticsmight
resultinfailurebyamilitaryorganizationtoimplementevenabrilliantstrate-
gicplan.

Battlefield/combateffectivenessisstudiedhereonthebasisofthecapabil-
ityoftheIndianArmytoadapttotheJapanesemethodsofwarfarebyadopting
severalmeasuresintheinter-relatedfieldsoftactics,technologyandlogistics.
Logisticsinourformatincludesmobilizationofmilitarymanpower,provision
ofweapons,supplyofallnon-combatnecessarymaterials(equipment, food
and medicine) and the maintenance of discipline. Logistics influences

1 WilliamsonMurray,Military Adaptation in War: With Fear of Change(Cambridge:Cambridge
UniversityPress,2011),p.1.

2 WilliamsonMurray,‘HistoryandtheFuture’,inWilliamsonMurray,War, Strategy, and Military 
Effectiveness(Cambridge:CambridgeUniversityPress,2011),p.33.
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disciplineandmorale,andthese in turn, toagreatextent, shapebattlefield
effectiveness.Moralecouldbedefinedasthecollectiveandindividualfighting
spirit(‘thewilltowar’)ofthepersonnelofthemilitaryformation.Disciplineis
thewillingnessofthemilitarypersonneltoabidebyrulesandregulationsand
obeyordersofthesuperiorofficers.Discipline,toagreatextent,isshapedby
moralewhich in turn is influencedby factors related to thesupplyofarms,
munitions,clothesandfoodtothesoldiers.Tacticsistheproductoftechnol-
ogy,training,equipment,disciplineandpartlymorale.Acomparativeanalysis
withthearmiesoftheotherpowersisastrongpointofthisvolume.

ThismonographarguesthattheinitialdefeatsoftheIndianArmy,till1943,
wereduetoacombinationofmoraleandmaterialfactors.Thewrongtraining,
substandard equipment and difficulties of expanding the army due to the
operationoftheMartialRacetheoryasregardsrecruitmentandracialdiscrim-
inationoftheIndiancommissionedofficers,andmanysuchfactorsbedevilled
theIndianmilitaryorganization.From1944onwards,theIndianArmyexhib-
ited a high learning curve, not only due to the introduction of new tactical
principlesandaninnovativetrainingregimenbutalsoduetorapidexpansion
inthesupplyinfrastructureoftheSouth-EastAsiaCommand(SEAC)andIndia
Command.Betterweapons,realistictrainingandtheexpansionofthelogisti-
cal base enhanced morale and thus raised battlefield performance of the
Indian Army.Though this volume concentrates on the period between 1941
and1945,someattentionwillbegiventotheinter-warperiodinordertoshow
thechangesandcontinuitiesexperiencedbytheIndianmilitaryorganization
inwartime.

Thetopicof the IndianArmy’scombateffectivenessagainst the IJA isan
under-researched area. Hitherto, whatever few studies have been made are
basedalmostexclusivelyontheprivatepapersoftheBritishofficerswhocom-
manded the Indian soldiers. Such an angle is important but gives the story
fromtheBritishside.Anattemptismadeheretohighlighttheexperiencesand
activitiesofthenon-Britishparticipantswhichonbalancewillprovideaholis-
ticpicture.Themulti-volumeOfficial History of the Indian Armed Forces in the 
Second World War has not yet been used extensively by scholars.These vol-
umes provide substantial data as regards the actions of different Indian
regimentsandbattalions.SincemostoftheIndianrankandfilewasilliterate,
theyhaveleftuswithnowrittenrecords.However,theIndianandPakistani
officers(bothcommissionedaswellastheViceroysCommissionedOfficers/
VCOs) and the regimental historians have documented their experiences.
These publications are not well known within India, let alone the Western
world. Based on hitherto unused sources (memoirs of the Indian officers
andcontemporarygovernmentpublications,filesattheMinistryofDefence
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HistoricalSection/MODHS,NewDelhi)alongwitharchival sources fromthe
IndiaOfficeRecords(IOR;alsoknownasOrientalandIndiaOfficeCollection/
OIOC), British Library (BL), National Army Museum (NAM), Imperial War
Museum(IWM),London,andPublicRecordsOffice(PRO),Kew,UK,thisvol-
umeoffersafreshperspectivebyfocusingontheroleofIndiansoldiersand
Indian officers who fought the IJA.The methodological approach integrates
organizationalanalysisof thearmyasan institutionwiththesocialcontext
andculturalmores.Further, thismonographanalyzes logisticalsupportand
non-material factors like the ‘Martial Race tradition’ in understanding the
combatmotivationoftheIndiansoldiers.Focusingonthetacticsused,tech-
nologydeployedandlogisticalsupportavailable,thecombatperformanceof
theIndianArmyisassessed.Thisvolumedevotesmuchspacetothepreviously
unknownbattlesintheArakan.Thewiderangeofsources(includingBritish
andIndianarchivalmaterialsplusmemoirsoftheBritishandIndianofficers)
utilized in this study portray how the Indian Army was attempting to over-
comeitstactical-technologicalshortcomingsbetween1939and1942.Further,
this monograph analyzes the mechanisms which enabled the Indian Army
fromlate1943onwardstoinitiatetacticalinnovationswhichinturnraisedthe
combateffectivenessoftheorganization.

ThisbooknotestheconnectionbetweentheIndianArmy’sexperiencein
hillfighting/SmallWarintheNorth-WestFrontierwithlightartilleryandani-
mal-basedlogisticalsupportbefore1939andjunglewarfareinSouth-EastAsia
duringWorldWarII.Thisisanexampleofwhatcanbetermedas‘intercon-
nectedhistory’.Inaddition,junglefightinginMalayaandtheArakanwillbe
contrasted with jungle fighting in the South-West Pacific Area (SWPA). The
IndianArmyfoughtside-by-sidewiththeAfrican,Australian,Canadianand
BritishunitsinthevarioustheatresfromHongKongtoBurma.Whileassessing
themilitaryeffectivenessoftheIndianunits,comparisonsandcontrastsare
alsomadewiththeunitsoftheotherarmieswhichparticipatedinthesecam-
paigns.So,the‘comparativehistory’approachisalsofollowedinthisvolume.
Thepointtobenotedisthatdespitetheuseofartilleryandaircraftinlarge
numbers from 1944 onwards, combat in South-East Asia remained infantry-
orientedwithastrongfocusonsmallunittactics.Thiswasastrongpointofthe
IndianArmybefore1939andremainssoeventoday.Toagreatextent,jungle
warfare at the tactical level has many similarities with counter-insurgency
(COIN)operationsundertakenbytheBritishArmyinMalayaafter1945andby
theIndianArmyinNorth-EastIndiainthepost-1947era.Thevolume,bypro-
vidingananalyticalnarrativeaccount,focusesonthecolonial(Indian)Army’s
battlefield contribution within the overall ambit of the British imperial
war effort against Japan during World War II. Several tables describe the
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organizationalstructuresoftheIndianArmyatdifferentmomentsoftimein
differenttheatres.Finally,anexhaustivebibliographygivenattheendwillhelp
studentsaswellasprospectiveresearchers.

Thereareseveralsemi-academicandpopularworksdealingwiththeretreat
andreconquestofBurma.Forinstance,narrativehistorieslikeFrankMcLynn’s
The Burma Campaign portraythefunctioningoftheAlliedHighCommandin
the China-Burma-India theatre3 and Fergal Keane’s book dealing with the
SiegeofKohimaconcentratesmostlyontheactivitiesofaparticularBritish
regiment.4Thelatterisasortof‘oldbloodandguts’history.Tillnowthereisno
academicmonographwhichcoverstheIndianArmy’sconfrontationwiththe
IJA in all the theatres. However, the following academic works cited in the
paragraphsbelowdealwithcertainaspectsoftheIndianArmyontheBurma
frontinparticularandSouth-EastAsiaingeneral.

C.BaylyandTimHarper’smonographisagoodsocialandpoliticalhistory
oftheBritishEmpire’sconfrontationwithJapaninSouth-EastAsiabutdoes
notdealwithmilitaryorganization,tacticsandtechnology.5Similarly,Anirudh
Deshpande’sPhD,whichlaterbecameamonograph,overlookstheactualper-
formanceoftheIndianArmyinthebattlefields.Deshpande’sbookemphasizes
thatinadequatefinancialresourcesonpartoftheRajkepttheIndianArmyas
asortofquasi-rebellious‘cooliecorps’withlowcombatvalue.6Asfarasthe
recruitmentoftheIndianArmyduringWorldWarIIisconcerned,F.W.Perry’s
comparativestudy7devoteshalfachaptertothis.Perry’schaptergivesasolid
statisticalaccountoftheIndianunitsraisedduringwartimebutdoesnottake
intoaccountimperialideologiesofrace,socialandeconomicconditionsofthe
subcontinent.Thisvolumegivesattentiontosuchissues.Asregardsthetacti-
cal-trainingaspects,therearecertainworks,likeDanielMarston’smonograph
on the Indian Army, which discuss the tactical aspects of the regenerated
IndianArmy.Marstonfocusesonsomeoftheeliteunits,likethe12Phoenix
battalions.Marston,unlikeDeshpande, rightlyargues that it iserroneous to
statethattheIndianArmywasaconservativeorganizationunabletoreform

3 FrankMcLynn,The Burma Campaign: Disaster into Triumph, 1942–45 (London:BodleyHead,
2010).

4 FergalKeane,Road of Bones: The Siege of Kohima 1944, The Epic Story of the Last Great Stand 
of Empire(London:Harper,2010).

5 C.BaylyandTimHarper,Forgotten Armies: The Fall of British Asia, 1941–45(London:Penguin,
2004).

6 AnirudhDeshpande, British Military Policy in India, 1900–1945: Colonial Constraints and 
Declining Power(NewDelhi:Manohar,2005).

7 F.W.Perry,The Commonwealth Armies: Manpower and Organization in the Two World Wars
(Manchester:ManchesterUniversityPress,1988).
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itselfformeetingthedemandsofWorldWarII.True,before1939theIndian
Army was unprepared, both organizationally and technically, for fighting a
globalwar.Thenetresultwastheearlydefeatstill1943.Socialandorganiza-
tionalreforms(thoughMarstonfocusesmostlyonthelatteraspect,especially
training)enabledtransformationof the Indianmilitaryorganizationby late
1944.Marstonconcludes,bymakingacasestudyoftheabove-mentioned12
battalions,thatthetheoryandpraxisofconductingsuccessfuljunglewarfare
wasinplacebythetimeoftheImphal-KohimaCampaign.8Marston’s latest
bookshowsthattheIndianArmyretaineditstacticalandorganizationalflex-
ibilityevenaftertheendofWorldWarIIwhenithadtodealwithCOINduties
bothinsideandoutsideIndia.9

However, thepresentmonographattempts toevaluate theoverallperfor-
mance of the Indian Army against the IJA. Besides analyzing the theory of
trainingintroducedfrom1943onwards,thefocusofthepresentvolumealso
remainshowinthejungleandplainsofBurmathenewconceptsoftraining
wereplayedout. InadditiontoMarston,T.R.Moreman’smonograph10high-
lightsthetheoreticalaspectsoftrainingintheBritishunitsoftheIndianArmy.
Moremanassumesthatwhateverwaspublishedinthetrainingpamphletswas
implementedbythearmy.Mostofthesepoys,NCOsandtheVCOs,wereilliter-
ate and semi-literate. Training pamphlets were definitely important for the
Britishofficers.Iintendtofindoutwhathappenedatthegrass-rootslevelby
analyzingtheactivitiesoftheIndianregimentsandbattalionsinthebattle-
fields.PradeepP.Barua’sThe State at War in South Asiaisageneralsurveyof
theevolutionofwarfareinIndiafromancienttorecenttimes.Bauradevotes
Chapter 8 to the Indian Army’s battlefield experience in World War II. He
rightlyclaimsthattheIndianArmyexhibitedahighlearningcurve.Butonly
pages150–51aredevotedtotheBurmaFront.11Obviously,thereisalwaysscope
forfurtherwork.Barua’spublishedPhD12focusesontheIndianizationofthe
officercorps(anextensionoftheworkofStephenP.Cohenwhichchartsthe

8 DanielMarston,Phoenix from the Ashes: The Indian Army in the Burma Campaign(West-
port,CT:Praeger,2003).

9 DanielMarston,The Indian Army and the End of the Raj(Cambridge:CambridgeUniver-
sityPress,2014).

10 T.R.Moreman,The Jungle, the Japanese and the British Commonwealth Armies at War 1941–
45: Fighting Methods, Doctrine and Training for Jungle Warfare(London:FrankCass,2005).

11 PradeepP.Barua,The State at War in South Asia(Lincoln/London:UniversityofNebraska
Press,2005).

12 Pradeep P. Barua, Gentlemen of the Raj: The Indian Army Officer Corps, 1817–1949 (Hull:
UniversityofHullPress,1999).
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professionalization of the Indian Army’s officer corps13) and tangentially
touchesonthecombateffectivenessoftheIndianArmyinSouth-EastAsia.
The linksbetween the Indianizationof thecommissionedofficercorpsand
battlefieldperformancearenotedinthisvolume.

ThisvolumeconcentratesonallthetheatresofSouth-EastAsiainwhichthe
IndianArmyfoughtbetween1941and1945.Further,italsodealswithcombat
motivation(i.e.morale).Andthisbringsaboutotherdebatesinthefield.Itis
debatable whether battlefield realities rather than ethnic identities shaped
moraleandcombateffectivenessofthecolonialforces.Itisnecessarytointe-
grate the importanceof thenatureof firefight inshaping themoraleof the
combatants.However,theimportanceoftheMartialRacetheoryandwelfare
incentives offered to the soldiers and their families in strengthening their
moraleandhence,combateffectiveness,needstobediscussed.Anattemptis
madetocompareandcontrastthemoraleoftheIndiansoldieryduringthe
twoWorldWars.Asregardslogistics,GrahamDunlop’smonographisthelat-
est. Dunlop’s treatment of the administrative aspects of the logistical
infrastructure which sustained the British and Indian forces in Burma from
1943onwardsisexcellent.Dunlopshowsthatattimesoperationalplanswere
shapedbytherequirementsofsustainingsupplyfortheadvancing14thArmy.14
However,thereisstillspaceforfurtherresearchtohighlightthelinksbetween
therisingcombateffectivenessoftheunitsandthebettermentofthelogistical
scenarioinIndiaduring1944.

Murraywritesthatmilitaryorganizationsalsochangeinpeacetime,which
isknownasinnovation.15Chapter1givesanideaoftheorganizationandfunc-
tionsoftheIndianArmybeforetheonsetofWorldWarIIandtriestotracethe
trajectoryofadaptations/innovationsifany.WhiletheGovernmentofIndia
(GoI)wantedtheIndianArmytoguardtheNorth-WestFrontierandtoengage
ininternalpolicing,LondondemandedthattheIndianArmyfunctionasan
imperialreserve(atleasttoalimitedextent)forstrengtheningBritishdefence
in the overseas theatres against the rising Axis threat. Along with the polar
oppositepolicies,financialstringencywasalsoresponsiblefortheinitialmess
in the military establishment of India. Thanks to the vast demographic
resourcesofthesub-continentandtheoperationofanunderdevelopedecon-
omy,therewasnoshortageofrecruits.Evenwithoutresortingtoconscription,

13 StephenP.Cohen,The Indian Army: Its Contribution to the Development of a Nation (1971,
reprint,NewDelhi:OxfordUniversityPress,1991).

14 GrahamDunlop,Military Economics, Culture and Logistics of the Burma Campaign, 1942–
45(London:PickeringandChatto,2009).

15 Murray,Military Adaptation in War,p.2.
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more than two million men joined as combatants. By late 1942, the Indian
Armyhadbecomethelargestvolunteerarmyintheworld.TheBritishcouldbe
choosyaboutwhichcommunitiesweretobetappedbecauseoftheavailabil-
ityofthevastmanpowerpool.Theystucktotherecruitmentofthe‘martial
races’.TheMartialRacetheorywasadouble-edgedsword.Whileononehand,
clanandcastefeelingsgeneratedinternalcohesion,ontheotherhand,rapid
expansionwasimpossible.Thiswasbecausemenofparticularclansandtribes
hailingfromparticularlocalitieswererequiredtofillupparticularcompanies
ofthedifferentregiments.During1941–42,theGoI,facedwiththerisingAxis
threat,triedtoexpandtheIndianArmyveryquickly.Thisresultedinamixture
ofdifferentcommunitieswithinthesameunitswhichcausedlossofcohesion
amongtheunitsandcontributedtowardstheinefficientperformanceofthe
IndianunitsintheinitialstagesofwaragainstJapan.Inaddition,thelackof
trainedVCOsfromthesameclansandcastes loweredthemoraleandhence
combatworthinessoftheIndianunits.Chapters2and3throwlightonthese
aspects.Comparativestabilityin1943andintensiverecruitmentallowedthe
GeneralHeadquartersIndia(GHQI)/IndiaCommandtorectifythedefectsin
therecruitmentpattern.

RacialdiscriminationbytheBritishofficersandtheTommies,andinequali-
ties in the pay of the Indian officers and the rank and file, i.e. the sepoys
vis-à-vistheirBritishcounterparts,demoralizedtheIndiansoldiers,especially
inMalayaandSingapore.Further,JapaneseandIndiannationalistpropaganda
resultedinthebreakdownofmoraleoftheIndiansoldiersstationedinHong
Kongin1941andinMalayaduring1941–42.Superiortacticsdisplayedbythe
highlymotivatedIJAsoldiersoverwhelmedthehalf-trainedandinadequately-
equippedIndiansoldiersrepeatedlyinHongKong,Malaya-Singapore,Borneo
andBurmaduring1942andinthefirsthalfof1943.Thesesuccessivedefeats,as
portrayedinchapters2,3,4and5,furtherdemoralizedtheIndiantroops.

Chapter2notonlynoteshowtheIndianregimentsdeployedinHongKong
engaged in combat with the Japanese invaders but also compares and con-
trasts the Indian units’ performance with the British and Canadian units
stationedthere.OneofthelimitationsoftheAlliedforcesstationedonthis
islandwasthattheyputtheirfaithinstaticlineardefence,whichwaspene-
tratedandoutflankedbytheJapaneseinfantryunits.Chapter3portraysthe
retreat of the Allied forces from Jitra to Johore and the reasons behind this
debacle. General Percival and Gordon Bennett’s claim that the Indian units
wereespeciallybadandmostlyresponsibleforthedisasterinMalayaiserrone-
ous.ThischapterarguesthattheIndianunits’performancewasonaparwith
thatof theBritishand theAustralians. Ironically, the terrainandclimateof
Malaya should have suited the Indian units. Fighting in the humid swampy
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jungle-coveredlandscapehadbeenastrongpointfortheIndianArmybefore
1939.However,theveteranIndianunitsremaineddeployedintheNorth-West
Frontier, Iraq andNorthand East Africa.The ‘greenunits’partly trained for
‘DesertWarfare’withheavyartilleryandlorriesweredeployedinMalaya.And
these unwieldy Indian units were outmanoeuvred by the fast-moving and
lightly-equipped Japanese units. In Chapter 4, the spotlight shifts from the
swampy jungle-covered creeks of Malaya to Singapore Island. It is analyzed
whytheIndianunitsfailedevenin‘positionalwarfare’,whichithadconducted
before1939.OneofthelimitationsoftheIndianArmywasinadequatecoop-
erationandcoordinationbetweenartilleryandinfantry.BoththeBritishand
Indian units failed in maintaining a cohesive defensive front against the
advancingIJA.Theretreat,asChapter6portrays,continuedfromRangoonto
Assam.Theconcernsofthisvolumearenotstrategyandgeneralship.Hence,
the focus remains at the battalion and regimental levels. A long ‘running
retreat’againstaqualitativelysuperiorfoewasanewexperiencefortheIndian
Army. Nevertheless, it speaks volumes for the regimental cohesion, due to
whichtheIndianArmydidnotfallapart.Despitehumiliationandcasualties,
the Indian regiments retained a cadre of hardened VCOs, NCOs and sepoys,
whotwoyearslaterconstitutedthebackboneofaregeneratedIndianArmy.

TheformationoftheJapanese-sponsoredIndianNationalArmyinlate1942
wasaseriouschallengetotheBritishtoretainloyaltyofthetroops.Thesepoys/
jawanswere‘quasi-mercenaries’.Hence,creaturecomfortswereimportantto
them. Vast expansion in the supply infrastructure from late 1943 onwards
resultedinthebettermentofthematerialenvironmentoftheIndianmilitary
establishment. General, later Field-Marshal, Claude Auchinleck was able to
eliminatethediscriminatoryregulationswhichwerehithertodirectedagainst
theIndiantroops.Betterpensionfacilitiesandgratuitiespreventeddesertions.
Improvedrationsandmedicalarrangementsalsoimprovedthehealthofthe
troopsdeployedinBurma.Further,inordertokeepthesoldiershappy,special
provisions were initiated for the soldiers’ families in Punjab. All these mea-
sures, along with a reinvigorated training regimen, as Chapter 7 shows,
enhancedthemoraleandtacticalaptitudeofthesepoys,andthusprepared
themforthesuccessfulconfrontationwiththeIJAfrom1944onwards.

FromthejunglesoftheArakantothemountainousregionsaroundImphal
andKohima,theIndianArmyimplementednewtechniquesofwarfarewhich
ithadlearntsincelate1943.Constructionofdefensive‘boxes’,theuseofheavy
artillery in positional battles and aggressive small unit patrolling, are three
examples.AndthenewtechniquesofwarfarebluntedtheJapaneseUGOand
HAGOoffensives.Chapters8and9analyzethevictoriesofthesepoysagainst
the‘RisingSun’inthejunglesofBurmaduring1944.Anewagehaddawnedon
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the Indian Army by early 1945. Not only in ‘positional warfare’ but also in
mobile warfare, both in the jungles as well as in the sultry plains of central
Burma,theIndianArmyhadanedgeoverthemuchvauntedIJA.TheIndian
Armywaslearning,aswellasimplementingcombinedarmsoperations.The
sepoys, as Chapter 10 shows, learnt to coordinate their attacks with
‘Hurribombers’,Grants,Stuarts,Shermansandheavyartillery.Chapters7to10
also make the highly controversial point that, from late 1944 onwards, the
IndianunitsperformedbetterthantheBritishunits.TheConclusionsumsup
theexperienceoftheIndianArmy.ThetacticallegaciesofWorldWarII(espe-
cially positional battle and small unit actions), as well as the recruitment
pattern,continuetoshapetheIndianandPakistanarmiesevennow.Now,let
ushaveaglanceattheevolutionoftheIndianArmybeforethewarwithJapan
brokeoutin1941.
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Map2 Malaya, 1941–42
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Map4 Japanse Empire, December 1942
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Map5 Arakan
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Map6 U GO Offensive, March–April 1944
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Map7 Central Burma, late 1944
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Map8 Operation Extended Capital, May 1944–August 1945

B a y  o f
B e n g a l

0 100 Miles

B r a h m a p u t r a  R .

N

0 100 Km

Gauhati

ASSAM

B a y  o f
B e n g a l

Gulf  of
Martaban

SHAN STATES

CHINA

SIAM
(THAILAND)

ARAKAN

INDIA

FRENCH
INDO-
CHINA

Sadiya

Dimapur

Kohima

Silchar

Agartala

Chittagong

Fort Hertz

Japanese movements
Allied movements

Rangoon

Lashio

Tamu

Slim

Messervy

Christison

Stopford

NCAC Stilwell

Katamura

Honda

Sakurai

KomuraBurma
Area
Army



18 Chapter1

Chapter1

The Indian Army before the Far Eastern War

 Introduction

Thischapterexaminestheevolutionoftheorganizationanddoctrineofthe
IndianArmytillthebeginningoftheFarEasternWarinDecember1941.An
attemptismadetocompareandcontrasttheorganizationalframeworkand
combatexperienceoftheIndianArmywiththeotherCommonwealtharmies
(especially theBritishArmy)andalso itsopponent, the IJA.Thesimilarities
anddissimilaritiesintheadministrativestructureandcombatexperienceof
the Indian Army before 1941 with the British Army (to an extent the parent
organization of the colonial Indian Army) and the IJA are highlighted.This
chaptershowstheinterrelatedproblemsregardingexpansionandmoderniza-
tionwhichtheIndianArmyfacedintheinitialperiodofWorldWarII.During
WorldWarI,theIndianArmyconductedseveralbigconventionalcampaigns.
Butintheinterwarera,theIndianArmywasgearedforconstabularyduties
andconductingunconventionalwarfareinanatmosphereoffinancialcrunch.
However,all thischanged from1939onwardswhenthe IndianArmyhad to
prepareagainforfightinganotherbigconventionalwar.

 Recruitment and Expansion of the Indian Army

TheIndianArmycomprisedregularregimentsinwhichtheIndiansservedas
privatesandVCOs,butallthecommissionedofficerswereBritish.Everybat-
talion had 20 VCOs who performed the duties of the company officers and
platooncommanders.1TheVCOswererankedbelowtheyoungestBritishcom-
missioned officers but constituted a crucial link between the Indian other
ranks(ORs)andthewhiteofficercorps.MostoftheVCOshadgoodconduct
recordsandwerepromotedonthebasisofseniority.So,besidesadministering

1 ChandarS.Sundaram,‘GrudgingConcessions:TheOfficerCorpsanditsIndianization,1817–
1940’,inDanielP.MarstonandChandarS.Sundaram(eds.),A Military History of India and 
South Asia: From the East India Company to the Nuclear Era(Westport,Connecticut:Praeger,
2007),p.88.BesidestheVCOs,eachIndianinfantrybattalionhad12Britishofficersand742
NCOsandsepoys/jawans.DanielMarston,The Indian Army and the End of the Raj(Cambridge:
CambridgeUniversityPress,2014),p.37.

© koninklijkebrillnv,leiden,2016 | doi10.1163/9789004306783_004
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theregimentsandleadingthesmallunitsinactions,thesubstantialnumberof
VCOpostsineachunitalsoprovidedamechanismfortheBritishleadershipto
rewardlongservicebytheloyaljawans.Someoftheregimentsinthelate1930s
designated as Indianizing units had comprised junior Indian commissioned
officers.Inaddition,manyrulersoftheprincelystatesalsomaintainedtheir
privatearmies.Itistobenotedthatone-thirdoftheIndiansubcontinentwas
undertheruleoftheprinces.Selectedunitsoftheprincelyarmies,whichwere
partially trained and equipped by the GoI, were known as Imperial Service
Troops(ISTs).TheywerelaterrenamedasIndianStatesForces(ISF).TheGoI
usedthemforbothinternalpolicingandfrontierwarsandgarrisoningover-
seasterritories.TheISTswereusedextensivelyduringWorldWarI.Justbefore
thebeginningoftheGreatWar,theIndianArmycomprised2,300Britishoffi-
cers and 159,000 VCOs, sepoys and sowars. In addition, some 68,000 British
troops were deployed in India. Together, they were known as the Army in
India.2

TheBritishsoldiersofthehomearmy,i.e.theBritishArmy,werestationed
inIndiatill1947forseveralreasons.First,theBritishsoldiersfunctionedasa
deterrencetopreventanylarge-scalemutinybytheIndiansoldieryinthestyle
ofthe1857Uprising.Second,theBritishsoldiersstationedinIndiawerepaid
fromtheIndianrevenues.Thus,thegovernmentinBritainwasabletomain-
tain a substantial chunk of British soldiery free of cost. Third, the British
officersbelievedthattheBritishtroopsweremorecombateffectivethanthe
Indiansoldiers.Hence,inthecaseofexternalinvasion(RussiaandAfghanistan
before1914),thesepoysneededtobestiffenedbydeployingtheBritishtroops
amongthem.Last,intheeventofalarge-scaleanti-Britishuprisingamongthe
Indians,theIndiansoldiersmightjointherebels.Andinsuchascenario,the
BritishtroopsweretofunctionastheRaj’slastlineofdefence.Between1914
and1918,877,068combatantswererecruitedfromIndia.3InWorldWarI,the
IndianArmysufferedsome60,000killedinaction(KIA).4

2 DavidOmissi,‘TheIndianArmyintheFirstWorldWar,1914–18’,inMarstonandSundaram
(eds.),A Military History of India and South Asia,p.74.

3 KaushikRoy,‘TheConstructionofMartialRaceCultureinBritish-IndiaanditsLegaciesin
Post-ColonialSouthAsia’,inH.S.Vasudevan(Editor-in-Chief)andKausikBandopadhyay
(IssueEditor),Asia Annual 2008: Understanding Popular Culture (NewDelhi:Manohar,2010),
p.250.

4 PradeepP.Barua,The Army Officer Corps and Military Modernisation in Later Colonial India
(Hull:UniversityofHullPress,1999),p.37.
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On 1 November 1918, there were 13 Indian divisions in Palestine and
Mesopotamia.5From1914tillSeptember1920(includingtheThirdAfghanWar
of1919),thetotalcasualtiessufferedbytheArmyinIndianumbered130,074
men(61,041KIA,therestwoundedandmissing).6Bycontrast,inWorldWarI,
about600,000Britishsoldiershaddied.7In1921,thepopulationofIndiawas
319million.8In1922,thestrengthoftheIndianArmywas144,617.In1923,the
ArmyinIndiaconsistedof75,924personneloftheBritishArmy,128,901per-
sonnel of the Indian Army and the total came to about 204,825 men. And
between1938and1939,theIndianArmynumbered121,155men.9

While the Indian Army under British tutelage came into existence in the
1740s, the IJA was born in December 1870 and comprised 10,000 men drawn
from the Satsuma, Choshu andTosa regional clans.The Army General Staff
was established in 1878 and this body had the right of audience with the
Emperor. In 1882, theEmperorbecametheSupremeCommanderof Japan’s
armedforces.Thefirstconscriptionwasintroducedin1873.However,thismea-
sureexemptedthewealthy,civilservants,medicalstudentsandeldestsonsof
families.Only3percentofthetotalpopulationwhowerefittoserveinthe
army was drafted. In December 1926, a conscription law was passed in the
JapaneseDiet.ThismadealltheJapanesemalesagedover20yearseligiblefor
twoyears’serviceinthearmy(orthreeyearsinthenavy)withafurtherfourto
fiveyearsinthereserveandtenmoreyearsofsub-reservetraining.10Bythe
early1920s,thetermkogun(imperialarmy)becamemorecommonthankoku-
gun(nationalarmy)inadeliberateattemptbytheseniorarmyleadershipto
linkthearmydirectlywiththemonarchy.11

5 Omissi, ‘The Indian Army in the First World War, 1914–18’, in Marston and Sundaram
(eds.),A Military History of India and South Asia,p.85.

6 India’s Contribution to the Great War (Calcutta:SuperintendentofGovt.Printing,1923),
p.177.

7 DavidFraser,And We shall Shock Them: The British Army in the Second World War(1983,
reprint,London:Cassell,2002),p.5.

8 KeithJeffery,‘“AnEnglishBarrackintheOrientalSeas”?IndiaintheAftermathoftheFirst
WorldWar’,Modern Asian Studies,vol.15,no.3(1981),p.382.

9 ReportoftheExpertCommitteeontheDefenceofIndia,1938–39,p.32,CAB24/287,PRO,
Kew,Surrey,UK;The Army in India and its Evolution including an Account of the Establish-
ment of the Royal Air Force in India(1924,NewDelhi:AnmolPublications,1985),p.220.

10 SakiDockrill,‘Hirohito,theEmperor’sArmyandPearlHarbour’,Review of International 
Studies,vol.18,no.4(1992),pp.321–22.

11 EdwardJ.Drea,Japan’s Imperial Army: Its Rise and Fall, 1853–1945(Lawrence,Kansas:Uni-
versityPressofKansas,2009),p.161.
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OneoftheproblemsregardingthequickexpansionoftheIndianArmywas
ideological.RecruitmentdoctrinewasshapedbytheMartialRace ideology/
theory.Scholarsdiffer regarding the timingand factorsbehind theoriginof
thisideology.GavinRandassertsthatthe1857Uprisingconstitutedacrucial
moment in theemergenceof this ideology.12 In thepre-1857era,comments
David Omissi, the British relied on the category of caste in order to recruit
selected communities to the army. However, the 1857 Mutiny of the Bengal
ArmyresultedinthepolicyofcategorizingthediversecommunitiesofIndia
byraceinsteadofcaste.13Thiswasatypicalcaseofpolicyshiftorinnovation
in the field of recruitment by the British-Indian Army as a result of lessons
learntfromtheexperienceofthe1857Uprising.InaccordancewiththeMartial
Race theory,onlyselectedcommunitieswithin thesub-continentwhowere
dubbedas‘martialraces’duetobiologicalandculturalreasonswereconsid-
ered capable of bearing arms. Rand emphasizes: ‘the martial races were
constitutednotasabulwarkofBritishpowerbutasafurtherexplanationof,
andjustificationfor,India’ssubjugation’.14HeatherStreetsagreesandsaysthat
themartialracestereotypeswerefictitiousandconsciouslyconstructedbythe
imperialelitesforpracticalpoliticalends.15CynthiaH.Enloewritesthatgener-
allyamartialraceoccupiesageographicallydistinctterritoryattheregional
peripheryofthestate.Andtheimperialelitesusedthemagainstthedissident
lowlandpopulation.16

Fromlatenineteenthcentury,theMartialRacetheoryshapedtherecruit-
mentpolicy.Thetheorywaspartlytheproductofananthropologicalquestby
theBritishcivilianandmilitaryofficers.Theyengagedinethnology;thestudy
ofracialphysiognomy,nottobeconfusedwithethnography,whichmeansthe
studyofsocialcustoms.17Thenineteenth-centuryVictoriansbelievedinahier-
archy of races and that racial characteristics could be passed on genetically

12 GavinRand,‘“MartialRaces”and“ImperialSubjects”:ViolenceandGovernanceinColo-
nialIndia,1857–1914’,European Review of History,vol.13,no.1(2006),p.11.

13 DavidOmissi,‘“MartialRaces”:EthnicityandSecurityinColonialIndia,1858–1939’,War & 
Society,vol.9,no.1(1991),pp.6–7.

14 Rand, ‘“Martial Races” and “Imperial Subjects”: Violence and Governance in Colonial
India,1857–1914’,p.15.

15 HeatherStreets,Martial Races: The Military, Race and Masculinity in British Imperial Cul-
ture, 1857–1914(Manchester:ManchesterUniversityPress,2004),p.10.

16 CynthiaH.Enloe,Ethnic Soldiers: State Security in Divided Societies(Middlesex:Penguin,
1980),p.26.

17 MaryDesChene,‘MilitaryEthnologyinBritishIndia’,South Asia Research,vol.19,no.2
(1999),pp.121–22.
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from one generation to another.18They believed that warrior instincts were
characteristicsofsomebloodtypes.19MaryDesCheneclaimsthatmartiality
fortheBritishwasanattributeofracebecauseitispasseddownthroughthe
bloodlines.Inaddition,socialmilieualsoshapedthemartialcharacteristicsof
theraces.20

The father figure of the Martial Race theory was Lord Roberts (the
Commander-in-ChiefoftheArmyinIndia,1885–93).Robertsarguedthatthe
peopleinhabitingwestandsouthIndialackedcourageandpossessedinferior
physiques.21Hebelievedthatthefightingracesofthesubcontinentwerethe
Sikhs,Gurkhas,Dogras,RajputsandPathans.22Thewheat-eatingsmallpeas-
ants (owning 60 acres of land and four bullocks each on average) and
communities inhabiting cold frontier regions were considered martial. The
BritishlookeddownupontheEurasiansasbeingimbuedwiththeworstchar-
acteristics of both the European and Indian ‘races’.23 Hence, the Eurasians
werenotrecruitedtothearmyexceptasdrummersintheregiments.Themost
disloyalandunmartialelementswithinIndiainBritisheyeswerethe‘babus,
pleadersandthestudents’.24Thiswaspartlybecausethesecommunitieshad
challengedtheRajfromthebeginningofthetwentiethcenturybyinitiating
massdemonstrationsandpartypolitics.

Philip Constable asserts that the Martial Race theory was not merely an
‘Orientalist’ invention by the British officers for strategic recruitment and
hegemoniccontrolbutalsotheproductoftheincorporationofanindigenous
socialdifferentiationofKshatriya(traditionalHunduwarriorcaste)identity.25
Similarly,OmissiclaimsthattheissuewasnotmerelyaboutwhomtheBritish

18 LionelCaplan,‘“BravestoftheBrave”:Representationsof“TheGurkha”inBritishMilitary
Writings’,Modern Asian Studies,vol.25,no.3(1991),p.581.

19 Streets,Martial Races,p.8.
20 Chene,‘MilitaryEthnologyinBritishIndia’,pp.132–33.
21 Roberts to Stewart, 30 June 1882, in Brian Robson (ed.), Roberts in India: The Military 

Papers of Field-Marshal Lord Roberts, 1876–1893(Stroud:Sutton,1993),p.256.
22 RobertstoKitchener,1904,11/36,RobertstotheSecretaryofState,12Sept.1897,Kitchener

Papers,ReelNo.2,M/F,NAI,NewDelhi.
23 GregoryMartin,‘TheInfluenceofRacialAttitudesonBritishPolicytowardsIndiaduring

theFirstWorldWar’,Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History,vol.14,no.2(1986),
p.98.

24 GeorgeHamiltontoViceroyElgin,16Sept.1897,No.139,ReelNo.2,HamiltonPapers,M/F,
NAI.

25 PhilipConstable, ‘TheMarginalizationofaDalitMartialRaceinLateNineteenth-and
Early Twentieth-Century Western India’, Journal of Asian Studies, vol. 60, no. 2 (2001),
p.443.
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selectedbutalsowhoagreedtoserveintheBritish-ledIndianArmy.So,those
communities who possessed inherent warrior instincts joined the Indian
Army.ThisprovedthattheMartialRacetheorywasnotmerelyafigmentofthe
Britishimagination.26Enloerightlyclaimsthattherecruitmentpoliciesofthe
imperialpowersinthecoloniesweregenerallyethnicallyrestrictivebecause
recruitmentwasguidedbythefactofpoliticalreliabilityandmartialcapabili-
ties of the different communities inhabiting the colonies.27 Ashley Jackson
states that the evolution of British-India’s military also influenced the con-
structionofcolonialarmiesinAfrica,whereracialgradationandidentification
ofmartialracesalsobecameafamiliarpractice.28

By1893,44percentoftheIndianArmycomprisedrecruitsfromthe‘martial
races’.In1914,theshareofthemartialracesroseto75percent.29Bothbefore
andafterWorldWarI,theBritishcontinuedtobelievethatonlyatinypropor-
tionofIndia’stotalpopulationcouldbemadeintosoldiers.30EdmundCandler,
writing in 1919, noted: ‘The war has proved that all men are brave, that the
humblestfolloweriscapableofsacrificeanddevotion;thattheAfridi,whois
outwardly the nearest thing to an impersonation of Mars, yields nothing in
courage to the Madrassi Christian of the Sappers and Miners’.31 However,
Candlerwasanexception.ThereorganizationoftheIndianArmyin1922was
not based on wartime experience but on the pre-WorldWar I Martial Race
theory.From1922onwards,thePunjabiMuslimsemergedasthesingledomi-
nantcommunity.TheSikhspassedtothethirdposition.Thearmyclosedits
ranks to the Brahmins from Uttar Pradesh and most of the Madrassis were
demobilized.32WhiletheBrahminsofUttarPradeshprovided20,382recruits
duringWorldWarI,nonewererecruitedinthe1930s.The1stBrahminRegiment
whichwasretainedhadonlyoneGarhwaliBrahmincompany.33

26 Omissi,‘“MartialRaces”:EthnicityandSecurityinColonialIndia:1858–1939’,p.8.
27 CynthiaH.Enloe,‘EthnicityintheEvolutionofAsia’sArmedBureaucracies’,inDeWittC.

EllinwoodandCynthiaH.Enloe(eds.),Ethnicity and the Military in Asia(NewBrunswick/
London:TransactionBooks,1981),pp.4–5.

28 AshleyJackson,‘TheEvolutionandUseofBritishImperialMilitaryFormations’,inAlan
JeffreysandPatrickRose(eds.),The Indian Army, 1939–47: Experience and Development
(Surrey:Ashgate,2012),p.14.

29 Marston,The Indian Army and the End of the Raj,pp.12–13.
30 Martin, ‘Influence of Racial Attitudes on British Policy towards India during the First

WorldWar’,p.105.
31 EdmundCandler,The Sepoy(London:JohnMurray,1919),pp.1–2.
32 NiradC.Chaudhuri,‘TheMartialRacesofIndia’,PartIII,Modern Review,vol.XLIX,no.289

(1931),p.67.
33 NiradC.Chaudhuri,‘TheMartialRacesofIndia’,PartIV,Modern Review,vol.XLIX,no.290

(1931),p.219.
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Oneofthe‘martialraces’adoredbytheBritishofficialsweretheJatcultiva-
tors.BesidesrecruitmentoftheJatsfromeasternPunjabandtheDelhi-Agra
region (now Haryana), those Jat peasants who had embraced Sikhism (the
British considered it a martial religion) from central Punjab were favoured.
MajorA.E.Barstowof2ndBattalionofthe11thSikhRegimentnotedin1928:
‘ThepositionoftheJatSikh,however,isconsiderablyhigherthanthatofhis
Hinduconfrere.Thismaybeattributedpartlytothefactthatheisasoldieras
wellasanagriculturist,andpartlytothefreedomandboldnesswhichhehas
inheritedfromthetraditionsoftheKhalsa’.34Barstowinhis bookThe Sikhs: An 
Ethnology publishedin1928noted:

The typical Jat Sikh is faithful and true to his employer, seldom shows
insubordination,andwithagooddealofself-esteemhasahigherstan-
dardofhonourthaniscommonamongstmostOrientals….Herequiresa
stronghand,andpunishment,whenitismetedout,shouldnoterronthe
sideofleniency,butshouldsavourratheroftheprincipleoffullweight,
if seldom as opposed to that of lightly and often; this latter method
approximatestoocloselytopinpricksthuscausingafeelingofdiscon-
tentinhismind.35

ThegeneralbeliefoftheBritishofficerswasthatpeasantsmakegoodsoldiers,
hence,mostofthemartialraceswereofpeasantstock.Brigadier-GeneralC.G.
Bruce, writing in 1928, claimed that the greater number of the peasantry of
Nepalbelongedtothemilitaryclans.36

In1930,theIndianArmycomprised155,000men.Ofthem,50percentcame
fromPunjabandtheNorth-WestFrontierProvince.BytheendofWorldWarI,
Punjab provided more than 40 per cent of the recruits for the combatant
branchesoftheIndianArmy.Another25percentcamefromNepal,Garhwal
and Kumaun. While Punjab provided 86,000 men, Nepal provided another
19,000 and Uttar Pradesh (including Garhwal and Kumaun) supplied 16,500
personnel. Rajputana and Bombay Presidency provided 7,000 soldiers each.
TheNorth-WestFrontierProvincesent5,600men.37Between1919and1930,the

34 A.E. Barstow, The Sikhs: An Ethnology (1928, reprint, Low Price Publications, 1993), pp.
153–54.

35 Ibid.,Sikhs,p.153.
36 W.BrookNortheyandC.J.Morris,The Gurkhas(1927,reprint,NewDelhi:CosmoPublica-

tions,1987),Foreword,p.xxvii.
37 NiradC.Chaudhuri,‘TheMartialRacesofIndia’,Part1,Modern Review,vol.XLVIII,no.283

(1930),pp.43–44;Marston,The Indian Army and the End of the Raj,p.14.



25TheIndianArmybeforetheFarEasternWar

percentageofPunjabandNorth-WestFrontierProvincerecruitsrosefrom46
to58.5percent.ThepercentagefromNepal,GarhwalandKumaunrosefrom
14.8to22percentforthesameperiod.Andthepercentagesuppliedbynorth
Indiadeclinedfrom25to11.ThedeclineinpercentageforsouthIndiaforthe
sameperiodwasfrom12to5.5.38GeorgeMacMunn,whoservedastheQuarter-
MasterGeneral(QMG)responsibleforrecruiting,publishedhisbooktitledThe 
Martial Races of India in 1931.39 It became a sort of unofficial guide for the
BritishofficersassociatedwithrecruitmenttotheIndianArmy.

Exclusionofcertaincommunitiesonpoliticalgroundsandduetotheinflu-
enceoftraditionalrecruitmentpolicieswascommonincertainmetropolitan
armiesalso.Forinstance,theBolshevikArmyin1926recruitedmainlyRussians
(64.8percent)andUkranians(17.4percent)butnotArmenians,Georgians,
JewsandMuslimsliketheTatars,TurksandBashkirsofCentralAsia.Thiswas
because the Bolshevik regime doubted the loyalty of these groups. Further,
these Muslim communities were not recruited to the Czarist Army in large
numbersandneitherweretheyveryeagertoserveintheRedArmy.40

TheIJAauthorities, liketheIndianArmy’sofficers,believedthattherural
recruitsmadebettersoldiersandthattherecruitsfromcitieslikeTokyoand
Osakasufferedfromlowmorale,laxdisciplineandimproperattitudes.41Both
theIndianArmyandtheIJAdrewtherecruitsfromthecountryside.42About
80percentofthesoldiersoftheIJAcamefromfishingandfarmingcommuni-
ties.ThesocialcompositionofIJA’sofficercorpschangedwithtime.In1877,all
except three of the 158 officers who graduated from the First Class of the
MilitaryAcademywereofSamuraidescent.In1907,lessthan50percentofthe
officerswereSamurai.Andin1931,thedescendantsofSamuraicomprisedonly
15percentoftheofficers.Bythemid-1930s,halfoftheofficercorpscamefrom
urbanareas.43

38 NiradC.Chaudhuri,‘TheMartialRacesofIndia’,PartII,Modern Review,vol.XLVIII,no.
285(1930),p.296.

39 Rand, ‘“Martial Races” and “Imperial Subjects”: Violence and Governance in Colonial
India’,p.8.

40 EllenJones,Red Army and Society: A Sociology of the Soviet Military (Boston:Allenand
Unwin,1985),pp.183–84.

41 Drea,Japan’s Imperial Army,p.160.
42 S.C.M.Paine,The Wars for Asia: 1911–1949(Cambridge:CambridgeUniversityPress,2012),
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43 MeirionandSusieHarries,Soldiers of the Sun: The Rise and Fall of the Imperial Japanese 
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TheMartialRacetheory,intheviewofHeatherStreets,wasnotmerelyan
instrument of colonial control but also operated in the British Army. For
instance, the Scottish Highlanders were regarded as a martial race, like the
SikhsandtheGurkhas.Infact,CandleremphasizedthattheGurkhashadthe
nerveofaHighlander.StreetscontinuesthatthemilitaryelitesusedtheMartial
Racetheorytomanageglobalimperialpolitics.44TheBritishmediapopular-
ized the racial and gendered constructs of the savage martiality of certain
communities in the guise of the Martial Race theory. In her language, the
MartialRacestereotyperepresentedtheidealizedversionofmasculinity.45

General (later Field-Marshal), Commander-in-Chief of India Claude
AuchinleckchallengedtheMartialRacetheory.On17March1941,Auchinleck
wrotetoLeoAmery(SecretaryofStateforIndia):

Asregardsrecruitmentfortherankandfile,Ihavenodoubtatallthat,
apartfromanypoliticalconsiderations,wemustbroadenourbasisand
thiswasalreadyinhandbeforeIarrived.Iproposetocontinueandhas-
tenthisprocess.Thereisplentyofgooduntouchedmaterialwhichwe
canandshoulduse.Politicallytooit is, I think,essentialtomeettoan
appreciableextentthealmostuniversaldemandforgeneralrecruitment
andtogivetheprocessproperpublicity.46

However,Auchinleckwasonlyonevoiceamongmany.Anddespitehisdrive,
energyandinterestfortheIndianArmyhewasonlypartiallysuccessful.This
was not because all the others who believed in the outdated Martial Race
theorywereconservative intheiroutlook.WilliamArthurwrites that inthe
1930stheMartialRacediscoursewasconsideredamodernistone.Duringthe
first half of the twentieth century, race-based recruitment was not consid-
eredunpalatableorantitheticaltomodernity.Rather,race-basedrecruitment
ensuredtheoperationaleffectivenessoftheIndianArmytillthatdate.World
WarIIresultedintheexpansionoftheIndianArmyandespeciallyitstechnical
branches.This in turn required recruitment of Indians from different back-
grounds,fromurbanregions.TheMartialRacetheorywasnottotallyrejected,
theoreticallyorpractically,butunderwentamalgamationandmodulation.47

44 Streets,Martial Races,p.1;Candler,Sepoy,p.18.
45 Streets,Martial Races,pp.2,12.
46 Auchinleck to L. Amery, p. 3, Para 6, 17 March 1941, Auchinleck Papers, MUL 132, John

RylandsLibrary,MachesterUniversity,Manchester,UK.
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ModernizationoftheBritishIndianArmyduringtheSecondWorldWar’,inRobJohnson
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Andforthecombatantsrecruitedfromtheruralareas,idealizedmasculinity
andtheperceivedcultureofmartialracesstrengthenedtheir‘willtowar’.

TimCarew,aBritishsoldierwhofoughtinBurmain1944,assertsinhisbook
onthefallofHongKong:

Theregularsoldierofthenineteenthirties,thatmeanspiritedperiodin
Britishhistorywhenthecountry floundered in torpidapathyagainsta
background of mass unemployment and hunger marches, joined the
Armyforeconomic,alcoholic,amatorybutrarelypatrioticreasons….He
enlisted,infact,becausehewasoutofworkandtheproblemofthenext
squaremealwasbecomingincreasinglypressing.Afewyouthfulroman-
tics enlisted because they were attracted by a recruiting poster …. If a
recruitwaseighteenyearsoldandfithewasinforsevenyears.48

CarewinhisbookThe Longest Retreatmoreorlessrepeatsthesameobserva-
tionabouttheBritishsoldiers’combatmotivation.49

AtthebeginningofWorldWarII, therewasgreatenthusiasmamongthe
ruralIndianelitesinprovidingrecruitsfortheIndianArmy.On28September
1939,theIndianCivilServiceCollectorofAligarhreported:

Since theoutbreakof thewar Ihavereceivednumerousoffersofhelp
fromtheresidentsofthisdistrict.Mostofthezamindars,bothbigand
small,havepersonallycalledonmeandexpressedtheirreadinesstohelp
inwhatevermannertheirhelpisrequired,whilesomehavealsowritten
tomeexpressingtheirreadinesstohelpmewithmenandmoney.Ihave
ofcourseacceptedalltheirofferswithgratitude,andhavetoldthemthat
assoonasanopportunityoffersitself,Ishallrequestthemtorendertheir
help. Prominent among those who have written to me are the Nawab
SahibofChhatari,KunwarSultanSinghofLakhnau,RaoSahibSheodhyan
SinghofPisawah,KunwarRohiniRamanDhwajPrasadSinghofBeswan
andseveralothers.50

(ed.), The British Indian Army: Virtue and Necessity (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge
ScholarsPublishing,2014),pp.153–65.

48 TimCarew,Fall of Hong Kong(1961,reprintedDehraDun:Natraj,1990),p.15.
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LetusanalyzethemilitarymanpowermobilizationbytheRajfromamicro-
perspective.Wewillconcentrateonthe‘martial’communitieswhoformedthe
backbone of the British-Indian Army. The anthropologist Lionel Caplan, by
focusing on the imperial discourse on the Gurkhas, asserts that though the
Gurkhamartialcapabilitywasportrayedinaromanticmannerthepoliticsof
powerwasverymuchthere.The‘childlikeGurkhas’wereportrayedassubordi-
nate and dependent on the British officers.51 The British literature on the
Gurkhasportraysthelatterashavingbothelementsofthegentlemanlychar-
acteristics of the British officers as well as being perpetually juvenile and
requiringastrongcontrollinghand.52Enloeclaims:‘Bymakingmilitaryvoca-
tionsanintegralpartofagroup’ssenseofitsownethnicity,thecentralstate
eliteshopenotonlytomakethemilitaryrecruiter’staskeasier,buttowedeth-
nicity to state allegiance. The consequence for the group targeted to be a
“martial race” is often an increased sense of ethnic cohesion bought at the
priceofgrowingvulnerabilitytostatemanipulation’.53Enloecoinstheterm
‘GurkhaSyndrome’torefertothestate fosteringofethnicity.54Toanextent
Enloe’sstatementholdswater.Forinstance,inthenineteenthcentury,thewar
cryoftheGurkhasbecame‘Maro Sangin Gorkhali ki jai’.55

ThetermGorkha/Goorkha(laterGurkha)wasactuallyaconstructionofthe
British.ThetermoriginallyreferredtoasmallstateintheKathmanduValley.
Therulerofthisstate,duringthelateeighteenthcentury,unifiedNepal.The
subjects of this kingdom, who were an amalgam of Mongolian hill tribes;
Newars,Rajputs,Brahminsandothermenialclans,werecalledGorkhalisafter
theirpatronsaintGorakhNath.TheBritishusedthetermGurkhastoreferto
the conglomeration of military races found mostly in central Nepal and in
partsofwestandeastNepal.56Duringthemid-nineteenthcentury,theBritish
obtained recruits from Kumaun and Garhwal and they were categorized as
Gurkhas.57Thus,theGurkhaswereneverahomogeneouscategory.Linguistic

51 Caplan,‘“BravestoftheBrave”:Representationsof“TheGurkha”inBritishMilitaryWrit-
ings’,p.573.
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53 Enloe,Ethnic Soldiers,p.25.
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andculturalboundariesdividedthemenfromNepalwhojoinedtheIndian
Army.58

TheBritishbelievedthatthebestGurkhascamefromcentralNepal(Magars
and Gurungs).They used to join the army of the Khalsa ruler Ranjit Singh.
Since theywent toLahore forenlistment, theywereknownas lahures.And
even in the second decade of the twentieth century, the men from central
Nepalwhocameto join theGurkharegimentswereknownas lahures.59W.
BrookNortheyandMajorC.J.MorrispublishedaHandbookontheGurkhasin
1927. They discussed the practicability of recruiting Gurkhas from eastern
Nepal inordertomeetthe increaseddemandincaseofanyemergencies.60
MajorC.J.Morrisofthe2ndBattalionofthe3rdGurkhaRegiment(GR)inhis
handbooktitledThe Gurkhaspublishedin1933andreprintedin1936,under
theinfluenceoftheexclusionprincipleenunciatedbytheMartialRacetheory,
emphasizedthatmenialtribes liketheAgri(miners),Bhar(musicians, their
womenfunctionedasprostitutes),Chepang(boatmen),Chunara(carpenters),
Damai(tailors),Gain(bards),Lohar(blacksmiths),Pipa(khalsasis),etc.should
neverberecruitedtothecombatantbranch.61TheBritishofficersbelievedthat
recruitmentofsuchoccupationalgroupswithlowstandingwouldreducethe
statusofthecoerciveapparatusoftheRajinthecolonialsociety.

The7thandthe10thGRsacquiredrecruitsfromGhoomRecruitingDepotat
Darjeeling(nowinnorthernpartofWestBengal).Thisrecruitingdepottapped
theGurkhasfromeasternNepal.TherestoftheGRsacquiredmenfromthe
Kunraghat(Gorakhpur)Depot.Thelatterdepotacquiredmenfromwestern
Nepal.Inpeacetime,recruitingatKunraghatceasedduringthehotseasonbut
continued at Ghoom. At Kunraghat Recruiting Depot the Recruiting Officer
(RO) moved to Ghoom during the summers and the Assistant Recruiting
Officer(ARO)stayedback.Anofficerfromthe7thor10thGRwasdetailedfor
dutyatGhoom.62EachGRprovidedaGurkhaofficer,arecruitingpartyanda
proportion of depot duty men for their respective depots. When recruiting
ended, the recruitingparties returned to theirunitsbut theGurkha officers
andthedepotdutymenremainedatthedepots.Theydealtwiththepension-
erswhostartedtoarrivefromthehillsduringDecember.TheRecordOffice,

58 Caplan,Warrior Gentleman,p.52.
59 BrookNortheyandMorris,Gurkhas,Foreword,p.xxix;Caplan,Warrior Gentleman,p.33.
60 BrookNortheyandMorris,Gurkhas,pp.viii,272.
61 MajorC.J.Morris,The Gurkhas: An Ethnology(1936,reprint,NewDelhi:LowPricePublica-

tions,1993),pp.126–27.
62 H.R.K.Gibbs, ‘GurkhaRecruitingduringtheWorldWar1939–45’,p.1,RCTG-III,Gurkha

Museum,Winchester,UK.
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whichwassupportedbyaclericalstaffandoperatedundertheARO,lookedat
theseissues.TheAROvisitedtheciviltreasuriesatGondaandBahraichwhere
several pensioners reported for pensions and also visited the railhead at
Nautanwawhereare-employedGurkhaofficerresidedwhosejobwastoaid
thecrowdofrecruitswhocamedownfromthehillsduringthedrymonths.In
1939,Lieutenant-ColonelG.C.Strahan(whowasfromthe6thGR)wastheRO
fortheGurkhas.MajorR.G.Leonardofthe5thRoyalGRwasARO.MajorH.R.K.
Gibbsofthe6thGRarrivedinNovember1940andinFebruary1941tookoveras
AdjutantandQMGfromMajorLeonard.Atthesametime,thelattertookover
commandofthe1stBattalionofthe10thGR.MajorA.Mercerofthe7thGRwas
inchargeoftheGhoomDepot.63

From1886onwards,theBengalandNorth-WesternRailwaycooperatedwith
the Gurkha recruiting depots in moving the recruits. And this cooperation
betweenthecivilianandmilitaryagenciesoftheRajaidedthemassiveman-
power mobilization during the later period of the war. In early 1941, it was
decidedthattheGurkhaBrigadeshouldbeexpandedandthenormalpeace-
timerecruitingproceduresneededtobeoverhauled.At theendof 1941, the
GurkhaBrigadewasdoubledto40battalions.Shortlyafterwards,twogarrison
battalions(25thand26thGRs)andanumberofdutyplatoonswerealsoraised.
Recruiting was carried out by the paid recruiters who were pensioners and
workedunderre-employedGurkhaofficerswhoweregiventhetitleofExtra
ARO.ThisstepwasnecessarybecauseBritishofficerswererequiredtoofficer
the expanding Indian Army. Also, British officers were becoming casualties
duetotheonsetofwarwithGermanyandItaly.Tofillinthevacanciescaused
bytheshortagesofBritishofficersandexpansionofthearmedforces,senior
qualifiedGurkhaofficersweregivenemergencycommissionsascaptains.The
first two Gurkha Emergency Commissioned Officers (ECOs) to join were
ShibaprasadRai,Subedar-Majorof3rdGRandChandiprashadwhowasprevi-
ously the Head Clerk of 2nd GR. Another two retired officers were
subedar-majors,DalbirChandofthe5thRoyalGRandNarbirGurungofthe
3rd GR. Dalbir was made an Honorary Captain and Narbir was made a
LieutenantandappointedasSeniorEmergencyARO.64

Generally, the Thakurs and the Chhetris among the Gurkhas (they were
Brahmins)wenttothe9thGR.Recruitmentwascarriedoutforeachregimen-
talcentrebytheex-soldiersoftheirownregiments.AttheGhoomRecruiting
Depottherecruitsbroughtinbythepaidrecruitersweredistributedbetween

63 Ibid.,p.1.
64 Ibid.,pp.1–2.
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the7thand10thGurkharegimentalcentres.65H.R.K.Gibbswrote: ‘Wherea
recruitexpressedastrongdesiretogotoaparticularregimentowingtofamily
connections,thenecessarytransferwaseffectedthereandthen’.66Thisresulted
inthegenerationof‘mate/buddyfeeling’withintheregimentsandprovided
internalcohesiontotheunitsinthemidstofafirefight.On4July1940,theGoI
sanctionedtheraisingofnineGurkhariflesbattalionsby1October1940.67The
annualaveragedemandfortheGurkhasduringthe1930swasonly2,350men.68
Table1.1showstheriseindemandduetotheonsetofWorldWarII.TheIndian
militaryauthoritiespartlyadaptedtotherisingdemandsofthemartialraces
byexpandingtheadministrativeinfrastructure.Forinstance,theLaheriaSarai
RecruitingDepotwassetuptomeettheincreasingdemandsforGurkhasgen-
eratedbythistime.

Now,letusturnthefocustoanother‘martial’community,i.e.thePunjabi
Muslims. In 1940, 43,291 Muslims were recruited from Punjab.69 Lieutenant-
Colonel J.M. Wikeley who served in the 17th Cavalry and then worked as a
recruitingofficerforthePunjabiMuslimsnotedintheHandbookonthatpar-
ticular‘martialrace’publishedin1915:

The term Punjabi Musalman roughly describes those Muhammadan
classesandtribeswhicharetobefoundinthatportionofthePunjaband
North-West Frontier Province which lies between the Indus and Sutlej
riverstothesouthofthemainHimalayanRange.Therecruitingareafor
thisclass includes theHazaraDistrict,portionsof JammuandPoonch
(Kashmir territory) and the Hill tracts of the Rawalpindi District. The
termdoesnotdenoteethnographicalclassification;itismoreaformof
military nomenclature originated by recruiting requirements. Punjabi
Musalmansmaybeclassedunder fourmainheads: (i)Rajputs (ii) Jats
(iii)Gujars(iv)Foreigntribeswhoclaimedtobeneitherofthefirstthree
groups.70

65 Ibid.,p.2.
66 Ibid.,p.3.
67 ExtractfromLetterno.B/61666/II,AG’sBranch,Simla,4July1940,L/WS/1/394,IOR,BL,
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70 J.M.Wikeley,Punjabi Musalmans(1915,reprint,NewDelhi:Manohar,1991),p.1.
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Wikeley continued that ‘In the Punjabi Musalman recruiting area there are
many types of the race, distinguished from one another by their moral and
physicalcharacteristics’.71WikeleypouredfavouronthoseRajputswhoinhab-
itedPunjabandacceptedIslaminmedievaleraandbecamePunjabiMuslims.
He noted though that most of the Rajputs of north India were Aryans and
many who inhabited west Punjab had descended from the Huns and the
Scythians.TheseCentralAsiannomadicwarriorssettledinIndiaandfought
againsttheBuddhists.Asareward,theyweregivenRajputstatusbythegrate-
ful Brahmins. Among these Rajputs, those who failed to follow the social
customs properly were downgraded to Jats. Later these Rajputs and Jats
acceptedIslamandbecamePunjabiMuslims.72Likewise,theDograsrecruited
fromeasternPunjabandthehillsofJammuandKashmirwereactuallyRajputs
whoinhabitedthemountainousregionsoftheabove-mentionedprovinces.73

Attheendof1941,recruitingforallthethreeserviceswascoordinatedunder
theAdjutantGeneral’sBranchattheGeneralHeadquarters.Thiswasamana-
gerial innovationon thepartof the IndianArmy’sadministrativebranchto
mobilizelargernumbersofrecruitsinordertomeettheincreasingdemands
duetotheonsetofWorldWarII.Fromamacro-perspective,therecruitmentof
theIndianArmycouldbedividedintothreephases.Thefirstphaselastedfrom
September1939(NaziattackonPoland)tillApril1940(theeraofPhoneyWar).

71 Ibid.,p.2.
72 Ibid.,pp.2–3.
73 JohnGaylor,Sons of John Company: The Indian and Pakistan Armies, 1903–91(1992,reprint,

NewDelhi:Lancer,1993),p.188.

Table1.1 Gurkha recruitment from 1939 to 1942

Numbers brought in 1939–40 1940–41 1941–42

KunraghatRecruitingDepot 1,958 23,773 17,086
GhoomRecruitingDepot 1,016 3,832 7,002
LaheriaSaraiRecruitingDepot 3,402+830* 3,646+769*
Total 2,974 31,837 28,503
Recruitboys 66 673 530
Paidrecruiters 800 1,500

*Reservistsandreenlistedpensioners
Source:H.R.K.Gibbs,‘GurkhaRecruitingduringtheWorldWar,1939–1945’,RCTG-III,Gurkha
MuseumWinchester,UK.
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Duringthisperiod,theLondongovernmentdidnotauthorizerapidexpansion
oftheIndianArmy.BritainbelievedthatthewarwouldbeconfinedtoWest
EuropeandinsuchaconflicttherewouldnotbemuchofarolefortheIndian
Army.ThesecondphaseofrecruitmentextendedfromMay1940toDecember
1943,witnessingbreak-neckexpansionoftheIndianArmy.Repeateddefeatof
theBritishforcesinEurope,AfricaandAsiabyGermanyinEuropeandNorth
Africa,andby Japan in theFarEastandSouth-EastAsia forcedtheLondon
GovernmenttoauthorizerapidexpansionoftheIndianArmy.Thethirdphase,
continuingfromJanuary1944tillSeptember1945,didnotwitnessanyfurther
raisingofunitsintheIndianArmybutsawmassiverecruitmenttomaintain
thenewlyraisedformationsatrequiredlevelstooffsetthehaemorrhageresult-
ingfromcontinuouswarfare.74

InSeptember1939,theArmyinIndiaconsistedof237,000menandofthem,
only4,000wereservingoverseas.On1April1940,therewere277,648personnel
intheArmyinIndiaandofthem23,581menweredeployedoverseas.InMarch
1940,2,198non-technicalpersonnelwererecruited.InJuly,thefigureroseto
20,009.Theaveragemonthlyintakethenwasaround17,000personnel.Between
MayandDecember1940,thestrengthoftheArmyinIndiaincreasedbymore
than165,000men.ThetotalsizeoftheArmyinIndiaamountedto417,704.75In
early 1940, two Indian divisions (the 4th and 5th) were deployed overseas.
Betweenthesummerof1940andthesummerof1941,sixnewdivisions(the
6th,7th,8th,9th,10th,and11th)wereraised.Bytheendof1941,fiveIndiandivi-
sions were forming (the 14th, 17th, 19th, 20th, and 34th), along with one
armoureddivision(the32nd).76 In1941, theIndianArmynumbered865,200
men,andthebulkofthemwerefromPunjab.77

The inadequate number of commissioned Indian officers remained the
mostseriousproblemfortheexpandingIndianArmy.Thecommissionedoffi-
cercorpsconstitutedthebrainofthearmyandtheBritishloathedtheideaof
losingcontroloverthecommissionedofficercadre.ForseveralyearstheBritish
stalled Indianization of the Indian Army’s officer cadre on various spurious
racial grounds. Moreover, university-educated, urban middle-class Indians
whowantedtojointheIndianArmy’sofficercadrewereconsidereddisloyal

74 NandanPrasad,Expansion of the Armed Forces and Defence Organisation 1939–45,Bishesh-
warPrasad(ed.),Official History of the Indian Armed Forces in the Second World War,1939–
45(NewDelhi:MinistryofDefenceGovernmentofIndia,1956),p.53.

75 Ibid.,pp.54,56,61.
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andasposingachallengetoBritishauthorityincontrasttotheilliteratesons
ofpeasantswhojoinedtheIndianArmyassepoys.TheImperialCadetCorps
(ICC)wasstartedin1901byLordCurzon(ViceroyofIndia)toallowtheIndians
a limited sort of commission in the officer cadre. However, the ICC officers
wereplacedintheISForintheprincelyarmiesandnotintheIndianArmy.
This scheme collapsed just before World War I. By 1930, only 77 King’s
CommissionedIndianOfficers(KCIOs)hadbeencommissionedand,ofthem,
68wereservingintheIndianArmy.78ThesmallnumberofIndianofficerswho
went toSandhurst facedracialabuse.79The lownumberof Indiancommis-
sioned officers was due to the lack of enthusiasm among the urban Indian
middle class.Theywerenotwilling to join thesegregatedunitswhich were
markedforIndianization,withalowerwagecomparedtotheBritishcommis-
sioned officers. Further, the Indian commissioned officers were denied the
powertocommandtheBritishtroops.Infact,manyBritishcadetswerereluc-
tanttofacetheprospectofcomingunderthecommandoftheIndianofficers.
TheRajtooksometentativemeasurestoadaptthemilitaryorganizationtothe
changingcircumstances.In1935,stepsweretakentoIndianizefieldartillery
units.In1938,theIndianCommissionedOfficers(ICOs)gotthepowertocom-
mandtheBritishofficersintheIndianlandforceswhowereofarankequivalent
toorbelowtheirown,basedonseniority.However,theICOsdidnothavethe
power ofpunishmentoverBritishother ranks (BORs).Mostof thecommis-
sionedIndianofficersweresonsofVCOsandsomecamefromtheIndianCivil
Service(ICS)families.Thelattergroupwaspoliticallyconsciousandawareof
nationalist politics.80 During World War II, as the Indian Army massively
expanded, largenumbersofBritishofficerswerenotavailablebecause they
were required to meet the demands of the expanding British Army and to
replacewarcasualties inboththeBritishandIndianarmies.Theresultwas
forcedIndianizationoftheIndianArmy’sofficercadreunderthepressureof
TotalWar.

ThequantumofexpansionoftheIJAdwarfedtheIndianArmy.In1937,the
IJAhad354,000regularsand595,000inthereserves.Thetotalcametoabout
950,000men.In1938,therewere615,400regularsand514,600inthereserves.
Thetotalwas1,130,000men.Nextyear,thetotalwas1,240,000(844,400regulars

78 Sundaram,‘GrudgingConcessions:TheOfficerCorpsanditsIndianization,1817–1940’,in
MarstonandSundaram(eds.),A Military History of India and South Asia,p.98;Marston,
The Indian Army and the End of the Raj,fn87,pp.23–24.

79 Barua, The Army Officer Corps and Military Modernisation in Later Colonial India,
pp.95–100;Marston,The Indian Army and the End of the Raj,p.25.

80 Marston,The Indian Army and the End of the Raj,pp.26,32–33.
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and395,600 reserves).And in 1940, the regularsnumbered965,700, reserves
384,300andthetotalcametoabout1,350,000men.81

 Combat Experience and Modernization of the Indian Army

Anirudh Deshpande, focusing on the twin aspects of ‘limited’ Indianization
andinadequatefinancialresourcesatthedisposaloftheRaj,assertsthatthe
thirddecadeofthetwentiethcenturyrepresentedaneraof‘arrested’develop-
ment(thephraseisborrowedfromCliveDeweywhohaswrittenthatcolonial
India’seconomywasacaseof‘arrested’growth).82Thebattlefieldexperience
oftheIndianArmyistotallyneglectedbyDeshpande.ThucydidesinhisHistory 
of the Peloponnesian Warclaimsthatmoneyisimportantforwagingwareffec-
tively.However,combateffectivenessoftheIndianArmywasalsoshapedby
thegeopoliticalrequirementsoftheRajandthedoctrinepropoundedbythe
militaryestablishment.Thissectionshowsthat,unlikefortheIJA,preparing
and fighting a big conventional war was an aberration for the Indian Army.
BeforeandafterWorldWarI,theIndianArmywasgearedforimperialpolicing
bothinsideandoutsidethesubcontinent.In1914,theIndianArmywascaught
unpreparedandhadtomakeatransitionfromconductingSmallWarto‘Total
War’.In1940too,theIndianArmyhadtomakeatortuoustransitionfrompre-
paringforirregularwarfaretoconductinglarge-scaleindustrialconventional
warfare.Incontrast,theIJAhadgainedexperienceofconductinglarge-scale
conventionalsweepsinChinabeforetheonsetofthePacificWarinDecember
1941.Thissectionwilldealwiththemilitarylandscapeduringthefirstdecade
ofthetwentiethcentury.

In1905,LordKitchener(Commander-in-ChiefofIndiafrom1902till1909)
establishedtheStaffCollegeatDeolali,whichlatermovedtoQuetta.83Inthe
immediate aftermath ofWorldWar I, Britain pressurized the GoI to station
Indian troops all over the British Empire, especially in the Far East and the
MiddleEast.However,theGoIrefusedonthegroundsthattheprincipalfunc-
tionoftheIndianArmywasBritish-India’sdefenceandnottoactasanimperial
reserve. Britain asked India to station some 40 infantry battalions in
Mesopotamia (Iraq). In 1919, the GoI refused to spend about 40 per cent of
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India’srevenueonpolicingIraq.84In1920,123,500Indiansoldiers,incontrast
to only 47,000 British troops, were deployed in Mesopotamia, north-west
Persia,Constantinople,EgyptandPalestine.85

In1920,morethan40percentoftheGoI’sbudgetwenttothemilitary.86In
1921, of the 252,000 British troops from Britain, 65,501 personnel (including
AdenGarrison)weremaintainedattheexpenseoftheGoI.87In1925,theGoI
cutthedefencebudgetfrom61.5millionpoundssterlingto42millionpounds
sterling. This resulted in the reduction of the Indian Army from 159,000 to
140,000men,andanother18,000Britishtroopswerewithdrawnfromthesub-
continent.88In1927–28,themilitarybudgetofBritish-IndiawasaboutRs550
millionandtheGoIhadnomoremoneytoprovideforthemodernizationof
theIndianArmy.In1930–31,themilitarybudgetwasonly542millionandthe
nextyearitdecreasedtoRs519million.During1932–33,theannualmilitary
expenditurestoodatRs466.5million.Thetotalcostofmaintainingthearmed
forcescametoaboutRs480million.Hence,therewasnoscopeformakingany
capitalexpenditurefortechnologicallyupgradingtheforces.89NotonlyIndia,
butBritaintoowassufferingfrombudgetcuts,especiallyinthemilitarysphere.
Asaresult,thesizeoftheBritishArmybetween1923and1932fellfrom231,000
to207,000men.90

AfterWorldWar I, the IndianArmymainly foughtUnconventional/Small
WarintheNorth-WestFrontier.Infact,theThirdAfghanWar(1919)inmany
ways was similar to a North-West Frontier Campaign. On 4 May 1919, the
AfghantroopscrossedthefrontieratBaghneartheKhyberPass.By20May,the
AfghanadvanceatBaghwascontainedbythe1stDivisionatLandiKotal.91For
fightingtheNorth-WestFrontiertribes,lightinfantryskillswerenecessary,like

84 ElisabethMarikoLeake,‘BritishIndiaversustheBritishEmpire:TheIndianArmyandan
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skirmishing,marksmanship,self-relianceandfieldcraft.Controllingtheflank-
inghighgroundanddominatingthesurroundingterrainbyfirewasrequired.
Outlyingpiquetsanddetachmentsofplatoonfortheprotectionoftheinfantry
columnsbycrowningtheheightsoneithersideof therouteofmarchwere
some of the tactical characteristics of conducting Small War in the tribal
mountainousterritory.92Thesecharacteristicswerealsonecessaryforthejun-
glewarfarewhichunfoldedinMalayaandBurmaduring1941–44.

TheBritishregimentsgenerallyservedforsixtotenyearsastoursofdutyin
India.When they were deployed here they were paid by the GoI and came
under the operational control of the British-Indian military establishment.
TheBritishunitsstationedinIndiaalsoparticipatedintheSmallWaralong
theNorth-WestFrontier,especially in theWaziristanregion.Combat in this
regiondemonstratedthattacticsforconventionalwarfarewereinappropriate
andspecializedtrainingwasrequired for fighting in the tribal territory.93 In
July 1935, an expedition was launched against the Mohmands north of the
KhyberPass.Twobrigadeswereinvolved.Whileonebrigadewascommanded
by Claude Auchinleck, the other was under Harold Alexander (later Field-
MarshalEarlAlexanderofTunis).Auchinleckbeingthesenior,wasinoverall
command.In1937,againsttheFaqir ofIpi(d.1960)inWaziristan,morethan
30,000soldiersoftheArmyinIndiaweredeployed.94

Patrick Rose asserts that North-West Frontier operations encouraged the
development of a sort of decentralized, mission-oriented command system
(somewhatequivalenttotheGermanAuftragstaktik) intheIndianArmy. In
contrast,theBritishArmyencouragedthetop-downtightcommandsystem.
Boththecommissioned(includingtheVCOs)andnon-commissionedofficers
of the Indian Army were encouraged to display initiative, imagination and
independence of judgement. Rather than giving detailed and continuous
higherdirections,theunitcommanderswereencouragedtosolvetheimmedi-
atetacticalproblemsfacingthem.ButtheBritishArmyprizedobedienceover
initiative.Rosenotesthat,ironically,thepresenceofilliteratesepoysdiscour-
agedtheroutineofgeneratinglargeamountofdetailedwrittenordersfrom
thecompanyandsmallerformations.RotationoftheBritishunitsinandout

92 TimMoreman,‘“TheGreatestTrainingGroundintheWorld”:TheArmyinIndiaandthe
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ofIndiasomewhathamperedthedevelopmentofspecializedfrontiercombat
skills among them. However, the Indian units became expert in concealed
movements,suddenambushes,etc.duetocontinuousservicealongtheIndus
frontier.However,Rosewarnsthatdecentralizationofcommandisnotsyn-
onymous with relinquishing effective control over the subordinate units.
Coherentandconstanttop-downguidance,ifnotcontrol,wasrequiredofthe
higherlevelsofcommand.Inthisrespect,theIndianArmy’scommandculture
fellshortofrequirements.TheIndianArmyemployedad hochigherleveltacti-
calorganizationforcontrollingmajoroperations.Onthecontrary,whatwas
requiredwasa formalexecutivecommandstructure.95Again, inpeacetime,
thehighestformationintheIndianArmywasabrigadewhichconsistedofa
brigade headquarters, three infantry battalions and one cavalry regiment.96
TheIndianArmylackedthetrainingandexperiencetomanoeuvreinbigfor-
mationsanddidnotpossessamodernstaff,bothofwhichwouldberequired
forwagingthenextgreatconventionalwarwhichstartedin1939.

Theuseoflargenumbersoftroopsforinternalsecuritydutiesalsosome-
whathamperedtheunits’trainingforconventionaloperations.Forinstance,
in1921,28Britishbattalionsand21Indianbattalionswereengagedininternal
security.97Between1922and1927, therewere 112bigcommunalriotswithin
India which required the deployment of the Army in India.98 ‘Aid to civil’
duties partly obstructed modernization and mechanization of the Army in
India’sunits.

Inthepost-WorldWarIera,liketheIndianandBritisharmies,theIJAalso
feltthepressureofashrinkingbudget.Between1921and1923,militaryappro-
priations dropped from 49 per cent to 30 per cent of Japan’s national
expenditure.In1921,theIJAhad21divisions.In1924,thearmyministerwas
abletoinitiateareduction.99In1925,theIJAhad17divisions.100TheIJAofficers
reasonedthatthelackofroadsandabsenceofheavyload-bearingbridgesin
Chinaandnorth-eastAsia(theirpossibletheatresofoperation)wouldrestrict
themobilityoftanks.Further,Japan’snotsowelldevelopedheavyindustrial
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basemade itdifficult tomanufactureheavytanks in largenumbersandthe
narrow gauge railways also made it difficult to transport them.101 Edward J.
Dreaassertsthatthe‘Traditionalists’withintheIJAarguedthatJapanhadno
chance ina longattritionalwarbutcouldwindecisively inashortconflict.
Theyemphasizedspiritualforce(Bushido)andnon-materialfactorsforover-
coming the deficiency in the quality and quantity of weapons. The
Traditionalistsdemandedabigarmywithlowtechnologygearedforashort
warandfocusedonthesupremacyofmorale,infantryandbayonetfighting.In
contrast,forcombatpurpose,the‘Revisionists’demandedahigh-technology,
smallerarmy.Theyargued that thearmyshouldprepare fora longwarand
emphasized material factors and especially firepower and combined arms
operations.The1928Infantry ManualabsorbedtheGermaninfiltrationtactics
(of 1918).However, insteadofcombinedarmswarfare, the Japanesemanual
focusedovertlyontheinfantryandemphasizedthatvictorywouldbeduetoa
combinationofmoraleandmaterialfactors.102

BeforeWorldWarII,theIJAfoughtinChinaandagainsttheUSSR.Underthe
termsoftheBoxerProtocolof1901,JapanmaintainedagarrisoninChinato
guarditsembassyandprotecttheJapaneseofficials.Thisforcewasknownas
the China Garrison Army and was commanded by Lieutenant-General
Kanichiro Tashiro. Tashiro commanded this army till 11 July 1937. The force
comprisedoneinfantrybrigade,onefieldartilleryregimentandonetankunit.
Units of this force were stationed atTienching, near Peiping and along the
Peiping-LinghaiRailway.103

S.C.M.Painestatesthatbetween1912and1928,thereweremorethan1,300
Chinesewarlords.Eachofthemhadapersonalarmyandaterritorialbase.104
ThepremierwarlordontheChinesesidewasChiangKai-Shekwhohadstud-
ied in Moscow and, in the 1920s, the Soviet Union trained his officers and
armedhistroops.By1927,Chiang’sforcehadreachedNankingandthenext
year they reached the outskirts of Beijing/Peking. In 1928, Japanese troops
enteredTsinanandkilledapproximately3,500ofChiangKai-Shek’stroops.105
The Russians established theWhampoa Military Academy at Guangzhou in
1928.106
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Inthepost-WorldWarIera, liketheIndianArmyandtheIJA, theBritish
Armyalsodidnotescapecompletelyfromtheafter-effectsofreducedmilitary
expenditure.TheTenYearsRulewhichtheBritishCabinetagreedto in 1919
stated that for the next ten years the British Army would not conduct any
major war on the European continent.107 And this influenced the services’
budgets,organizationsanddoctrines.In1918,J.F.C.FullerproducedPlan1919
foraforceof5,000tankswhichwouldoperateinthebattlefieldalmostautono-
mously.Fullerpartlyderivedhisideasfromapapertitled‘ATankArmy’written
in November 1916 by Major Martel, a Royal Engineer (RE) at Tank Corps
Headquarters.Fulleremphasizedthatthetankfleetshouldtargetthehostile
command,controlandcommunicationsnetwork.Oncetheenemy’snervous
systemwasdislocated,allresistance,claimedFuller,wouldcollapse.Withthe
benefitofhindsight,onecouldarguethatifFuller’splanhadbeenacceptedby
theLondonGovernmentthentheIJAwouldjusthavewalkedovertheBritish
units inSouth-EastAsia in 1941–42.Field-MarshalLordCarver inhismono-
graphdealingwiththehistoryoftheBritishArmywritesthattherewasstrong
resistancetotheabolitionofthecavalry.In1922,thethreeHouseholdCavalry
regimentswerereducedtotwo.Andthe28cavalryregimentswerereducedto
19 by amalgamations. In 1923, the Tank Corps was given the title ‘Royal’. It
became a permanent part of the British Army with four battalions and 10
armouredcarcompanies(fordeploymentoverseas).108In1927,Field-Marshal
DouglasHaigarguedforequippingthecavalryunitswithanti-tankweapons,
armouredcarsandsmalltanks.109In1928,twoofthecavalryregiments(the
11thHussarsand12thLancers)shedtheirmountsforarmouredcars.

TheBritishArmy,assertsDavidFrench,tookthedecisiontomechanizethe
regularcavalryonlyinthemid-1930snotmerelyduetothelackofadequate
fundsbutalsobecausesatisfactoryarmouredfightingvehicles(AFVs)werenot
availableearlier.Theabsenceofadequatefundsforresearchanddevelopment
also somewhat hampered the evolution of combat-worthy AFVs earlier.110
Besidesthelackofadequatefinance,theabsenceofaproperdoctrineonthe
partoftheBritishArmyalsohamperedthemodernizationandmechanization
oftheforce.TheBritishArmy,likelyduetotheabsenceofclearpoliticalguid-
ance, could not decide between ‘continental commitment’ and imperial
defence.Again,withinthedefencebudgetthefocuswasondevelopmentof
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fighterdefenceandAAguns.Ontheotherhand,withintheBritishArmy,the
institutioncouldnotdecideabouttheproperroleandfunctionofthetanks.In
1934, Montgomery-Massingberd decided to form a Mobile Division. It took
shape only in 1937. Initially, for eight months, it was commanded by Major-
GeneralA.F.Alanbrooke,ahorsegunner.DuetopressurefromGeneralHugh
Elles (Master-General of Ordnance, 1934–37), a tank was manufactured for
infantrysupport.TheMatilda,whichwasadevelopmentoftheMarkIandII,
produced in 1939, was heavily armoured with a 2-pounder cannon and a
machinegun(MG).111

In themid-1930s,whilea Japanesedivisionhadbetween24,000to28,000
men,aNationalistinfantrydivisionofChiangKai-Shekhadabout11,000per-
sonnel.112 Chiang Kai-Shek’s most senior military advisor was General
AlexandervonFalkenhausen.113ThecampaignbetweenJapanandNationalist
Chinawhichoccurredbetween28Januaryand5May1932wasknownasthe
First Shanghai Incident by the Japanese. Out of 150,000 Japanese soldiers
deployed,militaryoperations inManchuriaandShanghaicost the Japanese
3,000KIA,5,000woundedinaction(WIA)and2,500casualtiesduetofrostbite.
About three-quarters of the Japanese casualties occurred in Shanghai. The
Chinesesuffered14,326militarycasualtiesand6,080civiliandeaths.Inaddi-
tion,2,000civilianswerewoundedand10,400wentmissing.114

The29thChineseArmyinnorthChinawascommandedbySungChe-yuan,
awarlord fromtheHopehandChaharprovinces.Thisarmycomprised four
divisions,twoindependentbrigades,twocavalrydivisionsandonecavalrybri-
gade.TheJapanesearguedthatonthenightof7July1937theChinesetroops
firedonaJapaneseunitonnightmanoeuvresnearLukouchiao(MarcoPolo
Bridge). On 25 July, the 38th Chinese Division of the 29th Chinese Army
launchedasuddenattackagainstaJapanesesignalunitwhichwasrepairing
thetelephonelinesnearLangfangStationonthePeiping-LinghaiRailway.An
infantrycompanyoftheChinaGarrisonArmydefendedthestationthrough-
outthenightbutsufferedheavycasualties.On26July,aninfantrybattalionof
theChinaGarrisonArmywhichwasmovingtowardsPeipingwiththeosten-
sible reason of protecting the Japanese people within the walled city was
attacked by the Chinese troops as the former were passing through the
Kuangan Gate. The Japanese troops suffered heavy casualties. At that stage
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Tokyo agreed with the China Garrison Army Commander that the Chinese
troopsshouldbedrivenoutofPeipingandTienching.115

On 28 July 1937, the China Garrison Army, supported by one emergency
mobilized division, two mixed brigades (one was mechanized) and one air
group, attacked the Nationalist Chinese forces. By 30 July, the Chinese were
defeatedatPeipingandTienchingandwereretreatingsouthofYungtingHo.
As Chiang Kai-Shek’s forces moved into southern Hopeh Province, Tokyo
mobilizedthe5th,6thand10thdivisions,alongwiththeProvisionalAirGroup,
andsentthemtoChinatostrengthentheChinaGarrisonArmy.On15August,
theChineseGovernmentissuedageneralmobilizationorder.Onthesameday,
TokyosenttheShanghaiExpeditionaryArmytoreinforcetheJapanesemili-
tarypresenceintheShanghaiarea.InlateAugust,theShanghaiExpeditionary
Army,comprisingthe3rdand11thdivisionsandcommandedbyGeneralIwane
Matsui, landed in central China. And the North China Area Army which
included the 1st and 2nd armies under General Hisaichi Terauchi (later he
wouldcommandtheIJA’sSouthernArmyinSouth-EastAsia)arrivedinnorth
China. On 31 August 1937, the China Garrison Army was integrated into the
North China Area Army and the Commander of the former became the
Commanderofthe1stArmy.116

In 1937, the IJA expanded to 24 divisions and of them, 16 were sent to
China.117 Between 13 August and 12 November 1937, the Nationalist Chinese
ArmyandtheIJAfoughtatShanghai.TheChineseforcessufferedsome187,200
casualties(including70percentoftheyoungofficers).TheIJAlost9,115KIA
and31,257WIA.In1937,theIJAhad600,000soldiersinChina.InthatyearJapan
sufferedaround100,000casualtiesinChina.118By1939,theIJAhad25infantry
divisions(onemillionmen)inChina.119Atthebeginningof1940,Japanhad
850,000troopsinChina.120

TheJapaneseexpansioninKorea,ChinaandespeciallyManchuriabrought
the country into confrontation with Soviet Russia. In 1905, Japanese domi-
nanceinKoreabecamepronounced.Inearly1918,Japandeployedabout70,000
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soldiersinSiberia.121AyearlatertheKwantungArmycameintoexistence.At
thattime,itcomprised10,000men.122In1922,theChinesewarlordChangTso-
LingainedcontrolofManchuria.123Bytheendofthedecade,theZhangclan
ruled Manchuria. Zhang Xueliang commanded 170,000 troops before the
Japaneseinvasion.Ofthesetroops,50,000wereinLiaoningand120,000men
weredeployedsouthoftheGreatWall.ThewarlordWanFulingcommanded
30,000soldiersinHeilongjiang,ZhangZuoxianghad50,000meninJilinand
TangYulin had 15,000 soldiers in Rehe (Jehol). On 17 February 1933, the IJA,
with20,000soldiers,invadedRehe(thesouthernmostprovinceofManchuria).
Almostamonthlater,on3March,thecapitalChengdefelltotheJapanese.124

In1931,theIJAoccupiedManchuriaanditmettheRedArmyacrossaland
borderwhichstretchedfor3,000miles.In1932,theUSSRmaintainedeightdivi-
sionsand200aircraftintheSovietFarEast.In1936,theSovietssignedamutual
assistancetreatywithOuterMongolia.125By1936,USSRhadincreaseditsforce
level to 20 divisions and 1,200 aircraft. Two years later it had 24 divisions
(450,000troops)and2,000aircraft.TheJapaneseKwantung(Kanto)Armyhad
eightdivisions(200,000personnel)and230aircraft.126

DuringJuly–August1938,aconfrontationoccurredbetweentheIJAandthe
RedArmyatthefrontierofJapanese-occupiednorth-eastKorea(south-eastof
Manchuko)andtheSovietMaritimeProvincenearPosyetBay.TheJapanese
calledittheChangkufengIncidentafterthehillocklyingwithinManchuria,
andtheRussianscalleditLakeKhasanaffairafterthesmalllakeattheeastof
the hillock. On 29 July, the patrols between the two armies clashed at
Shachaofeng (Bezymyannaya). Later the next day, the Japanese launched a
battalion-strengthpre-emptiveinfantryattack.Bydawnof31JulytheRussian
garrison was driven out of the hill. During the next ten days, the Soviets
launchedattackswithairandgroundunits.TheIJA,topreventescalation,did
notusetanksandaircraft.On6–7August,theSovietsusedabout200tanksand
220aircraft(includingfour-engineheavybombers).Whilethe19thJapanese
Infantry Division (10,000 men) sent some 7,300 soldiers, the Russians had
about22,000menat the front(the32ndand40thRifledivisions).The92nd
RifleDivisionconstructedpillboxpositionsatBarabashSector.Shtern’s(Chief
of Staff Far Eastern Military District) 39th Rifle Corps directed the fighting.
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Colonel A.P. Panfilov commanded the 2nd Mechanized Brigade of the 39th
Corps.127

Inthesummerof1939,atNomonhan/KhalkinGol,theRedArmyusedmore
than1,000tankstooverwhelmtheinfantry-centricIJAbydoubleenvelopment.
ThebattlewasfoughtbetweentheHalhaRiver(SovietnameKhalkinGol)and
thevillagenamedNomonhan.TheJapaneseadvancestartedon14May1939.
By3July,theJapanesedriveonthewestbankofHalhaRiverstalled.General
Zhukovemployedhis11thTankBrigade(minusonebattalion),7thMotorized
Armoured Brigade and the 24th Motorized Rifle Regiment of the 36th
MotorizedRifleDivision(including186tanksand266armouredcars)against
theJapaneseforcesonthewestbank.Zhukovsentthearmourunsupportedby
hisinfantry.TheRussianinfantrywasstillfarbehindandZhukovwasunwill-
ing to delay the attack.This was because the Japanese were threatening his
artilleryonthewestbankoftheriver.Withtheir37-mmanti-tankgunsand
Molotov Cocktails they were able to destroy 120 Soviet tanks and armoured
cars. The Japanese losses amounted to several hundred troops killed and
wounded.DuringthenexttwodaystheJapanesewithdrewtotheeastbankof
theHalha.Between7and22July,onafour-kilometre-widefrontthatstretched
fromtheHolstenRivertonorthofHill733,intensecombatbetweentheRed
Armyandthe IJAunitsoccurred.BetweenMayand25 July, the IJAsuffered
morethan5,000casualties.128

In early August, while Zhukov built up his force for the great push, the
Soviets launched battalion-sized assaults and Soviet artillery dominated the
battlefield. Zhukov launched his offensive along a 30-kilometre-wide front.
Zhukov concentrated two rifle divisions, two cavalry divisions, a motorized
rifle division, a machine-gun brigade, two tank brigades and two motorized
armouredbrigadesagainsttwoJapaneseinfantrydivisions.WhiletheSoviets
had 57,000 soldiers, the Japanese had only 30,000 troops. In addition, the
Soviets deployed 498 tanks and 346 armoured cars. The 7th Motorized
Armoured Brigade and the 601st Rifle Regiment stormed Hill 721 but failed.
However,theSovietsgainedsuccessattheSouthernFrontwhere320tanks,an
armouredcarbrigadeandaninfantrydivisionoverwhelmedtheJapaneseleft
flank and the Russians drove towards Nomonhan. After four days of bitter
fighting, the Japanese defence at Hill 721 cracked and the 23rd Japanese
Division was encircled. On 16 September, a ceasefire was declared. In four
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months of combat, the IJA lost over 17,000 (including 8,440 KIA) and Soviet
casualtieswereabout9,284men.129

The basic problems which hampered modernization of the Indian Army
were lackofmoneyanddemands for imperialpolicing. JohnGallagherand
AnilSealargueinanarticlethattheRajdependedoncollaborationwithpow-
erful indigenous intermediaries. Inreturn foracceptanceofBritishrule, the
local intermediaries had control over the distribution of resources. The Raj
couldnotaffordtotaxIndiaheavilyforfearofalienatingthelocalcollabora-
tors.130 One could argue that rather than under-taxation, the poor agrarian
economyofIndiaalsoforcedtheGoItoacceptaninelasticdefencebudget.

In1938, theLondonGovernmentappointedtheExpertCommitteeunder
thechairmanshipofLordChatfieldforassessingthedefencerequirementsof
British-India.The members of this committee included E.J. Strohmenger, B.
Sergison-Brooke,C.L.CourtneyandClaudeAuchinleck.Thiscommitteesub-
mitteditsreportin1939.Previously,theIndianArmy,forfunctionalpurposes
was divided into Field Army, CoveringTroops and Internal SecurityTroops.
TheExpertCommitteeintroducedthefollowingnewcategoriesintheirplaces:
FrontierDefenceTroops,InternalSecurityTroops,CoastDefenceTroopsand
theGeneralReserve.131

TheExpertCommitteewasmostlyconcernedwiththeNorth-WestFrontier
andtheprobablethreatposedtoBritish-IndiabyAfghanistan.Itwasdecided
totakethestanceofstrategicdefenceratherthanalarge-scaleoffensiveopera-
tion against Afghanistan. Strategic defence required holding the town of
Peshawar,whichwasthecapitalofNorth-WestFrontierProvince.Thistown
guarded the approach from the Khyber Pass. Besides the threat from
Afghanistan, the British strategic managers feared that Peshawar might be
threatenedbytheAfridisacrosstheKhajuriPlainandalsobytheMohmands
whoinhabitedtheregionbetweentheSwatandKabulRivers.Fordefending
thePeshawarDistrict,itwasdecidedtostation13Indianinfantrybattalions,
threeBritishinfantrybattalions,twofieldcompaniesofsappersandminers,
onemediumartillerybattery,onemountainartilleryregiment,onefieldartil-
leryregimentandoneIndianarmouredcavalryregiment.BesidesthePeshawar
District,theotherimportantstrategicdistricttobeheldalongtheNorth-West
FrontierwastheKohatDistrict.ThetwovitalpointsinthisdistrictwereKohat
andThal.Theformerhadanaerodrome.TheforceslaiddownfortheKohat
Districtwereasfollows:10Indianinfantrybattalions,oneISFinfantrybattal-
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ion, one British infantry battalion, one field company sappers and miners,
threemountainartillerybatteries,twotroopsoffieldartilleryandoneIndian
cavalryarmouredregiment.IntheWaziristanDistrict,theimportantpointsto
be defended were Razmak,Wana, Bannu, Mir Ali and Manzai.The garrison
therecomprised20Indianinfantrybattalions,oneISFinfantrybattalion,three
British infantry battalions, three field companies sappers and miners, seven
mountainartillerybatteries,onemediumartillerybattery,twotroopsoffield
artilleryandoneIndianarmouredcavalryregiment.132

TheExpertCommitteecompletelyneglectedthefactthatinthenearfuture,
the Indian Army might have to face the IJA in South-East Asia. Further, the
committee was hamstrung by lack of money. Hence, the Expert Committee
wasthinkingaboutreductionratherthanexpansionoftheIndianArmy.The
CommitteenotedthatthefollowingBritishunitsweretobewithdrawnfrom
India: one cavalry regiment, three Royal Horse Artillery batteries, one field
artilleryregiment,onemediumartilleryregimentandtwoinfantrybattalions.
Further,threeIndiancavalryregiments,fourcompaniesofsappersandminers
and14Indianinfantrybattalionsweretobedisbanded.Theimperialstrategic
managersdisplayedahighdegreeofshortsightednessasregardsIndia’sprob-
ableroleforoverseasimperialdefenceinthenearfuture.TheExpertCommittee
notedthattheArmyinIndiashouldsetasidesomeunitswhichwouldbedes-
ignatedasExternalDefenceTroops(EDTs)foroverseasimperialdefence.The
EDTsweretobebetterequippedthantheordinaryIndianunits.TheEDTswere
tocompriseoneBritishcavalryregiment,threeBritishinfantryregimentsand
sevenIndianinfantryregiments.So,therequirementsofEDTswereconsidered
lowerthanthedefencerequirementsoftheNorth-WestFrontier.Inthecourse
ofWorldWar II, the size of the Indian Army would exceed the two million
mark in order to meet the demands of overseas requirements. In 1938–39,
India’sdefenceexpenditurewasRs46.15crores(34,612,500poundssterling).
TheExpertCommitteedulynotedthatitsrecommendationforlimitedmod-
ernizationwouldcostsome30millionpoundssterling.ButtheGoIlackedthe
money.ItwashopedthattheUKwouldprovidealoanof20millionpounds
sterlingin1939totheGoI.133

InMay1940,theGeneralStaffinIndiasubmittedPlanAtotheSecretaryof
State for India. In accordance with this plan, the Army in India would aid
Afghanistan in the event of a Soviet attack on the country.This task would
requireonearmoureddivision(onearmouredandtwomotorbrigades)and
fiveinfantrydivisions.British-Indiacalculatedthatthiswasthemaximumwar
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effortthatcouldbesustainedbythecountryandeventhisFieldForcewould
be ready only in the spring of 1941. Further, completion of this Field Force
required the allocation of dollars for buying mechanical transport from the
USA.On21May1940,theCommander-in-ChiefofIndiaacceptedthatexpan-
sionoftheIndianArmywouldnecessitate‘milking’oftheexistingunitsand
thiswasboundtoreducetheircombateffectivenessforthetimebeing.Further,
itwascalculatedthatwarwastageofpersonnelmightextendto66percentof
the strength thrown into battle. It was decided to hold 33 per cent of the
strengthinreadinessasreplacement.134

Initially, thedemandson the IndianArmy foroverseasservicewereslow
andincremental.On25June1940,theChiefsofStaffCommitteeconsistingof
C.L.N. Newall, John Dill and Vice-Chief of Naval Staff T.S.V. Philipps noted:
‘India could make one brigade available now and increase this force to one
division in September.These troops are at present earmarked for service in
IraqorIran.ThesituationintheMiddleEastmaydeveloprapidlyandIndian
troops are not only closer to that scene of action, but better adapted than
AustraliansforserviceinmostpartsofAfrica’.135

On4July1940,theSecretaryofStateforIndiaLeoS.AmerywrotetoViceroy
ofIndiaLordLinlithgow:

I entirely agreed with your strong letter to Cassels about expansion
regardless of having everything in the way of equipment available. I
rememberurgingthisagainandagainupontheWarOfficepeopleatthe
beginning of this war and being told that it was futile to call for men
ahead of the equipment. Now they are raising hundreds of thousands
aheadofanyequipmentexceptriflesatthemost,manyarmedwithshot-
guns, who would have been infinitely better whether for marching or
diggingorshootingiftheyhadninemonths’training.136

On9July1940,theCommander-in-ChiefofIndiadirectedtheformationofthe
31stArmouredDivisionunderPlanA.Threemonthslaterheorderedtherais-
ingofthesecondarmoureddivision.137
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On23July1940,LeoAmerycommunicatedtoLinlithgow:‘WegotAuchinleck
asheisthebestsuitedpersonforexpandingtheIndianArmy.Heisbetterthan
GortandIronside’.138HistorylaterprovedthatinthisregardAmerywas100per
centcorrect.On16August1940,AmerywrotetoLinlithgow:‘Accordingtothe
WarOfficeestimateinMay,Indiashouldbeabletosupply12–14divisions.But,
IagreewithyouthatatmaximumIndiawouldraise,equipandsupplyonemil-
lionmen’.139InOctober1940,Major-GeneralT.J.Hutton,DeputyChiefofthe
GeneralStaff(whowouldlatercommandtheforcesinBurmaagainsttheIJA’s
rapidadvanceinearly1942)wassenttoBritaintoexplaintheIndianArmy’s
expansion programme and request equipment to sustain it. He requested
arms,ammunitionandBritishofficers.AttheendofNovember,Britainagreed
to provide 10 per cent of the monthly production of arms and ammunition
(except anti-tank guns). However, this quota was a rough approximation,
dependentonactualdeliverieswhichwerefluctuatingduetoGermanairraids
(aspartoftheBlitz)inBritain.TheLondonGovernmentrespondedbynoting
that the required British personnel would be sent as soon as shipping was
available.140

 Conclusion

WhiletheIJAdependedonconscription,theIndianArmyreliedonvolunteer
soldiering.IncontrasttotheIndianArmy,theIJAmaintainedalargereserve.
even in peacetime. Hence, the IJA was capable of manifold expansion and
absorptionof largenumbersofcasualtiesduringwartimeinafairlysmooth
manner.TwoofthebiggestmistakesonthepartoftheBritishGoIweretopre-
vent entry of the university-educated Indian urban middle class into the
commissioned officer corps ranks before 1939 and the refusal to adapt the
MartialRacetheorytohavealargereserveinpeacetime.Thispreventedquick
andeffectiveexpansionoftheIndianArmyduringWorldWarII.BoththeIJA
and the Indian Army had extensive combat experience before the onset of
World War II. The IJA had confronted Soviet cavalry in large numbers at
Nomonhan.ThoughtheSovietsusedcavalryagainsttheGermans;neitherthe
CommonwealtharmiesnortheIJAdeployedcavalryduringWorldWarII in
the Asia-Pacific region. The IJA was engaged in large-scale conventional
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combatinChinabeforethebeginningofthePacificWarandtheIndianArmy
wasmostlyengagedinSmallWaralongtheNorth-WestFrontier.Similarly,the
British Army was also engaged in colonial policing in the interwar period.
DespitetheIndianArmybeingamasteroffightingSmallWar(ithadseveral
similaritieswiththejunglewarwhichwouldunfoldinthenearfuture),dueto
rapidexpansion,initiallyitcouldnotfighteffectivelyagainsttheIJA.TheIJA
wasnotconsideredeffectivebytheWesternpowersbecauseofitsdefeatatthe
hands of the Russian Army at Nomonhan and the Chinese quagmire. The
Western democracies greatly underrated the Red Army and underestimated
thecombatpotentialoftheNationalistChineseArmy.Hence,theIJAwascon-
sideredmuchlowerinthescaleofcombateffectivenessbytheWest.Butthe
latterwere in fora shockwhenthe IJA’s Blitzkrieg in theAsia-Pacific region
beganfromlateDecember1941onwards.
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Chapter2

Fall of Hong Kong: 8 December–26 December 1941

 Pre-war British Hong Kong

HongKongIslandstretchesfor32squaremiles,withalengthof11milesand
widthofthreemiles.TheBritishoccupiedtheislandin1841whenitwasceded
byChinaintheTreatyofNankingin1842.TheConventionofPekingin1860
gavetheKowloonPeninsulatoBritain.Andin1898,theUKleasedtheseterri-
toriesfromChinafor99years.TheleasedterritoriesstretchedfromKowloon
tothelineofShamChunRiver,about17milestothenorth.Includingtheadja-
cent islands, the total area came to about 400 square miles. The Kowloon
Peninsula had wharves, docks, etc. On Hong Kong Island, the ground rises
steeplyfromtheseaandculminatesinapeakabout1,800feetabovesealevel.
TheVictoriaPortisonanarrowstripofflatlandalongthewesternpartofthe
northernshore.Amotorroadrunningalongtheshoreencirclestheislandwith
branchroadsleadingtoStanleyPeninsula,CapeD’AguilarandBigWaveBay.
Anotherroadtraversesthecentreoftheisland,fromnorthtosouth,crossing
themainridgeatWongNeiChopGap.Apartfromtheseroads,therearesteep
narrowtracksimpassablebymotortransport.Mostoftheinhabitantsofthe
colony were Chinese and were British subjects by birth. After 1937, due to
Japanese military operations in China, large numbers of Chinese refugees
driftedtotheleasedterritoriesandtheisland.Somuchsothatinlate1941,the
population numbered one and three-quarter million people.The climate of
HongKong(theislandissituatedbelowtheTropicofCancer)issub-tropical
withsummerandwintermonsoons.BetweenMayandOctober,thetempera-
tureisquitehigh.1

Duringthelate1930s,astheJapaneseexpandedintocoastalChina,Hong
KongassumedincreasingimportancefortheNipponese.HongKongisabout
90milessouthofCanton.About60percentofChina’sarmswereimported

1 TimCarew,Fall of Hong Kong(1961,reprint,DehraDun:Natraj,1990),pp.11–12.TheBritish
officialhistoryandGeorgeS.MacDonell’smemoirsstatethattheislandcomprisesanareaof
29squaremiles.Major-GeneralS.WoodburnKirbywithCaptainC.T.Addis,ColonelJ.F.
Meiklejohn(succeededbyBrigadierM.R.Roberts),ColonelG.T.WardsandAirVice-Marshal
N.L.Desoer,The War against Japan,vol.1,History of the Second World War (1961,reprint,Dehra
Dun:Natraj,1989),pp.107–8;GeorgeS.MacDonell,One Soldier’s Story, 1939–1945: From the Fall 
of Hong Kong to the Defeat of Japan(Toronto:Dundurn,2002),p.65.
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throughtheportofHongKong.2AfterthefallofCantonwhentherailwaywas
cut, the junks in Hong Kong smuggled war materials to Chiang Kai-Shek’s
NationalistChina.Tokyocalculatedthatthejunksweretransportingasmuch
as6,000tonsofwarmaterialstotheinteriorofChinaeverymonth.Further,
captureofHongKongwouldprovideasafeanchorageforJapaneseshipping.3
This chapter shows that all the components of the Commonwealth forces,
includingtheIndianArmy,failedtoadapttothenovelgroundwartechniques
introducedbytheIJAinHongKong.

 The Commonwealth Forces and its Opponent

TimCarewdescribestheconditionsofserviceamongtheBritishsoldiers in
HongKongduringthe1930s:

BetweenthetwoWorldWarstheBritishsoldiersinHongKonghadnever
haditsogood.Aweeklywageoffourteenshillingsaweekwouldappear
toprecludethepossibilityofsustainedemploymentforaprivatesoldier
tenthousandmilesfromhome.Butthefoodwasfreeandplentiful;beer
inthewetcanteenwastwopenceperpintandonly51/2d.inthedown
townhotels.Oneshillingandthreepenceperweekpurchasedtheser-
vicesofaservant.4

ItgoeswithoutsayingthattheBritishsoldiersinHongKongspenttheirpayon
threeitems:drinking,womenandgambling.5Aswewillseeinthelaterpartof
thissection,evenjustbeforetheonsetoftheJapaneseinvasioninDecember
1941,themoraleoftheBritishsoldiershadnotimprovedmuch.

JohnR.Harris,aSecondLieutenantoftheRoyalEngineer(RE)stationedin
HongKong,concurswiththeviewexpressedbyTimCarew.Harriswroteinhis
memoirs:

2 K.D.BhargavaandK.N.V.Sastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42; BisheshwarPrasad
(ed.),Official History of the Indian Armed Forces in the Second World War: 1939–45,(Combined
Inter-ServicesHistoricalSection,India&Pakistan,NewDelhi:DistributedbyOrientLongman,
1960),p.13;MacDonell,One Soldier’s Story,p.65.

3 The Battle for Hong Kong 1941–45: Hostage to Fortune,MemoriesofJohnR.Harris,editedby
OliverLindsay(2005,reprint,Gloucestershire:Spellmount,2007),p.48.

4 Carew,Fall of Hong Kong,p.16.
5 Ibid.,p.55.
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ThosewhodidnottakesoldieringtooseriouslyinHongKongtookcom-
fort from the views expressed by Air Chief Marshal Sir Robert
Brooke-PophamwhowasappointedtothenewpostofCommander-in-
Chief,FarEast,stationedatSingapore….Headdressedusall,paintinga
picturethattheJapanesefightingqualitiesweregreatlyinferiortoours.
Havingseenthe‘dirtyuniforms’wornbytheJapanesetroops,heconfi-
dently announced that they were ‘sub-human specimens’ and that he
couldnot‘believetheywouldformanintelligentfightingforce.’6

ButBritain’sChiefsofStaffCommitteewasnotthatsureaboutthesecurityof
HongKong.On25June1940,theChiefsofStaffCommittee(whichconsistedof
C.L.N.Newall,JohnDillandT.S.V.Phillips,Vice-ChiefofNavalStaff)observed:

WeshouldretainourpresentgarrisonatHongKongtofightitoutifwar
comes.ThepresenceoflargenumbersofBritishwomenandchildrenat
Hong Kong would be a serious embarrassment and since evacuation
mightnotbepossibleintheeventofasuddenJapaneseattackwerecom-
mendthattheyshouldbemovednow,eithertothePhilippineIslandsor
toAustralia.WedonotthinkthattheJapanesewouldinterpretthisstep
asasignofweakness,ratherthereverse.7

In October 1940, Major-General Arthur E. Grasett, the General Officer
Commanding(GOC)HongKongsuggestedthattheisland’sgarrisonshouldbe
increasedfromfourtofivebattalions.HeheldalowopinionoftheJapanese
combatcapabilityandover-estimatedthedefensivecapabilityoftheisland.In
January1941,AirChiefMarshalRobertBrooke-Popham,theCommander-in-
ChiefFarEast(17October1940–27December1941)suggestedtoLondonthat
hebeallowedtoraisethestrengthoftheHongKonggarrisonfirsttofiveand
thentosixbattalions,takingonebattalionoutfromMalaya.8Brooke-Popham
visited Hong Kong twice: once in December 1940 and again in April 1941.
Brooke-Popham’splanwas toprovisionHongKongwithmilitarystoresand
foodforaperiodof130daysinordertowithstandaprobableJapanesesiegeof

6 The Battle for Hong Kong 1941–45: Hostage to Fortune,pp.40–41.
7 ReportbytheChiefsofStaffCommittee,ImmediateMeasuresrequiredintheFarEast,War

Cabinet,25June1940,p.9,CAB66/9/2,PRO,KewSurrey,UK.
8 ChristopherM.Bell,‘“OurmostexposedOutpost”:HongKongandBritishFarEasternStrategy,

1921–1941’,Journal of Military History,vol.60,no.1(1996),pp.76–77.
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theisland.9Ingeneral,theBritishAirChief-Marshalradiatedconfidence.He
noted:

TheARPorganizationinHongKongwasgood,andsome12,000ARPwork-
ers of one sort or another had been enrolled before war broke out. In
addition, tunnels were made into the granite hills behind the town of
Victoria; these provided admirable shelters which should have been
proofagainstanytypeofbomb.Thelimitationherewasthenumberof
pneumaticdrillsthatcouldbeobtainedtoenablethenecessaryblasting
tobecarriedout.10

In October 1941, Brooke-Popham assured the Australian Government that
HongKongandthePhilippinescomprisedapincerwhichwouldbebrought
intooperationifJapandecidedtomovesouth.11Brooke-Pophamspelledout
hisstrategicrationaleinthefollowingwords:

As regards the Philippines, according to the information available in
Singapore,itwasdoubtful,atanyrateuptothemiddleof1941,whether
theAmericansintendedtodefendtheislands,orwhethertheydidnot.It
isthereforepossible,thathadwedemilitarizedHongKong,orannounced
ourintentionofnotdefendingit,theAmericansmighthaveadopteda
similarpolicywithregardtothePhilippines.Inthiscase,theymighthave
ceasedtotakedirectinterestintheFarEast,andconfinedthemselvesto
theEasternhalfofthePacific.Shouldthissuppositionbecorrect,then
theattempteddefenceofHongKongwasjustifiedforthisreasonalone.12

Brooke-Popham’sstatementshowsthatasregardsstrategicplanningtherewas
inadequatecoordinationbetweentheseniormilitaryleadersoftheUSAand
UK.Further,theBritishmilitaryofficersfailedtocomprehendthattheJapanese
were capable of launching simultaneous amphibious attacks on several far
awaytargets.13

9 DespatchontheFarEast,byAirChiefMarshalRobertBrooke-Popham,Commander-in-
Chief,FarEast,17Oct.1940–27Dec.1941,25June1942,pp.6,15,CAB66/28/33,PRO.Brooke-
Pophamsubmittedthereporton28May1942.

10 Ibid.,p.16.
11 Bell,‘“OurmostexposedOutpost”:HongKongandBritishFarEasternStrategy,1921–1941’,

p.79.
12 DespatchontheFarEast,byBrooke-Popham,p.15.
13 KentFederowich,‘“CockedHatsandSwordsandSmall,LittleGarrisons”:Britain,Canada

andtheFallofHongKong,1941’,Modern Asian Studies,vol.37,no.1(2003),p.156.
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From September 1941, Major-General C.M. Maltby was the GOC in Hong
Kong.HehadseenserviceinthePersianGulf,Egypt,Salonika,Mesopotamia
andinIndia’sNorth-WestFrontier.14Theobjectiveofthedefenceofthecolony
wasinitiallylimited.Theaimofdefencewastodenytheuseoftheharbourto
theJapaneseratherthanretainingitwiththeobjectofitsuselaterbytheRoyal
Navy(RN).Hence,theinitialplanwastodefendtheIslandofHongKongonly.
However,thearrivaloftwoCanadianbattalionson16November1941encour-
agedMaltbytopartlyalterhisplanofdefence.Heplacedonebrigade,witha
proportionofmobileartillery,onthemainlandtodefendadefensiveposition
known as the Gin Drinkers Line. It was hoped that the defence of the Gin
DrinkersLinewouldpreventJapaneseshellingofthenorthernportionofthe
islandinitiallyanditwouldalsobuysometimeforthedefenderstoprepare
thedemolitionofthedocks,powerhousesandwharveseffectively.15

Brooke-PophamlatercommentedthatproperdefenceoftheGinDrinkers
Linerequiredtwofulldivisions.However,henotedinacontradictorymanner:
‘Withthearrivalof…twoCanadianbattalions,threecouldbeputintotheGin
Drinkersline,andafarstrongerresistancecouldbeputup,notmerelybecause
oftheincreasedstrength,butbecausecasualtieswouldnotcripplethesubse-
quentdefenceofHongKongIsland’.16ItistruethatwithoutdefendingtheGin
DrinkersLine,theKaiTakairportwouldproveuseless.17ButwhentheJapanese
attack came, they quickly acquired air superiority and the Kai Tak airport,
withoutsubstantialnumberofBritishaircraft,provedtobeuselessasregards
defence of the Hong Kong Island. It would probably have been better for
MaltbytoconcentratealltheavailableCommonwealthgroundtroopswithin
theisland.Brooke-Pophamfurthernoted:‘Agreatdealofworkhadbeendone
in preparing the island for defence, and the construction and concealment
of pillboxes and obstacles showed much originality and initiative’.18 How-
ever,eventually,suchstaticobstaclesprovedinadequateagainsttheJapanese
thrust.

During October–November 1940, the 5th Battalion of the 7th Rajput
Regiment(underLieutenant-ColonelRawlinson)andthe2ndBattalionofthe
14th Punjab Regiment came from India. Two Canadian battalions, without

14 Carew,Fall of Hong Kong,p.28.
15 Major-General C.M. Maltby, ‘Operations in Hong Kong from 8 to 25 December 1941’,

Supplement to the London Gazette,27January1948,No.38190,p.699.
16 DespatchontheFarEast,byBrooke-Popham,p.15.
17 Ibid.,p.16.
18 Ibid.,p.15.
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theirmechanizedtransport,arrivedonthisislandinNovember1941.Inaddi-
tion,thereweretwoBritishbattalions.Theywerethe2ndRoyalScotsand1st
Middlesex(Machine-GunBattalion).The1stMiddlesex(DukeofCambridge’s
Own)wascomposedofregularsoldiersandthisregimentwasnicknamed‘The
Diehards’.ThemenwerefromLondon,especiallyfromlocalitieslikeStepney,
Shoreditch,Bow,Hackney,Poplar,etc.Mostofthemenhadabackgroundof
poverty and malnutrition.19 The Royal Scots traditionally recruited the
‘Lowland Scots’ fromEdinburghand theLothians.By 1941, thepersonnelof
thisunithadbeenawayfromhomefortoolong.Worse,thebestseniornon-
commissionedofficers(NCOs)weresentbacktoBritainandtheirreplacements
wereoflowquality.20TheRoyalScotswasalsoheavily‘milked’losing10expe-
rienced officers and receiving territorial and Emergency Commissioned
Officers(ECOs),manyofwhomhadtakenuptheirappointmentsjustbefore
thewarstarted.Thisbattalionwasleftwithonlyfourofficerswhopossessed
regularcommissions.TheRoyalScotssufferedheavilyfrommalaria.Infact,at
onetime,about110personnelofthisunitweretreatedforthisdisease.21Only
Field-Marshal‘Bill’Slim’sradicalmeasuresduring1944inBurmawoulderadi-
catemalaria’sadverseeffectfromtheAlliedranks.

TheIndianbattalionswereinadequatelyequipped.Onlywiththeoutbreak
of the war, were they given mortars and ammunition. They underwent no
training,especiallyintheuseofmortarsasaplatoonweapon.22ThetwoIndian
battalionsreceivedbetween150and180partially-trainedrecruitsasreplace-
mentsinordertooffsetthelossessufferedduetorepeated‘milkings’.23

According to Brigadier C. Wallis, during the battle in the mainland, the
Indian soldiers first practised with mortars. Further, both the Indian battal-
ions,liketheRoyalScots,hadbeenweakenedbyrepeatedmilkings.Themorale
oftheRoyalScotswas low.AndtheCanadians lackedtraining,especially in
smallarmsandsignalling,thoughthetwounitshadasprinklingofveterans.24
ThetwoCanadianbattalionsweretheWinnipegGrenadiersandRoyalRifles
ofCanada.BeforebeingdispatchedsuddenlytoHongKong,theywererotting
as garrison guards in the West Indies and Newfoundland. They were only
trainedforbasic internalsecurityduties.25KentFederowichasserts thatthe

19 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,pp.15,33;Carew,Fall of Hong 
Kong,pp.18–19.

20 Carew,Fall of Hong Kong,p.20.
21 The Battle for Hong Kong 1941–45: Hostage to Fortune,p.61.
22 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.19.
23 The Battle for Hong Kong 1941–45: Hostage to Fortune,p.61.
24 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.15.
25 Carew,Fall of Hong Kong,p.22.
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reinforcementofHongKongatthelastmomentbytwobattalionswasmore
duetopsychologicalthanmilitaryreasons.TheBritishobjectivewastoassure
ChiangKai-ShekoftheLondonGovernment’scommitmenttoChinaandto
fightJapanifnecessary.26Britishprestigeplayedanimportantrole(asinthe
caseofSingapore)inthedeploymentoftroops.

The Hong Kong Volunteer Defence Force comprised conscripted British
residentsinthecolony.Conscriptionwasintroducedin1940whentheshadow
ofwarspreadalongEastAsia.Thepersonnelwerebusinessmen,bankers,engi-
neers,customofficials,PWDofficials,etc.Manyclerksanddockyardlabourers
also joined this force. Besides the British, Chinese, Scandinavians, Russians
andPortuguesewhoresidedinBritishHongKongalsojoinedthisforceand
theiragesvariedfrom19to65years.27ThestrengthoftheHongKongVolunteer
Defence Force varied from 2,200 (all ranks) to 94 officers and 1,566 other
ranks.28

TheHongKongandSingaporeRoyalArtillery(HKSRA)wasaregularunit
raisedtoprovidemobile,coastalandanti-aircraft(AA)defencesinSingapore
andHongKong.TheHKSRAwascommandedbyBritishofficersandcomprised
SikhsandPunjabiMuslimsrecruitedinIndiaunderaspecialagreementwith
theArmyHeadquartersIndia.Thisformation’sloyaltywassomewhatshaken
evenbeforethewar.TheSikhsepoysofthisformation(the20thHeavyBattery
ofthe12thHKSRA),alongwiththe2ndBattalionofthe14thPunjabRegiment,
protested in December 1940 when they were ordered to wear steel helmets
insteadofpugris.Pugrisforthemhadareligioussymbolism.Despitethefact
thatthesteelhelmetscomparedtothepugrisofferedbetterprotectionagainst
bulletsandshellfragments,theSikhs,outoftheirreligiousfervour,favoured
thelatter.Inordertowearthesteelhelmets,theSikhswouldhavetocuttheir
hairwhichwasconsideredunmanlyandanti-religious.Itistobenotedthat
recruitmentwasrestrictedtokeshdhari (unshorn)Sikhswhohadbeenbap-
tizedintotheKhalsa.InSeptember1939,itwasdecidedthattheMarkIsteel
helmet would be the standard equipment of the jawans. When in October
1940,the2ndBattalionofthe14thPunjabRegimentlandedatHongKong,the
SikhsoftheHKSRAjeeredattheSikhcompanyoftheformerregimentforcar-
rying steel helmets. On 19 December, 83 Sikhs of the 20th Heavy Battery
displayedcollectiveinsubordination.On22December,theSikhsepoysofthe

26 Federowich,‘“CockedHatsandSwordsandSmall,LittleGarrisons”:Britain,Canadaand
theFallofHongKong,1941’,p.155.

27 Carew,Fall of Hong Kong,p.22;The Battle for Hong Kong 1941–45: Hostage to Fortune,p.69.
28 PhillipBruce,Second to None: The Story of the Hong Kong Volunteers(HongKong:Oxford

UniversityPress,1991),p.220.
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HongKongRiflesrefusedtohandlethecrateswhichcontainedthesteelhel-
mets.The Sikhs of the two batteries of the 5th AA Regiment of HKSRA also
refused food. On 28 December, General Grasett panicked and believed that
about 800 Sikhs of his command might stage a mutiny. On 17 January 1941,
courtmartialproceedingsstartedagainst83Sikhartillerymen.Britishinvesti-
gations found out that the Sikh expatriate community in Hong Kong was
imbuedwithIndiannationalism.Infact,anti-Britishpropagandaspilledfrom
theSikhdiasporainHongKongtotheSikhtroopsonthatisland.SeveralSikh
policemenof theHongKongpoliceandsomeSikhpriestswere involved in
carryingout‘seditious’anti-Britishpropagandaamongthetroops.TheBritish
surmisedthattheAxispowerswereprobablyinvolvedinthisincident.29

ThetotalstrengthoftheCommonwealthforceinHongKongontheeveof
Japanese attackwas 14,454 soldiers.Of them, therewere 3,652British,2,428
local colonial troops, 2,254 Indian regulars, 2,112 personnel of the Auxiliary
Defence Units, 2,000 (rough estimate) men of the Hong Kong Volunteer
DefenceCorps,1,972Canadianand136personnelintheNursingDetachment.30
ManyIndianswereintheirregularformations.Forairsupport,atKaiTakair-
portinHongKong,theBritishhadthreeobsoleteVickersWildebeestetorpedo
bomberswithamaximumspeedof100milesperhourandtwoSupermarine
Walrusamphibiousaircraft.Worse,therewasalackoftorpedoesforthetor-
pedobombers.31Fordefenceagainstseaborneattacks,therewere29guns.Of
these guns, eight were 9.2-inch, 15 were 6-inch (including three on the
StonecutterIsland),two4.7-inchandfourwere4-inch.Theyweremannedby
the8thand12thCoastregiments.However,thecoastlineofHongKongoffered
manypossiblelandingpoints.32Therewasashortageof3-inchmortarammu-
nitionwhicharrivedonlyinNovember.Only70roundsperbattalionwasmade
availablewhichwasadequateforfiveminutes’intensebombardment.Thebat-
talions lacked time to practise with mortars.33 Inadequate training with
mortarsandthesmallsupplyofmortarammunitionwouldhaunttheBritish
andIndiantroopsinMalayaalso.TheCommonwealthforcedefendingHong

29 GajendraSingh,The Testimonies of Indian Soldiers and the Two World Wars: Between Self 
and Sepoy (London/New Delhi: Bloomsbury, 2014), pp. 176–77; Chandar S. Sundaram,
‘SeditiousLettersandSteelHelmets:DisaffectionamongIndianTroopsinSingaporeand
Hong Kong, 1940–41, and the Formation of the Indian National Army’, in Kaushik Roy
(ed.),War and Society in Colonial India: 1807–1945(2006,reprint,NewDelhi:OxfordUni-
versityPress,2012),pp.140–49.

30 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.20.
31 Carew,Fall of Hong Kong,pp.18,50.
32 Kirbyet.al.,The War against Japan,vol.1,p.109.
33 Carew,Fall of Hong Kong,p.37.
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Kongsuffered fromtheabsenceofair support,navalsupport,paucityofAA
gunsandlackofregularmilitarytransportdrivenbydisciplineddrivers.34On
5December,threeJapanesedivisions,numberingabout60,000men,concen-
trated only eight miles from the British frontier.35 The Japanese photo
reconnaissanceaircraftfromCantontookairphotographsoftheKaiTakair-
portandShamShuiPobarracks.36On7December,forwardobservationposts
ofthe2ndBattalionofthe14thPunjabRegimentreportedmassingofJapanese
soldiersnorthofFanling.37

On 6 November 1941, the Imperial General Headquarters ordered the
Commander-in-ChiefoftheChinaExpeditionaryArmy,incooperationwith
theImperialJapaneseNavy(IJN),topreparetoattackHongKongwithaforce
whosecorewouldbethe38thJapaneseDivisionofthe23rdJapaneseArmy.
WhiletheHongKongOperationunfolded,therestofthe23rdJapaneseArmy
was ordered to prevent any interference from the Chinese units stationed
north of it.The Japanese strategy was to attack the Kowloon Peninsula and
HongKongIslandfromthemainlandofChina.Theinvasionforce,alongwith
air attack, was to advance across the boundary near Shenchuanhsu, occupy
TaimaoshanMountainandpressforward.Thenthehostiledefensivepositions
nearJubileeReservoirweretobedestroyedandtheadvancewastobecontin-
uedtothesoutherntipoftheKowloonPeninsula.Tosupportthemaininvasion
force,asmallseaadvanceunitwastooperatenearTsingiIsle.Dependingon
thebattlesituation,troopsmightbelandedtothewestofMountMaonshanin
ordertoattacktheCommonwealthtroops’rightflank.Afterthecaptureofthe
Kowloon Peninsula, the Japanese troops were to attack Hong Kong Island.
BritishmilitaryinstallationsonthesmallislandslikeTsingi,Stonecutter,etc.
weretobedestroyedbeforelaunchingtheprincipaloperationagainstHong
Kong.WhileattackingHongKong,theJapanesetroopsplannedfirsttolandon
thenorthernbeachandthenexpandtheirareaofoperation.Inordertocreate
adiversionamongtheCommonwealthtroops,itwasplannedtostageadem-
onstration movement which would make the enemy believe that the main
Japaneselandingswouldbeonthesouthernbeach.38Deceptionwasanimpor-
tantconstituentofJapaneseplanningbothatHongKongandSingapore.

34 Maltby,‘OperationsinHongKongfrom8to25December1941’,p.700.
35 Carew,Fall of Hong Kong,p.37.
36 The Battle for Hong Kong 1941–45: Hostage to Fortune,p.9.
37 Carew,Fall of Hong Kong,p.40.
38 Japanese Monograph No. 71, Army Operations in China December 1941–December 1943(Pre-

paredbyHeadquarters,USAFFEandEighthUSArmy[Rear],DistributedbyOfficeofthe
ChiefofMilitaryHistory,DepartmentoftheArmy),pp.27–28.
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Japanese intelligence did not underestimate the Commonwealth defence
preparation in Hong Kong. In early December, most of the British-Indian
troopswhohadbeenstationedontheSheungshuiPlainwerewithdrawnto
strengthen the main defensive positions in Hong Kong. The Japanese esti-
matedthattherewereabout10,000BritishandIndiantroopsand10aircraftin
Hong Kong. According to Japanese intelligence, the main defence line of
Kowloon Peninsula consisted of several lines of pillbox positions which
stretchedfromHakwaichungsouth-westof theJubileeReservoirtoHill225,
through Tate’s Cairn to the Hebe Hill. The Japanese assumed that on Hong
KongIslandthereweregunsofvariouscalibresmountedtocovertheshore-
line,whichinturnwasheavilyprotectedbytrenchesandobstacles.Inaddition,
concludedtheJapanese,linesofpillboxpositionswereconstructedindepth.
However,theprincipalheadacheoftheIJAjustbeforetheonsetoftheHong
KongOperationremainedtheNationalistChineseArmy.The4thWarSector
ChineseArmywithaforceofabout10divisionsthreatenedthenorthernbat-
tlelineofthe23rdJapaneseArmy.39TheCommonwealthtroopswaitedwith
trepidation for the Japanese attack. Maltby ordered the blowing up of the
demolitions four hours before the 38th Japanese Division started its attack.
The 38th Japanese Division had battle-hardened troops who had fought in
China and the division’s artillery was reinforced in excess of its normal
establishment.40

 The Battle

On8December1941,theJapaneseattackedKowloonwith80aircraft,twodivi-
sions(withanotheroneinreserve)andsubstantialcorpsartillery.41At0800
hours,12bombersescortedby36JapanesefightersbombedtheKaiTakairport

39 Ibid.,pp.21–22.
40 The Battle for Hong Kong 1941–45: Hostage to Fortune,pp.70,83.
41 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.69.The38thJapaneseDivi-

sioncomprisedthefollowingunits:onereinforcedinfantryregiment,oneindependent
mountainartilleryregiment,oneheavyfieldartilleryregiment,oneheavyfieldartillery
battalion,onemortarbattalionandoneartilleryintelligenceregimentandtwoindepen-
dentanti-tankgunbattalions.Thesiegeunitscomprisedofartilleryheadquarters,one
heavyartilleryregimentof24–cmhowitzers,oneheavyartillerybattalionof15–cmcan-
nonandoneindependentmortarbattalion.Inaddition,thereweretwogeneralpurpose
independent engineer regiments and one landing and shipping independent engineer
regiment.Thesignalunitcommandregimentcomprisedonecompanyandoneplatoon.
Therewere fourmotor transportcompanies.Theairunitsconsistedofonereconnais-
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andtheShamShuiPobarracks.Withina fewminutesall theRAFmachines
weredamagedordestroyed, includingeightcivilianaircraft.42The Japanese
advanced in two groups. The western group under Major-General Ito com-
prisedthe228thand230thregimentsandthreemountainartillerybattalions.
Theeasterngroupcomprisedthe229thJapaneseRegiment.TheJapaneseplan
wastothrowtheirmainweightonthewesternendoftheGinDrinkersLine
betweenJubileeReservoirandGinDrinkersBay.Hence,theirwesterngroup
wasstronger.43On8–9December,theJapaneseexertedheavypressurealong
theTaipoRoadandthreatenedtheleftflankoftheGinDrinkersLine.About
200yardssouthoftheJubileeReservoir,sitedonthenorth-westernendofthe
Smugglers Ridge was the Shing Mun Redoubt. This redoubt was tactically
importantbecauseitdominatedtheotherdefendedlocalitiesfurtherwestand
containedaforwardobservationpost.Itconsistedoffivepillboxeslinkedby
fire trenches and tunnels surrounded by barbed wire and covered some 12
acresofrockyhillside.On9December,anocturnalattackthroughdifficultter-
rain by the Japanese was able to capture the Shing Mun Redoubt held by a
platoon of the Royal Scots.44 Colonel Doi commanding the 228th Japanese
Regiment after a reconnaissance during the late afternoon of 9 December
decidedtolaunchanimmediateassaultwithoutwaitingforordersfromhigher
authorities.Doiorderedthe3rdBattalionofthe228thRegimenttostartasur-
priseattackwiththe2ndBattalionofthe228thRegimentinsupport.Thetwo
leadingJapanesecompanies,wearingrubbersoledcanvasshoes,clearedgaps
inthewireandassaultedthepositionaround11PM.WiththefallofShingMun
Ridge, the Commonwealth defensive position on the Smugglers Ridge was
weakened.On10December,BrigadierWallisorderedtheCOoftheRoyalScots
tolaunchacounter-attackagainsttheJapanesewiththeRajputcompanyon
hisleftflank.However,theBritishbattalioncommanderrefused,claimingthat
the Japanese were strongly entrenched and the terrain was difficult and
exposed.45

In the region between the Shing Mun Redoubt and Wong Uk, the 2nd
Battalionofthe14thPunjabRegimentwasdeployed.TheJapaneseadvanced
alongthehilltracksnorthofNeedleHillandalsoalongthevalleysrunningup

sance squadron, one fighter squadron and one air regiment (light bomber). Japanese 
Monograph No. 71, p.29.

42 Bruce,Second to None,p.221.
43 Kirbyet.al.,The War against Japan,vol.1,p.119.
44 DespatchontheFarEast,byBrooke-Popham,p.47;Kirbyet.al.,The War against Japan,

vol.1,p.121.
45 Kirbyet.al.,The War against Japan,vol.1,pp.121–22.
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from Tide Cove. On 10 December 1941, the position occupied by the 2nd
Battalionofthe14thPunjabRegimentwasheavilyshelledfromgunpositions
alongtheTaipoRoad.TheJapanesegunpositionswereoutsidetheMGrange
oftheIndianbattalion.ManyforwardpillboxesatWongUkweredirectlyhit
andwerecompletelydestroyed.Acompanyof theabove-mentionedIndian
battalionsufferedveryheavilyduringtheshellingofthepillboxes.Itislikely
thattheinformationgivenbythelocalcollaboratorsmadeJapaneseshelling
extremelyaccurate.46

On the mainland at the dawn of 11 December, the Japanese launched an
attackontheleftflankofthe2ndRoyalScotsprecededbyheavymortarfire.In
response,theRoyalScotsretreatedindisordertowardsthePencilFactoryand
exposedthejunctionoftheCastlePeakandTaipoRoad.Thisjeopardizedthe
positionofthetroops(the2ndBattalionofthe14thPunjabRegimentandone
companyofthe5thBattalionofthe7thRajputRegiment)attheTaipoRoad.
OnecompanyoftheWinnipegGrenadiersandtheBrenCarriersmannedby
the Hong KongVolunteers from the KaiTak airport moved into position to
coverthegap.TheBCompanyof2ndBattalionofthe14thPunjabRegiment,
which was withdrawing, engaged the Japanese with small arms and 3-inch
mortars.47On11December,afterthetwoleftcompaniesoftheRoyalScotsat
Kowloonhadbeendriveninandthereserves,whichincludedtheWinnipeg
Grenadiers,failedtohalttheJapaneseonslaught,itwasdecidedtowithdraw
fromthemainlandexcepttheDevil’sPeak.Thewithdrawal,includinghowit-
zers, armoured cars and mechanical transport, was more or less successful.
During the night of 12/13 December, the troops were withdrawn from the
Devil’sPeak.48

On14December,Japaneseshellingoftheislandincreased.Andtheyused
theDevil’sPeakasapointofobservation.49HongKongIslandwasdividedinto
two brigade commands: East and West. The East Brigade under Brigadier
Wallis included the 5th Battalion of the 7th Rajput Regiment on the north
shorewaterfrontfromPakShaWantoCausewayBay.Twocompanieswerein
shoredefence,twoinlocalreserve,onesouthofTaiKooandoneatTaiHang
village.Twocompaniesofthe1stMiddlesexoccupiedthepillboxesfromSai
Wan Bay to West Bay. The 1st Middlesex was directly under Fortress Head-
quartersfordefensivepurposesbutthedetachmentsmanningpillboxeswere
undertheoperationalcommandof thebattalions inwhoseareastheywere

46 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.28.
47 Ibid.,pp.29–30.
48 DespatchontheFarEast,byBrooke-Popham,p.48.
49 Ibid.,p.48.
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located.TheRoyalRiflesofCanadawere inchargeof thesouthernseaward
defences from the D’Aguilar Peak area north through Obelisk Hill and then
southwardstoStoneHillandStanleyvillagewithareservecompanyfurther
northcoveringtheLyeMunGap.TwocompaniesoftheHongKongVolunteer
DefenceCorpswereinreserve.Themobileartillery(four6-inch,four4.5-inch
andthree3.7-inchhowitzers)weredeployedinsupportofthenorth-eastsec-
tor.ThebeachdefenceoneithersideoftheisthmusatStanleyandTaiTamBay
werestrengthenedbytwo18-pounders.Inaddition,therewerefiveAAgunsin
thatarea.50

On18December,thenorthfaceoftheislandwassubjectedtoseverebom-
bardment by artillery, mortars and dive bombers. After dusk, the Japanese
landedatQuarryBayandacrosstheLeiUMunninthenorth-easternpartof
theisland.On19December,theJapaneseinfiltratedoverthehilltotheWong
Nei Cheong and Tytam Gaps with pack artillery and mortars. The Com-
monwealthartilleryfromtheCollinsonandD’Aguilarareas(eastandsouth-east
oftheisland)waswithdrawntoStanley(southoftheisland).However,heavy
guns and equipment had to be destroyed. Maltby’s defensive line then ran
fromStanleyMoundnorthwards.StanleyMoundwasheldbyoneCanadian
battalion,twoIndianinfantrycompaniesandsomeartilleryandMGs.Onthe
afternoon of 19 December, a counter-attack was launched to regain Mount
ParkerandMountButler.However,Japaneseshelling,lackofcommunications
amongtheCommonwealthtroopsandexhaustion,resulted inthe failureof
thecounter-attack.51

The5thBattalionofthe7thRajputRegimentfoughtwellonthemainland
andtheirrepulseoftheJapaneseattackontheDevil’sPeakwascommendable.
Thefull forceof theJapaneseassaultonthe islandinitially fellonthisunit.
Aftersufferinghorrendouscasualties(alltheBritishofficersandmostofthe
VCOs),theunitwasoverrun.ItistobenotedthatoncetheBritishofficersand
theVCOsbecamecasualties,thentheilliteratejawanscouldnottacklethefluid
battlescenario.Onemustnotethatthe2ndRoyalScotsalsodidnotperform
thatwell.TheJapanesewereabletosurprisethemandcapturetheShingMun
RedoubtandtheGoldenHillposition.The lossof thesetwodefensiveposi-
tionsforcedahastywithdrawal.52

Duetoabadcommanddecision,ammunitionfor2-inchmortarswasdeliv-
eredtotheCommonwealthtroopsonlyaweekaftertheJapaneseattack.53In

50 Kirbyet.al.,The War against Japan,vol.1,pp.127–28.
51 DespatchontheFarEast,byBrooke-Popham,pp.48–49.
52 Maltby,‘OperationsinHongKongfrom8to25December1941’,p.701.
53 Carew,Fall of Hong Kong,p.37.
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fact, the Rajputs received their new 3-inch mortars only after their deploy-
ment.Further,theRoyalScotsBattalionwasissuedwithonly90anti-personnel
mineswhichweretoofewtobuilduparobustdefenceline.54So,lackofade-
quatetrainingwithweaponssubstantiallyreducedthecombateffectivenessof
theAlliedtroops.TheJapanesetacticsinvolvedpushingastrongbodyoftroops
up the nearest hill and along the flank and rear of a defending force. The
defendingCommonwealthunitsfoundthattheirlineofretreatwasblocked.
TheJapanesetroopsdisplayedahighstandardofnighttrainingandlaunched
nocturnalattacks.Moreover,duetotheirextraordinarycross-countrycapabil-
ityandaidfromlocalguides(especiallyChineseguidesdrawnfromTsunWan
Waivillage),theJapanesewereabletomountattacksacrossdifficultcountry
quicklyandefficiently.55Maltbycommentedaboutthestealthyattacksofthe
Japanese: ‘All were provided with rubber soled boots that made movement
verysilent,systematicallytheyusedthesmallestofpathsandavoidedallthe
moreobviouslinesofadvance,andtheirpatrolswereveryboldlyhandled’.56
The Japanese troops were lightly equipped and were fit to undertake long
marches.57AndJapanesecommanderslikeColonelDoiexhibited‘creativedis-
obedience’.TheJapanesewoulddisplayallthesetraitsintheirlatercampaigns
inMalayaandBurma.

By25December,theislandwasasgoodaslost.InMaltby’sownwords:

IaskedLieutenant-ColonelStewart,theOfficerCommanding1stMiddle-
sexRegiment,howmuchlongerinhisconsideredopinionthemencould
hold the line now occupied. He replied ‘one hour’. The Commodore
agreedwithmyconclusion.At1515hoursIadvisedHETheGovernorand
C-in-Cthatnofurtherusefulmilitaryresistancewaspossibleandthen
Iorderedall theCommandingOfficers tobreakoff the fightingandto
capitulatetothenearestJapaneseCommander,asandwhentheenemy
advancedandopportunityoffered.58

IntheeveningofChristmasDay1941,GovernorMarkYoung,accompaniedby
Maltby, travelledto thePeninsulaHotelandsurrenderedunconditionally to
theJapanesecommanders.59

54 The Battle for Hong Kong 1941–45: Hostage to Fortune,p.61.
55 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,pp.24,26–27.
56 Maltby,‘OperationsinHongKongfrom8to25December1941’,p.700.
57 Ibid.,p.700.
58 Ibid.,p.724.
59 Bruce,Second to None,pp.215–16.
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The Japanese lost eight aircraft in their air operation over Hong Kong.
Japanese aerial bombing depressed the defenders and Maltby commented
that their bombing was quite accurate. According to Maltby, in total, the
Commonwealth forcesprobablysufferedsome2,300casualties.Forabreak-
down of the casualties among the different Indian units, refer to Table 2.1.
Japaneselosses,rangedfrom1,995to9,000wounded.60FortheJapaneselosses,
Maltby’sfigureof9,000wasanexampleofoverestimationofenemycasualties.
TheJapanesecasualtiesvariedfrom2,754(including2,400infantry)tomore
than4,400men.TheBritishofficialhistoryestimatesthatthebattlecasualties

60 Maltby,‘OperationsinHongKongfrom8to25December1941’,pp.700,725.

Table2.1 Losses among Indian units in combat in Hong Kong

Unit Killed or died 
of wounds

Missing Wounded Total strength

8thCoastRoyalArtillery
Regiment

1 4 283

12thCoastRoyalArtillery
Regiment

3 3 187

5thAnti-AircraftRoyal
ArtilleryRegiment

24 80 15 332

1stHongKongRegiment
HKSRA

144 45 103 830

965thRoyalArtillery
DefensiveBattery

2 4 86

5thBattalionofthe
7thRajputRegiment

150 109 186 875

2ndBattalionofthe
14thPunjabRegiment

52 69 156 932

RIASC 1 13
HongKongMuleCorps 1 5 5 250
IMDandIHC 2 55
Total 376 311 477 3,893

Note:TotalBattleCasualties=1,164;equivalentto30percentofthetotalstrength.
Source:Major-GeneralC.M.Maltby, ‘Operations inHongKongfrom8to25December1941’,
Supplement to the London Gazette,27January1948,No.38190,p.725.
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oftheCommonwealthforcesupto25December1941wereabout4,440.Combat
andcapitulationtogethernumbered11,848combatants.61

 Conclusion

On Christmas Day 1941, the Allied forces in Hong Kong surrendered to the
Japanese.Theactualsurrenderoccurredat0230hourson26Decemberwhen
MajorHarlandreturnedwithordersinwriting.Wallisthenorderedthewhite
flagtobehoistedandissuedageneralceasefire.62TheCommonwealthdefeat
inHongKongwasinevitable.ThedefenceoftheGinDrinkersLine,evenwith
threebattalions,ifnottwodivisions,couldnothavestoppedbutatleastwould
havedelayedtheJapaneseconsiderably.However,theCommonwealthtroops
failedinthistask.Badleadershipandlowqualityoftroopsmadeitquickand
cheapfortheJapanese.Onethingwhichcameoutintheaboveaccountwas
thattheIndiantroops(despitethefactthatthemoraleanddisciplinelevelsof
some of the units was below average) fought no less well than their Com-
monwealth‘brothers’.Infact,theCanadianunitsprobablyfoughtworsethan
the British and Indian units. And the IJA’s infantry tactics were superb.The
Commonwealth troops’ scattered positions of static defence were overrun
quiteeasilybytheIJA.Againstcertainstaticdefendedlocalities,theIJAcon-
centrated superior artillery, mortar and MG fire and then Japanese infantry
rushedthesedefendedpositions.AndthenimbleIJAbypassedcertainother
defensivelocalities.Overall,theCommonwealthforceswereoutgunned,out-
foughtandoutmanoeuvredinHongKong.

61 Kirbyet.al.,The War against Japan,vol.1,p.150.Accordingtoonehistorian,some3,300
IndiansoldierssurrenderedatHongKong.Singh,The Testimonies of Indian Soldiers and 
the Two World Wars,p.173.

62 The Battle for Hong Kong 1941–45: Hostage to Fortune,p.143.
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Chapter3

Disaster in Malaya: 8 December 1941–31 January 
1942

Idonotacceptthecustomarytheorythatwiththebalanceofopposing
forcesinSouth-EastAsiaasitwasin1941,animmediateandoverwhelm-
ingBritishdefeatwasinevitable,orthatthesaiddefeatwasinexplicable….
IcouldnothelpseeingthatnotonlyChurchillbuthiscommandersinthe
FarEastreliedtoomuchonpropagandaandevenmoreon‘deterrence’.

SirAndrewGilchrist1

⸪
AlongwithHongKong, the Japanesestruckat theBritishcolonyofMalaya.
TheJapaneseobjectivewastoadvancethroughMalayaandthentothreaten
themuchvauntedBritishnavalbaseintheFarEast:Singapore.UnlikeHong
Kong,theCommonwealthgarrisoninMalayawasactuallyreinforced.Further,
thedefendershadlotsofgeographicalspacetomanoeuvreandconductstra-
tegicretreatinordertopossiblydelayandwearouttheJapaneseinvaders.This
chapterdetails thedisastrousdefeatof theIndiantroops inMalaya incom-
parisonwiththeBritishandAustralianImperialForce(AIF)soldiersandthe
reasonsbehindthespeedyCommonwealthcollapse.

Malaya was divided into the Federated Malaya States, Straits Settlements
and Unfederated Malaya States (including Brunei).2 Malaya produced over
halfoftheworld’stinand40percentofitsrubber.3In1939,Malaya’soutputof
tin was estimated at about 10,000 tons.4 Most of the rubber tappers were
IndiansandthetinminerswereChinese.MalayawastheBritishEmpire’sprin-

1 AndrewGilchrist,Malaya 1941: The Fall of a Fighting Empire(London:RobertHale,1992),
pp.14–15.

2 K.D.BhargavaandK.N.V.Sastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,BisheshwarPrasad
(ed.),Official History of the Indian Armed Forces in the Second World War: 1939–45(NewDelhi:
MinistryofDefenceGovernmentofIndia,1960),p.85.

3 KarlHackandKevinBlackburn,Did Singapore have to Fall? Churchill and the Impregnable 
Fortress(2004,reprint,Oxon:Routledge,2008),p.14.

4 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.85.
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cipaldollarearner.RubberandtinweresoldtotheUSAinreturnfordollars.5
ThetotalpopulationofMalayawasaboutfivemillion.Inlate1938,therewere
about743,555Indians(Hindus,MuslimsandSikhs)and2,220,244Chinesein
British Malaya. The Malayans numbered 2,210,867 people.6 Railway track
maintenance was done with Tamil labourers and the ports were served by
ChineseandIndiancoolies.7TheBritishciviliansinMalayawererubberplant-
ersandtinminemanagers.Further,thereweremanyBritishbankers,shipping
managers,insuranceagents,civilservantsandhotelownersinSingapore.8

Abriefaccountofthetopographicalfeaturesofthetheatreisnecessaryin
ordertounderstandhowgeographyinteractedwiththetechniquesofcombat.
TheMalayPeninsulaliesbetweentheStraitofMalaccaonthewestandthe
SouthChinaSeaontheeast.Itisroughly400mileslongfromnorthtosouth
andvariesinwidthfrom200milesatitswidestparttoabout60milesatits
narrowest.OnthenorthitjoinstheIsthmusofKra.SingaporeIslandliesatits
southernextremityandisseparatedfromthemainlandbythenarrowStraitof
Johore.Ajungle-coveredmountainrangerunsdownthecentreofthepenin-
sula,risingtoabout7,000feetinthenorthanddroppingtosome3,000feetat
itssouthernend.Itisflankedoneithersidebythecoastalplainandisfringed
onthewestcoastbymudflatsandmangroveforest.Intheeasttherearebroad
curvingsandybeachesexceptatthemouthoftherivers,whichweremangrove
areas.Theplainswereintersectedbyseveralstreamsthatroseinthecentral
range.Someofthestreamscombinedtoformswiftriverswhichflowedinto
the sea and created obstructions for quick north to south movements. The
heavyrainfallanddensetropicalvegetationcausedbaddrainage.So,nearthe
rivers,largejungleswampswerepresent.Junglecreepersintheswampsmade
passage through them almost impossible.9 Large areas were under rubber
plantationandthetightly-packedrubbertreesaddedtoproblemsofclearvisi-
bility.10TheWestCoastRoadwasthemaintrunkroad.Itranfromtheborder
ofThailandtoSingapore.Theprincipalnetworkofroadsontheeastcoastwas

5 HackandBlackburn,Did Singapore have to Fall?,pp.15,48.
6 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.82;Gilchrist,Malaya 1941,

p.23.
7 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.86.
8 Gilchrist,Malaya 1941,p.22.
9 Major-General S.Woodburn Kirby with Capt. C.T. Addis, Colonel J.F. Meiklejohn (suc-

ceededbyBrigadierM.R.Roberts),ColonelG.T.WardsandAirVice-MarshalN.L.Desoer,
History of the Second World War, The War against Japan,vol.1(1957,reprint,DehraDun:
Natraj,1989),p.153.

10 Brigadier Jasbir Singh, Combat Diary: An Illustrated History of Operations conducted by 
4th Battalion, the Kumaon Regiment, 1788 to 1974(NewDelhi:Lancer,2010),p.92.
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located at Kelantan which was connected southwards to Kuala Trengganu.
TherewasnocontinuousroadfromKotaBahru/BharutoSingapore.11

Heavy rainfalloccurs throughout theyear. Itvaries from50 inches in the
comparatively drier regions to about 260 inches in the central mountains.
Malayaisaffectedbytwomonsoonsannually:fromJunetoSeptemberbythe
south-westandfromNovembertoMarchbythenorth-east.Theformeraffects
theWestCoastandtheStraitofMalacca.ThelattersweepsacrosstheSouth
ChinaSeaandsetsupgalesandswellsalongtheEastCoastofMalaya.Violent
tropicalthunderstormsoccurespeciallyinthelateafternoon.Theclimateis
hot,humidandenervating.12BesidesMalaya’snaturalresources,thedefence
oftheSingaporenavalbase,inturn,requiredthedefenceofMalaya.Thestra-
tegicimportanceofSingaporeisdiscussedinthenextchapter.Thestrategic
scenariofortheBritishinMalayaworsenedwhenon25September1940the
JapaneseoccupiedthenorthernportionofIndo-China.13Thestrategicpriori-
tiesofGreatBritaininearly1941wereasfollows:demandsforhomedefence,
theBattleoftheAtlantic,conflictintheMediterraneanandtheprobabilityof
warintheMiddleEast,plustheissueofsupplyingRussiawithwarmaterials.14
Reinforcements for the Far East came last. However, the monsoon and the
underdevelopedEastCoastofMalayawereconsideredasseriousobstaclesto
any Japanese landing operations in Malaya. The British planners calculated
that the difficult terrain and bad communications within the Malaya States
wouldslowdowntheJapaneseadvance.

 Commonwealth and Japanese Forces in Malaya

DespiteMalayabeingastrategicbackwater,aconsiderablenumberofground
units were deployed under the Malaya Command just before the Japanese
invasion. Table 3.1 gives an overview of the forces available to Lieutenant-
GeneralA.E.Percival(GOCMalaya)forconductingthelandwarinMalaya.The
31 Australian, British, Indian and Malaya battalions were the equivalent of
threeandahalfdivisions.Thesebattalionswereorganizedinthreedivisions:
9thand11thIndian,and8thAustralian;eachoftwobrigades.Inaddition,there

11 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.88.
12 Kirbyet.al., The War against Japan,vol.1,p.154.
13 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.97.
14 RaymondCallahan, ‘ChurchillandSingapore’, inBrianFarrellandSandyHunter(eds.),

Sixty Years On: The Fall of Singapore Revisited (Singapore: Academic Publishing, 2003),
p.160.
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were two reserve brigade groups, two fortress brigades for Singapore Island
andabattaliongarrisoningPenang.15

AndrewGilchrist,aBritishcivilservantstationedinMalaya,asserts:

theBritishciviliansdidnotspendalltheirleisuretimeinsocialpursuits.
Many were liable to conscription for part-time duties up to the age of
fifty-five,andinfacttheyhelpedtoprovidetheofficersandstaffsforthe
Volunteers…inMalaya,ofwhomtherewerenearly30,000(approximate
figures:British5,000,Indians4,000,Chinese5,000Malays16,000)….they
served very useful purposes on line-of-communications and similar
duties, releasing other troops for battle; and in the end many of them
fought,notwithouthonour.16

The9thand11thIndiandivisionscameunderthe3rdIndianCorpswhichwas
commanded by Lieutenant-General Lewis Heath. The 9th Indian Infantry
DivisionlocatedatKualaLumpurhadthe8thInfantryBrigadeatKotaBahru
and 22nd Infantry Brigade at Kuantan. The 11th Indian Infantry Division at
SungeiPatanihadthe6thand15thinfantrybrigadesalongtheMalaya-Thailand
border.The3rdCorpsHQwasatKualaLumpur.Thetworeservebrigadeswere
the28thInfantryBrigade(CorpsReserve)atIpohandthe12thIndianInfantry
Brigade(MalayaCommandReserve)atPortDickson.17

On18February1941,the22ndAustralianBrigadereachedSingapore.The8th
Australian Division, while completing preliminary training in Australia, like
the Indian formations, focused on preparing for combat operations in the
MiddleEast.So,aftercomingtoMalaya,traininghadtostartfromascratch
duetothedifferentconditions.Inthedenselyvegetatedregionwithfewroads,
theroleoflong-rangeweaponsandmechanicaltransportwaslimited.18One
couldargue that theCommonwealth troops inMalaya failed tounlearn the
lessons of desert warfare in tropical conditions (unlearning past lessons at
times isanexampleofadaptation)andfailedtoadopttherequiredtactical
techniquesforfightingeffectivelyinthedifferentecologicallandscape.

AlanJeffreysrightlystatesthattherewasnoestablishedconventionaldoc-
trine of jungle warfare for the Commonwealth units to draw upon when
deployedinthejunglesofMalaya.Thereweresomepublicationsofdoubtful

15 Kirbyet.al., The War against Japan,vol.1,p.163.
16 Gilchrist,Malaya 1941,pp.22–23.
17 Singh,Combat Diary,pp.93–94.
18 A.B. Lodge, The Fall of General Gordon Bennett (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1986), pp. 36,

49–50.
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value about imperial policing on the North-East Frontier of India and East
AfricaduringWorldWarI.19ThetroopsstationedinMalayaandSingaporedid
notfocusonjungletrainingbutonbeachdefence.Therewasnocommontac-
tical doctrine and most of the commanding officers of the units accepted
uncritically the Malaya Command’s assumption that the jungles and the
swampswereimpassable.Whatwasrequiredofthemenwasjunglepatrolling
bysmallteamsinordertofamiliarizethetroopswiththejungleenvironment.
Fieldcraftanditsspecialistvariantjunglecraft,whichcomprisedanessential
elementfortraininginjunglewarfare,requiredsixmonthsofgruellingtrain-
ingaccordingtoBritishofficers.Buttimewasonethingwhichwasnotavailable
totheMalayaCommand.BritishhistorianT.R.Moremanassertsthatinnova-
tivejungletrainingwaspractisedbythe2ndArgyllandSutherlandHighlanders
andithada‘trickledown’effectontheIndianformationsofthe12thIndian
InfantryBrigade.20However,suchinfluenceisnotvisiblefromtheregimental
historiesoftheIndianunits.

During August–September 1939, the 12th Indian Infantry Brigade, named
Force EMU, commanded by Brigadier Archie Paris, sailed from India and
landedatSingapore.21Ithadthe2ndArgyllandSutherlandHighlanders,4th
Battalionofthe19thHyderabadRegimentand5thBattalionofthe14thPunjab
Regiment. The 4th Battalion of the Kumaon Regiment under Lieutenant-
Colonel Douglas Stuart linked up with the 12th Indian Infantry Brigade at
Madras. This brigade landed at Singapore on 8 August 1939. Only the 5th
Battalionofthe14thPunjabRegimentwassenttoPenangandtherestofthe
unitswerestationedatSingapore.22

The2ndBattalionofthe8thBaluchRegimentdisembarkedatSingaporeon
11 November 1940. This unit’s camp was fixed along the Singapore-Changi
Road,setupamidsttherubberplantation.Thebattalionhistorynotesthatthe
stay in this camp was depressing due to the absence of sunlight within the
plantationandcontinuousrainfall.Duringthestay,itwasdecidedthatthebat-
talion would be given Bren carriers. Lieutenant H.D. Harvey-Kelly and 40
sepoysweredetailedtodoasixweekcarriercoursealongwiththeLoyalsand

19 AlanJeffreys,‘TheIndianArmyintheMalayanCampaign,1941–42’,inRobJohnson(ed.),
The British Indian Army: Virtue and Necessity(NewcastleuponTyne:CambridgeScholars
Publishing,2014),pp.179–80.

20 T.R.Moreman,The Jungle, the Japanese and the British Commonwealth Armies at War 1941–
45: Fighting Methods, Doctrine and Training for Jungle Warfare(London/NewYork:Frank
Cass,2005),pp.13,15–17.

21 Ibid.,p.12.
22 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.116;Singh,Combat Diary,

pp.90–91.
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theGordonsinSingapore.Aswillbeseenlater,theadditionofBrencarriersto
theunitsdeployedinMalayawouldmakethebattaliontiedtotheroadsand
thusputtheminadisadvantageouspositionagainstJapaneseencirclingand
outflanking tactics through the jungles. A draft of 50 VCOs and NCOs were
selectedforreturntoIndiainordertoaidtheraisingofnewbattalions.On28
November1940,thisbattalionmovedupcountry.The2ndBaluchwasstationed
inKelantan.Thecampscomprisedofattap/ataphuts(woodenwalls,concrete
floorsandplaitedpalmleafroofs).InDecember1940,the2ndBaluchBattalion
underthe8thInfantryBrigadewasengagedinreconnaissanceandtraining.
Thefocuswasonmotortransport(MT)drivingandtrainingbecausetheroads
werebad,anduseof2-inchand3-inchmortars forbeachdefence.The first
partofthetrainingwouldproveuselessinthenearfuture.However,trainingas
regardsthesecondaspectwasalsoadverselyaffectedbecausetrainedofficers
andmenagainreturnedtoIndiatocomprisethecoreofnewbattalionswhich
wereraised.Moreover,thebattalionwasdividedintofourparts,whichnega-
tivelyaffectedcommand,disciplineandtraining.23

On10February1941,ArmyHeadquarters(AHQ)IndiaorderedmoreIndian
formationsfromQuettatoMalaya.TheHeadquartersofthe21stIndianInfantry
Brigadeandthe4thBattalionofthe13thFFR,2ndBattalionofthe4thGRand
2nd Battalion of the 10th GR were ordered to move from Quetta to Poona
(Pune) by 15 February 1941. The 22nd Indian Infantry Brigade Headquarters
withthe1stBattalionof12thFrontierForceRifles(FFR),2ndBattalionofthe
12thFFRand5thBattalionofthe22ndSikhRegimentwereorderedtomove
fromSecunderabadtoQuettaby25February1941.Between15and17March
1941,theunitsmovedfromQuettatoBombay(nowMumbai)andthensailed
forMalaya.Afteranuneventfulseavoyage,theformationsreachedSingapore.
On28March,theseunitsweresenttoKualaLumpur.The8thInfantryBrigade
cameundercommandofthe9thIndianDivision.On29/30March1941,the9th
Divisionassumedresponsibilityforthefollowingarea:theregionnorthofthe
StateofJohoreandKuantan.24

ThemotivationofatleastsomeoftheIndianunitshadreachedrockbot-
tomduetopoliticaldevelopmentsinIndia.TheRajwasbecomingunpopular,
especiallyamongthepoliticallyconsciousuniversity-educatedurbanmiddle

23 Lieut.Col.J.Firth,Historyofthe2nd/10thBaluchinMalayanCampaign,p.2,1973–06–121,
NAM,London.

24 WarDiaryofthe9thIndianDivision,Part1,IntelligenceSummary,553/5/22,CopyofAHQ
SecretCipherNo.1111/SD4,1Feb.1941,CopyofaCipherTelegramNo.1229/SD4dt.5Feb.
1941,AWM,Canberra. IamindebtedtoProfessorPeterStanley forprovidingthisdocu-
ment.
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class. And most of the Indian commissioned officers, especially in the
Indianizingunits,werefromthisclass.Evenamongtheilliteratesepoysand
thepartiallyliterateVCOs,therewasa‘trickledown’effect.Theybelievedthat
ifBritainwasfightingtoprotectdemocracyandfreedomagainsttheFascist
powers,thenIndiamustalsohavefreedom,whichinturnwouldenablethe
people of the sub-continent to develop their economic prospects. Captain
MohanSinghcommanded theMGCompany in the 1stBattalionof the 14th
PunjabRegiment.HisregimentleftBombayon9March1941forPenang.He
writesinhismemoirs:

Notasinglesoldierwaskeenforserviceoverseas.India,atthattime,did
notappeartobethreatenedwithaninvasion.Therewasnottheslightest
doubtthatwewerebeingexploitedbytheBritishfortheirownends.This
warwasnotourwar.NotasingleIndianwasconsultedbeforeplunging
the entire nation into this horrible conflagration. There was a Central
LegislativeAssembly,therewereprovincialGovernments,buttheywere
convenientlyignoredandtheViceroy,theBritishpotentateinIndia,had
declaredwarinthenameofthepeopleandprincesofIndia.Weallknew
that the real leadersof thecountryhadbeen thrown intoprisons,but
despitethesebitterfeelingsandmentalreservationswewentsilentlyto
ourdoom.Wewerenotfrightenedofdeath,itwasourconsciencethat
waspricking;inthisdualitywetriedtobecheerfullyoutward.25

‘Milking’negativelyaffectedtheIndianunitsinMalaya,asinHongKong.Since
new units were raised quickly in India, the 4th Battalion 19th Hyderabad
Regimentwasorderedtorepatriateitsexperiencedtroops.Thesesoldierswent
toEgypt.The19thHyderabad’sRegimentalCentreatAgrasenttoSingapore
rawrecruitsandoldreservists.Thisinturnseriouslyreducedthebattleworthi-
ness of the regiment. Most of the time of the 4th Battalion 19th Hyderabad
Regimentwasspentongivingbasictrainingtotherawrecruits.Worse,these
recruitsnotonlylackedanysortoftrainingbutcamefromIndiawithoutrifles,
steelhelmetsandotherbasicequipment.Theoverallstateofequipmentofthe
4thBattalion19thHyderabadRegimentwasappalling.Morethanhalfofthe
rifleswereofpre-1918vintage.TheseweaponshadbeenusedinPersiaandEast
AfricaduringWorldWarI.26

25 General Mohan Singh, Soldiers’ contribution to Indian Independence (New Delhi: Army
EducationalStores,1974),pp.45–46.

26 Singh,Combat Diary,p.91.
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The5thBattalionofthe11thSikhRegimentleftQuettaon1April1939for
Singapore. Itwaspartof the22ndBrigade.FromSingapore, theunit left for
Ipoh.TheVickersBerthierGun,areplacementfortheLewisGunandtheSten
(Browning)GunalongwithwirelesssetNumber31,2-inchand3-inchmortars
wereissuedthenforthefirsttimetothe5thBattalionofthe11thSikhRegiment.
However,noanti-tankmineswereissuedtotheunit.27AlanWarrenwritesthat
ingeneraltheissueofanti-tankdefencewasneglectedbytheofficersinMalaya
CommandbecauseoftheabsenceofaBritishtankforceinthecolony.Warren
opinesthatthepresenceofaBritishtankunitinMalayamighthavefocused
thecommanders’attentiononthatimportantissue.28

Thehardwareatthedisposaloftheotherunitswaspossiblyslightlybetter
thanthoseinthehandsoftheIndiansbutwaswoefulindeed.TheBritishoffi-
cersconcludedthattankscouldnotbeusedintheMalayanterrain.Hence,no
tankswereincludedintheAlliedorderofbattle(ORBAT).Theinfantrydivi-
sionsweregivensomeanti-tankminesbuttheywerekeptinreserveandonly
afewwereeverissuedtotheunits.Someoftheinfantrybattalionsweregiven
afewcarriers,whichwerelightlyarmouredtrackedvehicleswithanopentop.
SomeoldLanchesterarmouredcarswereavailableandtheywerereplacedby
Mormon-Harringtonarmouredcars.29

SomeunitsandselectedBritishcommanderswereindeedexceptionalbut
theywerefewandfarbetween.Onesuchunitwasthe4thBattalionKumaon
Rifles.The4thBattalionKumaonRegimenthadwoodenhutmentsinTyersal
ParkinSingapore.TheRafflesCollegeGroundwasusedforindividualtrain-
ing.30Theregimentalhistorynotes:

Lieutenant-Colonel Douglas Stuart… CO was convinced that fighting
wouldbeconductedinthejungles.Thus,hecommencedreconnaissance
and training almost immediately on arrival at Singapore.Training was
conducted at Johore, Kota Tingi, Mersing and Cameron Highlands.
Sriganeshandothersworkedhardtomakeproperarrangementsforthe
frequentmoves.Theunitevenmarchedformorethan100milesalongthe
easterncoasttoSingapore.Thestaffofficerswereimmersedinworkto

27 Lieutenant-General Harbakhsh Singh, In the Line of Duty: A Soldier Remembers (New
Delhi:Lancer,2000),pp.86,88,91.

28 AlanWarren, ‘TheIndianArmyandtheFallofSingapore’, inFarrellandHunter(eds.),
Sixty Years On,p.272.

29 Singh,Combat Diary,p.93.
30 Ibid.,pp.90,92.
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establishtheunitinanenvironmentthatwascompletelydifferentfrom
theeasywaysofSecunderabad.31

JeffreysnotesthatatleastsomeBritishofficersoftheIndianArmytookjungle
warfare seriously. In October 1940, Military Training Pamphlet No. 9 titled
Notes on Forest Warfarewaspublished.ItwasauthoredbyColonelTukerDMT
andthendispatchedtoMalaya.Thistrainingmanualemphasizedtheuseof
the forestratherthanroads in junglecountry.32Buttheproblemwas inthe
quicklyexpandingIndianunitssufferingfromahighrateof ‘milking’which
wereshortofexperiencedVCOs,NCOsandlong-servingregularBritishofficers.
Further, the battalions were inadequately armed. These units filled with
recentlyinducteddraftslackedtimeforinitiatingbasicessentialtraining,not
to mention specialist training. The sorry state of 5th Battalion of 11th Sikh
Regimentisnotedbyitstworegimentalhistoriansinthefollowingwords:

BeforetheirdepartureforMalayainApril1941,the5/11Sikhshadbeen
milkedthoroughlyfornewraisingsand450recruitsasalso6Britishoffi-
cers (ECOs), unable to speak Urdu essential to communicate with the
troops,hadjoinedafewdayspriortoembarkation.Itthereforebecame
essentialtocarryouttrainingtoturnsuchlargenumberofrecruitsinto
realsoldiersandtheirofficersable tocommunicate.Thiscouldnotbe
carriedoutassincethearrivaloftheunitatKuantan,emphasishadbeen
laidonpreparationofdefences.Repeatedrequestswereturneddownby
theheadquarterswhoinsistedonthefirstprioritybeingpreparationof
defences.InOctober,thebattalionlostevenmorehandpickedofficers,
NCOs and men who returned to India to raise another MG battalion….
NCOswerenewandthuscomparativelyweak.33

The28thIndianInfantryBrigadeofthe6thIndianDivisioncomprisedthe2nd
Battalionofthe1stGR,2ndBattalionofthe2ndGRand2ndBattalionofthe9th
GR.ThisdivisionwasformedatSecunderabadbetweenlateMarchandearly

31 Quotation from Singh, Combat Diary, p. 94. Captain S.M. Srinagesh was Adjutant and
CaptainAzamKhanwasQuartermaster.SrinageshwaslaterreplacedwithCaptainM.G.
Gilani.Thisunit,likethe5thBattalionofthe11thSikhRegiment,wasanIndianizingunit.
Seep.90.

32 Jeffreys,‘TheIndianArmyintheMalayanCampaign,1941–42’,inJohnson(ed.),The British 
Indian Army,p.181.

33 Major-GeneralPremK.KhannaandPushpindarSinghChopra,Portrait of Courage: Cen-
tury of the 5th Battalion the Sikh Regiment(NewDelhi:MilitaryStudiesConvention,2001),
p.157.
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April1941andwastrainedfortheMiddleEast.ByearlyAugust,theunitshad
completedplatoon,companyandbattaliontrainingandthebrigadegrouphad
conductedthreedays’continuousMTexercise.Thebrigadewasmobilizedand
equippedwith3-inchmortarsandTommyGunsbeforeleavingSecunderabad.
But there were only 18 Bren Guns and one 2-inch mortar per battalion.
Additionally, there were no anti-tank rifles.The 3-inch mortar detachments
fired12roundsasademonstrationbeforeleavingandeachsectioncommand
towhichtheTommyGunswereissuedfiredonly24rounds.Only50percent
oftheriflesectionsintheplatoonsweretrainedinfiringtheBrenGuns.34

NotalltheBritishCOsweresittingidle.InApril1941,theGOC9thDivision,
accompanied by Colonel J.B. Coates (General Staff Officer 1), Major R. de P.
Gauvain(DeputyAssistantAdjutant-General),SecondLieutenant J.H.Howe
andhisADCSecondLieutenantA.M.I.Austendecidedtotourtheformations
underhiscommand.OnthefirstdayofApril1941,thepartydecidedtotravel
byrailfromKualaLumpurtoKuantaninordertovisitthe8thInfantryBrigade.
On15April1941,theGOC9thIndianDivision,alongwithLieutenant-Colonel
W.A.Trott(QuarterMasterGeneral)andSecondLieutenantAusten,leftKuala
LumpurandarrivedatPenangon15April.ThenthepartyvisitedPataniand
on 16 April met the 22nd Indian Brigade and returned to Kuala Lumpur on
17April.TheGOC9thDivisionwasattemptingtogetafeelforthesituationand
tryingtosumupthestateofpreparednessoftheunitsunderhiscommand
andthetaskbeforehim.On18April1941,theGOC9thDivisionandhisparty
leftKualaLumpurandarrivedatSingaporeon19andleftthecityon20April
andreachedKualaLumpuron21April.35

Thebrigadegroup(the23rdIndianInfantryBrigade,155thFieldRegiment
and the 36th Field Ambulance) was concentrated at Ipoh. The brigade was
placedinthe3rdIndianCorpsreserve,11thIndianDivisionforoperationand
9thIndianDivisionfortrainingandtheLoCBrigadeforadministration.The
3rd Indian Corps reported to Malaya Command at Singapore. In the first 10
daysafterarrival,whilethetroopsweresettlingintothecampandhuts,the
brigade was visited by the GOCs and the staffs of the above-mentioned
formations.36

InearlySeptember1941,Lieutenant-GeneralA.E.PercivalGOCMalayapaid
the28thIndianInfantryBrigadeavisit.Hegavetheofficersalectureonthe

34 BrigadierW.Carpendale,ReportonOperationsof11IndianDivisioninKedahandPerak,
p.1,L/WS/1/952,IOR,BL,London.

35 WarDiaryof the9thIndianDivision,Part 1,Appendix11,dt. 1April 1941,Appendix13,
dt.14April1941,Appendix18,dt.17April1941.

36 Carpendale,ReportonOperationsof11IndianDivisioninKedahandPerak,p.1.
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defenceofMalaya.HeemphasizedthatanyseaborneinvasionofMalayawas
impossibleandthattheJapanesewouldbeunabletobringtheirtrooptrans-
portsdowntotheSouthChinaSeaduetothepresenceofAlliedairunitsinthe
Philippines,Borneo,Java,SumatraandontheeastcoastofMalayaitself.The
grounddefence,accordingtoPercival,wasalsostrong.TheAIFdivisionwasat
Mersing, the 22nd Brigade at Kuantan and the 8th Brigade at Kota Bahru.
Percival believed that these areas were the only possible landing places.
Further, due to the onset of the monsoon, any landings between December
andMarchwereconsideredalmostimpossible.IntheeventtheJapanesevio-
lated the neutrality ofThailand, the Commonwealth units in Malaya would
advance to Singora and deny the port and aerodrome there to the them.37
PercivalcouldnothavebeenmorewronginhisestimateoftheCommonwealth
defenceandJapaneseaggressiveness.Hecouldbefaultedtoanextentfornot
realizing thatwithindaysof invasion,aerialandnaval superioritywouldbe
gained by the Japanese. During the initial phase of the Malayan Campaign,
Percivalcanonlybeaccusedpartly(duetojointresponsibilitywiththeBritish
HighCommandatLondon)fornotinitiatingOperationMATADORwhenthe
Japaneseactuallystartedlanding.

InearlyApril1941,theGOC9thIndianDivision,inconsultationwithbriga-
diers Key and Painter, issued from Kuala Lumpur a lengthy memorandum
about the nature of training to be initiated by the 8th and 22nd Infantry
Brigades.What is interesting is thatspecialemphasiswasplacedbythe9th
Infantry Division’s training memorandum on how to counter probable
Japanesechemicalwarfaretechniques.The9thIndianInfantryDivision’scom-
mand assumed that both the Japanese air force and the IJA would conduct
chemicalwarfare.ItwasfearedthattheJapaneseairforce,inadditiontodrop-
ping high explosive bombs, could carry out an aerial spray of poisonous
chemicals (including mustard gas). In the event of chemical bombing, the
trainingordersnotedthatthesoldiersshouldattempttoavoiditbyconceal-
mentanddispersing.Also,gasdetectorsweretobeprovidedtotheAAdefensive
posts.ThiswasatypicalcaseoftheIndianArmyadaptingforthewrongwar
andhenceadoptingunnecessarytechniques.ForAAfire,itwasnotedthatpro-
visionsshouldbemadeforLMGs. Itwascalculatedthat fire fromLMGsand
riflesonJapaneseaircraftflyingbelow1,500feetforgroundstrafingwouldbe
effective.ItwasnotedthatspecialcareshouldbetakentoprotecttheBritish
officers’messandthebarracksoftheBritishsoldiers.38Sucharacialbiasobvi-
ouslydidnotbodewellforthemotivationofthedivision’spersonnel,especially

37 Ibid.,pp.1–2.
38 WarDiaryofthe9thIndianDivision,Part1,Appendices19&20,pp.38–39.
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when the bulk of them were actually Indians. In the 9th Indian Division’s
TrainingInstructionsNumber1of1941(whichwaspartlyderivedfromMalaya
CommandTrainingInstructionsof1941andDivisionalHeadquartersStanding
Orders)specialemphasiswasplacedonthecommunicationsaspects.

Nevertheless,someofficersconcentratedonthejobathand.BrigadierW.
Carpendale, Commanding Officer (CO) of the 28th Indian Infantry Brigade,
noted:‘IaskedifunitrepresentativescouldbesenttoajungleWarfareSchool.
WasinformedthatsuchaSchooldidnotexist,andthatitwasnotproposedto
startone’.39Next,Carpendalerequestedtheissueofpracticeammunitionto
continue training of the Bren Gunners, 3- and 2-inch mortar detachments,
tracerammunitionforAAgunsand.45forTommyGuns.Duetotheammuni-
tion situation in Malaya, Carpendale could only get the requested items in
October1941.However,tracerammunitionwasneverreceived.Hence,noAA
guntrainingcouldbecarriedout.Afterafortnight,unitrepresentativeswere
sentoffforaweek’sattachmenttounitsofthe11thIndianDivision(the6th
and15thInfantryBrigades)atSungeiPataniandTanjongPau.40

InCarpendale’sownwords:

Verylittlewaslearntbythem,asmostunitswereengagedindiggingon
the JITRA position. One party was shown a demonstration of ‘cutting’
throughforest.Allwehadavailableinthewayofnotesonjunglewarfare
wasapamphletproducedbytheMALAYACOMD.Thisdidnotgivemany
realhintsonminortactics,andasfarasIcanremember,onlygeneral-
ized….STEWART,unfortunatelywasillatthetimeandwasnotavailable.
Iwasalsoinformedthatallhisideaswerenotagreedwith,andthatthe
28Bde.wereexpectedtoproducesomeideasoftheirowninduecourse
forthebenefitoftheCorps.Infact,weweretocarryonunderourown
steam.41

However,Carpendale,beingaresourcefulcommander,attemptedto initiate
sometrainingonhisown.Hecarriedoutadetailedreconnaissanceofthesur-
roundingregionwiththecommandingofficersofthethreebattalionsinorder
to modify the training regimen to suit the physical environment of Malaya.
Theyfoundoutthattherewasonlyoneroadandthatitwasimpossibletoget
thevehiclesorthecarriersoutoftheroadintotherubberplantationexceptby
theplantationroads,ofwhichtherewereseveral.Ingeneral,oneithersideof

39 Carpendale,ReportonOperationsof11IndianDivisioninKedahandPerak,p.1.
40 Ibid.
41 Ibid.
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theroadwereditchesfullofwater.NorthwardstoTaiping,therewerepaddy
fieldsoneithersideoftheroadandtinminingareassouthofIpoh.Overall,
vehicularmovementofftheroadwasextremelylimitedifnotimpossible.42

Carpendalerealizedthatthethickjunglecountrycouldonlybetraversedby
the infantrycutting itsway throughthe forestwhenevernecessary.Andthe
infantrycouldmove through the rubberplantationand thepaddy fields on
bothsidesoftheroad.So,whiletheMTwouldmovealongtheroad,thecoun-
trysideoneithersideoftheroadshouldbedominatedbytheinfantrymoving
with confidence. This training was emphasized during the platoon training
periodwhichoperatedforamonthduringSeptember1941.Thecompanytrain-
inglastedtilltheearlypartofNovemberwhenallfieldtraininghadtocease
duetothe12thInfantryBrigadeexercise.43So,Carpendalehadhituponthe
right training procedure but there was not adequate time for the troops to
absorbit.

Aboutthetrainingregulations,Carpendalenoted:

Wefoundthattheformationsofplatoonsandcompaniesaslaiddownin
section training and the various GHQ (India) pamphlets and training
memos(BattleDrill),wereperfectly suitable,except that intervalsand
distanceshadtobereducedtovisibilitydistance,whichinrubberwas
from50–80yards, in scrub less, in thick forest single fileand inpaddy
normal.The ‘patrol’ formation for a section was found to be the most
suitableforforwardsectionsasthesectionwasdividedintothreegroups,
andfileforrearsections.Theextendedlinewasneverusedaswefound
thatwithsectionsatfullwarestablishmentitwastoodifficultforthesec-
tioncommandertocontrol.Itwasmostnoticeablethatintheearlystages
thetendencywasformento‘bunch’wheninrubberorforest.Thismay
havebeenduetosuddenlyhavingtoworkinsemi-darkness.Byputting
an ‘enemy’ up against troops in such country, it was brought home to
themthattheywereliabletoattackfromanydirection,andatveryclose
range,andthatitwasvitaltoremaindispersedwithscoutsoutatvisibil-
itydistanceinalldirectionstoavoidbeingsurprised.44

OnecanconcludethatthoughtheIndianformationshadnospecific jungle
trainingregulationsattheirdisposal,resourcefulcommanderswerereadyto
improvise, ifnecessary.And, thegeneral training regulations issuedbyGHQ

42 Ibid.,p.2.
43 Ibid.
44 Ibid.
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IndiaweresuitedtoconductingSmallWar.ThewarwhichunfoldedinMalaya
from 7 December 1941 onwards had several similarities with the Small War
which the Indian Army had conducted for more than a century along the
North-WestFrontier.TheproblemwiththeIndianunitsinMalayainlate1941
wasthattheywerenotadequatelytrainedeveninthebasicprinciplesofSmall
WarbecauseoftherapidexpansionoftheIndianArmy.Thisresultedinthe
presenceofrawrecruitsintheranksandoutflowofexperiencedpersonnel,
NCOsandVCOsduetothenecessityofformingcadresforraisingnewunits.

The 11th Infantry Division rated the IJA as somewhere in between the
Italian and Afghan armies.45 H. Gordon Bennett, commanding officer (CO)
ofthe8thAustralianDivision,assumedthattheJapanesesoldierswouldnot
bewelltrained.46ColonelMasanobuTsujiwroteinhisaccount:‘Priortothe
outbreak of war in the Pacific, I was a staff officer of the Imperial General
Headquarters,andattheendof1940wasassignedtoprepareplansforopera-
tionsinMalaya.Justbeforetheactualcommencementofhostilitiesthere,we
carried out maneuvers in tropical warfare in southern Indochina’.47 Despite
Tsuji’sassertion,thesmallperiodoftrainingforconductingtropicalwarfare
didnotmaketheIJAspecialistsinjunglewarfare.JohnA.Englishassertsthat
theIJAwasasmuchconcernedwithconductingcoldweatheroperationsin
Manchuriaas itwaswithassaultingbeaches inthetropicalregionsofAsia-
Pacificregion.HecontinuesthatthedivisionsearmarkedforinvadingMalaya
hadpreviouslyfoughtonlyinthecoldclimateofManchuria.48Wecouldargue
that the Japanese soldiers in general were veterans of many campaigns and
capableofadaptingtodifferentecologicalconditionsbyadoptingnewtactical
procedures.

Ingeneral,thetrainingandequipmentoftheIJAwerewellsuitedforclose-
quartercombat ina ‘closed’country likeMalaya.The Japanese infantrywas
trainedwelltousetheirbayonets.TheIJA’sinfantrywasequippedwiththe6.8-
mmAriska38Mauserfiveshottype.Whenthecampaignstarted,theIJAwas
in theprocess of replacing theabove-mentioned infantry rifle with the 1919
Modelwhichfireda7.7-mmcartridge.Butthisprocesswasnotcompleted.49

45 Moreman,The Jungle, the Japanese and the British Commonwealth Armies at War, p.22.
46 Lodge,The Fall of General Gordon Bennett,p.50.
47 ColonelMasanobuTsuji,Japan’s Greatest Victory, Britain’s Worst Defeat from the Japanese 

Perspective: The Capture of Singapore, 1942,ed.byH.V.Howe,tr.byMargaretE.Lake(1997,
reprint,Gloucestershire:Spellmount,2007),p.xvii.

48 JohnA.English,On Infantry(1981,reprint,NewYork:Praeger,1984),pp.156–57.
49 Lieutenant-ColonelPaulW.Thompson,‘TheJapArmyinAction:TheFightforMalaya’,in

Thompson,Lieutenant-ColonelHaroldDoud,LieutenantJohnScofieldet.al.,How the Jap 
Army Fights(1942,reprint,NewYork:PenguinBooks,1943).InformationunderPhotoII.
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Theregularbulletusedintherifleandinlightandheavymachinegunswasa
6.5-mmpointedSpitzertypenickelsteelcoatedleadprojectilewhichcauseda
small wound.50 In general, the Japanese infantry, compared to the
Commonwealth infantry, carried a larger proportion of grenade dischargers
and submachine guns. Most of the riflemen had grenade dischargers (also
known as knee mortars) which provided organic fire support to the small
units.51TheJapaneseusedHeavyGrenadeThrowerModel89.Therateoffire
was 10shotsperminutewhenoperatedbyasinglesoldierand20shotsper
minutewhenoperatedbytwomen.52

TheJapaneseinfantryhadtheNambulightmachinegun(LMG)Model92
which was a gas-operated air-cooled hopper-fed gun with a bipod support
fixedpermanently to thepiecenear themuzzle.At times,a tripodwasalso
fixed(thelegsofthebipodwerefoldedbacktothebarrel)andthenthegun
couldberaisedfourfeetfromtheground.Thetripodhadbothelevatingand
traversingdevicesandtheguncouldbeusedagainstlow-flyingslowaircraft.
AtleastsomeoftheJapaneseinfantryusedtheHeavyMachineGunModel92
(1932).TheJapaneseusedfourtypesofmortars.The90-mmModel94Mortar
wasmostcommon.Itsmaximumrangewas4,155yardsandminimumrange
was612yards.53

For heavy fire support, the Japanese infantry had the 70-mm Infantry
Battalion Rifled Gun Model 92. It was really effective between 300 to 1,500
yards.Highexplosive,shrapnelandsmokeshellswerefired.Therateoffirewas
10roundsperminute.54Theammunitionboxeswerecarriedonshoulderpacks
which left thearms free fornegotiatingdifficult terrainandallowedgreater
freedomofactionunderfire.Thus,theadvanceelementsevenwhentheywere
heldincheckbyhostilesoldiershadaccesstoanammunitionsupply.Thiswas
alsotrueforthewatersupplytotheadvanceelementsasthesoldiershadlarge
canteensfullofwaterstrappedtotheirbacks.Again,mostoftheJapanesesol-
diers landedinnorthMalayawithoutadequaterationsbutgotaid fromthe
Fifth Columnists. Actually, a Japanese infantry soldier was almost self-suffi-
cient as regards food supply. Each man carried one day’s emergency supply

50 Notes on Japanese Warfare on the Malayan Front, Information Bulletin No. 6,MilitaryIntel-
ligenceDivision,WarDepartment,WashingtonDC,9Jan.1942,p.3.

51 BrianP.Farrell,The Defence and Fall of Singapore: 1940–42(2005,reprint,Stroud,Glouces-
tershire,2006),p.137.

52 Notes on Japanese Warfare on the Malayan Front, Information Bulletin No. 6,p.3.
53 Ibid.,pp.4–6.
54 Thompson,‘TheJapArmyinAction:TheFightforMalaya’,inThompson,et. al.,How the 

Jap Army Fights,InformationunderPhotoIII; Notes on Japanese Warfare on the Malayan 
Front, Information Bulletin No. 6,pp.6–7.
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andfivedays’supplyofrice.TheJapanesewereabletoliveofftherichlandof
Malaya.55Buttheyfacedenormousdifficultiesinsupplyingthemselvesin1944
whenwarfarebecameattritionalduetothehardeningoftheCommonwealth
defenceasaresultofbetterequippedandtrainedtroops,andthejunglecoun-
tryoftheArakanandNewGuineawerenotaseasilyexploitableforsuppliesas
ChinaorMalaya.

TheJapaneseinvasionforcewasledbyLieutenant-General‘Tiger’Tomoyuki
Yamashita.HewasappointedCOofthe25thJapaneseArmyon6November
1941.ColonelMasanobuTsuji(ChiefofOperationsandPlanningStaffofthe
25thArmyduringtheMalayanCampaign)inhismemoirswrote:

UptothistimeLieutenant-GeneralIidahadputheartandsoulintothe
workofpreparationundertheimpressionthathewouldbegivencom-
mand of the military operations in Malaya. However, when General
Yamashitawasappointedtotheposition,IidawasappointedCommander
ofthe15thArmyandorderedtoattackBurma.Intheswelteringheatof
Saigon, for twomonthshehadstudied themapofMalaya,planninga
campaignthere….ItappearsthatintheselectionofpersonnelGeneral
Iida was not as highly regarded by Army Headquarters as was General
Yamashitabuthiscapacityforgeneralshipwascertainlynotinferior.56

InthecourseoftheMalayanCampaign,Yamashitawouldprovethatthetrust
placedinhimbytheJapaneseImperialGeneralHeadquarterswasindeednot
misplaced. About the other important commander involved in the Malayan
Campaign,TsujiwrotethatSuzuki,theChiefofStaff,wasamanofgreattalent
whohadbeentopofhisclassesfromtheCadetSchooltotheMilitaryCollege.
Hewasabrightcheerfulperson,whoharmonizedwellwithtensofthousands
ofpeople.Hewaswellinformedintheconductofbusiness.57

Table3.3providesdetailabouttheJapaneseforcesinvolvedintheirSouthern
advance.EachJapanesearmycomprisedroughlythreetofourdivisions.So,a
JapanesearmywasequivalenttoanAustralian,American,BritishandGerman
corps.The Imperial Guards Division was called the Prince’s Forces and was
concentratedintheenvironsofSaigon.TheCOofthisdivisionwasLieutenant-
General Nishimura. The Chief of Staff, Colonel Imai, was previously the

55 Notes on Japanese Warfare on the Malayan Front, Information Bulletin No. 6,p.8;English,
On Infantry,p.157.

56 Tsuji,Japan’s Greatest Victory, Britain’s Worst Defeat from the Japanese Perspective,pp.25,
27.

57 Ibid.,p.27.
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InstructorinMilitaryTacticsattheArmyCollege.Theconscriptsforthisdivi-
sionwereselectedfromallpartsofJapan.Mostoftherecruitstothisdivision
werearoundsixfeettallandfew,ifany,woreglasses.58So,physically,theywere
thebest.However,thedivisionhadnotseenanyactiveservicesincetheRusso-
JapaneseWarandconcentratedonceremonialduties.Additionally,thestaff
officers had a tendency to disobey their superior, the Army Commander.59
ColonelTsujiwroteaboutthemuchvauntedImperialGuardsDivision:

When they wereallotted to the5thArmy, theArmy Commander indi-
catedtothedivisionalcommanderthathistroopsrequiredmoretraining,
whichhoweverwasundertakeninsuchahalf-heartedmannerthatArmy
Headquartersstaffwasdoubtfulwhetherthedivisionwouldbeableto
standuptoitsimportanttask.Theofficersinchargeofeachdetachment
inthedivisionneverthelessreportedthattheirtroopswereuptofighting
standards.Thebestbattalionofthedivisionappearedtobethatledby
MajorHidesaburoTake-no-Uchi.Hewasoneofthefewintimatesamong
mymanyclassmatesatIchigayaMilitaryCollege.60

The IJA’s 5th Division was a specialist formation. It had concentrated on
amphibiousoperationsandhadconductedwarinChinasince1937.Andthe
18thJapaneseDivisionwasaveteranunitstrengthenedwithextraallotments
oflightartilleryandcombatengineersforbridgingandallowingtheformation
tomovethroughdifficultterrain.61

TheJapaneseinMalaya,asinHongKong,worelightuniforms:cottonshorts
andrubber-soledshoes.Theircross-countrymobilitywasremarkable.62The
Japaneseinfantrysoldiersalsoworerubberbeltswhichcouldbeinflatedfor
crossing the rivers.63 Their rifle companies were experts in infiltration and
flankingmovementsofftheroads.Thepredominanceof lightcalibreeasily-
handled weapons, plus the Japanese soldiers’ light equipment, fitness and
simplicityofrationsandtheircapacityforlongmarches,etc.allenabledthem
tomovethroughthejungleandconductrepeatedlywideoutflanking‘hooks’
against the heavily-laden road-bound Commonwealth troops. Japanese

58 CarlBridge,‘TheMalayanCampaign,1941–42,inInternationalPerspective’,inNickSmart
(ed.),The Second World War(Hampshire:Ashgate,2006),p.99.

59 Tsuji, Japan’s Greatest Victory, Britain’s Worst Defeat from the Japanese Perspective,
pp.23–24.

60 Ibid.,p.24.
61 Farrell,The Defence and Fall of Singapore,pp.135–36.
62 IanMorrison,Malayan Postscript(London:FaberandFaber,Mcmxliii),p.78.
63 Notes on Japanese Warfare on the Malayan Front, Information Bulletin No. 6,p.3.
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topographicalknowledgeregardingMalaya,asinthecaseofHongKong,was
excellentanduptodate.64TheBritishOfficialHistorysuggeststhattherewere
fewcivilianJapaneseinpre-warMalaya.Somewerebusinessmenandothers
werebarbersandphotographers.Thebusinessmenownedrubberestatesand
mines. They were allowed to operate a direct service of freight ships from
Malaya to Japan. Thus they had an intimate knowledge of the coastline. A
numberofexecutives insuchplantationswereservingandretiredJapanese
armedforcesofficers,andtheyorganizedanespionageserviceandwereaware
ofallthedefensiveworksconstructedinMalaya.65

The25thJapaneseArmywassupportedbythe3rdAirCorpswithsome612
aircraft.66Table3.2providesanideaoftheairassetsavailabletoPercivalfor
defendingtheairspaceofMalayaandSingapore.Thesingle-seaterBuffalowas
no match against the Japanese fighters.While the rate of climb of the Zero
fighterto13,000feetwas4.3minutes,fortheBuffaloitwasabout6.1minutes.
At10,000feet,thespeedoftheJapanesenavalfighterZerowas315milesper
hour,whiletheBuffaloachievedamaximumof270.At20,000feet,theZero
cruisedat295andtheBuffalo’smaximumwaslessthan292.TheVildebeeste
aircraftwasconsideredobsolete.67TheJapanesepilotswereenterprisingand
skilfulandtheirhigh-levelbombingwasgood.TheHurricanesarrivedtoolate
andininsufficientnumberstowinbackairsuperiority.68

64 ReportbyMajorH.P.Thomas,OperationsinMalayaandSingapore,30May1942,p.4,CAB
66/26/44,PRO,Kew,UK;English,On Infantry,p.157.

65 Kirbyet.al., The War against Japan,vol.1,p.156.ThelocalJapanesepopulationinpre-war
Malayanumbered6,000.CliffordKinvig, ‘GeneralPercivalandtheFallofSingapore’, in
FarrellandHunter(eds.),Sixty Years On,p.245.

66 HisayukiYokoyama, ‘AirOperationalLeadership in theSouthernFront: ImperialArmy
Aviation’strialtobean“airforce”intheMalayaoffensiveairoperation’,inBrianBondand
KyoichiTachikawa(eds.),British and Japanese Military Leadership in the Far Eastern War: 
1941–45 (Oxon: Frank Cass, 2004), p. 141.There were 459 Japanese Army planes and 158
JapaneseNavyplanes.Tsuji,Japan’s Greatest Victory, Britain’s Worst Defeat from the Japa-
nese Perspective,p.28.AccordingtotheofficialhistoryoftheSouthernArmy,the3rdAir
GroupdeployedinFrenchIndo-Chinabeforethewarhad430aircraft.Japanese Mono-
graph No. 24, History of the Southern Army,p.9.

67 Despatch on the Far East, by Air Chief Marshal Robert Brooke-Popham, 8 Sept. 1942,
AppendicesMandO,pp.71–72,CAB66/28/33,PRO,Kew,UK.

68 ReportbyMajorH.P.Thomas,30May1942,p.7.
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Table3.1 Strength of the Commonwealth ground force in Malaya on 7 December 1941

Branch/Infantry battalions Number Remarks

British 6 Including1Machine-Gun
Battalion

Indian 18
Australian 6
Malay 1
Total 31
VolunteerBattalions 10
JohoreMilitaryForceBattalion 1
IndianStatesForceBattalion 5
Artillery
FieldRegiment 7 5of24gunsand2of16

guns
MountainRegiment 1 24guns
Anti-TankRegiment 2 1of48gunsand1of36

guns
Anti-TankBattery 2 1of8BredaGunsand1of

62-pounders
TotalStrength
Regular
Indian 37,191
British 19,391
Australian 15,279
Miscellaneousnon-IndianAsianTroops 4,482
Total 76,343
Volunteers
Asians(excludingIndians) 7,395
British 2,430
Indian 727
Total 10,552
GrandTotal 86,895 RoyalEngineers,Mechani-

calTransport,Signalsand
AncillaryUnitsare
excluded

Note: IncludingLOCtroopsandadministrativepersonnel,totalnumberofsoldiersavailableto
GOCMalayanumberedto138,000men.
Source:DespatchontheFarEast,byAirChiefMarshalRobertBrooke-Popham,8Sept.1942,
AppendixG,SummaryofStrengthofArmyinMalaya,7December1942,p.67,CAB66/28/33,
PRO,Kew,UK;AndrewGilchrist,Malaya 1941: The Fall of a Fighting Empire (London:Robert
Hale,1992),p.63.
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Table3.2 Strength and disposition of the RAF and RAAF at Malaya on 7 December 1941

Aerodrome Squadron 
number

Type Strength Remarks

AlorStar 62 BlenheimI(B) 11
SungeiPatani 21

RAAFNo.27
BuffaloBlenheimI(F) 12

12
KotaBahru 1

RAAFNo.36
Hudson
Vildebeeste

12
6

GongKedah 100 Vildebeeste 6
Kuantan 60

8
RAAF36

BlenheimI(B)
Hudson
Vildebeeste

8
8
6

Tengah 34 BlenheimIV 16
Kallang 243

488
Buffalo 32

Sembawang 8
RAAFNo.453

Hudson
Buffalo

4
16

Seletar 105
205
51

Vildebeeste
Catalina

6
3

No.51isamainte-
nanceunit.Another
maintenanceunitNo.
153wasatKuala
Lumpur
Total=158(Frontline
Strengthexcludingthe
maintenanceunits)
ReserveAircraft

BlenheimIandIV 15
Buffalo 52 28wereoutofaction

duetoenginetrouble
Hudson 7
Vildebeeste 12
Catalina 2

TotalReserveAircraft=
88

Source:DespatchontheFarEast,byAirChiefMarshalRobertBrooke-Popham,8Sept.1942,
AppendixM,pp.70–1,CAB66/28/33,PRO,Kew,UK.
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Table3.3 Organization of the Imperial Japanese Army during the Malayan Campaign

Name of the unit Strength of the unit Commander of the 
unit

Remarks

25thArmy 60,000 Lieutenant-General
TomoyukiYamashita

Yamashita’ssuperior
wasCommander-in-
ChiefoftheSouthern
ArmyField-Marshal
CountTerauchi

ImperialGuards
Division

13,000 Lieutenant-General
TakuroNishimura

5thDivision 16,000 Lieutenant-General
TakuroMatsui

18thDivision 13,000 Lieutenant-General
RenyaMutaguchi

56thDivision Transferredto15th
ArmyfortheBurma
Campaign

3rdTankBrigade 80Tanks Inaddition,40
armouredcarswere
alsoavailable

Artillery
IndependentQuick
FiringGuns

44Guns

Independent
MountainGuns
Regiment

24Guns

HeavyFieldGuns 2Regiments Oneregimenthad48
15-cmhowitzersand
anotherregimenthad
1610-cmguns.

Anti-AircraftGuns
Detachment

68Guns

Engineers 9Companies
RailwayDetachments 4Regiments
ArmyCommunica-
tionCorps

4Telegraphand
TelephoneCompa-
niesand8Wireless
Platoons

CloseQuarterAttack
troops

2Battalions 24Mortars

BridgingTrain 3Companies Inaddition,there
were3Companiesof
RiverCrossingtroops

Source: ColonelMasanobuTsuji,Japan’s Greatest Victory, Britain’s Worst Defeat from the Japanese 
Perspective: The Capture of Singapore, 1942, ed. by H.V. Howe, tr. by Margaret E. Lake (1997,
reprint,Glocestershire:Spellmount,2007),pp.27–8.
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 Japanese Advance and Commonwealth Retreat 

InthishouroftrialtheGeneralOfficerCommandingcallsuponallranks
ofMalayaCommandforadeterminedandsustainedefforttosafeguard
MalayaandtheadjoiningBritishterritories.TheeyesoftheEmpireare
uponus.OurwholepositionintheFarEastisatstake.Thestrugglemay
belongandgrimbutletallresolvetostandfastcomewhatmayandto
proveourselvesworthyofthegreattrustwhichhasbeenplacedinus.

SpecialOrderoftheDaydated10December1941,issuedbyLieutenant-General
A.E.Percival69

Karl Hack and Kevin Blackburn divide the Malayan Campaign into three
phases. Phase I involved the battle for north Malaya which lasted from 8
December 1941 to 18 December 1941. Phase II involved the battle for central
Malayawhichlastedfrom23December1941to8January1942.Andfinally,the
battleforsouthMalayacomprisedPhaseIIIwhichlastedfrom4to18February
1942.70Therealitywasmuchmessier.

RobertBrooke-PophamfailedtotakealimitedriskandinitiateMATADOR
(theBritish-IndiantroopsadvancingtoSingoraandpreparingadefensiveline
there)71whentheJapaneseshipsweresightedon6December.Atthispointin
time,theBritishmilitaryhighcommandinMalayawasconfused.TheJapanese
shipsweresteamingwesttowardstheGulfofSiam.Butwhethertheirobjec-
tivewasCambodiaorSiamorMalayawasnotclear.Whenonlate7December
it became clear that the Japanese were aiming to invade Malaya, Brooke-
PophamconsideredthatitwasalreadytoolatetolaunchMATADOR.72Andrew
GilchristclaimsthatifMATADORhadbeenlaunchedthenthesituationcould
havebeensaved.73Asregardsthisissue,thejuryisstillundecided.

69 Lieutenant-GeneralA.E.Percival,‘OperationsofMalayCommandfrom8December1941
to 15 February 1942’, Second Supplement to the London Gazette, 20 Feb. 1948, No. 38215,
p.1273.

70 HackandBlackburn,Did Singapore have to Fall?,pp.xxi–xxii.
71 Theplanwasthatthe11thIndianDivisionwouldadvanceacrossthebordertoholdthe

SingoraareaandfightdefensivelyonthePatani-Krohroute.Thiswouldallowthedefend-
erstoblockthemainroadfromSingoraviatheHaadYai junctionintoKedahandthe
secondaryroadfromPataniviaYalatoKrohinnorthPerak.Suchlimitedoffensiveactions,
assumedtheproponentsofMATADORplan,wouldblocktheJapanesearoundSingora.
BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.107.

72 HackandBlackburn,Did Singapore have to Fall?,pp.54–55.
73 Gilchrist,Malaya 1941,pp.119,129.
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TheJapaneselandedatKotaBahruinNorth-EastKelantanonthenightof
6/7 December 1941.74 At about 2345 hours on 7 December 1941, the beach
defencetroopsonBadangandSabakbeachesreportedshipsanchoringoffthe
coast.Whenthebeachdefenceartilleryopenedfire,theJapaneseshipsstarted
shelling.At0025hourson8December,theJapanesetroopsstartedlandingat
thejunctionofBadangandSabakbeaches.By0100hours,thepillboxesmanned
by the 3rd Battalion of the 17th Dogra Regiment were captured. The 2nd
Battalionofthe12thFFR(lessonecompanywhichwaswestoftheKelantan
River)and73rdFieldBatterywereorderedupfromChongDongwithordersto
prevent any infiltration towards the aerodrome and initiate immediate
counter-attacks.75

The coastal area was intersected by creeks and streams and there were
extensiveswampsandstretchesof jungle.76OntheeastcoastofMalaya,an
elaboratesystemofbeachdefencewasconstructedintheKotaBahruareaand
inKuantan.Butthe8thandthe22ndIndianbrigadeslackedthestrengthboth
tomanallthepillboxesandprovideadequatereservesforlaunchingatimely
counter-attack. In general, the 8th Indian Infantry Brigade was in charge of
defendingsixbeaches,eachaboutfivemilesinlength,andariverfrontof10
milesplusthreeaerodromes.The2ndBaluchinthe8thBrigadewasincharge
ofthecoastalsectorfromtheRiverBesuttotheRiverKenassin.Thisbattalion
wasinchargeofholding18milesofdefence.ThecentralsectoroftheBaluch
defence line was wooded and swampy. Though pillboxes and dugouts were
constructed, they could not all be occupied permanently because of inade-
quatemanpower.Nexttoitwasthe3rdBattalionofthe17thDograRegiment
which held the region from the Kenassian River to Kelantan. The
CommonwealthgroundforceswereassuredthatJapaneselandingswouldbe
brokenupbyairaction.77However,whenJapaneselandingsoccurred,theRAF
wasabsent.

OnSunday,7December,the28thIndianInfantryBrigadewasplacedattwo
hours’noticetomove.AnorderwasalsoreceivedintheafternoonthatJitra
wastobeoccupied.78Overall,the22ndIndianInfantryBrigadewasincharge
ofwatchingtwolongbeachesandanaerodromeintheKuantanarea.79The

74 ReportbyMajorH.P.Thomas,30May1942,p.5.
75 Percival, ‘Operations of Malay Command from 8 December 1941 to 15 February 1942’,

p.1268.
76 ReportbyMajorH.P.Thomas,30May1942,p.5.
77 Ibid.,p.3;BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.110;Firth,History

ofthe2nd/10thBaluchinMalayanCampaign,p.3.
78 Carpendale,ReportonOperationsof11IndianDivisioninKedahandPerak,p.9.
79 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.110.
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22ndIndianInfantryBrigadehadtwoIndianinfantrybattalionsforthispur-
pose.The2ndBattalionofthe18thRoyalGurkhaRifles(RGR)wastaskedto
defend10milesofbeachfrontage,extendingfromthemouthoftheKuantan
RiverinthesouthtothemouthoftheBalokRiverinthenorth.Further,the
unit was ordered to construct pillboxes, wire and anti-tank obstacles in the
areaunder itscommand.The5thBattalionof the 11thSikhswasordered to
defendtheapproachtotheKuantanandSoiRivers,includingtheferryandthe
roadapproachtoPekanwithtwocompanies.Onecompanyprovidedground
andAAdefencetotheaerodrome.Twoplatoonswereheldinreserve.Thebat-
talionwasfurtherorderedthatitmighthavetodealwithairbornelandingsor
incursionsontheLOCs fromthePahangRiver inthesouthuptothe jungle
tracks in the north. The unit also had to prepare itself to launch counter-
attacks.80DuetotheshortageofBrenGuns,the5thBattalionofthe11thSikh
RegimentcontinuedtouseLewisGuns(mountedintwinsonatripod)forAA
defence.Buttheweaponstoppedafterthefirstburst.81

The CO of the 5th Battalion of the 11th Sikh Regiment was Lieutenant-
Colonel John Parkins. The physically short officer (five feet three inches in
height)hadcombatexperienceintheNorth-WestFrontierofIndiaandproved
tobeagoodleaderofthemen.Limitedtraininginjunglewarfarewascarried
outbecausetheemphasiswasontheconstructionoffixeddefenceworks.This
wasatacticalmistakemadebythehighermilitaryauthorities.Insteadoffixed
grounddefences,thefocusshouldhavebeenoncarryingoutmanoeuvresby
smallpartiesinthejunglecountry.Inthissphere,theCommonwealthtroops
proveddeficientvis-à-vistheIJA’sinfantrywhichbypassedthefixeddefences
andrepeatedlyoutflankedthedefensiveunitsbymovingacrossthemthrough
the jungle country. However, this Indian battalion was physically fit.82
HarbakhshSingh,whowastheCOoftheManjhaSikhCompanyofthisunit,
notedinhismemoirs:‘Theemphasiswasonphysicalfitnessanditismyfirm
beliefthatphysicalfitnessofasoldiercontributes90percenttohismilitary
efficiency’.83Andaboutthenotsousefulfixeddefence,HarbakhshSinghsaid:

WhereverwewereinMalaya,whetheronthemarch,orincamp,because
ofJapaneseairsupremacy,thediggingofslit-trenchesagainstairattacks
wastheorderoftheday.Butwefacedtwohandicapsnearerthecoast-
line:theslittrenchesusedtofillupwithwaterwhenthetiderose;and

80 KhannaandChopra,Portrait of Courage,p.156.
81 Singh,In the Line of Duty,p.91.
82 KhannaandChopra,Portrait of Courage,pp.156–57.
83 Singh,In the Line of Duty,p.85.
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secondly,theywereatrapfortheeversocommonsnakesinthetropics.
Weknewfromexperience,thatgoodninetypercentofthesnakeswere
non-poisonous,butthefearofthemwasuniversal.Whenevertherewere
enemyairraids,themenwouldrushtotheirtrencheswheremanywould
getbittenbysnakes.84

T.R.Moremannotesthatingeneralthemenhadanexaggeratedfearofjungle
flora and fauna — snakes, monkeys and wild tigers. Tropical diseases, too,
emergedasamajorproblem.Whatwasrequiredwasalengthyperiodofaccli-
matization, so that the soldiers could learn the jungle know-how, which
involvedfindingpotablewater,makingsheltersfromlocalmaterials,tracking
and making booby traps.85The Commonwealth troops would acquire these
skillsafterrigoroustrainingonlyinlate1944.

On7December1941,thedispositionsofthe5thBattalionofthe11thSikh
Regimentwasasfollows:BCompanywithmortarsandMGdetachmentsheld
theTajLineandtheBalatBridge;CCompanywithoneMGSectioncoveredthe
ferryandriverjunctiondefences,theheadquartersoftheCCompanyatM.S.
3.5 on Kuantut-Jeruntut Road and one platoon formed a bridgehead on the
eastbank.TheCCompanyalsoestablishedobservationpostsalongtheBalat
River. Thus, A Company with MG Section, two 18-pounders and one carrier
Sectionprovidedprotectiontotheaerodrome;HeadquartersCompanynear
M.S.6.5besidetherubberplantation;andDCompanywasinreserve.86

On8December,thecommanderoftheKelantanFrontmoveduphisreserve
unit:the1stBattalionofthe13thFFRwithsomeanti-tankgunsfromPeringat.
At 1030 hours, the 2nd Battalion of the 12th FFR (less two companies) was
orderedtocounter-attackfromthesouthandthe1stBattalionofthe13thFFR
fromthenorth.However,thickwaterloggedcountrysideandalmostimpass-
able creeks behind the beaches created problems for the counter-attacking
troops.Andthecounter-attackcametoahaltat1700hours.Worse,atabout
1630hours,theRAFStationCommanderdecidedthatKotaBahruaerodrome
was no longer fit to operate aircraft and obtained permission from the Air
Officer Commanding (AOC) Far East to evacuate the aerodrome. The Com-
monwealthgroundforcesweredeniedthesupportofanyaircoveragainstthe
marauding Japanese air force. By 1900 hours, more Japanese ships were
reported at Sabang Beach and the Japanese started to infiltrate along the
beachesintheKotaBahruarea.ThecommanderoftheKelantanForcedecided

84 Ibid.,p.89.
85 Moreman,The Jungle, the Japanese and the British Commonwealth Armies at War, pp.13–4.
86 KhannaandChopra,Portrait of Courage,p.157.
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towithdrawtoalineeastofKotaBahru.Thatnightwasdarkwithheavyrain-
fall.Intheensuingconfusion,thecommandsystembrokedownandpartof
the1stBattalionofthe13thFFRwasleftbehind.87

OneBritishofficernamedMajorH.P.Thomasnoted:

ThelandingatKotaBahruonnightthe6/7thDecember,underthecondi-
tionsprevailingatthetime,indicatedathoroughmasteryofthistypeof
operation.ItisdoubtfulwhetheranystaffbuttheJapanesewouldhave
consideredfeasibleanattemptatthisseasonoftheyearandintheface
ofhighlyorganizedbeachdefences.Theirlosseswereveryroughlyesti-
matedat1,500killed.NoJapaneseplanesappeareduntiltheforenoonof
the8thDecember,whileourHudsonsandBuffaloesattackedandburnt
out two transports and destroyed many landing craft. Once ashore in
strength,itwasonlyamatterofhoursbeforetheysucceededinworming
theirwaytotherearofthebeachdefences.88

OverboldnessonpartoftheJapanesedidpaythemdividendsinthiscase.The
TakumiDetachedForceofthe18thDivisionwhichsuccessfullyconductedthe
assaultlandingatKotaBahruat0130hourson8Decemberdid,however,suffer
heavycasualties.898Decemberwasaneventfulday.Inthe3rdIndianCorps
area,the28thIndianInfantryBrigadewasorderedtomoveforwardfromIpoh
andTaipingtoAlorStaraerodromeandthisbrigadecameundertheCOofthe
11thIndianDivision.90DefenceofnorthMalayawasthebasicobjectiveofthe
11thIndianDivision.

BrigadierW.CarpendalenotedtheClausewitzian‘fog’and‘friction’clouded
thealreadycreakingMalayaCommandevenatthebeginningofthebattle:

On Monday 8 December about midday we heard that Singapore had
beenbombedandthattheJapanesewereattackingKotaBahru.By1400
hoursIhadreceivednoorderssorangupCorpsHQatKualaLumpurand
wasansweredbyBrigadier…SmiththeDQMG,whowassurprisedtohear
thatwewerestillatIpoh.Afterafewminutesdelayhestatedthatwritten

87 Percival,‘OperationsofMalayCommandfrom8December1941to15February1942’,pp.
1269–70.

88 ReportbyMajorH.P.Thomas,30May1942,p.5.
89 AkashiYoji,‘GeneralYamashitaTomoyuki:CommanderoftheTwenty-FifthArmy’,inFar-

rellandHunter(eds.),Sixty Years On,p.191.
90 Percival, ‘OperationsofMalayCommandfrom8December1941to15February1942’,p.

1270.
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orderswereonthewaybyspecialD/RbutthatIshouldstartmovingat
once. As we had heard nothing about the bombing of Alor Star aero-
drome, which had also taken place, nor the enemy landing at Singora,
andstillbeinginCorpsreserve,IaskedwhichdirectionIwastomove.I
thoughtwemightbemovedtotheEastCoast,asthe5thFieldRegiment
andouranti-tankbatteryhadmovedthere.Iwastoldtomovenorth,and
wasalsoinformedthattrainswerewaitingatIpohrailwaystationforthe
marching parties of 1st and 2nd Gurkhas, and at Taiping for the 9th
Gurkhas.91

The original aim was that the KROHCOL (a column which operated on the
Kroh-PataniRoad)underLieutenant-ColonelH.D.Moorheadshouldcomprise
the3rdBattalionof the 16thPunjabRegimentand5thBattalionof the 14th
PunjabRegimentfromPenang,onecompanyofsappersandminers,onefield
ambulance and the 10th Mountain Battery from the North Kedah. The 5th
Battalionofthe14thPunjabRegimentmoveduptoKroh(asmalltownonthe
Malayansideoftheborder)on8DecemberleavingacompanyatPenang.The
responsibility fortheKrohFronton8Decemberwasdelegatedbythecom-
manderofthe3rdIndianCorpstothecommanderofthe11thIndianDivision.
At 1330 hours on 8 December, the commander of KROHCOL was ordered to
occupytheLedgepositionsome40milesbeyondthefrontier.TheLedgewasa
positionontheroadwhichranfromPatani,asmallThaiportsouthofSingora.
TheroadcontinuedtowestMalaya.AttheLedge,theroadwascutfromsteep
hillsideandtheCommonwealthtroopshopedthatitcouldbeblockedbywell-
placed explosives. It was hoped that the Thais would display benevolent
neutrality.However,optimismamongtheBritishofficersvanishedassoonas
the vanguard of the KROHCOL moved across the frontiers at 1500 hrs. They
wereengagedbyThaisarmedwithlightautomatics,Japaneseriflesandsnip-
ers.Toaddto this, roadblocksdelayedthecolumn.Bynightfall, thecolumn
hadadvancedonlythreemiles.92

AsanalternativetoMATADOR,therewasanotherplanforamuchmorelim-
itedoffensiveaction.ThisplanwasnamedasOperationSANDWICH.Itinvolved
aforwardmovebyroadofthe6thIndianInfantryBrigadeand1stBattalionof
the14thPunjabRegimenttoSingorafordestroyingtheportfacilitiesinthelat-
terplace.Then,thisforcewouldretreattoJitra,carryingoutdemolitionsalong

91 Carpendale,ReportonOperationsof11IndianDivisioninKedahandPerak,p.9.
92 Percival, ‘Operations of Malay Command from 8 December 1941 to 15 February 1942’,

p.1269;HackandBlackburn,Did Singapore have to Fall?,pp.43–44.
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theroute.93OntheNorthKedahFront,amechanizedcolumncomprisingtwo
companiesandthecarriersof1stBattalionofthe8thPunjabRegimentwith
someanti-tankgunsandengineerscrossedtheThaifrontierat1730hourson8
December.TheiraimwasSingora(Songkhla)toharassanddelaytheJapanese.
SingorawasaneastcoastThaiportwithagentleslopingbeach.Ithadanair-
fieldsurroundedbyricefields.94Anarmouredtrainwithadetachmentofthe
2ndBattalionofthe16thPunjabRegimentandsomeengineersadvancedinto
ThailandfromPadangBesarinPerlis.TheSingoracolumnreachedBanSadao
atdusk,some10milesnorthofthefrontier.There,ithaltedandtookposition
northofthevillage.Atabout2130hours,itconfrontedaJapanesemechanized
columnheadedbytanksandmovingincloseformationwithheadlightson.
The two leading tanks were knocked out by anti-tank guns but then the
Japanese infantry swarmed around and started an enveloping movement.
Then, the Singora Column was withdrawn through Kampong Imam and
destroyedthreebridgesduringitsretreat.Thearmouredtrainpartyreached
KlongGnea inThailandanddestroyeda largebridgebeforewithdrawingto
PadangBesar.95Overall, theseniorBritishofficerswastedtimeandassets in
launchingpinprickattacksacrosstheThaifrontierwhenthingswereheating
upalongthebeachesontheeastcoastofnorthMalaya.

Bytheeveningof8December,theJapanese5thDivisionhadcompletedits
concentration in the Singora-Patani area. The 5th Division’s order was to
advancerapidlysouthwardstothelineofthePerakRiver.Thisdivisionstarted
movingsouthbytworoads:SingoratoAlorStarandPatanitoKroh.The9th
InfantryBrigade,supportedbyatankbattalionandabattalionoffieldartillery,
moved down the Alor Star Road with orders to destroy the Commonwealth
forceatJitra.The42ndInfantryRegimentwithtwocompaniesoflighttanks
andabatteryoffieldartillerymovedbytheKrohRoadwiththeobjectiveof
cuttingthecommunicationsoftheAlliedunitsnorthofthePerakRiver.96

KuantanwasasmallportontheeastcoastofMalayasometwohundred
milesfromSingapore.TherewasarecentlyconstructedairfieldatKuantan97
where there were 10 Hudsons, eight Blenheims, two Vildebeestes and a
Swordfishbiplane.Thegroundstaffarrivedon4December.Table3.4shows
the various types and number of aircraft available to the Commonwealth

93 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.108.
94 HackandBlackburn,Did Singapore have to Fall?,p.42.
95 Percival, ‘Operations of Malay Command from 8 December 1941 to 15 February 1942’,

p.1269.
96 Kirbyet.al., The War against Japan,vol.1,p.203.
97 Morrison,Malayan Postscript,p.65.
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Command between 7 and 24 December in Malaya. On 9 December, at 1100
hours,theJapaneseattackedtheairporttwicewith27planeseachtime.The
RAF was caught on the ground.Three aircraft were destroyed and five were
damaged.TheyoungsoldiersofACompanyof the5thBattalionof the 11th
Sikh Regiment fought on uselessly with their LMGs and small arms for two
hoursagainsttheJapaneseaerialraiders.98

OntheSingoraRoad,theadvanceoftheJapanesecolumnwasdelayedby
theengagementatBanSadaoandduetodemolishedbridges.At0430hourson
10 December, the Japanese reached the region north of Changlun. The 1st
Battalionofthe14thPunjabRegimentwithsomeartilleryandengineerstook
apositionbehinda streamsouthof theChanglunCrossRoad.Earlyon the
morningof10December,theJapanesemadecontactwiththeforwarddetach-
mentsof1stBattalionofthe14thPunjabRegimentwhichcomprisedthethird
battalionofthe15thIndianBrigade.ThePunjabisretreatedsouthwards.The
15thIndianBrigade’scommander,BrigadierGarrett,wasorderedbythedivi-
sional commander, Major-General D.M. Murray-Lyon (GOC 11th Indian
Division),toholdtheJapanesenorthofAsunatleasttillthemorningof11/12
December.The2ndBattalionofthe1stGR(lessonecompany)wasdetached
fromthe28thBrigadeandgiventothe15thIndianBrigade.Thisbattaliontook
overtheAsunpositionandthePunjabiswereconcentratedforward.99

Onthemorningof12December1941,theJapaneseattackedBritish-Indian
unitsontheThaiborderinKedah.TheregionbetweenKedahandPenangwas
thicklycoveredwithjungle.Awidestripacrossthecoastcontainedricefields.
Further inland, theundulatingcountrywasgiven to rubbercultivation.The
terrainwasnotsuitedformechanized,road-boundunits.However,theregion
along the west coast of Malaya had more well-developed communications
comparedtothejungle-coveredeastcoast.100

OntheKedahFront, theplan for thedefenceof the Jitrapositionwas to
holditwithtwobrigadesforward:the15thIndianInfantryBrigadeontheright
andthe6thIndianInfantryBrigadeontheleft.Ofthetwoforwardbattalions
ofthe15thIndianInfantryBrigade,the2ndBattalionofthe9thJatRegiment
tookupanextendedpositionfromthehillsontherightflanktothemainroad.
Onthisunit’sleftwasdeployedthe1stLeicesterswhocoveredboththemain
andthePerlisRoad.WestoftheLeicesters,wasplacedthe2ndEastSurreys
whichhappenedtobetherightbattalionofthe6thIndianInfantryBrigade.

98 KhannaandChopra,Portrait of Courage,pp.158–59.
99 Percival, ‘Operations of Malay Command from 8 December 1941 to 15 February 1942’,

p.1271;Kirbyet.al., The War against Japan,vol.1,p.204.
100 Morrison,Malayan Postscript,p.66.
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The East Surreys covered the wooded Pisang salient forward of the Alor
ChanglihCanal.Ontheirleft,the2ndBattalionofthe16thPunjabRegiment
coveredtheregionfromtherailwaytothesea.Ithadpermanentpositionson
therailwayandthecoastandpatrolledthepaddyfieldsandthemarshwhich
intervenedbetweentherailwayandthecoast.Theoutpostpositionofthe6th
Brigade at Kampong Imam was held by the reserve 1st Battalion of the 8th
PunjabRegiment(lesstwocompanies).The28thIndianInfantryBrigade(less
onebattalion)wassupposedtobecomedivisionalreserveonarrivalattheAlor
Staraerodromeregion.Thedivisionalartilleryconsistedoftwobatteriesofthe
155thFieldRegiment.Eachbatteryhadeight4.5-inchhowitzers.Inaddition,
the22ndMountainRegiment(lessonebatteryinKelantan)andthe80thAnti-
Tank Regiment (less one battery in Kelantan) with 16 Bofors plus the 137th
Field Regiment (24 25-pounders) comprised the divisional artillery. So it
packedapowerfulpunch.The3rdIndianCavalryonpaperwasthedivisional
reconnaissance regiment. But it had arrived recently without its armoured
vehicles.Moreover,thisregimenthadonlyrecentlyhandedoveritshorses.It
consisted of three squadrons of dismounted men who were mostly recruits
withlittletraining.Thisregimenthadfewtraineddriversandwasarmedafter
arrivalinMalayawithafewunarmouredtrucks.101

TheJitradefensivepositionwasnotcompletedbeforetheJapaneseattacked
on11December.Mostofthedefensivepostsbecamewaterloggedafteraweek’s

101 Percival, ‘Operations of Malay Command from 8 December 1941 to 15 February 1942’,
p.1270.

Table3.4 Operationally serviceable allied aircraft in Malaya from 7 to 24 December 1941

Type of aircraft 7 Dec. 12 Dec. 17 Dec. 19 Dec. 22 Dec. 24 Dec.

Bombersand
TorpedoBombers

59 45 59 58 49 61

Fighters 72 53 58 53 45 50
Reconnaissance 24 7 12 11 12 13
FlyingBoats 3 3 4 4 3 3
Total 158 108 133 126 109 127

Source: DespatchontheFarEast,byAirChiefMarshalRobertBrooke-Popham,8Sept.1942,
AppendixN,p.72,CAB66/28/33,PRO,Kew,UK.
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heavyrain.Therainalsoadverselyaffecteddemolitions.102TheJitraposition
wasselectedtoprotecttheKedahState,thegranaryofMalaya.TheJapanese
tookadvantageofthejungleontherightflankoftheimperialdefensiveposi-
tion.Theenemy,bycuttingapassagethroughthethickfoliage,againexploded
oneoftheerroneousideasoftheBritishthatitwasimpossibletomovethrough
thejungle-coveredcountryside.103On13December1941,theCommonwealth
troopsevacuatedJitra.

The Japanese infantry continued to implement their hitherto successful
standardtacticsagainstthesepoys.Onthemorningof15December,aJapanese
infantry detachment made a frontal attack on the 3rd Battalion of the 17th
DograRegimentandpinned themto thatposition.Simultaneously,another
Japanesedetachmentofabout200personnelmovedsouthalongajungletrack
throughBukitPachat.ThispartymovedtowardsIsmailBridgethroughatrack
whichwasoneandahalfmilesawayfromthemainroad.TheBritishofficers
erroneouslyassumedthattheregionwestofthemainroadwastoothickwith
vegetationtodeploytroops.At1300hours,duetoJapaneseoutflankingmoves,
itwasdecidedthatthebrigade’soutpostsshouldbewithdrawnsouthofthe
IsmailBridge.Thewithdrawalofthe8thBrigadeoverthebridgestartedat1400
hours. By nightfall, the 1st Battalion of the 13th FFR was north of the 3rd
Battalionofthe17thDograRegimentsouthofthebridge.The2ndBattalionof
the10thBaluchRegimentcoveredtheIsmailBridgeandthe4thBattalionof
the19thHyderabadRegimentcoveredthedemolishedrailwaybridgeoverthe
RiverNal.Finally,the2ndBattalionofthe12thFFRwasastridethemainroad
aboutonemilenorthofIsmailBridge.Thebrigadeheadquarterswasonthe
roadside some 50 yards from the Ismail Bridge. The night was wet and the
troopshadnocover.Theshiveringtroopswereforcedtoliedowninthelong,
wetjunglygrass.104

Atabout0800hourson16December1941,the2ndBattalionofthe12thFFR
waswithdrawnovertheIsmailBridge.Then,thisbridgewasdestroyedbythe
sappers. The 4th Battalion of the 19th Hyderabad Regiment was withdrawn
fromKelantanthatevening.TheA,B,CandDcompaniesofthe2ndBaluch
guardedthedestroyedrailwaybridgeovertheKelantanRiver.TheDCompany
ofthe2ndBaluchlinkedupwith2ndBattalionofthe12thFFRonthebankof
KelantanRiver.Thisriver,alongwiththeroadandrailway,offeredtheJapanese
alineofadvancetowardsKualaKrai.WhentheJapaneseattemptedtocross
theNalRiverintheevening,theyweredrivenbackbythe3rdBattalionofthe

102 Ibid.,pp.1270–71.
103 ReportbyMajorH.P.Thomas,30May1942,p.4.
104 Firth,Historyofthe2nd/10thBaluchinMalayanCampaign,pp.11–12.
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17thDogras.Since the Japanesecontinuedto landreinforcementsalong the
westcoastofMalaya,the8thBrigadehadnooptionexcepttowithdrawfrom
Kelantan.TohaveremainedinKelantanwouldhavemeantdependenceupon
thesingle-trackrailwaytoKualaLipisandthiscouldhavebeencuteasilyby
theJapaneseinfiltratingparties.105

17Decemberprovedtobeaquietdayforthe8thBrigade.On18December,
the Japanese attacked across the main road and infiltrated between the 1st
Battalionofthe13thFFRandthe3rdBattalionofthe17thDogras.Someofthe
JapanesesoldiersclimbedthetreesandthrewgrenadesontheBrencarriersas
theypassedunderthetrees.Fourcarriersofthe1stBattalionofthe13thFFR
weredestroyed.TheJapaneseshowedmoreskillinusingthejungleandtree
climbingwouldbecomepartoftrainingoftheCommonwealthsoldiersonlyin
1944.Duringtheafternoon,the2ndBaluchwereorderedtodeployalong41.5
MSinordertoprovidedepthtothepositionalongthemainroad.Inthelate
afternoon,the2ndBattalionofthe12thFFRand3rdBattalionofthe17thDogra
RegimentbrokeoffcontactwiththeJapaneseandmarchedtoKrai.The272nd
Battery(comprisingof4.5-inchhowitzers)alsoleftforKrai.The2ndBattalion
ofthe12thFFRentrainedforKuantanwheretheyweretojointhe22ndBrigade.
Duringthenight,the1stBattalionofthe13thFFRwaspositionedontheright
ofthe2ndBaluch.Thedarknight,however,provedtobequiet.106

By 20 December, Kelantan was evacuated and the 8th Brigade was with-
drawn.107 On 20 December 1941, the 11th Division withdrew to the Perak
River.108PercivalhadtodispersehisforcethroughoutthecoastofMalaya.He
providedthereasonfor thisdispersal: ‘Ontheeastcoast theyhadcomplete
libertyofaction.IthoughtacombinedseaandairattackagainstKuantanwas
likely, and I could not disregard the possibility of an attack against the east
coastofJohoreorevenagainstSingaporeIslanditself.Therewasalsothepos-
sibilityofanair-borneattackdirectedagainstouraerodromes’.109

On the east coast, GeneralYamashita planned that two battalions of the
55thJapaneseInfantryRegimentshouldmakeasurpriselandingatKuantan
around 28 December in order to capture the airfield. On 23 December,
YamashitapostponedtheoperationbecausehefearedthattheRAFatJohore
and Singapore was not yet reduced sufficiently. The 56th Japanese Infantry

105 Ibid.,p.12.
106 Ibid.,p.13.
107 KhannaandChopra,Portrait of Courage,p.160.
108 ReportbyMajorH.P.Thomas,30May1942,p.5.
109 Lieutenant-GeneralA.E.Percival,The War in Malaya(1949,reprint,Bombay:OrientLong-

mans,1957),p.191.
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RegimentafteroccupyingKualaKraion19Decembermovedalongthecoast
and made contact with lead elements of the 22nd Indian Infantry Brigade
northofKuantanon23December.On26December1941,Churchill,thenatthe
WhiteHouse,sufferedamildheartattack.110Whetherthedisasterunfolding
inMalayahadaroleintheBritishPrimeMinister’sdeterioratingheartcondi-
tionremainsunknown.

On30December,the55thJapaneseInfantryRegimentwasorderedtofol-
lowthe56thJapaneseInfantryRegimentdownthecoasttowardsKuantan.On
30December,PercivalleftSingaporeforKualaLumpurbyroad.Percivalspent
the night with Lewis Heath at Kuala Lumpur and the next day went to the
headquartersofthe11thIndianDivisionatTapah.Thelatterplaceisabout100
miles from Kuala Lumpur. North of the Slim River, Heath and Percival met
Stewart, commander of the 12th Indian Infantry Brigade. AtTapah, Percival
metBrigadierParis.Percivalwasfullofpraiseforhimandnotedthatasusual
hewascalmandconfident,twoessentialcharacteristicsforacapablemilitary
leader,especiallyduringadversity.111PercivalreplacedMurray-LyonwithParis
asCOofthe11thIndianDivision.AndParis’positionwasgiventoLieutenant-
ColonelI.McA.Stewart.

Percival’soperationalplanwasasfollows:

Ihadcalculatedthat,ifweweretopreventtheJapanesegettingtheuse
oftheCentralMalayaaerodromesbeforethemid-Januaryconvoyarrived,
wemustholdhimnorthoftheKualaKuburoadjunctionuntilatleast14
January. That would give Paris a depth of seventy miles in which to
maneuverduringthenextfortnight.Thishethoughthecoulddowithout
muchdifficulty,sohewasinstructedtoholdontotheKamparposition
foraslongaspossibleandinanycasenottofallbackbehindtheKuala
Kuburoadjunctionbefore14Januarywithoutpermission.112

ButtheJapanesethrewaspannerintheworks.
On1January,patrolsofthe5thBattalionofthe11thSikhRegimentreported

thatwestofitspositiontheKuantanRiverwasfordable.Itwasrealizedthat
theJapanesecouldcrosstheriveratseveralpossiblepositionsandcouldcut
theroadtotherearofthebrigadeheadquarters.113Percivalhadwritteninhis
book,whichwaspublishedaftertheendofWorldWarII,thatnosoonerhad

110 HackandBlackburn,Did Singapore have to Fall?,p.78.
111 Percival,The War in Malaya,pp.191–93.
112 Ibid.,p.193.
113 KhannaandChopra,Portrait of Courage,p.161.
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thisdecisionbeentakenthanatelephonemessagecamethroughfromcorps
headquarters to the effect that air reconnaissance had reported some small
steamerswithbargesintowmovingsouthdownthePerakCoastthatmorning.
TherewasasmallgarrisonatTelokAnsonandsouthofthattheresponsibility
forcoastdefencerested,underthe3rdIndianCorps,withBrigadierR.G.Moir,
COoftheLOCarea.114

On1January1942,the3rdCavalry(lessonesquadron)wastransferredfrom
the 11th Division. This unit, along with the 3rd Battalion of the 17th Dogra
Regiment and 73rd Field Battery from the 8th Brigade, was placed under
Brigadier Moir. Moir was ordered to prevent Japanese landings at Kuala
Selangor.Hedecidedthatthebestdelayingpositiononthetrunkroadwastwo
milesnorthofTanjongMalim.On2January,PercivalleftforRaub,thehead-
quarters of the 9th Indian Division.The distance from Raub to Kuantan by
roadisabout150miles.Major-GeneralA.E.Barstow(GOC9thIndianDivision)
had ordered Brigadier G.W.A. Painter, CO of the Kuantan Force, to hold the
aerodrometheretill5January.Barstowatthattimewasnotawareofthecon-
voybringingreinforcementstoSingapore.Percivalcalculatedthattheairport
mustbeheldtill10JanuarytopreventtheJapanesefromusingittointerfere
with the convoy bound to arrive at Singapore by mid-January.115 The GOC
Malaya’sstrategyatthattimeisdescribedbyPercivalhimselfinthefollowing
words:

OurtaskwasstilltodefendtheNavalBase,andourgeneralstrategyof
holdingtheenemyforaslongaswecouldatarm’slengthfromSingapore
toenablereinforcementstobebroughtinhadbeenconfirmedbyhigher
authority.WenowknewthatwemightexpecttoreceiveanIndianinfan-
trybrigadewithattachedtroopsduringthefirstfewdaysofJanuaryand
thewholeofthe18thBritishDivision….Inthisconvoyalsowerecoming
fiftyHurricane fighters incrateswith theircrews. In them layour first
hope of regaining some sort of air superiority…. If the enemy could,
beforeitsarrival,beinapositiontooperatehisaircraft fromtheaero-
dromesinCentralMalaya,especiallythoseatKuantanandKualaLumpur,
thescaleofthatattackwouldbegreatlyincreased.Ifeltthatweoughtto
doeverythinginourpowertopreventhimdoingthis,andthereinlaythe
keytoourstrategyatthatstageofthecampaign.Theconvoywasdueto
reachSingaporeabout13–15January.116

114 Percival,The War in Malaya,p.193.
115 Ibid.,p.194.
116 Ibid.,p.189.
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Onthenightof4/5January,Pariswasorderedtomovethe15thBrigade(less
3rdBattalionofthe16thPunjabRegiment) fromSungkaitoTanjongMalim,
the3rdBattalionofthe16thPunjabRegimenttoRawangandtherestofthe
11th Division to hold an intermediate position in theTrolak-Slim River area
coveringtheprobablerivercrossings.117

At0300hourson7January1942,theJapaneseinitiatedheavyartilleryfire.In
the moonlit night, 10 light Japanese tanks moved across the road.The light
tankswerefollowedby20armouredcarsandafewmediumtanks.TheBattle
of Slim River had started.118 On 7 January, General (later Field-Marshal)
ViscountWavellarrivedatSingaporebyairand,aftersomediscussion,leftfor
Javaon11January.GeneralHenryPownall,whohadreplacedRobertBrooke-
Popham (on 27 December), becameWavell’s Chief of Staff when American,
British,Dutch,AustralianCommand(ABDACOM)wasestablishedon15January
1942. Air-Vice Marshal P.C. Maltby arrived as Pownall’s Chief of Staff. On 12
January, Maltby became Deputy AOC and Air Chief Marshal Richard Peirse
came from Britain to command the Allied air forces. Percival noted that all
such high-level reshuffling had an unsettling effect on the Commonwealth
troops.119

About66HurricanesarrivedinSingaporefromthemuchdesiredconvoy.
But theywere too fewandcametoo late towinbackair superiority for the
Commonwealth.120 The Japanese Guards Division occupied the town of
Malaccaon14January.GeneralNishimuraconcludedthatinsteadofallowing
hismenanyrest,ifhecouldcapturetheMuar-BatuPahatarea,itwouldaidthe
Japaneseforceonthetrunkroadandwouldraisefurthertheprestigeofhis
division.Sohepushedforwardthe4thGuardsRegimentlessonebattalionon
therightandthe5thGuardsRegimentontheleft.Theformerwastooccupy
the attention of the forces holding Muar town and the latter to make an
upstreamcrossingoftheriveratnightandattackthetownfromtheeast.The
4thGuardsRegimentwasthentomakeforBatuPahatalongthecoastroadand
the5thGuardsRegimenttoadvancealongtheinlandroadtoYongPeng.And
the other battalion of the 4th Guards Regiment was to go by sea down the

117 Kirbyet.al., The War against Japan,vol.1,pp.272–73.
118 Singh,Combat Diary,p.112.
119 Percival,The War in Malaya,pp.188–89;MichaelDockrill,‘BritishLeadershipinAirOper-

ations:MalayaandBurma’, inBondandTachikawa(eds.),British and Japanese Military 
Leadership in the Far Eastern War,p.124.

120 Dockrill, ‘BritishLeadership inAirOperations:MalayaandBurma’, inBondandTachi-
kawa(eds.),British and Japanese Military Leadership in the Far Eastern War,p.124.
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coast,landbetweenBatuPahatandRengitandtosevertheBritishLoCsfrom
BatuPahatdownthecoastroad.121

On15January1942,theencounteratGemasended.BarstowurgedBennett
topreparelinesofretreat.However,Bennettrefusedtoprepareforretreatand
believedthatwhathappenedtoGemascouldberepeatedatBatuAnamwhere
hebelievedtheJapanesewouldattacknext.AtBennett’surgingon15and16
January,theAustralianaircraftandsixGlennMartinbombersmannedbythe
DutchairmenstationedatSembawangonSingaporeIslandattackedJapanese
trafficnorthofTampinwherethetrunkroadstruckinlandtoGemas.122

On16January,theJapanesemadecontactwiththe45thIndianBrigadeposi-
tionedontheleftflankofWESTFORCEintheMuarareaintheJohoreStateof
Malaya. Two battalions of the 45th were deployed at Bennett’s instruction
along the Sungei Muar’s winding course. One of these units was the 4th
Battalion of the 9th Jat Regiment, which had a company each at Grisek,
PanchorandJorakandfightingpatrolsnorthoftheriver.Theotherunitwas
the7thBattalionofthe6thRajputanaRifles,whichcoveredtheregionbetween
Jorak and the mouth of the river.The average visibility in this region was a
maximum 30 yards. And their position was surrounded by rubber estates,
mangroveswamps,andthickscrubjungle.Thisunithadtwocompaniesnorth
oftheriver.Theriverwas400yardswideandtherewasnobridgebetweenthe
forward and rear companies of the 7th Rajputana Rifles. The 7th Rajput
Battalionhadabout170soldierswith12to18months’serviceandabout600
sepoyswithsevento12months’service.Thetwoabove-mentionedbattalions
covered 15andninemilesof the frontrespectively.The5thBattalionof the
18thRoyalGarhwalwasplacedinreserveatBakriwithacompanyforwardat
SimpangJeramontheinlandroadfromMuarandadetachmentsouthofParit
JawawhereanotherroadcameinfromthecoasttoBakri.Forfiresupport,the
45th Indian Brigade was allotted the 65th Australian Battery (under Major
W.W.Julius)ofthe2ndBattalionofthe15thFieldRegiment.The45thIndian
Brigadewasgoingtobehitby themuchvauntedJapanese ImperialGuards
Division.123

The principal crossing of the Muar River from the network of roads in
MalaccawasneartherivermouthbyferrytothetownshipofMuar.Thebanks
oftheriverwerecoveredwithjungle.Thedispositionoftwocompaniesofthe
RajputanaRiflesonthefarsideoftheriverwaspartofBennett’spolicyoffol-

121 LionelWigmore,The Japanese Thrust, Australia in the War of 1939–45,SeriesOne,Army,
vol.4(Canberra:AustralianWarMemorial,1957),p.224.

122 Wigmore,The Japanese Thrust,p.223.
123 Ibid.,p.222;7thRajputanaRifles,p.1,1977–09–62,NAM,London.
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lowinganaggressivedefenceandhisplan,ifpossible,toambushtheadvancing
Japanese. The Australian official historian Lionel Wigmore asserts that the
RajputanaRifleswasarawinexperiencedunit.Wigmore’sassertionispartly
true.BeforeembarkingforMalaya,thisunithadtrainedtofightinthedry,tree-
lessterrainoftheMiddleEast.However,thedispositionsoftheunitwerealso
faulty.Ithadtocoveraregionsome14mileswidewithadepthofaboutfiveto
sixmiles.Worse,thecommunicationnetworkwithintheunitwasalsoweak.
There was only one telephone line to one company. The unit attempted to
maintaincommunicationswithintheunitbysendingofficersfrombattalion
headquarterstocompanyofficersontrucks.Notonlywastheregionwasnot
well served by roads but the trucks were painted in bright Western Desert
coloursinsteadofthedarkgreenwhichsuitedtheterrainofMalaya.Hence,
insteadofbeingcamouflaged,thesetrucksweresittingducksforJapaneseair-
craft flying overhead. On 16 January, the Rajput company east of Muar was
attacked.AJapanesecompanyreachedMuartownfromtheeasterndirection
and overwhelmed the battalion headquarters. Both the Rajput companies
northoftheMuarRiverwerelost.Actually,Bennett’sdispositionofthetwo
Rajputcompaniesonthenorthbankofriverwithoutadditionalfireandinfan-
trysupportwaserroneous.Duringthenightof16January,remnantsofthe7th
Battalionofthe6thRajputanaRifles(twoBritishofficersand320sepoys)with-
drewdownthecoasttoParitJawaandthentoBakri.124

Not only the ‘inexperienced’ Indian troops but the ‘battle-hardened’
AustralianswerealsofrequentlyambushedbythewilyJapanese.Thegunners
underLieutenantR.McLeodontheirwaywiththegunstosupporttheadvance
headquarters of the 5th Battalion of the 18th Royal Garhwal Regiment at
Simpang Jeram were ambushed early on 16 January. The Garhwalis were
attackedonthesamedayatabout1100hoursandsoonretreatedwithinarub-
berplantation.Inclose-quartercombatwithhandgrenadesandbayonets,the
Japaneseagaindemonstratedtheirmasteryandat 1300hourstheGarhwalis
started retreating again. The 4th Battalion of the 9th Jat Regiment was not
attackedbutwhentheysawthattheJapanesehadcrossedtheMuarRiver,the
commanderoftheJatunitwithdrewhisforwardcompaniesandconcentrated
themontheroadfromPanchortoMuar.Bakri,theheadquartersofthe45th
IndianBrigadeonly30milesfromthetrunkroadatYongPeng,wasthreatened.
Lateon16January,itwasreportedthattheJapanesehadlandedsouth-westof
thetownofBatuPahatandweremovinginland.Theyposedathreattothe
rear of the 45th Indian Brigade and also to the communications of the
WESTFORCE. Nishimura’s plan was working with clocklike precision. By 17

124 Wigmore,The Japanese Thrust,pp.222–24;7thRajputanaRifles,pp.1–2,17.
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January,theJapanese5thGuardsRegimenthadcompleteditscrossingofthe
MuarRiver.125

On17January, theJapanese infantryadvancedeast fromGemasandthey
heavilyshelledtheAandCcompaniesofthe2ndBaluch.Asthenewscame
thattheJapanesehadcrossedtheMuarRiver,theCommonwealthtroopshad
toretreatalongthewestcoasttopreventbeingoutflanked.Duringthenight,
theBaluchsentpatrolsdownthe JementehRoadtowards the 12thBrigade’s
position.On18January,at1600hours,the1stBattalionofthe13thFFRunder
Lieutenant-ColonelGilbertengagedJapanesecyclistsandlighttanksalongthe
main road. At 2000 hours, the Japanese sent detachments behind the 1st
Battalionofthe13thFFR’sposition.TheAustraliantroopswithdrewwithout
informingtheirIndiancounterparts.Andthisleftthe1stBattalionofthe13th
FFRcompletelyexposedtoenemyonslaught.Inter-battalioncooperationwas
breakingdownwithinthebrigadeandcoordinationamongdifferentelements
ofabrigadewasmoreorlessabsent.Wewillseeinthenextchapterthatthis
symptomwouldbeexhibitedduringcombatinSingaporealso.BrigadierLay
orderedawithdrawal.ButLayfailedtocommunicatehisordertoGilbert.By
0100hours19January,theBaluchwithdrewtoBulohKasap.The1stBattalionof
the 13th FFR was able to disengage only at 0400 hours on 19 January 1942.
Duringtheretreat,onecompanylosttheirwayinthedark.126

Meanwhile on the east coast, Japanese patrols were met north of Endau.
Actually,the2ndBattalionofthe19thRegimentofthe22ndAustralianBrigade,
underLieutenant-ColonelC.G.W.Anderson,firstmadecontactwithJapanese
patrols at 1100 hours on 14 January. It was a warning sign of an impending
JapaneseattackontheAustralian22ndBrigadeintheMersingarea.Becauseof
the rising danger in the Muar area, on the evening of 16 January, Bennett
decidedtosendhisreserve2ndBattalionofthe29thRegiment(lessonecom-
pany and a platoon) under Lieutenant-Colonel J.C. Robertson to bolster the
Muarposition.Bennettalsoprovided thisbattalionwitha troopof the2nd
Battalionofthe4thAustralianAnti-TankRegiment.127

From27Januaryonwards,theforceinMalayastartedretreatingtowardsthe
causeway.HackandBlackburnnotethathadtheJapanesenotdivertedsome
oftheaircraftfromtheMalayatheatretoBorneo,theretreatoftheAlliedunits
wouldhaveturnedintoarout.TheAustralianofficers’attitudeat thispoint
wasbitter towards their fellow imperialpartners.The lastunit tocrossover
from Malaya to Singapore was Lieutenant-Colonel Stewart’s 2nd Argyll and

125 Wigmore,The Japanese Thrust,pp.224–25.
126 Firth,Historyofthe2nd/10thBaluchinMalayanCampaign,p.23.
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Sutherland Highlanders, who marched across the causeway with bagpipers
playing.Thecausewaywasblownat0800hourson31January.128

 Reasons behind the Commonwealth Military Failure

Events inMalaya,whentheybecometobeknown,willmakeverysad
readingandtheIndianArmywillnotfeelveryproudofitselfwhenfacts
becomeknown.

GeneralStaffIndia,New Delhi, 16 January 1942129

CarlBridgewritesthaton15February1942,afterabout70daysoffightingalong
thelengthoftheMalayaPeninsulaandSingapore,aCommonwealthforceof
130,000 was defeated by some 60,000 Japanese soldiers.130 Actually, the
Japaneseusedthreeinfantrydivisionsinsteadofthefouravailabletothe25th
ArmyfortheinvasionofMalaya.So,some45,000IJAsoldierstookpartinthe
MalayaOperation.TheMalayaCampaignmustbeputinaproperperspective.
JustbeforetheoutbreakofthePacificWar,thesizeoftheKwantungArmywas
raised from 400,000 to 700,000 men. The Japanese won cheaply in Malaya.
About3,500JapanesesoldiersdiedduringtheMalayanCampaign.131Thetotal
casualtiesoftheCommonwealthtroops(deadandwoundedexcludingPOWs)
cametoroughly8,000persons.132ThecollapseinSingaporeisexplainedinthe
nextchapter.Here,wewillconfineourselvestothereasonsbehindthedecisive
defeatoftheBritishandIndianforcesonthemainlandofMalaya.Thenaval
andairsuperiorityenjoyedbytheJapanesearmedforcesintheFarEast,espe-
ciallyaftertheattackatPearlHarbourandthesinkingofthePRINCEOFWALES
and the REPULSE off the coast of Siam, probably made the Commonwealth
defeat inMalaya inevitable.Butthe issue iswhytheCommonwealthtroops
weredefeatedbytheIJAsoeasilyandcheaply.

Carl Bridge notes in an article: ‘There was undeniably a strong racist
tendency to underestimate the Japanese. Europeans were thought to rule
theworldoutofsomeinnatesuperiority.OneAustraliansoldier…recallsan

128 HackandBlackburn,Did Singapore have to Fall?,pp.77,79.
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intelligenceofficerbriefinghimonarrivalontheislandthattheJapanesewere
“very small and very myopic” with “aeroplanes made from old kettles and
kitchenutensils”,inferiorcopiesofWesternoriginals.’133

HarbakhshSinghnoted:‘ManyBritishandCommonwealthgeneralsvisited
us,andgavetalksinwhichtheymostlyderidedtheJapanesesoldiersasbandy-
legged and with poor eye-sight who daren’t attack the British’.134 The 7th
BattalionoftheRajputanaRiflesjustbeforetheBattleofMuarwastoldthat
theJapanesesoldierswerelikedacoitsandclevergangsters,andthattheywere
ill-equipped,lackedspecializedjungletraining,andworecivilianclothesand
useditasadecoytoinfiltratetheCommonwealthdefensivepositions.Lacking
militaryskill,theJapaneseinfantrymadelotsofnoisebothvocallyandwith
firecrackerswhichsoundedlikeMGs.Rather,theJapanesedependedondecep-
tion.Alloftheselessonsprovedtobeerroneousduringconfrontationswith
theJapaneseImperialGuardsDivision.135

Bothsidesunderestimatedtheirenemies.Percival,GOCMalayaCommand,
underestimatedthemobilityandeffectivenessoftheJapanesetroops.Hecon-
sideredtheJapaneseasthe‘ItaliansoftheEast’.136Hebelievedthethickjungles
ofMalayaanddifficultterrainandtheirlongLoCs(morethan700miles)inthe
caseoftheadvancefromSiamthroughMalayamadearapidJapaneseadvance
across Malaya towards Singapore impossible. He assumed that Singapore
couldonlybeattackedfromthesea,forwhichtheislandseemedtobewell
prepared.ThisstrandofthoughtwaspresentamongotherAlliedcommanders
stationedintheFarEastbesidesPercival.

The Southern Army, however, did not substantially underestimate the
numberoftroopsavailabletotheBritishEmpireinMalaya.Theirintelligence
agenciescalculatedthatthecombinedvolunteerforcenumbered20,000and
theregular forcenumberedabout80,000troops.Thebreakdownof thereg-
ular force in the Japanese calculation was as follows: 30,000 British troops,
between 30,000 and 35,000 Indian soldiers, somewhere between 20,000 to
30,000 Australian personnel and the rest were a small number of Malays.137
Nevertheless,theJapanesefieldcommanderYamashitagrosslyunderestimated
the number of Commonwealth troops available for the defence of Malaya.
Yamashita estimated that Percival had about 50,000 troops for defending

133 Bridge,‘TheMalayanCampaign,1941–42inInternationalPerspective’,inSmart(ed.),The 
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137 Japanese Monograph No. 24, History of the Southern Army,p.9.
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SingaporeandMalaya.On24December1941,whentheleadelementsofthe
JapaneseinvasionforcehadonlyreachedthePerakRiver,Yamashitawascon-
fidentofdefeatingtheCommonwealthforcesinMalaya.Yamashitaconcluded
thathedidnotrequireanyadditionaltroops.HeinformedLieutenant-General
Aoki Shigemasa (Vice-Chief of Staff of the Southern Army) that the 56th
Japanese Division (which was then assembling in Japan and considered as
thestrikeforcefortheSingaporeOperation),wasnotrequiredinMalaya.138
ColonelTsujiacceptedinhismemoirs:‘Theoriginalenemyforcesturnedout
tobefarstrongerthanwehadjudgedatfirst’.139

Still, the Japanese were able to gain victory, unlike the Commonwealth
troops.OnereasonwasthesuperiorgeneralshipontheJapaneseside.Kyoichi
Tachikawa writes thatYamashita’s warm-hearted personality worked well to
motivatehismen.Therewasscope for tensionwithin the Japanesemilitary
commandduringtheMalayainvasionbuthewasabletoovercomethatpos-
sibility. Yamashita knew his two divisional commanders, Mutaguchi and
Lieutenant-GeneralTakuroMatsui,verywell.However,hedidnotknowmuch
about Lieutenant-General Takuma Nishimura, CO of the Imperial Guards
Division.NishimuraseveraltimesdisobeyedYamashitta’sorders.140Tsujiwas
regardedasaneccentricandmanyseniorofficerswerewaryofdealingwith
him.ButYamashitaappreciatedTsuji’splanningcapabilitiesandwasreadyto
utilize him.141 Overall, the Japanese command system during the Malayan
Campaign,despitesomestrain,functionedproperly.

Frictionwasmoreorlesscommoninallthecommandsystems,especially
duringwartime.WithintheCommonwealthcommandsystem,therewerealso
clashesofpersonality.Forinstance,PercivalwasonbadtermswithLieutenant-
GeneralLewisHeath,COofthe3rdIndianCorps.142Heathwasmoresenior
thanPercivalbutinMalayatheformerwassubordinatetothelatter.Thiswas
becausePercivalwasappointedbytheLondonGovernmentandHeathbythe
GoI.143
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LetusseehowtheAustralianofficersviewedtheBritishandIndianunits
and their officers. Colonel J.R. Broadbent, the QMG of the 8th Australian
Division,notedon28January1942:

9thIndianDivisionunderBarlowhasbeenunderusandHenryGordon
Bennettisresponsibleforputtingfireintothemtosuchanextentthat
theyareagainafairfightingforceandhavedonewell.TheIndianIam
afraidhasbeenafailurepartlyduetolackoftraininganddampclimate,
therainmakeshimverymiserable,butmainlybecausehehasbeenbadly
led.Britishofficerswiththemincludingmanybrigadiershavenooffen-
siveorfightingspirit.CorpsunderHeathisveryweakandseemstohave
alargenumberofhighlyqualifiedp.s.c.’s.whoseoneideaistoreconnoi-
ter positions in rear and leave the poor fighting soldier alone. Henry
GordonBennettmustbegivenverygreatcreditforthefighthehasput
up.Percival isnotaCommanderanddefers toHeathbutnowaccepts
manysuggestionsputupbyHenryGordonBennett.Astrongcommander
hasbeenlackingandourfinalwithdrawaltotheislandwillneedalotof
luckastheplanninghasbeentoopathetic….he(HenryGordonBennett)
keepstheoffensivespiritgoinginspiteofeverything.144

Broadbentsuccumbedtoclimatologicaltheories(liketheOrientalistsandthe
advocatesoftheMartialRacetheory)inordertoexplainthe‘ineffectiveness’
oftheIndiansoldiers.EventhemodernhistorianT.R.Moremanfallsintothe
same‘climatological’trap.Moremanwritesthatthehighheatandhumidityof
Malayaquicklyexhaustedthephysicallyunfitmen.145TheBritishwerefroma
cold region. Most of the Indian troops, like the Madrassis from the Madras
Presidency,northIndians(Rajputs,Ahirs,etc)andSikhsfromcentralPunjab,
were from warm climes. Moreover, the Madras Presidency’s climate is also
humid.So,theIndiantroops,unliketheWestEuropeans,wereactuallymore
suitedforoperatinginMalaya’shumidclimatewithhighrainfall.Duringthe
lastdaysofJanuary1942,boththeIndiansandtheBritishwereprobablymore
exhausted than the relatively fresh Australians. This was because the
Australians had just started fighting when the Japanese moved into south
Malaya,whiletheBritishandIndianshadbeenatthereceivingendofcontinu-
ousdrubbingsatthehandsoftheNipponesefromthebeginningoftheMalaya
Campaign on 7/8 December 1941. Moreover, Broadbent’s praise for his HGB

144 Letter to Major-General S.T. Rowell from Colonel J.R. Broadbent, 28 Jan. 1942, Gordon
BennettPapers.()mine.PR90/111,AWM.

145 Moreman,The Jungle, the Japanese and the British Commonwealth Armies at War, p.13.
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(Henry Gordon Bennett) came a bit too early. Had Broadbent known that
whenthefallof‘fortressSingapore’becameimminentinthenearfuture,the
‘Superman’spewingfirewoulddeserthis ‘dear’Aussiesandescapefromthe
island, the former would probably have never penned these lines. Percival,
withallhisshortcomings,didnotdesertlikeGordonBennett.

Major-GeneralH.GordonBennettprovidedseveralexplanationsasregards
thedebacle in Malaya. Heasserted, likeBroadbent, that theblame wasdue
mostlytotheIndiantroops,whosufferedfromlowmorale.Thiswasbecause
‘Easternracesarelessabletowithstandmodernwar’.Thiswasatypicalracist
explanationwhichwaspopularizedamongtheBritishofficers fromthe late
nineteenthcenturyintheguiseoftheMartialRacetheory.Besidestheracial
factor,Bennettalsopointedoutcertainotherorganizationalandmaterialfac-
torsfortheCommonwealthfailureagainsttheJapanese.Bennettbroughtthe
Britishofficersunderhiscriticalgrazetoo.Thesepoyssufferedfromhomesick-
nessandlackofentertainment.Moreover,theBritishofficersfailedtobuildup
thetroops’morale.Formostofthetime,theIndiansoldierswerequarteredin
therubberplantationsandtheyneversawthesunlight.Heclaimedthatmany
Britishcommandersandseniorofficerswere imbuedwith ‘retreatcomplex’
andaspiritofresignationprevailedamongthem.Thisdepressingspiritseeped
downamongthejuniorofficerswhoalsoshowedlackofspirit.Thenetresult
was that the slightest Japanese opposition resulted in withdrawals without
launchinganylocalcounter-attacks.Bennettpointedoutthelowlevelofstaff
work,especiallyinthe3rdIndianCorps.BesidesthisIndianformation,Bennett
alsopointedoutthepoorqualityoftheBritish18thDivision.146

BothBennettandBroadbentaccusedtheseniorandmid-levelBritishoffi-
cersoflackofleadershipqualities.ThemoraleoftheBritishsoldiersbecame
somewhatfragileduringthecourseofthecampaignastheycametobelieve
that the Malayans had turned against them. Actually, some Malayans were
workingwiththeJapanese.147Distrustofthe‘natives’wascommonamongthe
BritishthroughouttheirAsianEmpire.TheBritishalsosuspectedthatmany
ChinesewereworkingwiththeJapaneseonHongKongIsland.Andaswewill
see,distrustoftheBurmansalsomadetheBritishanxiousduringtheretreat
fromBurma.

MorethanhalfofthetotalinlandareaofMalayawascoveredwithdense
primeval jungle ranging from big trees to a thick undergrowth of bamboo,
tropicalcreepers,andtreeferns.OnthewestcoastofMalayaandinJohore,the

146 TelegramfromCGSAustraliatoWarOffice,TheMalayanCampaign,WarCabinet,4April
1942,pp.1–2,CAB66/23/25,PRO,Kew,UK.

147 Morrison,Malayan Postscript,p.78.
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jungle was cleared and the land cultivated. However, the eastern plain was
underdeveloped.Coconut,oilpalms(nearthecoast),ricefields(inthenorth),
rubberplantations(inthesouth),tapiocaandvegetableswerecultivated.Tin
mining occurred in many areas.Where cultivation was abandoned, a dense
jungle,includingelephantgrassofaboutfivetosixfeet,grewup.148

ThegreatestfailureoftheBritishtroopsinBennett’sformatwastheirinade-
quatetraininginjunglefightingandconductingpatrols.149Bennettelaborates:

1. In1918Britishmethodattackingpositionpounditheavilywithartil-
leryuntiloppositionreduced,thenadvanceunderartillerybarrage.Since
1939 this method obsolete, yet large conservative element officers
adheredtosuchobsoletemethods.Repeatedlycommandersadheredto
rigidmethodsofdefence.
2. Beachdefencesystemsprovidedlongthinlineofpostsalongbeach
withoutdepthwithvulnerableflankswhereasmodernperimetersystem
ofdefenceonshorterflankmuchmoreeffective.150

BennettcorrectlynotedthefollowingcharacteristicsofJapanesetactics:infil-
trationandoutflanking;avoidingfrontalattackandsearchforsoftspots;small
partiespenetratedandthencoalescedintolargebodiesbehindthelinecaus-
ing withdrawal of the imperial troops; use of trickery, i.e. noise in order to
inducefearamongtheimperialtroops,etc.Toconclude,Bennettnotedthat
whiletheJapaneseadaptedtheirtacticsinaccordancewiththelocalcircum-
stances; the British commanders adhered to rule books and emphasized
barracksquaretraining.151

BesidesGordonBennett’sreportanotherAustralianreportwasgenerated
byColonelJ.R.Broadbent.Broadbentpennedthisreporton28January1942
whilehewasinthemidstofarubberplantationsomewhere20milesnorthof
JohoreBahru.WearenotenrichedbyBennettastoinwhatwaystheAustralian
soldierswerebetterthantheirBritishandIndiancomrades.UnlikeBennett,
Broadbent pointed out the inadequacies of both the Australian and other
imperialtroops.Broadbentexpoundedontheinadequateorganizationofthe
Commonwealthtroopsinthefollowingwords:

148 Kirbyet.al.,The War against Japan,vol.1,p.153.
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Theorganizationofthewholeoftheforcesforthiscountryispunkand
reflectsverybadlyontheStaffCollegemindthathasneverrisenabove
paperwarfareasfarasthistheatreisconcerned.EnormousHQsarebuilt
upandsocloggedthingsthatnothingcanfunction….Diversityoftypes
andsizeofammunitionmakessupplydifficultwhichmeansmoretrans-
portontheroads.Everythingissomobilethatattimesnothingcanmove.
InfantryhasforgottenthattheyhavetomarchandiftheJapshadbeenor
becomeaggressiveatnight….TheIndiandivisionshavemoretransport
thanusandtheirdriversarefrightful.Thedestructionofvehiclesbyour
ownactionIshouldsayishigherthanbyenemyaction.Transportcom-
panieswellcontrolledandaminimumofunitvehiclesistheanswer.152

AbouttheAustraliantroops,Broadbentnoted:

TheJaphasalmostcompleteairsuperiorityandhasbeenbombingand
machine-gunningourforwardareaswithabsoluteimmunity.Theeffect
onmoraleisveryconsiderable….Anderson’s(2/19)Battalionwascutup
andwhenhegotbackwegavehimafreehandtoreorganize….Morerifle
firepowerandlessimpedimenta.Battaliontransportreducedto27vehi-
cles,carriershalved.Thereareveryfewopportunitiesfortheiractualuse.
Expenditureofammunitionhasbeen light, toomuchdependencehas
beenplacedonautomaticweaponsandmanyoftheinfantryreinforce-
mentshavenotfiredmorethanafewrounds.Theindividualmusthave
complete confidence in his ability to shoot…. The Thompson gun is a
greatfavourite,butitdemandstoogreatanammunitionsupplyasitis
usedasasnipingweapon(Japsclimbtreesandshootdown).Anti-tank
gunsaregettinggreatresultsbutwehave losta fewasthetractorsget
knockedandtheycannotbewithdrawn.WehavegivenA/Tkbatterya
coupleofcarriersforuseinthefinalwithdrawal….Thesoldieriscarrying
toomuchforthisclimateandhasincasesdiscardedpracticallyallequip-
mentexceptammunitioncarriers(pouches).Wehavewithdrawnallgas
equipment.There are many cases of infantry wading through marshes
waist high and above all extra weight produces a fatigue which is too
greattobeneglected.153

UnlikeBennett,BroadbentacceptedtheinadequatetacticsoftheAustralian
infantryinclose-quartercombatandprovidedthefollowingcorrectives:

152 LettertoRowellfromBroadbent,28Jan.1942,GordonBennettPapers,p.1.
153 Ibid.,p.1.
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Mainpointsareinfantrymustbeinfantryandforgetwheels,theymust
beabletoshootstraightandquickly,musketryseemstohavebeensadly
neglected. Confidence in the bayonet. There have been a good many
chancesofusingitandourpeopleseemtohavemoreconfidencethere
thanthefiringofrifle.….Leadershipisasalwaysallimportant,passingof
ordersbywordofmouthlaterallyandfronttorear.Mortarfirehasbeen
directedinthisway.3-inchmortarismostaccuratebuttoomucheffortin
transport.Theriflecompanywithcompletefreedomofmovementisstill
themosteffectiveformation.TheJapstreamsdowntheroadonbicycles
andiseasilyambushed,buthethengoestothegroundandsendsout
flankingmovementswhichhavetobecounteredbywidepatrols, they
workroundrear.Heisallthetimetryingtocutunitsoffandhasbeen
very successful.We have been so tied by our transport and ineffective
personnel.154

TheaboveissuesdiscussedbyBroadbentwerealsoapplicableincaseofthe
BritishandIndiantroops.

AbouttheunsuitablerationoftheAustraliantroops,Broadbentasserted:

Theemergencyration is totallyunsuitableanddoesnothelp thetired
manwho iscutoff. Iamexperimentingwitha rationof raisins, sugar,
chocolateandatablespoonfullofricedoneupinacigarette(50)tinand
soldered.Iamtryingtoget500doneup.But,Isuggestthatthisbetaken
up with vigor. Exhaustion here is very great and sugar is the greatest
requirement.Thetinofbeefistooheavyandthebiscuitisgenerallysod-
denandmildewedifithasnotbeendiscarded.Whenthetroopsarecut
offtheymayhavetomakeverygreatphysicaldemandsonthemselvesto
rejoinandthe lightertheemergencyrationthemore likelytheyareto
retainitandthemoregooditwilldoifitissustaining.155

ThemodernhistorianBrianP.Farrellrepeatsseveralofthepointsraisedby
Bennettmorethan60yearsearlier.Farrellclaimsthatthebattletacticsand
doctrine of the British Army were completely unsuited to the nature of the
landwarwhichoccurredinMalaya.ThebattlewasfoughtefficientlybytheIJA
atthelowestlevelofcommand.ButintheBritishArmy,colonels,andnotthe
sectioncommanders,madethecrucialdecisions.TheorthodoxBritishdefen-
sivetechniquewastoholdalineoffixedpositionsinastaticdefencerelying
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onthefirepowerofthedug-introopsandtheirMGs.Theywouldfixtheenemy
and the attacking enemy would be finished off by supporting artillery fire.
Rigidcontrolrequiredseniorofficerscloselydirectingthebattleratherthan
the sergeants operating independently with their small units in the bushes.
Further,theBritishArmydoctrinerequiredpreservingtheLoCsfrombeingcut
byflankingorencirclement.In1941,airsupplyonalargescalewasnotpossible
andthismeantgivingupthedefensivepositionandretreating.AndtheBritish
troopscontinuedtoretreattillSingapore.Farrellcontinuesthatthe11thIndian
Divisionwastrainedtofight1918-styleWesternFrontbattles.Thetroopswere
expected to hold a line with a front and a rear, and the supply connection
betweenthetwohadtobemaintained.Theirmentalmapwasstaticdefensive
warfare.156 In other words, conventional static defence by the British and
Indiantroopsprovedtobeeasymeatfortheunorthodoxtechniquesfollowed
bythenimbleJapanese.

Major H.P. Thomas of the Indian Army (he commanded the Mixed
Reinforcement Camp at Singapore and his report was backed by General
Wavell)rebuttedGordonBennett’schargespointbypoint.Henotedthatwhile
the Indian formations fought all the way in Malaya, the AIF started fighting
onlyatJohore.Infact,thecasualtiessufferedbytheAIFinthemainlanddid
not exceed 300 men. It is true that the British 18th Division was somewhat
hamperedbyalackofjungletrainingandthepersonnelwereunacclimatized
toMalaya’sweather.Again,thebeachdefencewasthin.Thiswasbecausean
adequatenumberof troops toestablishbeachdefence indepththroughout
theeastcoastofMalayawasnotavailable.157Forfightinginthejungle-covered
terrain, Bennett and Broadbent rightly pointed out that a large number of
wheeledvehicleswasaburden.However,anti-tankgunswererequiredinthe
forwardpostsandsevenBrencarriersperbattalionweremorethansufficient.
Further,the3-inchmortarwasausefulinfantryweapon.158Largernumbersof
suchmortarsshouldhavebeengiventotheCommonwealthinfantry. Ithad
provedtobeausefulclosefiresupportweaponfortheinfantryeveninHong
Kong.

NotalltheIndiandriverswerehopeless.Theregimentalhistoryofthe5th
Battalionofthe11thSikhRegimentnotesthatthedriversofthisunitwerewell
trained.159This is not to say that everything was well with the Indian units.
Besides inadequate training due to the rapid expansion of the Indian Army
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from1941onwardsandtheabsenceofproperequipment,therewereseveral
problemsspecifictothe‘brown’soldiersoftheRaj.EventrainedIndianunits
whichhadcombatexperienceintheNorth-WestFrontierfailedtoinculcatea
jungle-friendlyattitude.HarbakhshSinghsaid inhisautobiographythatthe
patrolswereafraidofcertainareaswhichtheybelievedweredominatedby
KingCobrasandsomeofthemweresupposedtobe35feetlong.Moreover,the
menwerealsoafraidofpythons,whichwerefoundinthejunglesofMalaya.160
OnehistorianestimatesthatonaverageeachoftheIndianbattalionsdeployed
inMalayalost240experiencedofficers,NCOsandspecialisttroopsduetothe
emergency expansion of the Indian Army and received in exchange raw
recruits.For instance, justbeforetheJapaneseonslaught inMalaya,the2nd
BaluchhadonlyeightBritishandIndiancommissionedofficers.About50per
centoftheVCOsandtheNCOswerewithdrawnfromthisbattaliontoIndiafor
purposes of expansion. But for close-country operations and for small unit
traininginbushwarfare,experiencedjuniorofficerswererequired.161

RacialdiscriminationalienatedmanyIndiansoldiersandofficersandlow-
eredtheirmorale.HarbakhshSinghwrotethatthestrictcolourbarinMalaya
wasverydisturbing.Theclubs,swimmingpools,buses,railwaycarriages,etc.
wereforexclusiveuseofthewhitemen.162Harbakhshwroteaboutonesuch
incidentinhisautobiography:

JustaboutamonthbeforethewarstartedinMalaya,theRajaofPerak,
the Malayan State in which we were lodged for the defence of the
Peninsula,invitedtheBritishofficersinKuantanforthedrinksanddin-
nerpartytoPerak,thecapitalofhisState….TheRajaofPerakextended
theinvitationtotheBritishofficers,andBritishnursesonly.Butwebeing
anIndianisedbattalion,hadIndiansalsoholdingthesamepositionand
status (which, I can understand, was perhaps, not known to the local
Raja) as the British officers and we expected our Commanding Officer
—LtColParkins—toinsistthatwealsobeinvitedtothispartyorelse,
we expected him to refuse the invitation…. On the contrary, Parkins
acceptedtheRaja’sinvitationandtookalltheBritishofficerswithhimto
theparty….WehadalwaysfeltthatParkinswasabitofanimperialist,but
neverthoughthimanti-Indian.163
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The Japanese agents were also working to alienate the sepoys from the
sahibs.MajorFujiwaraIwaichiarrivedinThailandon1October1941following
a report sent by Colonel Tamura Hiroshi (Japanese Military Attaché in
Bangkok)toTokyoclaimingthatnascentIndiannationalisminThailandand
MalayacouldbeutilizedforJapan’sadvantage.164TheJapanesemadewideuse
ofpropagandaleaflets,whichweredroppedfromtheaircraft.165Japan’spropa-
gandawar,directedespeciallytowardstheIndiantroops,hadaneffectonthe
defeated and demoralized Indian troops who were continuously retreating
fromthebeginningofthecampaign.OneSikhcommissionedofficernotedin
hismemoirs:

Avolcanowasabouttoerupt.Thequakechangedthemercenaryroleand
thelavacameoutdarkandignoble.TheJapaneseweredroppingalarge
numberofleaflets,expressingtheirwaraimsinpithyslogans,assuring
thecolouredracesoftheirimmediateliberationandbeseechingthemto
joinhandsinthatmightyundertaking.Theywereappealingtothehon-
our, dignity and self-respect of all Asians in general, and Indians in
particular:‘AsiafortheAsians’;‘Kickoutthewhite-devilsfromtheEast’:
and‘IndiafortheIndians’,weresomeofthepropagandaprofessions.Ina
normalsituation,noonewouldhavegivenanyseriousheedtotheshib-
bolethsoftheinvadinghordes,butatthatmomenttheireffectonmewas
tremendous.Ifeltasiftheywerevoicingmyinnerfeelings.166

Incontrast,atthattime,theBritishhadnothingtoofferexceptpoliticalrepres-
sioninIndiaandemptyslogans.CaptainMohanSinghwrote:

IncontrasttotheJapanesepropaganda,theBritishhadnotgivenevenan
emptypromisetograntuscompletefreedomafterthewar.Theirslogans
‘Fight for the libertyofmankind’; ‘Democracy indanger’etc., sounded
quitehollowandmeaningless.IftheBritishwerenotpreparedtofreeus,
whatrighttheyhadtoaskustofightforthem,whentheirownfreedom
wasbeingthreatened?Ifatall,weIndiansweretofight,Isilentlyargued
withmyself,weshouldfightforourownfreedom.Wehadnomoralrea-
sontofightfortheBritishtilltheyprovedtheirbona-fidesbyfreeingus
first.167
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In January 1942, about 10,000 Indian POWs captured after combat in north
MalayaweretakentoKualaLumpurandseparatedfromtheirBritishofficers.
TheywerefirstencouragedandlatercoercedtojointheIndianNationalArmy
(INA).168 One case can be cited here. Captain Mohan Singh, a Sikh, was in
chargeoftheMGCompanyinthe1stBattalionofthe14thPunjabRegiment.
HisunithadfoughtatJitraandmanypersonnelwerecapturedalongwithhim.
Some Indians also deserted from their retreating units. On 17/18 December
1941,Yamashita sent for Mohan Singh and told him that the Indian officers
weredutyboundtojoinJapaninordertoliberateAsiafortheAsians.Mohan
Singh agreed to set up the INA, which would fight for a free India. On 31
December1941,Yamashita issuedanorderthatall IndianPOWscapturedby
theJapaneseweretobehandedovertoMohanSingh.MajorFujiwara(later
Lieutenant-General)alsogotintouchwithMohanSinghandassuredhimthat
JapanhadnoulteriordesignonIndia.The1stBattalionoftheINAwascom-
manded by Captain Fateh Khan Malik. Fateh Khan was from the 9th Jat
Regiment.AndMohanSinghwaspromotedtotherankofGeneral,anunthink-
ablefactintheBritish-IndianArmy’scommandstructure.169

Alienationofthesepoysfromthesahibswasalsopossiblebecausetheper-
sonalized bond between the soldiers and their British officers were not as
strongasinthetraditionalIndianArmy.ThenewlyinductedBritishofficersin
the newly raised and expanded Indian units were ‘strangers’ to their men.
Worse, these officers did not know the vernacular language of the sepoys/
jawans.UrduwasthelinguafrancaintheIndianArmy.Inordertoestablisha
bondwiththesoldiers,itwasnecessaryfortheBritishofficerstohaveknowl-
edge of the soldiers’ own languages. For instance, in order to effectively
command Pathan companies, knowledge of Pashtu/Pushtu was required of
thejuniorBritishofficerscommandingsuchunits.AndfortheGurkhaunits,
knowledgeofGorkhaliwasamust.Failuretocommunicatewiththetroops,
especiallywhena firefightwasgoingoninthebattlefield,certainlyreduced
cohesionwithintheIndianunits.Infact,Percivalwarnedinadispatchtoboth
theWarOfficeandtheCommander-in-ChiefIndiathatmostoftheBritishoffi-
cerswereunfit for fightingduties.170TheGeneralStaff in Indiaaccused the
WarOfficeinGreatBritainofsendingthewrongtypeofofficers,whileatthe

168 Flower,‘AlliedPrisonersofWar:TheMalayanCampaign,1941–42’,inFarrellandHunter
(eds.),Sixty Years On,p.215.

169 Singh,Soldiers’ contribution to Indian Independence,pp.77,80–81.
170 FromGOCMalayatotheWarOffice,C-in-CIndia,28885,cipher25/1,p.69,L/WS/1/645,

IOR,BL.
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same time pressurizing New Delhi to raise more and more units.171 On 16
January1942,theGeneralStaffofIndianoted:

ThefactthatcertainIndiantroopshavenotputupagoodshowinMalaya,
whenthetestingtimecame,isdueundoubtedlytotherapidexpansion
andthepolicyofmilkingunitsatfrequentintervals.Westartedallwrong,
wemadepromiseswecouldnotfulfill,andwehavebeenletdownevery
timebyHMG….Ontopofallthiswehavehadtofindsome7,000rein-
forcementsforMalaya….Fromtheinfantrypointofview,thereforethe
position isnotapleasantone….Wearestillgoing tobevery seriously
downonallequipmentattheendof1942….Werequire…wirelessequip-
ment, cable and other signal equipment which we were getting from
AustraliaandwhichAustralianowrefusestosupply;Ishouldaddtothat,
bridgingequipment,barbedwire,Dannertwire,steelhelmetsandbelts
andcomponentsoftheVickersMachineGunMarkI.172

AndrewGilchrist,whowasa senior staffmemberof theBritishEmbassyat
Bangkokfrom1939to1942,notedinhisautobiographythattheIndianArmy
wasanexcellentfightingforce,andthatmanyofitsunitshadamilitarytradi-
tion going back for a hundred years or more. If the Indian Army had been
representedinMalayabysomeoftheunitswhichdistinguishedthemselvesin
theMiddleEast,thecampaignwouldcertainlyhavetakenadifferentturn.But
when in 1940–41 therewasanenormousexpansionof the IndianArmy, the
MiddleEasthadpriorityforallthebestformations,sothatonly(ineffect)raw
recruitswereleftforMalaya,officerednotbylong-servingBritishofficerswho
hadalmostgone‘native’butby‘callousyoungmenfromEngland’whoforthe
mostpartknewnothingabout Indiancustomsand traditionsandspokeno
Indianlanguages.173SoBennett’spointaboutweak/inefficientBritishofficers
toanextentcouldbesubstantiated.ButwhethertheAustralianofficerswere
paragonsofbattleornotisyettobeestablished.

LackofairsupportprovedtobeanimportantshortcomingfortheAllied
wareffortintheFarEast.QualitativeandquantitativeinferiorityinAlliedair
assetsenabledtheJapanesetoruletheskiesandtheywereabletomakeland-
fallateaseinareasandattimesoftheirownchoosingduetotheircommand

171 DSDtoR.M.Lockhart,NewDelhi,16Jan.1942,p.2,L/WS/1/74,IOR,BL.
172 Ibid.,pp.2,5.
173 Gilchrist,Malaya 1941,p.24.
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over the sea.174 In general, all the Commonwealth commanders (including
Percival, Major H.P. Thomas, Brooke-Popham and Bennett) agreed that the
performance of the Japanese aircraft and their pilots, especially as regards
high-levelbombing,cameasasurprisetothem.175HackandBlackburnassert
thatJapaneseairsuperioritysappedthemoraleofthedefenders.Japaneseair
supremacyalsogaveanedgetotheircommandersinintelligencecollection.176
HisayukiYokoyamanotesthattheImperialJapaneseArmyAviation’sdoctrine
wastogaincontroloftheairbyaerialexterminatingactions,then‘considered’
support for thegroundforcesandfinallystrategicbombardment.Theaerial
exterminationactionmeantcompletedestructionoftheenemyaircraftinthe
airandalsoonthegroundattheirairfields.Thismeantoffensivecounter-air
operations.177TheJapanesebombersattackedtheaerodromeswhilethefight-
ersdrewtheRAFfightersintocombat.Thebombersflewsomedistanceback
fromtheir fightersand waited till theRAF fighters,due to lack of fuel,were
forcedtoland.Then,theJapanesebombersattackedbeforetheRAFfighters
hadtimetorefuelandtaketotheairagain.TheRAFfighterswerethusunable
tointercepttheJapanesebombers.Thisproblemwouldhavebeenalleviatedif
theRAFhadlotsoffighters,whichunfortunatelytheylacked.Whentheleader
oftheJapanesebomberformationsignalledthenalltheplanesintheforma-
tion released their bombs simultaneously. And strafing of the airports was
carriedoutbytheJapanesefighters.178

Further,theBritishhadnotankstocounterthoseoftheJapanese.Attimes,
theappearanceofJapanesetanksdefinitelycreatedasenseofpsychological
despairamongtheCommonwealthtroops.However,morethantheJapanese
tanks, the Japanese infantry posed a greater threat to the Commonwealth
force. This happened because the Japanese tanks in quality and as regards
theirhandlingwerenotpanzers.AndMalaya,unlikeFranceorsouthRussia,
wasnotatankcountry.Moreover,theCommonwealthtroops’anti-tankguns,
if thecrewswereproperly trained,weremore thanadequate todestroy the
smallandlightJapanesetanks.However,againsttheinnovativetacticsofthe
daringJapaneseinfantry,theCommonwealthinfantryatthisstageofthewar

174 TelegramfromCGSAustraliatoWarOffice,TheMalayanCampaign,WarCabinet,4April
1942,4April1942,p.2.

175 Percival, ‘Operations of Malay Command from 8 December 1941 to 15 February 1942’,
p.1269.

176 HackandBlackburn,Did Singapore have to Fall?,p.79.
177 Yokoyama,‘AirOperationalLeadershipintheSouthernFront:ImperialArmyAviation’s

trial to bean “air force” in theMalayaoffensiveairoperation’, inBondandTachikawa
(eds.),British and Japanese Military Leadership in the Far Eastern War,pp.134–35.

178 Notes on Japanese Warfare on the Malayan Front, Information Bulletin No. 6,p.2.



118 Chapter3

hadnoanswer.Here,onefindsasimilaritywithSmallWarwhereinsteadof
mechanizedtechnology,menonfootposedafargreaterdanger.

Poormoraleoftheimperialsoldiersalongwithinferiortactics,useoflight
tanksplustheaerialsuperiorityoftheJapanesecreatedadangerousscenario
for the Commonwealth troops. Carl Bridge, a modern historian, writes that
YamashitawouldprobetheBritishposition,seektopinthemainforcewith
artillery,mortarandairattackandthensendinanumberofoutflankingforces.
OnceoneoftheseoutflankingforcesgotbehindtheBritishlines,theBritish
withdrew.179MajorH.P.Thomasof theIndianArmyatGeneralA.P.Wavell’s
orderdrewupareportonJapanesetacticswhichwassubmittedon30May
1942. Thomas noted: ‘Briefly, it consisted in locating the areas held and the
flanksbydrawingfire,workingroundorthroughsmallparties,threateningthe
road—thevitalfeature—andcausingconfusionbyshootingfromunexpected
directions’.180OneIndianofficeralsonotesinthesametoneabouttheJapanese
tactics:‘…theyalsomadefulluseofsmallinfiltrationsbehindthelines,soas
to interdict (maintenance) convoys. They would fire from flanking trees, at
night,alongaone-roadapproach,therebycreating,generally,theimpression
amongtheiropponentsthattheyhadbeencut-offfrombehind’.181

Major-GeneralS.WoodburnKirby’steam,whilewritingtheBritishOfficial
HistoryoftheWarintheFarEastintheaftermathofWorldWarII,noted:

Totroopsunusedtoit,thejungleisapttobeterrifyingandtoproduce
physicalandemotionalstresseswhichhavetobefelttobeappreciated;
rubbertoo,withitsgloom,dampnessandsounddeadeningeffect,gives
themafeelingofisolationandtendstolowertheirmorale.Theonlyanti-
dotetojunglefear…istogivetroopstheopportunityoflearningsufficient
jungleloretoenablethemtoregardthejungleasafriendratherthanan
enemy, or at leastas a neutral,and to teach them howtooperateeffi-
cientlyintherestrictedvisibilityoftherubberplantations.Iftroopsare
to acquit themselves well in this type of country not only must they
undergoveryintensivetraining,butitmustbedesignedtoacclimatize
themtotheconditionsinwhichtheywillhavetoliveandfight,toteach
themtowithstandtheheatandthefrequentdownpoursofrain,toshow
themhowtoovercometheobstacleswhichswampsandriverspresent,

179 Bridge, ‘CrisisofCommand:Major-GeneralGordonBennettandBritishMilitaryEffec-
tiveness in theMalayanCampaign, 1941–42’, inBondandTachikawa(eds.),British and 
Japanese Military Leadership in the Far Eastern War,pp.68–69.

180 ReportbyMajorH.P.Thomas,30May1942,p.5.
181 Singh,In the Line of Duty,p.96.



119DisasterinMalaya

andhowtomoveofftheroadsthroughjungleandrubberalike,todevelop
junior leadership and to produce and practice tactics suitable to the
terrain.182

LongbeforeKirbyandhisteam,H.P.Thomasnotedtheinadequatetrainingof
theBritishandIndiantroopsinthefollowingwords:

Thefirstofthebasiccausesforourweaknessintrainingwasthefailureto
realizeintimethat,tofightsuccessfullyinMalaya,troopsmustundergo
ahighlyspecializedformoftraining.Theminimumperiodsuggestedby
oneauthorityforthistrainingwas6months,theconcurrentacclimatiza-
tion of the man being of course, almost as important as the lessons
themselves.Evenallowingthatexigenciesofthewarasawholewould
permitofonlyhalfthisperiodbeingmadeavailable,couldwehavemet
thesituation?TheidealwouldhavebeentomaintaininMalaya,say,four
orfiveinfantrydivisionsforaperiodlongenoughtoallowofmaximum
efficiency being reached and short enough to avoid staleness.
Alternatively,asmallerforcecouldhavebeenmaintainedinthecountry,
whileintendedreinforcementswerebeingtrainedforjunglewarfareon
themostsuitableterrainavailableinIndia.183

Thomaswasspeakingtwoyearstooearly.AndPercivalwasnofool.Evenbefore
Thomas’ reportwassubmitted, theGOCMalayaCommandrealizedthat the
tacticaltrainingoftheCommonwealthtroopswasgrosslywrong.Asthecam-
paignunfolded,theGOCMalayarealizedtheimportanceoftraininginjungle
warfareforhistroops.On15January1942,PercivalinformedtheWarOfficeand
Commander-in-ChiefIndia:‘Toteachallconcernedelementsoftacticspecu-
liartoMalayahavefollowednewunits…JungleWarfareTrainingTeam’.On25
January 1942 the War Office approved Percival’s scheme for establishing a
Jungle Warfare Training Team at Malaya.184 However, in the last week of
January1941,suchtrainingcouldnot,however,becarriedoutasthedefeated
and dispirited Commonwealth troops retreated towards the southern tip of
Malaya with the Japanese in hot pursuit. Meanwhile, Percival’s efforts at
retraininghistroopswereacademicasallhellbrokelooseontheCommonwealth
troopsat‘Fortress’Singapore.

182 Kirbyet.al.,The War against Japan,vol.1,p.164.
183 ReportbyMajorH.P.Thomas,30May1942,p.13.
184 From GOC Malaya to theWar Office, C-in-C India, 28428 cipher 14/1, 15 Jan. 1942,War

OfficetoGOCMalaya,66278cipherSD323/1,pp.68,70,L/WS/1/645,IOR,BL.



120 Chapter3

 Conclusion

Gilchrist’sclaimthatweaknessofthetopleadershipresultedinthefailureof
theCommonwealthtroopsatMalaya185isonlypartlytrue;theCommonwealth
troopsthemselveswere‘soft’indeed.Close-quartercombatbetweentheinfan-
tries in the jungle terrain (including nocturnal combat) set the format for
groundcombatinMalaya.Andthiswouldholdtrue,asChapter5willshow,for
Burmaaswell.TheAustralian,BritishandIndianofficers,agreedthatJapanese
airsuperiorityresultedintheloweringofmoraleofthedefenders.In1944in
FranceandBurmaboththeGermanandJapanesetroopsfoughtdoggedlyin
thefaceofAlliedairsuperiority.Battle-hardenedandwell-motivatedtroops
couldindeedgoonfightingevenwhenthehostilepartyenjoyedairsuperior-
ity.ButtheCommonwealthtroopsinMalayain1941wereraw,untrainedand
inexperienced.BennettandsomeoftheIndianofficers,likeHarbakhshSingh,
andmodernhistorianslikeFarrellrightlypointouttheBritishcommanders’
insistenceonconstructingfixedgrounddefenceswhichwereoutflankedand
bypassedbythenimbleJapaneseinfantry.SomeBritishofficers,likeCarpendale
andStewart,hadhitupontherighttrainingregimen.Buttherewasneitherthe
timenortheproperinfrastructurefortrainingthetroopsintensivelyinsuch
techniques. The Malaya Command had failed to establish an all Malaya
TrainingCommandsystem.Hencethereweresporadicad hocattemptsbyfor-
mationcommanderstotraintheirtroopsasquicklyaspossible.Intheeventof
battleagainstthehardenedIJA,suchad hocismfellshortofthedemandsof
thetime.Therealitywasthatwithrawtroopsattheirdisposal,theBritishoffi-
cersdidnothavemuchofanoption.Ouraccountofcombatinnorth,central
and south Malaya shows that in mobile battles in the jungle country, the
Commonwealthtroopswerehopelesslyoutclassedandoutmanoeuvredbythe
foot and bicycle mobile Japanese. Additionally, the Commonwealth com-
manderswithraw,untrained,notsowell-motivated,dispiritedtroopsfailedto
holdtherivercrossings(Muar,Slim,etc.)repeatedlyagainstthedynamicand
aggressiveJapanesesoldiersinfusedwithahighcombatspirit.

To sum up, the Commonwealth armies failed to adapt themselves to the
jungleblitzkriegoftheIJA.ThedisastrousMalayaCampaignwasthecurtain
raisertothegreaterhumiliationatthesurrenderofSingapore.Mudslingingat
each other and trying to assess who was worse, the ‘Aussies’/‘diggers’, the
‘Tommies’or the ‘sepoys/jawans’, areofnouse. Itcanbeconcluded thatall
theCommonwealthtroops;Australians,BritishandIndians,displayedequal
levels of proficiency. And this level of proficiency fell far short of the cold

185 Gilchrist,Malaya 1941,p.161.
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professionalismoftheIJA.TheIJAthenwasattheheightofitspower.Itstacti-
cal brilliance, operational audacity and strategic masterstrokes became a
modelforotherstoemulate.Inadequatetactics,traininganddoctrineofthe
CommonwealthtroopsastheyretreatedtotheCausewayandfellbacktothe
islandwouldcontinuetohauntthemduringtheSiegeofSingapore.Andthisis
thesubjectofthenextchapter.
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Chapter4

The Siege of Singapore: 4 February–15 February 
1942

 Introduction

InLordFisher’sview,thefivekeyswhichlockeduptheworldforBritainwere
asfollows:Singapore,theCapeofGoodHope,Alexandria,GibraltarandDover.
The centre of gravity of the British Empire, besides the mother country, i.e.
Britain,writesJamesNeidpath,layeastofSuez,especiallyintheIndianOcean.
TheIndianOceanwasaBritishlaketill1939becausethethree ‘keys’tothat
ocean—theCape,AdenandSingaporewereinBritishhands.Egyptandthe
Middle East were important because they guarded the route to the Indian
Ocean.Further,astrongBritishnavalpresenceinSingaporewasconsidered
necessarytokeepAustraliaandNewZealandwithintheimperialorbit.These
twodominionswerethreatenedbytheriseofJapanfromthefirstdecadeof
thetwentiethcentury.JapanbecameBritain’sprincipalcommercialrivalinthe
FarEastfromWorldWarIonwards.Lastly,Singaporewasalsothegatewayto
thePacific,asitwasontheshortestpossibleroutefromtheIndianOceanto
thePacificOcean.1

SingaporewasboughtfromtheSultanofJohorein1819byStamfordRaffles
onbehalfoftheEastIndiaCompany.Inthecourseofacentury,thisalmost
uninhabitedislandwastransformedintooneofthegreatesttransitports.2The
Singapore naval base was first conceived in 1919 and was endorsed by the
British Cabinet in 1921. The Admiralty intended to use the naval base con-
structedatSingaporetoprovidetheessentialdockingandrepairfacilitiesfora
British fleet operating in eastern waters. However, due to the great distance
separatingSingaporefromJapan,theformerwasconsideredanunsatisfactory
baseforwagingoffensiveoperationsagainstTokyo.Atthattime,theAdmiralty’s
bestbetwastouseHongKongasabaseforconductingoffensiveoperations
againstJapan.ChristopherM.Bellassertsthattill1931,theAdmiraltyfavoured
Hong Kong over Singapore as a base for waging offensive naval operations
againstJapan.ThechangeofviewaboutHongKong’susefulnessasanadvanced

1 JamesNeidpath,The Singapore Naval Base and the Defence of Britain’s Eastern Empire, 1919–41
(Oxford:ClarendonPress,1981),pp.2,6,9,13,38.

2 Ibid.,p.13.
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basefornavaloperationsoccurredafter 1931andwasduetorisingJapanese
powerinChina.Additionally,Britaincouldnotmaintainagarrisonof40,000
men, deemed essential to defend Hong Kong against a possible Japanese
assault.3

However,Singaporewasanavalbasewithouta fleet.Fromthe 1920s, the
British politicians and the Admiralty decided that the size of the fleet that
couldbesentfromBritaintotheFarEastwastobeshapedbyEuropeanstrate-
gicconsiderations.By1925,BritainassessedthatintheeventofanyJapanese
threat to Singapore, the fleet should be sent to the Far East immediately.4
During the 1920s,Britainpossessedasignificantmarginofnaval superiority
overitsrivals.So,atthattimeitwaspossibletomaintainalargefleetintheFar
EastwhilestilldominatingEuropeanwaters.However,thetriplethreatsposed
byGermanyandItalyinEuropeandJapanintheFarEastchangedthestrategic
scenariointhe1930s.Bythemid-1930s,theproblemfacingtheBritishplanners
wasnotwhetherBritaincouldsendafleettotheFarEastbutwhetherLondon
coulddispatchanadequatenumberofshipsforeitheranoffensiveoradefen-
sivestrategy.AslongasBritainhadanally(i.e.Franceinthe1930s),London
assumedthatitcouldconductoffensivenavaloperationseitherinEuropeor
Asia.5LewisHeath,whocommandedthe3rdIndianCorpsunderLieutenant-
GeneralA.E.PercivalduringtheMalaya-SingaporeCampaign,emphasizedin
hisprivatepapersthatby1934itwasquitecleartotheBritishplannersthatin
theeventofaWorldWarwiththeAxispowers,Londonwouldbeunableto
sendafleetforsecuringtheFarEast.6

ThetimeperiodfortheBritishfleettocometoSingaporefromtheUKkept
increasing,from70daysin1937to90daysinearly1939andto180daysby3
September1939.7In1940,afterthefallofFranceandentryofItalyintoWorld
WarIIonthesideofNaziGermany, itbecameclearthatonlyatokennaval
forcefromBritaincouldbedispatchedtoSingapore.Andon10December1941,
thistokennavalforcewassenttothebottomoftheseabyJapaneseaircraft.8

3 ChristopherM.Bell,‘The“SingaporeStrategy”andtheDeterrenceofJapan:WinstonChurchill,
theAdmiraltyandtheDispatchofForceZ’,English Historical Review,vol.116,no.467(2001),
p.610;Neidpath,The Singapore Naval Base and the Defence of Britain’s Eastern Empire,p.36.

4 OngChitChung,‘Major-GeneralWilliamDobbieandtheDefenceofMalaya,1935–38’,Journal 
of Southeast Asian Studies,vol.17,no.2(1986),pp.282–83.

5 Bell,‘The“SingaporeStrategy”andtheDeterrenceofJapan:WinstonChurchill,theAdmiralty
andtheDispatchofForceZ’,p.607.

6 NoteontheMalayanCampaignbyLMH,p.1,HeathPapers,LMH5,P441,ImperialWar
Museum(IWM),London.

7 AndrewGilchrist,Malaya 1941: The Fall of a Fighting Empire(London:RobertHale,1992),p.21.
8 Neidpath,The Singapore Naval Base and the Defence of Britain’s Eastern Empire,pp.213–21.
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Singaporeisanoblong-shapedsmallisland27milesinlengthand13miles
wide.Theisland,insizeandshape,issimilartotheIsleofWight,andisless
thanonemileawayfromthetipofthesouthernshoreoftheMalayaPeninsula.
Theislandismainlyflatwithnonaturaldefensivefeatures.9Bataan,theepi-
centre of American resistance in the Philippines, at its narrowest point is a
peninsula 14 miles wide.10 And at Bataan, the Americans, unlike the British
imperial troops, were able to contain the Japanese troops for quite a long
period. Singapore Island is separated from the mainland of Malaya by the
Straits of Johore across which the only permanent communication (railway
andaroad)wastheCausewaywithalengthof1,100yards.TheStraitswestof
theCausewayarenarrower,varyinginwidthfrom600to2,000yardsandnavi-
gableforsmalltomediumdraughtvessels.EastoftheCauseway,theStraitsare
wider,varyinginwidthfrom1,100to5,000yardsandnavigableforbigvesselsas
farasthenavalbase.11Thegreatnavalbasewaslocatedonthenorth-eastside
oftheisland.12

In the middle of the Straits at its widest point is Pulau Ubin Island.This
islandliesnorth-eastofSingaporeIsland.Itslengthisfourandahalfmilesand
itswidthisoneandahalfmiles.Totheeastoftheislandisthemouthofthe
JohoreRiver.AtthemouthoftheriverisPulauTekongIsland.Afewmileseast
ofTekongisPengerangHillatthesoutherntipofJohoremainland.Southof
SingaporeIslandandseparatedfromitbythewatersofKeppelHarbourare
theislandsofBlakangMatiandPulauBrani.Threemilesfurthersouth-westis
PulauBukum,wheretheAsiaticPetroleumCompany’smainreservesofnaval
fuel,petrolandlubricatingoilswerelocated.ThetownofSingaporeissituated
onthesouthoftheisland,coveringsixmilesalongthewaterfrontwithadepth
ofoneandahalfmiles.Immediatelynorthofthetownwasanextensiveresi-
dential area which covered several square miles of territory.The docks area

9 BrianP.Farrell,The Defence and Fall of Singapore: 1940–42(2005,reprint,Stroud,Glouces-
tershire: Tempus, 2006), p. 28. Lieutenant-General A.E. Percival in The War in Malaya
(1949,reprint,Bombay/Calcutta:OrientLongmans,1957),p.255.

10 DavidBergami,Japan’s Imperial Conspiracy(1971,reprint,London:PantherBooks,1972),
p.882.

11 Percival,The War in Malaya,p.255;K.D.BhargavaandK.N.V.Sastri,Campaigns in South-
East Asia: 1941–42,inBisheshwarPrasad(ed.),Official History of the Indian Armed Forces in 
the Second World War: 1939–45 (New Delhi: Combined Inter-Services Historical Section
IndiaandPakistan,DistributedbyOrientLongman,1960),p.301.

12 IanMorrison,Malayan Postscript(London:FaberandFaber,Mcmxlii),p.12.
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wasinthewesternpartofthetown.ThepopulationofSingaporewas550,000,
butbyJanuary1942hadincreasedtoaboutamillion.13

TheprincipalroadsradiatedfromSingaporeinalldirections.Themainroad
wastheBukitTimahRoadwhichwenttothemainlandacrosstheCauseway.
ThesouthernhalfoftheBukitTimahRoadwasadouble-trackonewithacanal
inbetween.TherailwaylineaftercrossingtheJohoreCausewayranfromnorth
tosouthalongthecentreofSingaporeIslandandconnectedtheSingaporecity
and port. The significant hills are in the west part of the island. The Bukit
TimahHillsarethreemilesnorthofBukitTimahvillageandthePasirPanjang
Ridge,fourmilesinlength,runsfromPasirPanjangvillageonthesouthcoast
to the western outskirts of Singapore town. Except for the built-up areas,
SingaporeIsland,likeMalaya,wasthicklycoveredbyrubberandotherplanta-
tions.Onthenorthandwesterncoaststherewereextensivemangroveswamps.
The swamps were of recent origins due to extensive irrigation works.There
weremanycreeks(onlya fewwerenavigable) inthewesterncoastline.The
easternandsoutherncoastlinesfromChangitoPasirPanjangwerelessbroken
withlittlemangroveandhadmanysandybeaches.Inthecentreoftheisland
werelocatedtheMacRitchiePeirceandSeletarReservoirsandthemunicipal
catchmentarea.Tothenorth,theNavalBaseReservationcoveredalargetract
oftheregion.14

 Organization of the Defence 

Singaporeneitheratthisoranytimewasinthepropersenseoftheword
aFortress.

LewisHeath15

Singapore’sfixeddefenceswereweak.TheCoastDefenceArmamentconsisted
of29guns,varyingfrom15-inchto6-inchcalibres.Thesegunsweredistributed
inbatteriesoftwotothreeoverafrontageofmorethan30milesstretching
fromPengerangontheeasternsideofthechannelofentrytothenavalbaseup

13 Percival,The War in Malaya,p.255.Thecivilianpopulationjustbeforetheinvasionfluctu-
atedbetween800,000andonemillion.Ofthecivilianpopulation,only8,000wereEuro-
peans,20,000Malays,20,000IndiansandtherestChinese.BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns 
in South-East Asia: 1941–42,pp.301–2.

14 Percival,The War in Malaya,p.257;BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 
1941–42,p.302.

15 NoteontheMalayanCampaignbyLMH,p.2,HeathPapers,LMH5.



126 Chapter4

tothewesternendofSingaporeIsland.Theseweredesignedtodeteranenemy
attackfromthedirectionoftheSingaporeStraitstowardstheeasternpartof
theisland.Mostoftheheavygunsintheislandhadlittlehighexplosiveammu-
nition.16 The flat trajectory of these guns made them unsuitable for
counter-batterywork.Aerialobservationforfiringwasnotpossibleinviewof
Japanese air superiority.17 Due to the humid climate, Percival did not plant
large numbers of landmines earlier, fearing that they would become duds
becauseofheavyrateofcorrosion.18Aboutthelackofdefensivepreparedness,
Percivalnoted:

InthewesternpartoftheislandtheRiversKranjiandJurongbothrisein
thecentralgroupofhillsandflowrespectivelynorthandsouth.Between
thesourcesof these tworivers isonlyacomparativelynarrowneckof
landwhichwasthenaturalplaceforaswitchlinetoopposealandingon
the western shores of the island. Here the ground had been cleared
thoughnoactualdefenceswereconstructeduntilaftertheoutbreakof
thewarwithJapan.19

Percival’sfrankstatementwasbackedbyanaccountwrittenbythecomman-
dantofthe4thBattalionofthe19thHyderabadRegiment.Asregardsthestate
ofaffairson25January1942,Lieutenant-ColonelG.Clough,whocommanded
theabove-mentionedunit,pennedthefollowingwords:

Atthisstageitwasapparenteventothemostignorant,thatsomething
moremustbedonetoputtheIslandintoagreaterstateofdefence.Nota
strandofwirehadbeenlaidontheNorthernSectorfromtheJurongRiver
toChanginorhadatrenchbeendugnoranygunpositionreconnoitred.
Even the north side of the Naval Base was inadequately defended. To
thosetiredtroopsarrivingontheIslandthiswasanastoundingsituation.
All thedefenceswere facingsouth, though itwaspossible to lay some
(Ithinktwo)ofthe15-inchgunsonJohore….Althoughthestoreswere

16 Percival,The War in Malaya,p.257;NoteontheMalayanCampaignbyLMH,p.2,Heath
Papers,LMH5.

17 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.304.
18 Percival,The War in Malaya,p.258.
19 Ibid.,p.259.
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full of wire, sandbags and tools, and although the island was full of
Chineselabour,therewasalwaysdifficultyingettinganythingquickly.20

One wonders why Percival did not take drastic measures to improve the
defencesonthenorthernsideofSingaporeIsland.ThenavalbaseatSeletaron
thenorthernshoreofSingaporeIslandandtheeasternarmoftheJohoreStrait,
whichisthemainapproachtothenavalbase,werewithintherangesofsmall
armsfirefromthemainlandofPeninsularMalaya.Itwouldhavebeenerrone-
ous to have constructed defences only on the shores of that island, which
wouldhaveallowedtheenemytobomb,shellandmachine-gunthenavalbase
atwill.Itwouldhavebeengoodtohavehaddefensivepostsalongthenorthern
shoreoftheislandinadditiontothoseupcountry,butnotedPercival,finances
prohibitedtheaction.21

Percival was only providing half of the truth.Traditionally, for the Allied
highcommand,anenemynavalarmadawassupposedtoposethemainthreat
to theSingaporenavalbase.NeitherPercivalnor theBritishhighcommand
consideredthattheJapanesewouldbeabletooverrunsouthernMalayafrom
thenorth.So,intheabsenceofdenseandfixeddefensivestructures,Percival
hadtodependonhisdispiritedanddemoralizedtroops,whohadalreadybeen
defeatedinmainlandMalaya,inordertochecktheonslaughtofthesupremely
professional, hyper-aggressive Japanese infantry advancing from Johore. In
contrast to Percival at Malaya-Singapore, from 15 December 1941 onwards,
DouglasMacArthurinthePhilippinesstartedmovingammunitionandfood
intothe400squaremilesatthetipofBataan,whichisasmallpeninsulathat
juttedsouthfromthemiddleofthewesterncoastofLuzonandthenorthern
halfofManilaBay.BataancontrolledthelandwardapproachestoCorregidor
whichisanislandthatbristledwithconcretetunnelsandheavygunsbuiltto
defendtheentrancetoManilaHarbour.22

Percival’sgroundforcecomprised38infantrybattalions.Ofthem,17were
Indian,13British,sixAustralianandtwoMalayan.Inaddition,therewerethree
MGbattalions(twoBritishandoneAustralian),nineartilleryregiments,three
anti-tankregimentsand152AAguns.23Percival’spolicywasforwarddefence.It

20 AHistoryofthe4/19thHyderabadRegimentaftertheSlimBattleuptoCapitulation,by
Commandant of the 4/19th Hyderabad Regiment, Changi POW Camp, Dec. 1943, p. 1,
MISC/707/H,MODHS,NewDelhi.

21 Percival,The War in Malaya,p.259;NoteontheMalayanCampaignbyLMH,p.1,Heath
Papers,LMH5.

22 Bergami,Japan’s Imperial Conspiracy,p.878.
23 PeterThompson,The Battle for Singapore: The True Story of the Greatest Catastrophe of 

World War II(2005,reprint,London:Piatkus,2013),p.373.
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meantattemptingtodefeattheenemyonthebeaches.Hehadtoguardabout
80milesofcoastlineanddividedSingaporeIslandfordefensivepurposesinto
severalareas.TheNorthernAreahadthe3rdCorpswhichincludedthe18th
Britishand11thIndiandivisions.ItextendedfromtheCausewayeastwardsto
Changi (exclusive of Changi and Yan Kit villages, Pierce Reservoir and
Woodlands designated as Point 135 but inclusive of Paya Lebar village).The
dispositionofthetroopswasasfollows:attherightoftheNorthernAreawas
the18thBritishDivisionwiththe54thInfantryBrigadeontherightand55th
InfantryBrigadeontheleft.Attheleftwasdeployedthe11thIndianDivision
withthe15thIndianInfantryBrigadeontheright,8thIndianInfantryBrigade
inthecentreand28thIndianInfantryBrigadeontheleft.24The28thIndian
InfantryBrigadewasresponsibleforsome6,000yardsofseafrontbetweenthe
Dockyard at the east end of the naval base and the Causeway.This brigade
comprisedthe5thBattalionofthe14thPunjabRegimentand2ndBattalionof
the2ndGR,alongwiththeManchesters.The2ndBattalionofthe9thGRofthis
brigade was at Sembawang Aerodrome about three miles south of the
Dockyard.The2ndBattalionofthe2ndGR’sleftflanklinkedwiththe2nd/30th
Battalionofthe27thAustralianBrigadeofthe8thAustralianDivision.25

TheWesternAreawasunderthe8thAustralianDivision,supportedbythe
44th Indian Infantry Brigade. The operational responsibility of the Western
Area extended from the Causeway round the West Coast to Sungei Jurong
inclusiveoftheWoodlands(Point135),BukitTimahvillage,KampongSungei
Jurong, andTanjong Balai.The disposition of the troops was as follows: the
27thAustralianBrigade(lessonebattalion)ontheright,the22ndAustralian
Brigadeinthecentreandthe44thIndianInfantryBrigadeontheleft.The44th
IndianInfantryBrigadewasraisedinPoona(Pune)duringJuly1941andcom-
prisedthe6thBattalionofthe1stPunjabRegiment,7thBattalionofthe8th
PunjabRegimentand6thBattalionofthe14thPunjabRegiment.Thesebat-
talions were raised in the autumn of 1940. The brigade had trained for
deployment in Iraq. The three battalions lacked adequate numbers of Bren
Gunsandanti-tankweapons.26

General H. Gordon Bennett wrote in his memoirs about the nature of
defenceon5January1942:

24 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,pp.303,307–9.
25 Brigadier E.V.R. Bellers, The History of the 1st King George V’s Own Gurkha Rifles (The 

Malaun Regiment),vol.2,1920–1947(Aldershot:Gale&Polden,1956),pp.128–29.
26 Account of Brigadier G.C. Ballantine Commander of the 44th Indian Infantry Brigade,

p.1,1973–09–2,NAM,London.
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I accompanied General Percival on a tour to the 44th Indian Brigade
headquartersandthenonthesouthcoasttoahillfromwhichcouldbe
seentheterrainformiles,laidoutlikeacarpet….Fromourhighhillwe
couldseetoourleftthepositionheldbyonecompanyofaPunjabregi-
ment,whilesometwomilesorsototherightwasthenextcompany’s
position.Inbetweenwasamangroveswamp.Thisgapbetweenthecom-
panies was quite a mile and a half in extent. General Percival again
expressedhisseriousconcernatthethinnessofthedefence.27

Onebattalionofthe27thAustralianInfantryBrigadewithaMGcompanyand
detachmentsfromadministrativeandreinforcementunitswasinreserve.The
Southern Area included Singapore Fortress. This area had the 1st and 2nd
Malaya Infantry Brigades, Straits Settlements Volunteer Force and Fixed
DefenceUnits.TheSouthernArea’soperationalresponsibilityextendedfrom
Sungei Jurong till Changi along the southern coast.The 1st Malaya Infantry
Brigadewaspositionedontheright,theStraitsSettlementVolunteerForceat
thecentre(SingaporeCity)andthe2ndMalayaInfantryBrigadeonthe left
(including the Pengerang area andTekong Island).The 12th Indian Infantry
BrigadewasinCommandReserve.28

AlmostallthetroopswerespreadevenlytocoverSingaporeIsland’s70mile
circumference, with only a small reserve for emergencies. Percival had
deployedmostofhisformationsforstaticdefence.Hekeptafewoftheunder-
strength, under-equipped and inadequately-trained formations for mobile
reserve.Attemptstohold lineardefence linesalongthewaterobstacleshad
failed in France in 194029 and in Malaya during December 1941 and January
1942.Rather,heshouldhavemaintainedalightscreenatthebeachesandkept
thebulkofhistroopsintherear,whichshouldhavebeenusedforcounter-
attackwhentheJapaneselandingsoccurred.

WhenthebattleformainlandMalayaended,theIndianunitswerenotin
goodshape.AfterthedisastrousBattleoftheSlimRiverfoughton8January
1942,thebattered12thIndianInfantryBrigadewaswithdrawntoTyerstallPark
in Singapore. Of the formations in this brigade, the Argyles/Argylls under
Lieutenant-Colonel Stewart had two intact companies.The 5th Battalion of
the2ndPunjabRegimenthadonlyonecompany(PunjabiMuslims)left.Itwas

27 GeneralH.GordonBennett,The Fall of Singapore(reprint,NewDelhi:Natraj,1990),p.141.
28 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.309.
29 DavidFrench,Raising Churchill’s Army: The British Army and the War against Germany, 

1919–1945 (2000, reprint, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 196; Thompson, The 
Battle for Singapore,p.387.
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ledbyoneSikhcommissionedofficer.Inthe4thBattalionofthe19thHyderabad
Regiment, many officers, like Lieutenant-Colonel Wilson-Haffenden, Major
A.D.Brown,CaptainMehta(anIndian)andLieutenantDarling,becamecasu-
alties.Forconvenienceasregardsreorganizationandrefitting,the5thBattalion
of the 2nd Punjab Regiment was attached to the 4th Battalion of the 19th
RegimentunderthecommandofCaptainPhadnis,andCaptainJalaniactedas
Adjutant.30

On21January,MajorClougharrivedfromthe3rdCorpsHeadquartersand
took over command of the 4th Battalion of the 19th Hyderabad Regiment.
MajorEmsdenLamberttookovercommandofthe5thBattalionofthe2nd
Punjab Regiment. On 25 January, Major Stapleton and 400 young soldiers
arrived from India as drafts for the 4th Battalion of the 19th Hyderabad
Regiment.Thesemenwere inexperiencedandsomeofthemhadservedfor
only one year. A skeleton signal section was raised. Two gunners and two
Vickers Guns were available and one or two LMGs could be manned.There
werenotrainedcrewsavailableforthemortars.Eachmanhad,however,arifle
andsomeammunition.The4thBattalionofthe19thHyderabadRegimentwas
allottedthetaskofpreparingdefensivepositionsinfrontoftheCauseway.The
ArgyleswerekeptinTyersallParktodotraining.31

TheCOofthe4thBattalionofthe19thHyderabadRegimentnotedinhis
account:

Every day we moved out by lorry to the CAUSEWAY to dig and wire.
Positionsweredug,roadblockslaid,longgrassclearedbyChinesecoo-
lies,andflamethrowerpitsprepared.Behindusabulldozerworkedona
tanktraptrench.Wedidwhatwecouldintheshorttimeavailableand
connectedupthedefencesaroundtheCAUSEWAYtotheNAVALBASEto
the east. This work continued for about seven days, yet there still
remainedanundefendedgapofseveralmilesfromtheCAUSEWAY…west
oftheJurongRiver.Itwasnotuntilthemainlandwasevacuatedthatany
attemptwasmadetopreparethisgap.32

On31January1942,theCausewaywasblown.33Singaporecoulddependforits
defence on some of the scratch units which were raised by a few energetic

30 A History of the 4/19th Hyderabad Regiment after the Slim Battle up to Capitulation,
Dec.1943,p.1.

31 Ibid.,p.1.
32 Ibid.,p.2.
33 JasbirSingh,Escape from Singapore(NewDelhi:Lancer,2010),p.42.
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officers who had come to the island after being wounded in combat in the
mainland. Lieutenant-Colonel A.E. Cumming was one such officer. He took
dischargefromtheConvalescentDepotatChangiandreportedfordutyatNo.
7MixedReinforcementCamponBraddelRoad.HewenttotheHeadquarters
of Malaya Command for orders to join his original battalion, the 2nd Sikhs.
AfterthreedayshecametoknowthattheCausewaywasblownandthe22nd
BrigadewassacrificedtosaveSingapore.Thenextday,Cummingvisitedthe
No.3MixedReinforcementCampandfoundthatfourofficers(GeoffHawkins
whowasintemporarycommandofthe2ndSikhs,MillyBrunner,TaffyWilliams
andBoyCampbell)ofthe22ndhadsucceededinescapingfromMalaya.34

On4February1942, theCorpsCommandercalledCummingandordered
himtoraiseabattalionofthe9thJatRegimentfromanewlyarriveddraftof
300menatoneoftheMixedReinforcementCampsandfromtheremnantsof
the2ndand4thbattalionsoftheJatRegiment.Cummingreportedtothedivi-
sionalheadquartersandaskedMajor-GeneralBillyKeyaboutreorganizingthe
2ndSikhs.KeyrespondedthatonlyifCummingcouldraise600menwouldit
beapossibility.Adraftof400menarrivedon4FebruaryfromIndia.Cumming
managedtogetmanybutfailedtoreachthemagicfigureof600men.Hethen
turnedhisattentiontotheJats.CaptainEricHolmesandLieutenantCanute
Larsoncameoverfromthe2ndSikhs.BillHislopwasappointedasAdjutantand
FrankRoseasQuarter-Master.Theunitwasorganizedinthefollowingmanner:
ACompany(Jats)underCaptainA.G.Khan,BCompany(PunjabiMuslims)
underCaptainSanford,CCompany(Jats)underLieutenantSell,DCompany
(RajputMuslims/Ranghars)underCaptainWatsonandHeadquarters(mixed)
wasunderLieutenantLarson.Thus,theunitacquiredthecharacterofbeinga
classcompanybattalion.Bytheeveningof6February,thebattalionconsisted
of 16 British officers and 605 VCOs and privates. They were issued clothing
andsomeequipmentbuttheequipmentwasn’tenough.Therewereonlyfour
3-inchmortarsandonlysixtrainedpersonnelcouldmanthem.On7February,
theCorpsCommander,Lieutenant-GeneralLewisHeath,inspectedthebattal-
ionandsaidthatthemenwouldbefullyequippedwithin10daysbutmustbe
readyforactionwithinaweek.Cummingnotedthattherewasadeficiencyin
boots,steelhelmets,BrenGuns,TommyGuns,BrenGunCarriers,2-inchmor-
tars,medicalequipment,signalsequipment,trucksandmotorcycles.35

Thebrigadecommanderandhisstaffcarriedoutaninspectionofthebat-
talion on 8 February and promised to correct the deficiencies as regards

34 Lieutenant-Colonel A.E. Cumming, ‘The Fall of Singapore’, p. 1, L/WS/1/952, IOR, BL,
London.

35 Ibid.,pp.1–2.



132 Chapter4

equipment,andintensivetrainingstarted.Thedeficienciesregardingequip-
mentwerenevercorrected.Thecampofthebattalionwassituatedthreemiles
from Singapore City on the Serangoon Road behind the Bidadari Christian
Cemetery.Beingwaterlogged,itwasimpossibletodigslittrenchesmorethan
sixinchesdeepwithoutstrikingwaterinthecamp.Manytrenchesweredug
amongtheataphuts.InadditiontothisJatbattalion,therewasthecomposite
battalion of the Leicester-Surreys and, a quarter of a mile away, the 3rd
Battalion of the 16th Punjab Regiment. The brigade headquarters was at a
smallpark600yardsuponasideroad.36

After the Japanese invasion, MacArthur concentrated some 80,000 of his
soldiers in the northern Philippine island of Luzon.37 Singapore’s garrison
numbered about 100,000 men.38 Singapore had four aerodromes. Of them,
three—Tengah,SembawangandSeletar—wereexposedtoJapaneseartillery
fire from the Malaya mainland. On 1 February 1942, Singapore received 48
Hurricanes. In addition, there were eight Hurricanes and eight Buffaloes at
Kallang airport. The ammunition stock was considerable. Pistols and
Thompson sub-machine guns had 12 days’ stock, .55 anti-tank rifles had 23
days’stock,grenadesandmortarsfor45daysandartilleryammunitionfor90
days.Accordingtoonecalculation,asregardsfoodsupply,threemonths’meat
and four months’ flour were available on Singapore Island.39 The issue was
whetherSingaporewouldbeabletoconductaprolongeddefenceagainstthe
imminentJapaneseinvasion.

Lieutenant-Colonel A.E. Cumming vividly portrayed the atmosphere of
Singaporeinthefollowingwords:

Singapore in the latter half of January and February 1942 was showing
signsofwarfever.Thependulumhadmadeabelatedswingoverfrom
almost complete complacency to the opposite extreme. The wail of a
sirensentthewholepopulationscamperingwildlyintoairraidshelters.
Banks,businesses,shops,offices,everythingshutdowntillthe‘AllClear’
sounded,quiteregardlessofthedirectiontakenbyenemyplanes.Later
onsomeofthebiggerfirms,RobinsonsandLittlesofRafflesPlaceposted
‘RoofWatchers’andbusinessasusualwascarriedonuntilenemyplanes
werereportedoverhead.AsJanuarymergedintoFebruaryandwithJap

36 Ibid.,p.2.
37 Bergami,Japan’s Imperial Conspiracy,p.878.
38 AlanWarren,Britain’s Greatest Defeat: Singapore 1942(2002,reprint,London:Hambledon

Continuum,2006),p.208.
39 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,pp.304,308.
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forcesalreadyontheislandofSingaporeitbecameincreasinglydifficult
togetcasualmealsatRafflesHotelorAdelphi.Cyrano’sRestaurantwas
thefirsttoshutdownthoughithadstruggledgamelyonforsomedays
after receiving a direct hit from a heavy bomb.The destruction of the
NavalBaseintheNorthandthedensepallofbillowingsmokepouring
overtheIslandfromburningoiltanks,fordayafterdayseemedtofore-
shadowgrimmerdaysahead.40

 Retreat from the Beaches

After12January1942,theJapanese3rdAirGroup,whichwascooperatingwith
the25thJapaneseArmyandthe15thJapaneseArmyalongwiththenavalair
units,concentratedonattackingSingapore.However,intheJapaneseassess-
ment,theseattackswerenotverysuccessfulasseveralAlliedaircraftescaped
toSumatrawheretheyremainedactive.DuringthelatterpartofJanuary,the
JapaneseSouthernArmycalculatedthattheCommonwealthairforce(includ-
ing the planes at Sumatra) had about 200 aircraft. However, the Japanese
deemedthatthesituationonthegroundwasmorefavourable.Thefightingin
JohoreinlateJanuary,theJapaneseassessed,hadalmostdestroyedthe9thand
11thIndiandivisions,alongwiththe45thIndependentIndianInfantryBrigade
plusthe8thAustralianDivision.41

In the morning of 8 February, the Garhwal Battalion under Lieutenant-
Colonel Smith joined the 8th Indian Brigade and occupied the high ground
northofMS13ontheMandaiRoad,thusformingadefensiveflankbehindthe
28th Indian Infantry Brigade. In the afternoon, the Japanese bombardment
increasedinintensity.Mostoftheshellingwasfocusedonthe27thAustralian
Brigade of the 8th Australian Division rather than the 11th Indian Division.
Mostofthegunsofthe27thAustralianBrigadeanditscommunicationsys-
temswereputoutoforder.Fromthepatternofshelling,Percival,Heathand
GordonBennettshouldhaveunderstoodthattheJapaneseweregoingtoland
alongtheareaheldbythe8thAustralianDivision.Buttheonlydeployment
whichoccurredintheafternoonwasthattheBCompanyofthe2ndBattalion
of the 2nd GR took up positions at the 11th Division’s observation post at

40 Cumming,‘TheFallofSingapore’,p.1.
41 Japanese Monograph No. 24, History of the Southern Army,pp.13–15.
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Mandai.42OnecouldsaythattheCommonwealthcommandsystemwasslug-
gishandunresponsivetotherapidlychangingoperational-strategicscenario.

Duringthenightof8February,theJapaneselandedonthewestoftheKranji
River.Theterrainontheedgeofthewaterwasanextensivemangroveswamp
withmuddycreeks.OnthefirstdayoftheassaultlandingatSingaporeIsland
atthesectorheldbytheAustralians,some5,000Japanesesoldierswereableto
land.BrigadierTaylorcommandedthe22ndAIFBrigadewhichheldafrontof
about 16,000 yards.Taylor had dispersed two battalions along the coast and
onebattalionwasheldasmobilereserve.43BennettnotedthatTaylorappeared
somewhatshaken.44TheIJApersonnelfollowedtheirhithertosuccessfultac-
ticsofinfiltrationanddeeppenetrationbehindtheenemylines.TheJapanese
detachmentshadsomepersonnelwithcompassesstrappedtotheirarmsand
startedtoinfiltratethroughthegapsinthedefensivelinetowardsAmaKeng
villageinordertocutoffthedefendersintheforwardareas.45

Byearlymorningon9February,Bennett’sheadquartersreceivednewsthat
boththe2nd/18thAustralianBattalionand2nd/20thAustralianBattalionhad
been overrun. Later, the news came that one company of the 2nd/19th
Australian Battalion under Captain Cousins was holding out against the
JapanesebetweentheaerodromeandS.Berih.46Meanwhile,BrigadierTaylor
organizedastoplinestretchingfromthenorthernendoftheairfieldtoChoa
ChuKangvillage.Acompanyofthe2nd/19thAustralianBattalionwasatthis
village.The2nd/29thAustralianBattalionwasatthenorthernendoftheair-
fieldandtheJhindBattalion(anISTunit)wasplacedonitsleft.47On8February,
the Jhind Infantry was guarding theTengah airfield. It came under the 12th
IndianInfantryBrigade.48Atabout0830hourson9February,afterreceiving
the morning situation report which noted that the Northern Area was not
attacked,Percivalorderedhisonlyreserve,the12thIndianBrigadetomoveto

42 ColonelA.M.Harrison,11thIndianDivisioninMalaya,Chs.24–25,p.496,CAB106/58,PRO,
Kew,Surrey,UK.

43 ReportontheFallofSingapore,G.W.Seabridge,Colombo,28Feb.1942,p.6,CAB66/24/7,
PRO,Kew;AHistoryofthe4/19thHyderabadRegimentaftertheSlimBattleuptoCapitu-
lation,Dec.1943,p.3;Bellers,The Malaun Regiment,vol.2,p.131.

44 Bennett,The Fall of Singapore,p.145.
45 Percival’s Comments on the First Draft of Official History of the Second World War,

TheWaragainstJapan,vol.1,Part2,p.600,DS02305/1(123),PercivalPapers,P22,IWM,
London.

46 Bennett,The Fall of Singapore,p.147.
47 PercivalPapers,P22,p.602,DS02305/1(125).
48 Indelible Reminiscences: Memoirs of Major-General Gurbakhsh Singh, Compiled by Mrs

SudeshGurbakhshSingh(NewDelhi:Lancer,2013),p.57.
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KeatHongwhereitwouldcomeunderthecommandoftheWesternArea.49
Onthemorningof9February,the12thBrigadewasorderedtoBukitPanjang
villagetosupportthe22ndAIFBrigade.The12thBrigade’stwobattalions:the
Argylls/Argyles and the 4th Battalion of the 19th Hyderabad Regiment pro-
ceededbyMTandmovedtothewestofthevillageandnorthoftheroadwhich
wenttoTengahairport.BrigadierParistookuppositionatthenorthernendof
theJurongLine(astridetheChoaChuKangRoadatM.S.12.5)withtheArgylls
ontherightandthe4thBattalionofthe19thHyderabadRegimentontheleft.
The Japanese aircraft bombed and machine-gunned Bukit Panjang and
Japanese artillery also opened up on this place. The sepoys took positions
alongtherubbertrees.Buttherewasnotimetodigtrenches.50

On9Februaryaround0700hours,theJatBattalionwasscatteredamongthe
hutsandwasgettingreadytoconducttrainingintheopengroundatthefront.
At1000hours,suddenly,threeviolentexplosionsoccurrednearthebattalion
officewheretheCOandhisstaffwerediscussingthetrainingprogrammeand
equipment deficiencies. Two British officers and three Indian officers were
wounded,alongwithseveralprivatesoftheLeicester-SurreyBattalion.Either
byluckorduetoinformationsuppliedbythefifthcolumnists,theJapanese
hadshelledthebrigadeheadquarters.TheJatBattalionmovedtwoandahalf
milesouttoacopsenearChuanvillage.Intheevening,the15thBrigadegot
orderstomarchtotheBukitTimahRoadneartheRaceCourseandthe9thJats
wasplacedincorpsreserve.51From1000hoursonthemorningof9February,
TengahairfieldwasunderattackbytheadvancingJapanesetroops.TheJhind
Infantry continued to hold them till they were surrounded on all sides.
Communications with the brigade headquarters were severed. The Jhind
Battalion realized that no reinforcements would reach them. Moreover, the
Australianshadretreatedwithoutnotifyingthem.Intheeveningofthesame
day,theJhindInfantryretreatedtowardstheJurongLine.52

Duringthelateafternoon,9February,Percivalvisitedtheheadquartersof
the Western Area and met Bennett. Both agreed that the 27th AIF Brigade
wouldcontinuetoholdtheCausewaySectorandthatthe44thIndianBrigade
was to withdraw from its position along the coast and occupy the southern
partoftheJurongLineatM.S.12ontheJurongRoad.The44thIndianBrigade

49 PercivalPapers,P22,p.602.
50 A History of the 4/19th Hyderabad Regiment after the Slim Battle up to Capitulation,
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51 Cumming,‘TheFallofSingapore’,p.2.
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wascoveringthesouth-westcoastofSingaporeIsland.Itwasnotengagedby
IJAinfantrybuthadbeenthoroughlyshelledandthePasirLaba6-inchbattery
hadbeenputoutofactionbytheJapaneseaircraft.Theplanwasthatthe12th
Brigadeandthereinforced22ndAIFBrigadeweretooccupythenorthernpart
oftheJurongLineincontactwiththe44thIndianBrigade.Percivalhadalready
orderedthe3rdCorpstoplacethe15thBrigadeinCommandReserveandbe
readytomoveinonehour’snotice.Then,Percivalorderedthe15thBrigadeto
movetotheRacecourseontheBukitTimahRoadwhereitwastocomeunder
theWesternAreaandguardthefood,petrolandammunitiondumpsinthe
Bukit Timah area.53 During the discussion with Bennett, the possibility of
usingthe44thIndianBrigadeasacounter-attackforceagainsttheJapanese’s
rightflankwasdiscussedbutthendismissedasimpractical.TheBritishofficial
historian (i.e. Kirby and his team), famous for his volumes titled The War 
against Japan, offers no explanation as regards the dismissal of the idea of
launching a counter-offensive in the first volume.54 True, the 44th Indian
InfantryBrigadewasweak.But,asuddencounter-attackonthesmallparties
of the IJA infantry, who were just coming ashore and were unsure of the
strengthofdefenceontheisland,wouldhaveunsettledtheJapaneselanding,
atleasttemporarily.ItwasdefinitelyabetterplanthanwaitingfortheJapanese
attacktodevelopandbeingshelledandbombedtillthen.

Bennettwroteinhismemoirsthatintheafternoonon9February,whilehe
wasmeetingPercival,newscamethatthe22ndAIFBrigadehadbeendriven
back to a line between the River Kranji and the River Jurong. Bennett rang
Taylor, who according to the former’s account, appeared confused. Bennett
claimedthatdueto thewithdrawalof the44thIndianInfantryBrigade, the
22ndAIFBrigadehadtobewithdrawn.55The6th/15thIndianBrigadeunder
Colonel Coates was placed under Bennett’s command in the afternoon of 9
February1942.Intheeveningofthesameday,Bennettorderedthisbrigadeto
takeupapositionontherightofthe44thIndianBrigade.Duringthenightof
9/10February,theJapanesepatrolsclashedwiththedefendingforcesnearthe
BulimLine.The2nd/29thAustralianBattalionwasorderedtoextendthe12th
Brigade’s lineastridetheChoaChuKangRoadand linkupwiththeSpecial
Reserve Battalion in its position north ofWest BukitTimah. Major Merrett,
whoseforcecomprisedtheremnantsofthe2nd/19thBattalionand2nd/20th

53 PercivalPapers,P22,p.605,DS02305/1(128).
54 Ibid.,seethefn.
55 Bennett,The Fall of Singapore,p.148.
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Battalion, received the order to withdraw to Keat Hong village. And the
2nd/18thBattalionwasorderedtogointoreserveinthesamelocality.56

However,Percivalordered thedestructionof theoildepotsatKranjiand
Woodlandsduringthenightof9February.The11thIndianDivisionwasordered
toassist theRoyalNavy(RN) indestroying thestoresandequipment in the
navalbase.Theblackbillowingsmokeandredflashesoftheburningdepots
furtherunderminedthewillpoweroftheCommonwealthdefenders.Bynight-
fallof9February,theJapanese5thand18thdivisionswerefirmlyestablished
ontheislandandwereengagedinconsolidatingtheirpositionsandbringing
reservesandsuppliesfromthemainland.57

At midnight (9/10 February), the corps headquarters ordered the 9th Jat
BattaliontomoveimmediatelybyMTwithinanhourtorejointhe15thBrigade
atBukitTimah.By0400hours,theMThadarrived.Thebattalionmovedalong
theJurongRoad.Thebrigadeheadquarterswasestablishedinadeepdugoutin
DeSouza Avenue, about a mile from Bukit Timah. The Jats advanced three
milesalongtheJurongRoadandthendeployedinahillyareatosupportthe
3rdBattalionofthe16thRegimentandLeicester-Surreysdeployedalongthe
roadamileforward.Southofthe15thBrigadewasthe44thIndianBrigade.58

Thewithdrawal fromtheCausewaystartedat0400hourson 10February.
WiththeevacuationoftheCauseway,thetrunkroadwasabandonedandthe
Japanesewereabletoconsolidatetheirlandingsunopposed.Agapofabout
4,000yardsappearedbetweenthe27thBrigadeandtheleftflankofthe11th
IndianDivision.Thevoluntaryretreatofthe27thBrigade,whichexposedthe
left flankof the 11th IndianDivision,came to the latter’sknowledgeonlyat
about0630hourson10February.KeyaskedtheWesternAreatoreoccupythe
undefendedtrunkroadbutwastoldthatAustraliantroopswerenotavailable
forthistask.59Inadequatestaffworkresultedinbadcommunicationamong
thevariousformationsinthedifferentdefensivezones.Thisinturnprevented
theestablishmentofacoherentdefensiveline.Thewithdrawalofaunitfrom
aparticularcommandzonewithoutinformingthecommanderoftheneigh-
bouringcommandzoneresultedinthecreationofgapsinthedefensiveline
whichwereopentodeeppenetrationandexploitationbytheJapanesetroops.
To close the gap, the troops in the neighbouring command zone had to

56 LionelWigmore,The Japanese Thrust, Australia in the War of 1939–45,SeriesOne,Army,
vol.4(Canberra:AustralianWarMemorial,1957),p.335.

57 PercivalPapers,P22,pp.605–6.
58 Cumming,‘TheFallofSingapore’,p.2.
59 PercivalPapers,P22,p.611,DS02305/1(134).
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withdrawvoluntarily.Continuousdisparatewithdrawalsresultedinthegiving
upofthedefensivelinewithoutmuchofafightbeingofferedtotheinvaders.

BrigadierG.C.Ballantine,COofthe44thIndianInfantryBrigade,notedon
10February:‘Between0800and1000hrsIwalkedalongthefrontofbothbri-
gades.TherewerenoAustraliansonright.Thewholepositionwasapoorone…
forward posts were badly sited and each platoon most extended and out of
control.Inter-communication,exceptbyrunner,wasnil’.60Onthemorningof
10February, Japanese reconnaissanceplanesappeared.From0800hours till
dusk, the Commonwealth positions along the Jurong Road were bombed
by Japanese aircraft. Repeatedly, the Japanese medium bombers, often in a
formation of 27 aircraft, came and bombed. Dive bombers bombed and
machine-gunned the road and the surrounding region.The 4th Battalion of
the19thHyderabadRegimentwasalsobombedheavilyandsufferednumerous
casualties.This further loweredthemoraleandcombateffectivenessof this
unit. Just after midday, the 9th Jat Battalion was ordered to take a position
astridetheroadamilefurtherback.61

Inthemorningof10February,assertsKirby,Bennett’sobjectivewastohold
theJurongLine.The22ndAIFBrigade’sorderwastoholdBulimtill0600hours
andthentoretreatandtakeoverthecentralsectoroftheJurongLinebetween
the12thand44thIndianInfantryBrigades.Bennettslightlyalteredthe44th
IndianBrigade’soriginalordersandinformedittooccupyapositionfromthe
JurongRoadsouthwards,withitsleftintouchwiththe1stMalayaBrigadeat
KampongJawa.62

At1250hourson10February,Percival’sprovisionalplanforcreatingadefen-
sivearcaroundSingaporewasissuedasasecretandpersonalinstructionto
senior commanders and the staff officers. In accordance with this plan, the
northernarcwastobeoccupiedbythe3rdIndianCorps(the11thIndianand
18thBritishdivisions)commandedbyGeneralHeath.Bennett’sresponsibility
was the Western Sector and General Simmons’ was to cover the Southern
Sector.Bennett’sdefensivefrontwastoextendfromnorth-easttowestofBukit
Timahvillagetoabout750yardswestofthejunctionoftheReformatoryand
AyerRajaroads(roughly1,500yardsofPasirPanjangvillage).WithintheAIF
sector,thenewpositionsweretobeoccupiedbythe27thBrigadeontheright

60 Account of Brigadier G.C. Ballantine Commander of the 44th Indian Infantry Brigade,
p.9.

61 Cumming,‘TheFallofSingapore’,p.3;Singh,Escape from Singapore,p.43.
62 PercivalPapers,P22,p.612,DS02305/1(135).
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oftheBukitTimahRoad(trunkroadnearBukitTimahvillage)andthe22nd
Brigadeonitsleft.The44thIndianBrigadewastobeplacedinreserve.63

The44thIndianInfantryBrigade,whichwassupposedtobeMajor-General
Gordon Bennett’s reserve, was fighting on the left flank of the 15th Indian
InfantryBrigadethroughoutthemorningof10February.Laterthatafternoon,
several stragglers from the 44th Indian Brigade and the Australian Brigade
startedfilteringthroughtherear.Manyofthesewerehaltedanddeployedto
thickentheJatBattalion’sposition.By1750hours,Japanesepatrolsappeared
and infiltrated behind the Commonwealth line. Then, they started firing
behindtheleftrearoftheJatposition.DCompanyunderCaptainWatsonwas
orderedtoadvancetocleartheJapanese.Aconferencewasheldat2100hours
atDeSouzaAvenuewhereitwasdecidedthatthetroopsshouldrecoverallthe
lostgroundandclosethegapbetweentheKranjiandJurongRivers.64

On 10February 1942,GeneralWavellvisitedSingaporeand,withPercival,
went to see Bennett at the latter’s headquarters. While the meeting was in
progress,Japanesebombersarrived.However,thegeneralswereunhurt.Wavell
andPercivalthenvisitedHeathandthenGeneralKeywhoseheadquarterswas
atthenorthofNeeSoonneartheSeletarReservoir.Onthesameday,Percival
orderedtheformationofTOMFORCEunderLieutenant-ColonelL.C.Thomas.
Thiscontingentcompriseddifferentunitsfromthevariousbrigadesofthe18th
BritishDivision:the4thNorfolksfromthe54thBrigade,1stBattalionofthe5th
Sherwood Regiment from the 55th Brigade and a battery of the 85th Tank
Regiment.WavellandPercivalreturnedtoseeBennettintheafternoonof10
February.Thelatterinformedthetwothattheconditionofthetroopswestof
BukitTimahvillagewasnotknownandthattheKranji-JurongLinewaslost.
Bennetthadlostcontroloverthedeterioratingsituation.WhenWavellvisited
the12thIndianInfantryBrigade’sheadquartersbehindBukitTimahHill,the
liaisonofficer fromthe JhindBattalionwaspresent.HetoldWavell that the
JhindInfantrywasoccupyingtheBukitPanjongHill.Wavellcongratulatedhim
andsaidthatreinforcementsshouldbesentsoontosecurethepositiononthe
leftoftheBukitPanjongHill.AstheJapanesepushedforwardfromBulim,the
2nd/29thAustralianBattalionandtheArgylesunderStewartretreatedalong
ChoaChuKangRoadtoKeatHongvillage.WhentheJapanesetanksandele-
mentsofthe5thJapaneseDivisionadvancedtowardsBukitPanjang,Brigadier
Parisofthe12thIndianBrigadefoundthathispatrolscouldnotmakecontact
withthe27thBrigadeonhisright.Breakdownofcommunicationsamongthe

63 Wigmore,The Japanese Thrust,pp.336–37.
64 Cumming, ‘The Fall of Singapore’, p. 3; Harrison, 11th Indian Division in Malaya, Chs.

24–25,p.514.
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variousbrigadeswhoseCOsretreatedontheirownwithoutinformingeither
theirsuperiorofficersortheCOsoftheneighbouringfriendlyformationsfur-
therunderminedCommonwealthdefence.Continuousincoherentretreatby
the scattered under-strength formations demoralized the troops. The
CommonwealthtroopspanickedwhentheysawJapanesetanks followedby
Japanese infantry rumbling down the road. Paris decided to place the 4th
Battalion of the 19th Hyderabad Regiment on the Choa Chu Kang Road
between Bukit Panjang village and Keat Hong village. He also placed three
companiesofthe2nd/29thAustralianBattalioncoveringthejunctionofthe
twoabove-mentionedroadsandtheArgyles inthesouth.Parisat thisstage
refusedtobelievethenewsthattheJapanesewereattackingwithtanks.65

Bythistime,tankunitsofthe25thJapaneseArmyhadadvancedfromthe
east of the wooden bridge of the Johore Channel, while the main Japanese
force had attacked from the district to the west.66 In the afternoon of 10
February,inthefrontlineofthe44thIndianBrigade,the6thBattalionofthe1st
PunjabRegimentwasontheJurongRoad,the6thBattalionofthe14thPunjab
Regimentwasfurthersouthintouchwiththe2ndMalayaBattalionandthe
7th Battalion of the 8th Punjab Regiment was in reserve in the rear. In the
frontlineofthe6th/15thBrigade,the3rdBattalionofthe16thPunjabRegiment
wasontherightflankandtheJatBattalionwasinreserve.67

At2230hours,thefollowingordersforcounter-attackwereissued:inPhase
One,the9thJatsand16thPunjabwouldoccupythehighridgewestoftheroad
BukitTimah-BukitPanjang.InPhaseTwo,anattackwouldstartat0600hours
to seize the high ground around north-south grid line 72, and the 9th Jats’
objectivewasHill220.InPhaseThree,therewouldbeawestwardadvanceto
north-southgridline70.ArtillerysupportwouldbeavailableonlyduringPhase
Three.Noairsupportwouldbeavailable.The15thBrigade(includingthe9th
Jats) would have the 12th Brigade on its right and 44th Brigade and the
Australiansonitsleft.68Thecounter-attackshouldhavebeenlaunchedinthe
earlymorningof9FebruarywhentheJapanesewerejustcomingashore.By
10/11February,itwastoolatetochangethesituation.

Bymidnightof10/11February,inaccordancewithPhaseOne,BandCcom-
paniesofthe9thJatsunderCaptainsSanfordandSelloccupiedthehighridge.
However, no contact was established with A Company (minus one platoon

65 Wigmore, The Japanese Thrust, pp. 338–39; Harrison, 11th Indian Division in Malaya,
Chs.24–25,pp.513–14;Indelible Reminiscences,pp.61–62.

66 Japanese Monograph No. 24, History of the Southern Army,p.18.
67 Wigmore,The Japanese Thrust,p.340.
68 Cumming,‘TheFallofSingapore’,p.3.
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whichwasguardingthebattalionheadquarters)underCaptainKhanwhich
had retreated to Bukit Timah village. The D company was cut off by the
Japanese who had infiltrated through the Australians’ positions. The 3rd
Battalion of the 16th Regiment was also heavily attacked by the Japanese.69
Duringthenightof10/11February,whilethe5thJapaneseDivisionattackedon
thenorthsideofChuaChuKangRoad,the18thJapaneseDivisionattackedon
thesouthsidewiththeBukitTimahHillastheobjective.70Byearlymorningof
11FebruaryitwasclearthatGordonBennett’scounter-offensiveinthewestof
theSingaporewasinshambles.The15thIndianInfantryBrigadewasonthe
start line alone and completely isolated astride the Jurong Road at M.S. 9.
Therewasnosignofthe12thIndianInfantryBrigadeandthe22ndAIFBrigade.
Bennetthadlostcontroloverthethreebrigades.Worse,thebrigadierofthe
15thIndianInfantryBrigadealsolostcontroloverhisbattalions.Forinstance,
the3rdBattalionofthe16thPunjabiswasoutoftouchwiththeJatBattalionon
itsright.71Commandconfusionandineptleadership(bothbyGordonBennett
and the brigade commanders) resulted in only the Jat Battalion under
Lieutenant-ColonelA.E.Cummingreachingitsobjectivewhichwasawooded
hillsomeeightmilesnorth-westofSingaporeCity.72

At0830hourson11February,aJapaneseaircraftdroppedYamashita’smes-
sagefortheSingaporeGarrisontosurrender.7311Februarywasthe‘BlackDay’
ofthe44thIndianInfantryBrigade.Forthefirsttime,thisbrigadefacedfull-
scaleJapaneseattack.Andtheyoung,untrained,badly-equippedsepoysledby
inexperiencedBritishofficersandVCOsmeltedawayagainsttheglareofthe
‘RisingSun’.Mostofthepersonnelwererecruitsof17–18yearsofagewhowere
barelytrainedwithrifles.Theyhadneverseenatankbefore.Andmostofthe
formations lacked trained NCOs, VCOs and British officers who could speak
Urdu.Inthemorningof11February,the11thIndianInfantryBrigadewashold-
ingapositionatthejunctionoftheReformatoryandUluPandanRoads.The
UluPandanRoadjoinedtheReformatoryRoadatM.S.9.5.AndtheReformatory
RoadranfromPasirPanjangonthecoasttoBukitTimahvillage.Theration
strengthofthisbrigadecametoabout600meninthethreefollowingunits:
6thBattalionofthe1stPunjabRegimentand6thBattalionofthe14thPunjab

69 Ibid.,p.3.
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Regimentandonecompanyofthe7thBattalionofthe8thPunjabRegiment.
The6thBattalionofthe1stPunjabRegimentlost150men.Overall,thebrigade
on this day lost four British officers and 300 sepoys due to savage Japanese
counter-attacks.74On11February,theJapanesefinallycapturedBukitTimah
village.Duringthenightof11/12February,the11thIndianDivisionwasordered
towithdrawtoa linerunningfromnorthofNeeSoontoSimpangvillagein
ordertoprotecttheleftflankofthe18thBritishDivision.75

AlanWarrenwritesthaton12Februaryastheoutgunnedandoutnumbered
25th Japanese Army was consolidating its hold on Bukit Timah village, the
invaders were suffering from serious shortages of munitions. However, the
Commonwealth commanders were unaware of the difficulties faced by the
Japanese.76On12February,the5thJapaneseDivisionattackedalongthereser-
voir area.77 According to one report, on 12 February (Thursday), Bennett
reachedtheconclusionthatSingaporecouldholdoutnolonger.Bennetthada
pessimisticviewofthedefencescenarioasearlyas8February.78Earlyon12
February,the11thIndianDivisionwasorderedtowithdrawtoeastofSingapore.
Thewithdrawalwastostartatnoon.Bytheendoftheday,thedefenceline
included the outskirts of Singapore City. The Commonwealth front was
reducedtotheshapeofasemi-circularperimeterwitharadiusoffourmiles.
Withinthisconstrictedspace,about80,000demoralizedanddefeatedtroops
werecrammed.Theunitsweremixedandall thisresultedinconfusionand
chaos.Worse, almost one million civilians were also within this constricted
zone.DuetocontinuousshellingandbombingbytheJapaneseartillery,mor-
tars and bombers, several fires raged within the city which could not be
extinguishedduetolackofwatersupply.79

Nextday,the53rdBrigadeheldtheregionaroundtheBraddellRoadwhich
ran from MacRitchie Reservoir eastwards to Woodleigh. The 11th Indian
Division was on the right of the 18th British Division astride the Serangoon
RoadsouthofPayarLebar.The5thBattalionofthe14thPunjabiswasunder
the8thBrigadeatPayarLebar.The28thBrigadewasdeployedbetweenPayar
Lebar and Singapore City. On 13 February, the senior Commonwealth com-
mandersmetforaconferenceatPercival’sFortCanningHeadquarters.Heath

74 Account of Brigadier G.C. Ballantine Commander of the 44th Indian Infantry Brigade,
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andBennettagreedthatfurtherresistancetotheJapanesewouldbehopeless.
During the night of 13/14 February, the Japanese infiltrated through the 2nd
Cambridgeshires(leftbattalionofthe53rdBrigade)eastofThompsonvillage.
Onthedawnof14February,theJapaneseattackedHill105attheeasterntipof
MacRitchieReservoir.Onthesameday,the2ndBattalionofthe10thBaluch
RegimentdesertedandtheJapaneseattackedthe1stMalayaBrigade. Inthe
afternoon of 14 February, the Japanese captured the Alexandra Military
Hospital.80

15 February proved to be a defining day for both the Japanese and the
Commonwealthtroops.TheIJA’ssupplysituationwasinseriouscrisis.Colonel
Tsujisaidinhismemoirs:‘Afterroughlyaweek’sfightingsincewecrossedthe
JohoreStrait,theammunitionaccumulatedfortheassaultonSingaporeIsland
was nearly exhausted.We had barely a hundred rounds per gun left for our
fieldguns,andlessforourheavyguns.Withthissmallammunitionsupplyit
wasimpossibletokeepdownenemyfirebycounter-batteryoperations.’81

ThoughtheJapanesewerewinning,theydidnotrealizethattheywereso
close to victory. A Japanese staff officer noted on 15 February 1942 in his
autobiography:

Duringthedayonthe5thDivisionfront,thebattlehadragedasviolently
as in the Keppel Barracks area. Our front line had only been able to
advancetothesouthernendofthereservoir.Thetroopshadneverbefore
undersuchheavyshellfire,fromwhichthetrenchesaffordedverylittle
shelter.Thedivisionhadattackedfromthemainroadsectorsupported
bythefullstrengthofthe‘TigerCub’TankBrigade,butthetroopswere
finally brought to a standstill at half past three in the afternoon.Then
suddenly, ahead of the most forward troops, who were renewing their
assaultalongthecentralhighway,thereappearedalargewhiteflag.82

On15February(‘BlackFriday’)at1810hours,Percivalsignedtheunconditional
surrenderdocumentatYamashita’sheadquarters.Aftersignatureoftheuncon-
ditionalsurrender,aceasefireorderwasclampedontheCommonwealthunits
intheeveningof15February1942.TheCommonwealthunitsweretostayin
theirpositionswhiletheJapanesetroopshadtherighttoresorttofiringatthe
sightoftheslightestmovementonthepartoftheformer.83

80 Warren,Britain’s Greatest Defeat,pp.258–61;Bellers,The Malaun Regiment,vol.2,p.137.
81 Tsuji,Japan’s Greatest Victory,Britain’s Worst Defeat from the Japanese Perspective,p.195.
82 Ibid.,p.199.
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AbizarreincidentoccurredintheJhindInfantry,whichwasanISFunit.In
theeveningof15February,afterthenewsofsurrender,whiletheofficerswere
drinkingchampagneandthesepoysscotchwhisky,at2300hoursasubedar-
major approached Gurbakhsh Singh. The former said that the men desired
that those who had died in the trenches recently, instead of being buried,
shouldbecrematedonafuneralpyreinthetraditionalHindustyle.Gurbakhsh
SinghrepliedthatlightingafiremightgettheattentionoftheJapanese.The
subedar-major said that the funeral pyre would be lighted beside a burning
trainandhencetheJapanesewouldnotnoticeit.Ahugepyrewithlogswas
builtupandthendousedwithpetrol.WhenJemadarHariSinghthrewamatch,
thepyreburstintoflamesandhewasalsoburntaccidentally.Whytheofficers
allowedthis incident tooccur is stillamystery. It isprobable that,with the
campaignoverandunconditionalsurrenderorderinforce,thecommissioned
officershadlostauthorityoverthesepoys.Thesoldiersfeltthatthecampaign
hadgonedisastrouslypartlyduetothebadleadershipoftheofficers.Andthe
sepoysbelievedthattheseofficershadnomoralrighttocommandthem.In
theeveningof15February,theofficerswereprobablyafraidthatiftheydidnot
accommodatetheculturalsensibilitiesofthedrunkanddefeatedsepoys,then
incidentsof‘fragging’mightoccur.Mostoftheweaponsweredumpedintothe
sea.Onlyafewstrayrifleswerekeptinthetrenchestoavoidanysuspicionon
partoftheJapanese.On17February,theIJAsoldiersmarchedpasttheJhind
Infantryintothecity.84

 Assessment

Thealmostcompletedemoralizationofthedefendingtroops;thestrik-
ing lackofanyoffensivespirit; thewidespreadacceptanceof theview
thattheBattleforSingaporewasaforlornhope;andinisolatedcases,an
actualrefusaltofight.

G.W.Seabridge,28 February 194285

InSingapore,Percival’stroopscanbeclassifiedintotwocategories.Thefirst
categorycomprisedtroopswhowerealreadydefeatedanddemoralizeddueto
thecontinuouswithdrawalintheMalayanPeninsula.Moreover,themoraleof
the Indian troops was creaking due to Japanese propaganda. The second

84 Ibid.,pp.76–79.
85 ReportontheFallofSingapore,Seabridge,28Feb.1942,p.2,Seabridge’sreportwastaken
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category of troops comprised recent drafts (especially the Indians and the
Australians)whowereinadequatelytrainedandnotfullyequipped.Moreover,
panicanddemoralizationspreadfromthefirstcategoryoftroopstothesec-
ondcategoryofsoldiers.Now,letusanalyzetheviewsofsomeofthemilitary
officersregardingthedebacleatSingapore.

Bennett in his memoirs wrote that Singapore fell because it was under-
manned.86Thisstatementiscompletelyerroneous.Accordingtooneestimate,
between 60,000 to 73,000 Commonwealth combat soldiers surrendered at
Singapore.87ColonelMasanobuTsujiestimatedthatfromthecrossingofthe
JohoreStraittillthesurrenderofPercivalatSingapore,theJapanesesuffered
1,714officersandmenKIA,andanother3,378officersandmenwereWIA.The
total casualties came to about 5,092 men. The same Japanese staff officer
claims that about 100,000 Commonwealth soldiers (50,000 of them Asians)
surrenderedtotheJapanese.Inaddition,theJapanesecaptured65,000rifles
andothersmallarms,2,500MGsand200armouredcars.88PeterThompson
writes that Percival had 70,000 combatants and 15,000 non-combatants at
Singapore.89DavidBergamistatesthatinMalayaandSingapore,Percivalcom-
manded some 137,000 soldiers. In the Philippines, MacArthur had 112,500
soldiers (11,000 US regulars, 4,000 US inexperienced reinforcements, 12,000
Filipino Scouts and 82,000 Filipino reservists). This Filipino-American force
was destroyed by the Japanese in 21 weeks. Lieutenant-General Honma/
HommaMasaharuinthePhilippinescommandedsome74,000Japanesesol-
diers.90 As a point of comparison, in November 1942, at El Alamein, the
Italian-German forces suffered some 60,000 casualties. And in May 1943,
250,000 Italian and German soldiers surrendered to the Allied forces at
Tunisia.91

Thequestionthatcomestomindis,whydidSingaporesurrendersoeasily.
Singapore’sbiggunsprovedtobeaflopshow.Thearmourpiercingshellsfired
bythenavalgunsoftheislandwerealmostuseless.Theeffectofsuchshellson
mobiletargetsonlandwaslimitedbecausetheyburiedthemselvesdeepinto

86 Bennett,The Fall of Singapore,p.140.
87 ReportontheFallofSingapore,Seabridge,28Feb.1942,p.6.
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thegroundbeforeexploding.Again,theobservationoffirewasdifficultasthe
topography was unfavourable for ground observation. And in the face of
Japaneseaerialsuperiority,airobservationwasimpossibleatthattime.92

Therewasnoshortageofsupplies.Soalongdrawnstrugglecouldhavebeen
carriedout.Therewasabundantwater,food,petrolandammunitionforboth
thesoldiersaswellasthecivilians.OnereportbytheEditorofStraits Times
namedG.W.Seabridge,whowasinSingaporefrom1928onwardsandleftfor
Bataviaon11February1942,noted:

Singapore’sfoodsituationwasverygood.Wehadbeentoldtoexpecta
state of siege and had prepared for it; rationing was on a very modest
scale,andaslateasthefirstweekinFebruaryrestrictionsonthesaleof
flourandafewothercommoditieswereliftedandpeopleencouragedto
makepurchasesbecausestocksweretooheavy.Sufficientfoodwasavail-
abletofeedpeopleofallcommunitiesonanextremelyadequatescale
for an absolute minimum of four months, and very probably for six
months.Waterhadnotbeenrationedup to the 10thFebruaryand the
MunicipalAuthoritiesweresatisfiedthattheycouldcarryonwithoutthe
Gunong Pulai supply unless a phenomenal draught occurred…. There
wereseveralreservoirsontheisland,someofthemclosetothetownand
two,atleast,inthetownitself.Goodwateristobefoundatalmostany
pointontheislandatadepthoffrom8to20feet….Petrolrationingwas
not severe and additional rations were easily available. Pulau Sambo,
Pulau Sebrarang and Pulau Bukom… were stocked to capacity. These
stocksweredestroyedonorafterthe12thFebruary.93

Theonusforeffectivemobilizationofsuchresourcesandtoinitiateadenial
scheme during the retreat definitely falls on Percival’s shoulders. Seabridge
noted:‘Thescorchedearthpolicywasfeeble….DemolitionbytheServiceswas
on a scale which indicated a lack of appreciation of the efficiency of the
Japanese engineering corps. The enemy’s engineers were superb. Our idea
seemedtobetokeepthedamagetotheminimum,sothattherewouldbeless
torepairwhenwewentback’.94Inadditiontothelackadaisicalleadershipof
Percival,contemptfortheJapanesealsoplayedanimportantroleinthenotso
efficientCommonwealthresponse.

92 Percival,The War in Malaya,pp.257–58.
93 ReportontheFallofSingapore,Seabridge,28Feb.1942,pp.1–2.
94 Ibid.,pp.5–6.
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H.GordonBennetthimselfnotedboththeintrinsicweaknessesofSingapore
andlimitationsofPercival’sgeneralship.Bennettwrites:

Singapore’s strength depended on a powerful fleet, which needed as a
‘must’adequateairprotection.Singaporewasanavalbase.Itwasnota
fortress….TheJapanesewerewellawareofthelackofdefencesonthe
northernsideoftheislandandtheywereinahurrytolandbeforeany
defencescouldbeprepared.Foritsdefence,Singaporeneededmorethan
gunstokeepawayanenemyfleetandtrooptransports.Itneededcom-
pletecontroloftheair...95

BothBennettandHeath,aswehaveseenearlier,agreedthatSingaporewas
notafortressinthetruesenseoftheterm.Byusingthisterm,bothareavoid-
ing responsibilities for the defeat at Singapore. Bennett noted that the
limitationsofSingapore’sdefencewerefurthercompoundedbyPercival’smis-
takeinstrengtheningtheeasternsideoftheislandratherthanthevulnerable
Western Sector where the Japanese landed and the 8th Australian Division
defended.96

The British CO of the 4th Battalion of the 19th Hyderabad Regiment
expressed reservations regarding Percival’s selection of subordinates. For
instance,BrigadierParis,COofthe12thBrigade,wasgiventhetaskofprepar-
ingdefensivepositionsinSingapore.Whyhewaschosenremainedamystery.
Someone from the Headquarters Singapore Fortress which controlled the
permanent garrison in the island should have been selected. Or somebody
fromtheHeadquartersMalayaCommandshouldhavebeengiventhetaskof
coordinatingtheconstructionofdefensivepositionsinSingapore.Paris,due
tohisappointmentovertheheadsofseveralincumbents,faceddifficultiesin
ordering them to construct defensive positions with vigour and efficiency.97
PersonalanimosityamongthevariousBritishcommandersfurtherhamstrung
Singapore’sdefence.

SeabridgewascausticaboutBennettandhisAustraliantroops,over-gener-
ous about the British troops (at least some units) and moderate in his
assessmentoftheIndiantroops.HewroteabouttheIndiansoldiers:
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Many fought magnificently; some were disappointing; some gave
themselvesuptotheenemydistressinglyreadily.HeretheJapanesepro-
pagandists were at their brilliant. By means of radio and pamphlets
droppedfromaircraft,theyfloggedthepointthattheywerefightingonly
thewhiteman;thattheBritishwereputtingAsiatictroopsinthefront-
lineascannonfodder,whilethewhitesoldiersremainedsulkinginthe
background.TheypromisedthatanyAsiaticsoldierwhogavehimselfup
wouldgounharmedandthereisevidencethatthepromisewaskept.…
CapturedIndiansoldiersweredeprivedoftheirarmsanduniforms,given
…shortsandahandfulofriceandallowedtogofree.98

WehaveseenearlierthatthisJapanesepropagandawaragainsttheIndiansol-
diersalsooccurredduringthecampaigninMalaya.TheCOofthe4thBattalion
of the 19th Hyderabad Regiment sitting in Changi POW Camp penned in
December1943:

Themoraleofthetroopswasextremelylow.Thenumbersofsickwere
excessive,thecommoncomplaintbeingskininfectionpickedupinthe
jungle.Mostoftheequipmenthadbeenlost….Thesightofthetiredand
wornoutsoldiershadabadeffect.Theimpressiontheycreatedonthe
newarrivalswasoneofdespairandfutility.Itwashopedthatamonth
wouldbeavailabletorefitandtrainupthenewmen,butsorapidwasthe
retirement of the forces on the main land that a bare three days was
obtained.99

Toagreatextent,thisobservationappliesalsofortheotherIndianformations
which fought in Singapore.The fresh troops which arrived from India were
indeed untrained and lacked adequate numbers of VCOs. Experienced VCOs
wererequiredforcommandandcontrolofplatoons,companiesandthesec-
tions,andespeciallyformaintainingcombateffectivenessatthelevelofminor
tactics.Especiallydispersedfightingbysmalldetachmentsrequiredanexperi-
enced block of VCOs and NCOs in each battalion. Unfortunately, they were
missing. To give an example, about 45 per cent of the 44th Indian Infantry
Brigade’spersonnelcomprisedofrawrecruitswholackedevenbasictraining.
And each battalion of the brigade lost about 20 per cent of its experienced

98 ReportontheFallofSingapore,Seabridge,28Feb.1942,pp.2–3.
99 Ibid.,p.1.
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VCOsevenbeforereachingSingapore.100Inadequatetrainingandtheabsence
ofveteranVCOsandNCOspreventedtheIndianunits(applicablefortheother
Commonwealthformationsalso)fromsuccessfullycounteringtheswarming
tacticsoftheIJA.Lieutenant-ColonelGurbakhshSingh(brotherofHarbakhsh
Singh whom we had met in the earlier chapter), CO of the Jhind Infantry,
describestheJapaneseinfantry’sminortacticsinSingapore(astheyhadprac-
tisedinMalaya)inthefollowingwords:

…theJapanese,asalways,seemedtobeeverywhere—infront,behind,
on either side, infiltrating swiftly behind disorganized pockets of our
troops,cutofffromtheircolleagues.Carefullyavoidinganyfrontalattack
theysoughtoutthegaps…andpushedthroughbehindthemandattacked
from the rear. Swarming through the close, intricate country, each
Japanesepartywasledbyanofficer…101

Worse, the Commonwealth infantry lacked adequate numbers of anti-tank
rifles and proper training to use them.The Japanese deployed 170 light and
mediumtanksagainstwhichtheCommonwealthinfantryhadnoanswer.102
Thenetresultwasthata‘tankfever’spreadamongtheAustralian,Britishand
Indiansoldierswhichfurtherloweredtheirmoraleandcombateffectiveness.

AbouttheAIF,Seabridgeasserts:

Thereweredesertions.MenseeninSingaporetownonthe9thand10th
Februarywereheardtoboastthattheyhadcome‘Downtheline’because
theywerefedupwithbeingplastered!WhentheSS Empire Stararrivedat
Batavia on the 14th February several Australian deserters were taken
ashoreunderarmedguard.Therehavebeenallegations thatmenwho
foughtvaliantlyinNorthJohoreduringthedaylighthourswalkedbackto
anearbytownshipatnighttobuybeer!Therewerecasesoflootingand
rape.103

A member of the Johore State Council emphasized that compared to the
BritishandIndiantroops,theAustraliansoldierywasnotoriousasfarasrape

100 Account of Brigadier G.C. Ballantine Commander of the 44th Indian Infantry Brigade,
p.2.

101 Indelible Reminiscences,p.60.
102 NoteontheMalayanCampaignbyLMH,Part2,pp.2,6,HeathPapers,LMH5.
103 ReportontheFallofSingapore,Seabridge,28Feb.1942,p.2
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was concerned.104 In contrast to the indiscipline of the defeated Australian
troops,afterthefallofWarsawon18January1945totheRedArmy,inthe9th
GermanArmydrumheadcourtsmartialandsummaryexecutionsbecamefre-
quent.SeveralGermansoldierswerehungfrompoleswithplacardshanging
fromthenecksbearingwordslike‘coward’and‘deserter’.105AbouttheBritish
troops,Seabridgewaseffusiveofpraise.Henotesinhisreport:‘OftheBritish
troops,theArgylesweremagnificent….TheEastSurreysandtheLeicestersare
saidtohavedoneverywellintheNorth;theGordons,whowerenotputinto
the line until late in the battle, were adequate, and the same applies to the
Loyals’.106 Seabridge either was ignorant or suffering from racial bias. Some
Indianunits,liketheJatsandtheJhindInfantry,foughtaswellasthoseselected
BritishunitsmentionedinSeabridge’sreport.

The resistance at Bataan was more prolonged than in Singapore because
MacArthur realized that with only 26,500 trained soldiers and some 86,000
inexperiencedpersonnel,hecouldnotdefendthe115,00squaremilesofthe
2,000islandsinthePhilippineArchipelago.Sofromtheveryfirstheconcen-
trated on the northern large island of Luzon. However, in the end even
MacArthurcouldnotsaveBataan.Hence,ifPercivalinsteadofdefendingthe
Malaya mainland, had concentrated on the defence of Singapore and the
JohoreCauseway,theagonyofSingaporeIslandwouldhavebeenprolonged.
Butwithoutairandseasupport,Singaporeintheendwasboundtofallinto
Yamashita’slap.

 Conclusion

Differentpeople(officials,generalsandscholars)basedontheirnationalities
offered biased views on the Commonwealth troops’ combat performance.
Overall, all the Commonwealth troops more or less fared badly. Combat at
Singaporeoccurredonthebeachesandinthecreeks,swampsandbush-cov-
eredmainland,whichpartlyresembledthejungle-coveredterraininMalaya.
Nofightingoccurredinsidethebuilt-upareas.Therefore,combatinSingapore
was a sort of jungle war rather than urban fighting. The failure of the
Commonwealth troops was to a great extent the product of systemic short-
comingsintheBritishimperialmilitarysystem.Percivalwasmorethevictim

104 Ibid.,p.2.
105 SamuelW.MitchamJr.,Hitler’s Field Marshals and their Battles(London:Grafton,1988),

p.351.
106 ReportontheFallofSingapore,Seabridge,28Feb.1942,p.3.
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ofthecruelcontextthanafoolishvillain.TheJapanesehadgainedairsuperi-
oritybuttheirairforcewasalreadyonthepointofbeingoverstretchedwithno
greatreservesbehindthem.Further,resistancebytheAlliedtroopsmighthave
resulted in the Japanese feeling the strain of war in the air. Percival’s initial
dispositionswerefaulty.However,Percivalandhissubordinatecommanders’
failuretomovethetroopsandlaunchacounter-attackonthemorningof9
February 1942 once the Japanese were ashore and also the Commonwealth
ground units’ failure to launch local counter-attacks against the advancing
Japanese,weretellingindeed.Butitisquestionablewhetherthedemoralized,
defeatedand inadequately trainedCommonwealthtroopsofPercivalwould
havebeenabletolaunchaneffectivecounter-attacktomakeanysignificant
differencetotheevolvinggroundsituation.SomeoftheAustralianandIndian
battalions(for instance,theBaluchis)werebeyondredemption.Movingthe
troops around, even a short distance, when the Japanese had gained aerial
ascendancywasadifficulty.ThestaffoftheCommonwealthcommanderswas
notthatefficient.Thestaffofficers failedeventomaintaincontactwiththe
neighbouringformations.OntheverydaywhentheJapaneselanded,allcom-
municationsbetweenvariousunitsinthezoneofthe8thAustralianDivision
wascut.Thesituationgotworsefrom9Februaryonwards.Hence,onedoubts
whetherinthechaoticscenario,Percival,HeathandBennettwouldhavebeen
able to coordinate large numbers of men for launching the counter-attack.
Whatisshamefulisthateventhebrigadecommanderslostcontroloverthe
unitsintheirbrigades.Tsujiinhismemoirsmightbeoverdrawingthepicture
ofJapaneselogisticaldifficultiesinmid-February1942,butfurtherresistance
byPercival’stroopsintheurbanjungleofSingaporetownwouldhaveslowed
downtheJapaneseadvanceinSumatraandBurma.However,Singaporewas
boundtofalltotheJapanesein1942.

AnyfurtherresistanceinSingaporeCitybyPercivalinthestyleofGerman
generalslikeGeneralfeldmarschallWaltherModelintheRuhrorGeneralfeld-
marschall Ferdinand Schoerner at Silesia, would have merely prolonged the
agony of the civilian population. The Americans surrounded the Ruhr on 1
April1945.On17April,withmedicalsuppliesexhausted,Modeldisbandedhis
armyandon21Aprilshothimself.Singaporecouldnotanddidnotbecome
like theSilesian townBreslauwhichwith itsgarrisonof35,000soldiersand
250,000civilianswassurroundedbytheSovietson16February1945andfell
only on 7 May 1945.107 Such ‘last man last bullet’ types of stand-fast orders
issuedbyHitlerandimplementedtoagreatextentbytheWehrmachtdidnot
changethetrajectoryofwarbutwillgodowninhistoryasbrutalbutsupremely

107 MitchamJr.,Hitler’s Field Marshals and their Battles,pp.328–29,351.
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professionaloperational-tacticalstances.Incontrast,thebehaviourofPercival,
Heath and Bennett though seems superficially ‘humane’ are examples of
extremely unprofessional military leadership. The Commonwealth armies
melted like snow under the glare of the ‘Rising Sun’ in Malaya-Singapore.
DespiteTsuji’shighlysensationalcounter-factualclaim,theissuewasalready
decided when the IJA moved towards the Johore Straits. Had MacArthur
attemptedtoconductafightingretreatagainsttheJapanesethroughoutthe
PhilippinesasPercivalattempted,thentheformer’sforcewouldhavemelted
awaylikethelatter.If,liketheover-hypedMacArthur,Percivalhadbeenableto
vacateMalayaagainstthewishesofChurchillandtheWarCabinetinLondon
anddefendedonlytheJohoreCausewayandSingaporeIslandthenitwould
havebeenasortofBataanandCorregidor.Percivalhadtheoptionofoffering
astoutdefence,atleastforsomemoredays,withinthecityofSingapore.In
such positional battles, the raw, untrained and under-equipped Indian sol-
diers, backed up by resolute British officers, fighting under the tunnels and
heapsofrubblecouldhavetakenatollontheIJA’sinfantry.Butwithbattle-
hardened ground troops, heavy artillery and aerial superiority, Yamashita
wouldhaveoverwhelmedthedefendersofSingapore, justasHommadidin
thePhilippines.Theoverallissuewasneverindoubt.Withhiscapturebythe
Japanese,Percival’scareercametoanend.However,Percival’ssuperior,Wavell
wouldgoonbeingdefeatedrepeatedlybytheJapanesearmedforces,asthe
next chapters will show. Still, somewhat strangely,Wavell emerged not only
withhisreputationintactbutalsoreceivedpromotionfromChurchill,whodid
not suffer fools gladly.Wavell, the one-eyed intellectual general, despite his
headmaster-likeappearance,wasashrewdpoliticalgeneralindeed.Thenext
chapter details the defeat of the Commonwealth troops in another theatre
controlledbyWavell.
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Chapter5

Collapse in Sarawak and Borneo: 16 December 
1941–3 April 1942

 Introduction

BorneocommandedavitalpositionwithintheEastIndiesArchipelago.Itcov-
eredtheapproachestoSingaporeandMalayaalongtheSouthChinaSea.In
addition,controlofBorneo’scoastlinewasnecessaryfortheJapaneseinorder
to continue their drive towards Java, Australia and New Guinea. Kuching,
Victoria(LabuanIsland)andSandakan(BritishNorthBorneo)weregoodhar-
bours.Inthemanyriversandinletswhichintersectedthecoastline,seaplane
andsubmarineanchorageswereavailable.Moreover,Borneoisrichinnatural
resourceslikeoilandmineralslikediamond,mercury,copper,etc.1

ThegreaterpartofBorneowasundertheDutch.BritishBorneocomprised
thetwostatesofBritishNorthBorneoandSarawak.Bruneiwasasmallindig-
enousstateunderBritishprotectionandLabuananislandwhichwasaCrown
ColonysituatedattheentranceofBruneiBay.TheBritishandDutchBorneo
covered an area of roughly 289,000 square miles. And the state of Sarawak
occupied an area of about 50,000 square miles along the north-west coast.
MostofthecoastalareainBorneowasswampyandmalarious.Inplaces,the
coastwasfringedwithCasurinatreesandthereweremangroveforests(asin
Malaya)nearthemouthsofsomerivers.Thetownsandseaportswerefewin
numberandfoundatthemouthsoftherivers.Inland,thecountryismoun-
tainousandwascoveredwithswamps,riversandjungles.Thejunglewasdense
andprolific.Theprincipalmountainrangevariesinheightfrom4,000to10,000
feetandrunsinthesouth-westerlydirection.TheprincipalroadfromKuching
was in an easterly direction to Pending and connected Matang and Serian.
AnotherroadwentinawesterlydirectionandconnectedBauandKrokong.2

1 Lieutenant-ColonelB.L.Raina(ed.),Medical Services: Campaigns in the Eastern Theatre, 
Official History of the Indian Armed Forces in the Second World War, 1939–45(CombinedInter-
ServicesHistoricalSectionIndia&Pakistan:1964),p.18.

2 K.D.BhargavaandK.N.V.Sastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,BisheshwarPrasad
(ed.),Official History of the Indian Armed Forces in the Second World War: 1939–45(NewDelhi:
MinistryofDefenceGovernmentof India, 1960),pp.361,364–65;LionelWigmore, The 
Japanese Thrust, Australia in the War of 1939–45,SeriesOne,Army,vol.4(Canberra:Australian
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There were no railways in Sarawak. The main rivers are the Rejam and the
Baram. Some of the other rivers have rapids in their upper reaches.The oil
fields, which were worked by the Sarawak Oil Fields Limited, were in two
groups—oneatMiriinSarawak,ashortdistancefromthecoastuptheMiri
RiverandtheotheratSeriainBrunei,closetotheseashore.Fromtheoilfield
atMiri,theoilwaspumpedtotherefineryatLutongonthecoast.Fromthe
SeriaOilField,oilwaspumpedthroughpipelinestotheLutongrefinery.3The
onlyregularunitinSarawakwasthe2ndBattalionofthe15thPunjabRegiment.

 Defensive Preparations

InaconferenceheldinSingaporeinOctober1940,itwasestimatedthatamini-
mumofonebrigadeofregular troopswasrequiredtoholdBritishBorneo.4
However,whenthewarbrokeout,insteadofonebrigade,onlyaregularbat-
talionwouldbeinplace.The2ndBattalionofthe15thPunjabRegimentarrived
in November 1940 from Singapore. This unit was composed of Sikhs, Jats,
PunjabiMuslimsandPathans.CCompanywassenttotheMiri-Kuchingarea
inDecember.5Therestofthe2ndBattalionofthe15thPunjabRegimentwent
toKuching,thecapitalofSarawak,inMay1941.Theobjectivewastodefend
thiscentrenearthesouth-westernextremityofthestatebecauseoftheairfield
locatedsevenmilessouthofthetown.TheDutchairfield,knownasSingkawang
II,waslocated60milestothesouth-west.InSarawak,theotherforcesincluded
alocalVolunteerCorps,aCoastalMarineService,thearmedpolice,andthe
Sarawak Rangers (indigenous troops). Together these units, along with the
Punjabi formation, were known as SAFOR and commanded by Lieutenant-
ColonelC.M.Lane(b.1899).6

InAugust1941,theapplicationofapartialdenialschemehadreducedtheoil
outputby70percent.7ThecoastlinebetweenMiriandKuchingwaslowand

WarMemorial,1957),p.179;Raina(ed.),Medical Services: Campaigns in the Eastern Theatre,
p.18.

3 Lieutenant-GeneralA.E.Percival,The War in Malaya(1949,reprint,Bombay:OrientLongmans,
1957),pp.165–66;BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.361.

4 Raina(ed.),Medical Services: Campaigns in the Eastern Theatre,pp.20–21.
5 ComptonMackenzie,Eastern Epic,vol.1,September 1939–March 1943(London:Chatto&

Windus, 1951),pp.265,267;BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,
pp.367–68;Wigmore,The Japanese Thrust,p.179.

6 Wigmore,The Japanese Thrust, p.180.
7 Ibid., p.179.
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flat.TheMiri-Seriaareaextendsforabout40milesinlength.8Thetwoofficial
IndianhistoriansintheirmonographdealingwiththeCampaigninSouth-East
Asiawrote:‘Astaticdefence,withoutdepth,ofalimitedarea,imperfectlypre-
pared,couldhardlywithstandtheattacksofahostileforcesupremeintheair
andnumericallysuperiorinallotherrespects.Suchadefencecouldnotlastfor
morethanafewdays’.9WhentheJapaneseattacked,concretepillboxesand
dugoutswereyettobecompleted,andanti-tankandshrapnelmineswerenot
sown. There were only a few slit trenches surrounded by a double belt of
barbedwire.10

 The Invasion

Inthemorningof8December1941,MajorSlatterofthe2ndBattalionofthe
15thPunjabRegimentand theofficercommanding troopsatMiriandSeria
receivedordersforthedemolitionoftheoilfields.11On13December,theMiri
DetachmentaftercompletingitstaskleftforKuchinginHMSLIPIS.12Onthe
sameday,aJapaneseconvoyescortedbycruisers,destroyersandtwoseaplane
tenders(forreconnaissance)leftCamranhBay(Indo-China).Thisconvoycar-
ried the Japanese 35th Infantry Brigade Headquarters, the 124th Regiment
fromthe18thDivisionandthe2ndYokosukaNavalLandingForce.Theconvoy
anchoredoffMirialittlebeforemidnighton15December.13

On 16 December 1941 at 0330 hours, Japanese troops of the Kawaguchi
DetachmentlandedatSeria.Fromthere,theJapanesesoldiersproceededby
roadtoBelaitandthenwenttoDanauon22December.On17December,the
Japanese landedatLutongandBaramPoint.On 19December, the Japanese
aircraft bombed and machine-gunned Kuching town. About 100 civilians
became casualties.14 The Dutch bombers paid several visits to the Japanese
convoyon17, 18and19December.Adestroyerandsome landingcraftwere

8 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,pp.361,367.
9 Ibid.,p.374.
10 Ibid.,p.374.
11 Percival,The War in Malaya,p.166.
12 Lieutenant-General A.E. Percival, ‘Operations of Malaya Command, from 8 December

1941to15February1942’,Second Supplement to the London Gazette,No.38215,26Feb.1948,
p.1283.

13 Wigmore,The Japanese Thrust, p.180.
14 Percival,The War in Malaya,p.168;DespatchontheFarEast,byAirChiefMarshalRobert

Brooke-Popham, 8 Sept. 1942, p. 50, CAB 66/28/33, PRO, Kew, UK; Japanese Monograph 
No. 24, History of the Southern Army,p.12.
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sunk.15On22December,SAFORwaspositionedas follows:ACompany(less
oneplatoonatBukitSiol)atPending,BCompanyatthenorth-eastperimeter
oftheairport,CCompany(lessoneplatoon)atMatangRoad,DCompanyat
thesouthernperimeteroftheaerodromeandECompanycoveringthesouth-
west perimeter defence. The Battalion Headquarter was at Batu Lintang
Camp.16

Ontheeveningof23DecembertwoJapanesecruisersandseventransports
arrivedatthemouthoftheRiverSantubongnearKuching.Theconvoyduring
its journey was attacked by the submarines of the Royal Dutch Navy who
claimedtohavesunkordisabledthreetransportsandonetanker.Ontheeve-
ning of 24 December, the Japanese ships near Kuching were attacked by a
small force of Blenheim bombers. In the night, a Dutch submarine sank a
Japanesedestroyer(SAGIRI)beforebeingitselfsunkbyadepthcharge.17The
Japanese troops of the Kawaguchi Detachment started landing at night. On
the morning of 24 December, Japanese transports were found anchored at
SantubongBaybythepatrols.AndtheJapaneselandingcraftsweremakingfor
theSantubongRiver.Initially,theJapaneselandedatLintangonthebankof
the Santubong River. Fighting broke out at Pending and then the defenders
concentratedneartheaerodrome.ManyJapanesetroopsweredressedinthe
uniformsoftheBritishandSarawakpoliceuniforms,whichfooledtheIndian
troopsseveraltimes.18

By0900hours,thedemolitionswerecompletedandACompanyinaccor-
dancewiththeplanwithdrewtoKuchingairport.19A.E.Percival,GOCMalaya
hadwritten:‘At1305hrs.24thDecemberIreceivedawirelessmessagefromOC
TroopsSarawakandBruneitotheeffectthat,astheaerodromewasnolonger
requiredbyourAirForce,hepresumedthathewasatlibertytowithdrawhis
forceintoDutchWestBorneo.Irepliedtotheeffectthatheshouldfightthe
enemyforaslongaspossible,andthatsubsequentlyheshouldactinthebest
interest of West Borneo as a whole, withdrawing if necessary into Dutch
territory’.20At1100hourson24December,theJapanesegunboatsapproached

15 Wigmore,The Japanese Thrust, p.180.
16 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,pp.377–78.
17 Percival, ‘Operations of Malaya Command, from 8 December 1941 to 15 February 1942’,

p.1283;Wigmore,The Japanese Thrust, p.180.
18 Percival, The War in Malaya, p. 171; Percival, ‘Operations of Malaya Command, from

8December1941to15February1942’,p.1283;Japanese Monograph No. 24, History of the 
Southern Army,p.12.

19 Raina(ed.),Medical Services: Campaigns in the Eastern Theatre,p.24.
20 Percival, ‘Operations of Malaya Command, from 8 December 1941 to 15 February 1942’,

p.1283.
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LintangandBintawa.The18-poundergunsand3-inchmortarsopenedfireand
sankfourJapanesecrafts.However,thegunpositionsweresoonsurrounded
andeliminatedbytheJapanesetroops.21Staticdefensivepositionsprovedto
beeasyprey for thenimble Japanese infantrywhomoved into therearand
attackedattheflanks.Atthecostofseventransports,theJapanesewereable
tocaptureKuchingcityby1630hourson24December.22Theoccupationof
KuchingthreatenedtocutoffthetroopsatPendingandSiol.Sothetroopsin
theseareaswereinstructedtofallbacktotheareanearKuchingairport.The
troops retreating fromSiolwereambushedand all except threewere either
killedorcaptured.23Thisdebaclewasduetobadreconnaissanceonthepartof
theIndiantroops.

Sharp fighting occurred near the aerodrome till 25 December 1941.Then,
contactwasbrokenoffandtheaimwastotrekthrough50milesofuncharted
jungleterritorytoreachDutchWestBorneo.Allwheeledtransportwasaban-
doned.24The Indianbattalion lost fourBritishofficersand229privatesasa
resultofcombatatSarawak.25

TheretreatingforcereachedSanggauon29Decemberandatthatplaceit
cameunderthecommandofthelocalDutchofficer.About750DutchBorneo
troopswereavailableforthedefenceoftheairfieldandthesurroundingarea.
ArrangementsweremadebyHeadquartersMalayaCommandtodropsupplies
andammunitionontheSinkawangairportforthisforce.26The2ndBattalion
ofthe15thPunjabRegimentwasallottedthetaskofthedefenceoftheSiloeas-
Sanggauarea.Bythistime,theJapanesehadlandedabout3,000to4,000troops
at Kuching and were busy repairing the Bau Road.27 On 3 January 1942, the
JapaneseoccupiedtheundefendedsmallislandofLabuan.On6January,they
enteredJesseltonbyrailfromBeaufort.Japanesecontroloverthewestcoast
areaatthispointwascomplete.28On7January1942,theJapanesecameatthe
Sarawak-DutchWestBorneoFrontier.From7to18January,fightingoccurred
intheregionbetweentheSarawak-DutchWestBorneoFrontierandSanggau.

21 BhargavaandSastri,Campaigns in South-East Asia: 1941–42,p.380.
22 Wigmore,The Japanese Thrust, p.181.
23 Raina(ed.),Medical Services: Campaigns in the Eastern Theatre,p.24.
24 Percival, ‘Operations of Malaya Command, from 8 December 1941 to 15 February 1942’,

p.1283.
25 Percival,The War in Malaya,p.172.
26 Percival, ‘Operations of Malaya Command, from 8 December 1941 to 15 February 1942’,

p.1283;Wigmore,The Japanese Thrust, p.181.
27 Percival,The War in Malaya,p.173.
28 Percival, ‘Operations of Malaya Command, from 8 December 1941 to 15 February 1942’,

p.1284.
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During this fighting, the 2nd Battalion of the 15th Punjab Regiment, lost
another150personnel.Until18January,the2ndBattalionofthe15thPunjab
RegimentwasabletopreventtheJapanesefromcapturingtheimportantair-
fieldatSingkawangII.29On19January1942,a600-strongJapaneseforcearrived
atSandakan,inBritishNorthBorneo.30

On 27 January, the Japanese attacked an Indian outpost at Segundai and
captured iteasily.Thenextday,whileoneJapanesedetachment launcheda
strongattackattheSanggauroadhead,anothercolumnsimultaneouslymoved
southwardstooutflanktheairport.Inresponse,theIndiantroopswerewith-
drawn to Ledo (not to be confused with Ledo on the China-Burma-India
theatre).TwoplatoonsofBCompanywerewipedoutduringthisretreat.31The
pointtobenotedisthattheJapaneseinfantrywasusingthesametacticsasit
hadperfectedinHongKong,MalayaandSingapore.

TheJapaneselandingonthewestcoastofBorneooccurredatPermangkat
onthenightof27/28January1942.On28January,theJapanesetroopswereat
Penrang Pass. Meanwhile, the 2nd Battalion of the 15th Punjab Regiment
foughtarearguardactionatNgabang/Nyabangon29January1942andthen
retreated to Sanggau on the Kopeas River. By 3 February, the sepoys had
reachedNangapinohandweredividedintotwocolumns(EastandWest)for
furtherretreat.TheEastColumnwastomakeforSampitinthecentreofthe
southcoastandtheothercolumn,knownastheWestColumn,forPankalang
Boen,some120milesfurthertothewest.ThedistancebetweenKuchingand
Sampitwasabout800miles.Theobjectivewastomarchtothesouthcoastin
ordertoescapetoJava.TheJapaneseattackonSingkawangdevelopedon26
January1942.32

ThetwoIndiancolumnsstartedtheirjourneyon3and5Februaryrespec-
tivelyoverwildundevelopedregions.However,theSampitColumnfoundthat
the town was under Japanese occupation.The Sampit Column then turned
awayandmarchedthroughdensejungleandmettheWestColumn.33Bythis
time,attheendofMarch,themenofthisunitwerecompletelyexhausted.The
2nd Battalion of the 15th Punjab Regiment surrendered to the Japanese on
3April1942.34

29 Percival,The War in Malaya,pp.173–74.
30 Percival, ‘Operations of Malaya Command, from 8 December 1941 to 15 February 1942’,

p.1284.
31 Raina(ed.),Medical Services: Campaigns in the Eastern Theatre,p.28.
32 Ibid.,pp.28–29.
33 Percival,The War in Malaya,pp.173–74;Percival,‘OperationsofMalayaCommand,from

8December1941to15February1942’,pp.1283–84;Wigmore,The Japanese Thrust, p.181.
34 Percival,The War in Malaya,p.174.TheAustralianOfficialHistorystatesthatthetroops

surrenderedon9March1942.Wigmore,The Japanese Thrust, p.181.
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 Conclusion

Brooke-PophamopinesthattheSarawakRangersprovedtobeineffectivebut
thePunjabiunitunderthecircumstanceshadfoughtwell.35Brooke-Pophamis
veryliberalaboutthemilitaryeffectivenessoftheIndiantroops,atleastinthis
context.TheBritishobjectivesinSarawak,asinMalaya,weretodenytheuse
ofaerodromestotheJapaneseforaslongaspossible.BothinMalayaandin
Sarawak,theCommonwealthgroundforceswerehandicappedbythefactthat
theyhadtoprotectseveralairfieldswithoutanyCommonwealthaircraft.And
theJapanese,enjoyingaerialandnavalsuperioritycouldlandanywherealong
theMalayan/EastIndiesArchipelago.Butstaticgrounddefencesofselected
positions in Hong Kong, Malaya and Sarawak were either outflanked or
bypassedbythemobileJapanesetroopsonfootwhoshowedaflairfornegoti-
atingthemostdifficultterrain.Andoccasionally, theIndiantroopsbumped
intocarefullypreparedambushesduetotheirbadroaddisciplineandabsence
ofthoroughreconnaissanceoftheprobableroutesinadvance.Thecampaign
atSarawak, like thatofMalayabutona smaller scale,wascharacterizedby
superiority in Japanese movement of troops during the night and in jungle
fighting.

35 DespatchontheFarEast,byBrooke-Popham,8Sept.1942,p.50.
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Chapter6

Retreat from Burma: 11 December 1941–20 May 1942

Burmahas1,200milesofcoastline,runningfromthefrontierofEastBengal
(now Bangladesh) to Victoria Point at the southern end of the Tenasserim
Peninsula.1Thecountryis1,200milesfromnorthtosouthandatitsbroadest
measuressome575miles.Burma’swesternfrontierwaswithBritish-Indiaand
itsnorthernfrontierwithChina.Totheeastandsouth-eastofBurmaareIndo-
China and Siam (Thailand). The four principal rivers in Burma are the
Chindwin(600mileslong),theIrrawaddy(1,300mileslong),theSittang(350
mileslong)andtheSalween(650mileslong).2Themainrivers,theIrrawaddy
and the Salween flow south. Between them runs the comparatively smaller
Sittang.TheChindwin,whichistheprincipaltributaryoftheIrrawaddy,flows
through the thinly-populated forests and mountains bordering Assam and
thenturnssouth-easttojoinitsparentriverbelowMandalay.3Burmaisahilly
countryandthemountainrangesrunfromnorthtosouth.Thevegetationvar-
iedfromthicktropicalforestinthenorthtothinscrubsinthedrierregionof
south-centralBurma.Thiswasbecauserainfallvariedfrom200inchesinthe
northtolessthan40inchesannuallyinthesouth.4Jungle-coveredhighmoun-
tains separate Burma from India in the west, China in the north and Siam
(Thailand)intheeast.Burma’scentralregionismostlysurroundedbyjungle-
coveredmountainbarriers.TheChinHillsrisetoabout10,000feet.Tothewest,
is the coastal strip at the Arakan. And in the south, the coastal fringe of
Tenasserim points towards Malaya. Burma’s topography comprises dense
jungles,swampycoastalplainsandadrytriangularregion(Mandalay-Magwe-
Toungoo) in central Burma. From mid-May to mid-October, the south-west
Monsoon turns the whole region into swamps and marshes. The climate is
goodbetweenOctoberandMarch.Malariawascommonandthejunglewas
filled with wildlife.5 A point to be noted is that Burma, with 261,610 square

1 AlanWarren,Burma 1942(London:Continuum,2011),p.9.
2 Tim Carew, The Longest Retreat: The Burma Campaign 1942 (1969, reprint, Dehra Dun:

Natraj,1989),p.10;MajorB.N.Majumdar,Administration of the Burma Campaign: 1941–45
(Delhi:CliftonandCo.,1952),pp.7–8,11.

3 ColonelE.C.V.Foucar,‘TheFirstBurmaCampaign-I’,Journal of the United Service Institu-
tion of India,vol.LXXV,no.318(1945),p.60.

4 Majumdar,Administration of the Burma Campaign,p.8.
5 AirCommodoreHenryProbert, The Forgotten Air Force: The Royal Air Force in the War 

against Japan 1941–45 (London/Washington: Brassey’s, 1995), p. 82; Atholl Sutherland
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miles,hadonly3,760milesofmetalledand6,770milesofunmetalledroads
andonly2,059milesofrailway.6Inthisregard,Burmawassomewhatsimilarto
Malaya. The main railway lines were Rangoon-Pegu-Mandalay, Rangoon-
Letpadan and Rangoon-Pegu-Martaban-Moulmein. The important trunk
roadswereasfollows:(i)Rangoon-MyitkyinaviaMandalayandBhamo(926
miles);(ii)Pegu-Moulmein-Tavoy-Mergui(482miles);(iii)Meiktila-Taunggyi-
Kentung-Thailandborder(150miles);(iv)Hsenwi-Munlong-Chinaborder(67
miles); (v) Mogaung-Maingkwan-Assam border (280 miles); (vi) Mandalay-
Shwebo-Kalewa-Tamu (318 miles) and (vii) Prome-Taungup (110 miles).
However,theprincipalriversofBurmawerenavigableandasignificantvol-
umeofinlandtrafficwascarriedalongthem.7

Burmaprovided37percentof theworld’s riceoutput.Andabout60per
centofBurma’sricewasexported,mostlytoBritish-India.8Ethnologistsclaim
thatthereare135differentlanguagegroupsinsideBurma.Thepresentgovern-
ment acknowledges 67 different languages and eight races in Myanmar.9 In
1931,thepopulationofBurmawas17million.Ofthem,10millionwereBurmans,
fourmillionKarens,oneandahalfmillionShans,onemillionIndiansandthe
restbelongedtovarioussmallethniccommunities.TheBurmanslivedmostly
in central and southern Burma. The Shan States in north-east Burma were
dividedintoseveralsemi-autonomousprincipalitieswhichwereruledbythe
hereditaryrajas.TheHillTerritoriescomprisedsome40percentofBurmaand
remained under British control.10 There were 20,000 Eurasians (Anglo-
Burmans and others of mixed blood). The Indians worked in the Rangoon
docks, functioned as tram drivers, refuse collectors, conductors, labourers,
sweepers and office managers. In 1931, the Chinese numbered over 300,000.

BrownandWilliamRodney,‘BurmaBanzai:TheAirWarinBurmathroughJapaneseEyes’,
Canadian Military History, vol. 11, no. 2 (2002), p. 55, http://scholars.wlu.ca/cmh/vol11/
iss2/6,accessedon30Aug.2013.

6 S.N.Prasad,K.D.BhargavaandP.N.Khera,The Reconquest of Burma,vol.1,June 1942–June 
1944,BisheshwarPrasad(GeneralEditor),Official History of the Indian Armed Forces in the 
Second World War 1939–45(CombinedInter-ServicesHistoricalSection,India&Pakistan,
Calcutta:DistributedbyOrientLongmans,1958),p.2.B.N.Majumdarsaysthatthetotal
mileageofrailwayswasroughly2,667milesandofthat,withtheexceptionof206miles,
they were metre gauge and single track. Majumdar, Administration of the Burma Cam-
paign,pp.14–15.

7 Majumdar,Administration of the Burma Campaign,pp.11,14.
8 Warren,Burma 1942,p.5.
9 DonovanWebster,The Burma Road: The Epic Story of the China-Burma-India Theatre in 

World War II(2003,reprint,NewYork:Perennial,2004),p.50.
10 Warren,Burma 1942,pp.4,6,8.



162 Chapter6

After1937,therewereCantoneseandFukienesetradersinRangoon,andtin
miners inTenasserim.Burma’s indigenous inhabitantsnumbered15million.
BesidestheBurmese,theotherethnicgroupsweretheShansintheeast,Chins
inthewest,KachinsinthenorthandKarensinthesouth.11

Japan’sprincipalobjectivewastosevertheBurmaRoad.Itwasa715-mile-
long two-lane track. During 1937 and 1938, some 200,000 Chinese labourers
constructedit.Pavedwithcobbles,thewindingBurmaRoadtraversedsteep
mountain valleys, rice paddies and bridges over the Mekong and Salween
Rivers.TheBurmaRoad,forsupplyingNationalistChina,wasopenedinearly
1939.ItranfromtherailheadatLashiocityinBurmatoKunminginsouth-west
China. At Lashio in north-east Burma, the road met the railway which ran
throughMandalaytoRangoon.BetweenLashioandMandalay,therailwayline
crossedthehalf-mile-wideGokteikGorge.12Thischapternarratesthecontinu-
ousvictoriesoftheIJAinsouthandcentralBurmaduringthefirsthalfof1942.
And the factors behind the Commonwealth troops’ dismal performance are
also analyzed. Since north Burma came under the operational control of
General Stilwell’s Chinese force, that region will not be dealt with in much
detail.

 Commonwealth Units in Burma and their Japanese Opponent 
before the Invasion

InNovember1940,GeneralHeadquartersFarEastwasopenedatSingaporeand
AirChiefMarshalSirRobertBrooke-PophamwasmadeCommander-in-Chief
FarEast.HewasmaderesponsibleforBurma,Borneo,HongKongandMalaya.
ThoughoperationallyBurmawasputunderFarEastCommand,foradminis-
trativeandsupplyreasonsBurmawasattachedtotheIndiaCommand.13

Beforethewar,onlytwoBritishbattalionsweredeployedinBurma.The2nd
King’sOwnYorkshireLightInfantry(KOYLI)wasatthehillstationatMaymyo
andMandalayandthe1stGloucestershireatMingaladonandRangoon.These
twobattalionsconsistedofregularsoldiers.14Forclose-quartercombatagainst
the Japanese,handgrenadesandThompsonsub-machinegunswereuseful.
However,veryfewpersonnelofthesetwounitsweretrainedinthrowinglive

11 Carew,The Longest Retreat,pp.13–15.
12 Warren, Burma 1942, p. 17; Probert, The Forgotten Air Force, p. 83; Webster, The Burma 

Road,p.24.
13 Warren,Burma 1942,p.19.
14 Ibid.;Carew,The Longest Retreat,p.19.



163RetreatfromBurma

handgrenades.AtthetimeofPearlHarbour,theGloucestershadonlyadozen
handgrenades.EverybattalionhadaBrenGuncarrierplatoonbutnocarriers.
Theyhad40packmuleseachbutnosaddler.Ammunitionfor3-inchmortars,
asinMalaya,wasextremelylow.Further,therewasnosupplyof2-inchmor-
tars, wireless sets, field telephones or steel helmets. It is to be noted that
combatinHongKongandMalayahadprovedtheextremeusefulnessofthe
3-inchmortarsinprovidingclosefiresupporttotheinfantry.Thoughthesetwo
battalions had Tommy Guns (Thompson Sub-Machine Guns), ammunition
wasscarce.Eachunithadonly90roundsofammunition(equivalenttoone
hourofhard fighting).Therewasashortageofentrenchingtoolsalso.Each
battalionhad96shovelsand48picksoftheheavyregulationpattern.Butthere
wasnosatisfactorymechanismforcarryingthem.Theshovelsandthepicks
werelostearlyinthecampaignandwereneverreplaced.15

ThecoreoftheBurmaArmywascomposedoftheBurmaRiflesRegiment.
TheBurmaRifleshadfourbattalionsin1939.Eachbattalionhadfourriflecom-
panies:twoofKarensandoneeachofChinsandKachins.Thus,theBurmese
unitswereasortofethnicmix,liketheIndianunits.SincetheBritishconsid-
eredtheBurmanstobeofdubiousloyalty,fewBurmanswereincludedinthe
BurmaArmy.Justbeforetheoutbreakofwar,theBurmaRifleswasincreased
to12battalions.TheBurmaFrontierForce(BFF)wasasortofmilitarypolice.16
WhiletheBurmaRifles’trainingwasincomplete,theBFFsufferedduetoalack
ofofficers.TheBFFwastrainedforaidtocivildutiesratherthanforregular
soldiering.17Actually,theBurmaMilitaryPolicewasconvertedintotheBFF.In
July1941,the1stBurmaDivisionwasraisedatToungoo.18In1941,theBurmans
constitutedonly19percentoftheregulararmyofBurma.About37percentof
thetroopsoftheBurmaArmywereIndiansandtherestwerefromthediffer-
entethnicgroupswhichinhabitedthehillyregionsofBurma.19KarlHackand
TobiasRettignotethateveryimperialpowerfearedthatthemainpopulation

15 Carew,The Longest Retreat,pp.20–21.
16 Warren,Burma 1942,p.19;Carew,The Longest Retreat,p.21.
17 GeneralArchibaldWavell,‘OperationsinBurmafrom15December1941to20May1942’,

includingthereportsbyLieutenant-GeneralT.J.HuttonandGeneralHaroldR.L.G.Alex-
ander,Supplement to the London Gazette,No.38228,11March1948,ReportbyLieutenant-
General T.J. Hutton on Operations in Burma from 27 December 1941 to 5 March 1942,
p.1676.

18 Major-GeneralRafiuddinAhmed,History of the Baloch Regiment: 1939–56(2000,reprint,
Uckfield,EastSussex:TheNavalandMilitaryPress,2005),p.53.

19 RobertH.Taylor,‘ColonialForcesinBritishBurma:ANationalArmyPostponed’,inKarl
Hack and Tobias Rettig (eds.), Colonial Armies in Southeast Asia (London: Routledge,
2006),p.197.
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itruled:Burmans,Javanese,Malays,Vietnamese,etc.mightprovetobeunreli-
able.Hence,eachcolonialpowerconstructed‘knowledge’aboutitspopulations
andthe‘martial’qualitiesofsomeofthemarginalgroupsinawaydesignedto
underpinimperialcontroloverthecolonies.Basically,theMartialRacetheory
wasasophisticatedversionofthe‘divideandrule’policythatgeneratedplural
armiestoruleoverpluralsocieties.Inthe1930s,theBurmanscomprised75per
cent of the populace of Burma but they comprised only 12 per cent of the
indigenousforces.20TheBritishwereafraidthatiftheBurmanswererecruited
in large numbers then they might rebel.The best way to establish imperial
controlovercentralBurma,assumedtheBritish,wastorelymainlyontroops
ofIndianoriginandmenrecruitedfromthehillyfrontierregionsofBurma.21

AsearlyasNovember1941,General(laterField-Marshal)ArchibaldWavell
had requested some African troops to garrison Ceylon and Burma from the
ChiefofImperialGeneralStaff(CIGS).AfterthefallofGondarandcollapseof
theItaliansinEastAfrica,theLondonGovernmentdecidedthattroopscould
bedetachedfromthattheatrefortheFarEast.WavellwasassuredbytheCIGS
that twoAfricanbrigadeswouldbemadeavailable tohimandthe firstone
wouldreachBurmabytheendofJanuary1942.22

In1941,BritaindecidedtostrengthenthegarrisonatBurma.The13thIndian
Infantry Brigade arrived in April 1941 and the 16th Indian Infantry Brigade
cameinDecember1941.23InDecember1941,theBurmaArmyCommandwas
establishedatRangoon.24The16thIndianInfantryBrigadecomprisedofthe
4thBattalionofthe12thFFR(thisbattalionwasalsoknownas4thSikhsasin
thenineteenthcenturythisunitwasraisedfromthedisbandedSikhregiments
oftheKhalsaArmy),1stBattalionofthe9thJatRegimentand1stBattalionof
the7thGR.InJune1941,the4thSikhswasdeployedinWaziristan.Aftertheend
oftheUpperTochiOperationinAugust,thisunitwasinDumdilforamonth
andthenreturnedtoWahwhere itbecamepartof the 16th IndianInfantry
Brigade.On1November1941,the4thSikhsreceivedmobilizationorders.And
Brigadier Jones tookovercommandof the 16th Indian InfantryBrigade.On
1December,the4thSikhsleftWahandaftermovingthroughPindi,Amritsar,

20 KarlHackandTobiasRettig,‘ImperialSystemsofPower,ColonialForcesandthemakings
ofModernSoutheastAsia’,inHackandRettig(eds.),Colonial Armies in Southeast Asia,
pp.11–12.

21 Taylor, ‘Colonial Forces in British Burma’, in Hack and Rettig (eds.), Colonial Armies in 
Southeast Asia,p.198.

22 Wavell,‘OperationsinBurmafrom15December1941to20May1942’,p.1668.
23 OperationsinBurma,WarStaff, IndiaOffice,London,7May1942,L/WS/1/706,IOR,BL,

London.
24 Ahmed,History of the Baloch Regiment: 1939–56,p.53.
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Ambala, Bareilly, Lucknow, Benaras, Patna and Asansol, finally reached
Calcutta.TheofficerspresentwiththisunitwereLieutenant-ColonelEdward,
Major Sangster, Captains I.A.J. Edwards-Stuart, Wallace, Rahman and Sam
Manekshaw(whowastheChiefofArmyStaffofIndiaduringthe1971India-
PakistanWar).ThisunitwasanIndianizingunit.Thesecondlieutenantswere
Atta Mohammed, Boyd, Warshaw, Bowerman, Stewart and Hunter. On 6
December,the4thSikhssailedinS.S.KAROA.On9December,theshipneared
the Rangoon River.25The 4th Sikhs was initially lodged in the Rangoon Jail.
Major-GeneralDonaldMacleod,GOCBurma,paidavisittothisunit.Macleod
wasanIndiancavalryofficerandhadservedwiththeGuidesintheNorth-West
Frontier.Atthattime,agedsixty,hewasnearingretirement.Ontheeveningof
10December,thisunitleftforMandalayintwotrains,wheretheystayedfor
threeweeks.26Asregardstrainingduringthisperiod,CaptainEdwards-Stuart
notes:‘Traininginjunglewarfarewascarriedoutinratherahalf-heartedman-
ner,owingtoverylittledirectionbeinggivenonthesubject.Weweretopaythe
costofthislater’.27The7thBattalionofthe10thBaluch(knownasBalochin
thepost-1947era)arrivedinRangoonon16January1942.Aseniorstaffofficer
toldtheCOofthisunitthatnotrainingcouldbecarriedoutinthejungle.28

Theassumptionwasthatthetroopscouldnotmoveandfightwithinthe
jungleandtrainingcouldonlybecarriedoutinthewideopengroundforcon-
ductingmassattacksinopencountry/plain.MostoftheBritishcommanders
inBurmamadethesamemistake,liketheircounterpartsinMalaya,i.e.innot
trainingtheirunits for intensiveclose-quarter junglecombat.Thenetresult
wasthattheCommonwealthforcesinBurma,asinMalaya,hadtopayavery
heavy price when they confronted the IJA in these two countries. The 3rd
Indian Light AA Battery was raised in September 1941 in Karachi. Most of
thegunnerswerePunjabiMuslims.Thisbattery’strainingwasnotcomplete
whenitembarkedinCalcuttaattheendofDecember1941forRangoon.Asan
ad hocmeasure,20BritishNCOsexperiencedinAAartillerywerepostedinthis
battery. Lieutenant-Colonel C.H.T. MacFetridge commanded the battery.
It comprised of three troops (four Bofors Guns each) which operated
independently.29

25 Lieutenant-Colonel I.A.J.Edwards-Stuart,Withthe4thSikhs inBurma, 1941–42,APer-
sonalAccount,p.1,NAM7711–232,London.

26 Ibid.,p.2;Carew,The Longest Retreat,p.17.
27 Edwards-Stuart,Withthe4thSikhsinBurma,1941–42,p.2.
28 Daniel P. Marston, Phoenix from the Ashes: The Indian Army in the Burma Campaign

(Westport,Connecticut/London:Praeger,2003),p.63.
29 Lieutenant-ColonelC.H.T.MacFetridge,TheBattleofShwegyin,10May1942,p.1,MSSEUR

D1196/2,IOR,BL,London.
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FordetailsoftheCommonwealthtroopsdeployedinBurma,refertotables
6.1and6.2. Justbefore the invasion, the JapaneseSouthernArmyestimated
thattherewere2,000Chinese,2,600Burmese,3,000Britishand8,000Indian
troops.However,theJapanesewerenotsure.TheSouthernArmynotedthatin
total there might be between 37,000 and 39,000 Commonwealth troops in
Burma.ItassumedthattheBritishmightdeploy12bombersand48fightersin
Burma.TheJapaneseintelligencenotedthattheprincipalBritishaircrafttobe
encountered in Burma would be the Blenheims.30 Actually, just before the
JapaneseinvasionofBurma,therewasonlyoneBlenheimbombersquadronin
thecountry,whichinturnwasborrowedfromIndia.Inaddition,therewasone
BrewsterBuffalofightersquadron.31Lackofspares,toolsandinadequateorga-
nizationforrepairingandsalvagingtheaircrafthamperedtheCommonwealth
aireffort.Inadequateradardefenceequipmentwasanotherdebilitatingfactor
fortheRAFinBurma.32Nevertheless,notallwasblackfortheAlliesintheair.
A.D.HarveyinanarticleassertsthatunlikeinMalaya,inBurma,theAllieshad
fighterpilotswhodigestedthetacticalprinciplesofconfrontinglightandmore
manoeuvrableJapaneseplanes.33

Lieutenant-GeneralShojiroIida,thenaged54years,Commanderofthe15th
JapaneseArmywasinchargeoftheinvasionforce.Iidahadcommandedthe
4th Regiment of the Imperial Guards Division in China.This army had two
divisions: the33rdand the55thandanother, the56thDivision,washeld in
reserveinJapanuntilshippingbecameavailable.Theinitialobjectiveofthe
15thArmywastopreventinterferencebytheCommonwealthunitsinBurma
withthe25thJapaneseArmy’sLoC,stretchingfromSiamtoMalaya.Then,the
15th Japanese Army was to capture the airfields in Tenasserim. The 55th
JapaneseDivisionfromRaheng/RahenwouldcaptureMoulmeinandthe33rd
JapaneseDivisionwouldseizethecrossingsovertheRiverSalweennearPa-an.
BothdivisionswouldthencaptureRangoon.Theplantocapturethewholeof
Burmawasissuedlater.The33rdJapaneseDivisionwasraisedfromamoun-
tainousregionnorth-westofTokyo.ItwassenttoChinain1939andparticipated
incombatoperations.Eachbattalionofthisdivisionhadfourriflecompanies
and a medium machine-gun (MMG) company. The 55th Japanese Division,
whichcamefromShikoku, likeall thedivisionsraisedduringandafter1940
hadthreeriflecompaniesandanMMGcompanyineachbattalion.The55th

30 Japanese Monograph No. 24, History of the Southern Army,B.BurmaArea.
31 Wavell,‘OperationsinBurmafrom15December1941to20May1942’,p.1668.
32 Probert,The Forgotten Air Force,p.85.
33 A.D. Harvey, ‘Army Air Force and Navy Air Force: Japanese Aviation and the Opening

PhaseoftheWarintheFarEast’,War in History,vol.6,no.2(1999),p.194.
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Table6.1 ORBAT of the Commonwealth Force in Burma just before the Japanese attack

Formation Breakdown Remarks

1stBurmaDivision ItcomprisedofMaymyo
Brigade,TenasserimBrigade
and13thIndianInfantry
Brigade

MaymyoBrigade 2ndKOYLI,1stBurmaRifles,6th
BurmaRifles,7thBurmaRifles,12th
MountainBattery,56thField
Company(SappersandMiners)

TenasserimBrigade 2ndBurmaRifles,4thBurmaRifles,
5thBurmaRifles,8thBurmaRifles,
2ndMountainBattery,1stSection
FieldCompany

13thIndianInfantry
Brigade

5thBattalionofthe1stPunjab
Regiment,2ndBattalionofthe7th
RajputRegiment,1stBattalionofthe
18thRoyalGarhwalRifles,23rd
MountainBattery,5thFieldBattery
RoyalArtillery

RangoonBrigade 1stGloucesters,3rdBurmaRifles,
CoastDefenceBattery

16thIndianInfantry
Brigade

1stBattalionofthe9thJatRegiment,
4thBattalionofthe12thFFR,1st
Battalionofthe7thGR,5th
MountainBattery,Headquarter27th
MountainRegiment,50thField
Company(SappersandMiners)

BurmaFrontierForce Bhama/BhamoBattalion,ChinHills
Battalion,MyitkyinaBattalion,
NorthernShanStatesBattalion,
SouthernShanStatesBattalion,
KokineBattalion,ReserveBattalion

GarrisonCompanies 1st,2nd,3rd,4thand5thGarrison
Companies

BurmaRifles(Territori-
als)

11thBurmaRifles,12thBurmaRifles,
13thSouthernShanStatesBattalion
BurmaRifles,14thBurmaRifles

14thBurmaRifleswas
forming

BurmaAuxiliaryForce RangoonBattalion,UpperBurma
Battalion,BurmaRailwayBattalion,
TenasserimBattalion,1Anti-Aircraft
Regiment

TheAnti-AircraftRegiment
wasforming

BurmaRifles 9thand10thBattalions Thesetwobattalionswas
forming
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and56thJapanesedivisionswereraisedinthesummerof1940incadreform.
InSeptember1941,the55thJapaneseDivisionwasmobilized,reservistswere
calledupanditwasbroughttofullstrengthinearlyOctober.Trainingimmedi-
ately started for landing across the beaches.The advantage of the Japanese
divisionsovertheIndianandBurmesedivisionswasthatthemenwerefrom
thesamebackgroundandspokethesamelanguage.The33rdJapaneseDivision

Formation Breakdown Remarks

FieldCompany Forming
ArmedPolice 3Battalions

Source:DespatchontheFarEast,byAirChiefMarshalRobertBrooke-Popham,Commander-in-
ChiefFarEast,17Oct.1940–27December1941,25June1942,pp.68–9,CAB66/28/33,PRO,
Kew,UK.

Table6.2 Strength of the Commonwealth Army in Burma on 7 December 1941

Branch Number Remarks

Infantry
British 2Battalions
Indian 6Battalions
BurmaRifles(Regular) 8Battalions 4ofthesewerejustformed
BurmaRifles(Territorial) 4Battalions
GarrisonCompany 5Battalions
BurmaAuxiliaryForce 4Battalion
BurmaFrontierForce 6Battalion+1Reserve

Battalion
Artillery
IndianMountainBattery 3
BurmaAuxiliaryForce 1FieldBattery 18-pounders
BurmaFrontierForce 5MobileDetachments

Note: The18-pounderFieldBatteryhadonlyfourguns.
Source:DespatchontheFarEast,byAirChiefMarshalRobertBrooke-Popham,Commander-in-
ChiefFarEast,17Oct.1940–27December1941,25June1942,p.69,CAB66/28/33,PRO,Kew,
UK;GeneralArchibaldWavell,‘OperationsinBurmafrom15December1941to20May1942’,
Supplement to the London Gazette,No.38228,11March1948,p.1668.

Table6.1 Cont.
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camebyseafromChinaandreachedBangkokon10January1942.Thisdivision
hadonlytworegiments.Its213thJapaneseInfantryRegimentandtwomoun-
taingunswereleft inChinabecauseof lackofshipping.FromBangkok,the
33rdJapaneseDivisionmovedbyrailandtrucktoRahen.34Generally,atthis
stagetheIJA’sdivisiondidnotusebrigadegroups.Eachinfantrydivisioncom-
prisedthreeregiments,eachofthreebattalions.35

The 5th Air Division (the Japanese called Air Divisions Hikoshidan) was
allottedtoBurma.ItwascommandedbyLieutenant-GeneralHideyoshiObata.
HisprimarytaskwastodestroytheopposingAmericanandBritishairforces
andhissecondarymissionwastoprovidesupporttothegroundunits.The5th
AirDivisionhadtwogroups:the4thDanand10thDan.The10thDanhad37
fighters,28lightbombers,24transportaircraftandninelong-rangereconnais-
sance aircraft. On 22 January 1942, the 3rd Dan was transferred from the
Philippines and it had 24 fighters, 28 light bombers and 28 heavy bombers.
During the big air raids on Rangoon on 23 and 25 December, the 3rd Air
DivisionallottedtoMalayaalsotookpart.Boththe3rdandthe5thAirDivisions
wereunderLieutenant-GeneralSakaguchi,theDeputyChiefofStaffofGeneral
Count Terauchi commanding the Southern Army.36 Overall, the Japanese
startedtheinvasionofBurmawithsome180aircraft.37InBurma,theJapanese
usedtwotypesoffighters:theOscaroftheIJAandtheZerooftheIJN.Oscar
wastheAmericancodenamefortheNakajimaKI43Hayabusasingle-seater
fighter of various marks. The 5th Air Division was equipped mainly with
Oscars. The Zero (Mitsubishi A6M Reisen) had greater range and more
manoeuvrabilitythanaHurricane.38TherangeofMarkIHurricanewas135
miles.Useoflong-rangetankswerenotpracticablebecausetheywerenotself-
sealing.Such tankscouldonlybe lashedupwith theaircraft,which in turn
madethelatterunwieldyinadogfight.TheIJN’sOfighters’operationalrange
was500milesandtheArmy97bombers’operationalradiusofactionwith1.5
tonofbombloadeachcametoabout700miles.39TheJapanesealsousedKI27

34 IanLyallGrantandKazuoTamayama,Burma 1942: Both Sides tell the Story of a Savage 
Jungle War(Chichester,WestSussex:ZampiPress,1999),pp.46–49.

35 Japanese Military Forces, 120/DMI/3/GSI(t) (Military Intelligence Directorate, General
Headquarters,India,March1942,reprint,n.d.,Uckfield:Naval&MilitaryPressLtd.),p.9.

36 GrantandTamayama,Burma 1942,p.48;MichaelPearson,The Burma Air Campaign 1941–
45(SouthYorkshire:Pen&Sword,2006),p.31.

37 Probert,The Forgotten Air Force,p.86.
38 GrantandTamayama,Burma 1942,p.55;BrownandRodney,‘BurmaBanzai:TheAirWar

inBurmathroughJapaneseEyes’,pp.53,55.
39 Probert,The Forgotten Air Force,pp.85–86.
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Sally heavy bombers and KI 30 Ann light bombers, which were escorted by
NakajimaKI27Natefighters.40

 The Long Retreat

The Commonwealth forces conducted their long retreat from Moulmein on
SalweentoShwegyinonthebankoftheChindwinastheJapaneseinvasionof
Burmaunfolded.TheJapaneseinvasionofBurmastartedon11December1941.
The Japanesecrossed the frontier fromTapleeandNamchootandoccupied
Marang village.41 The 55th Japanese Division with two regiments advanced
towardsMoulmeinfromthesouththroughtheThreePagodaPass,DawnaHills
andKawkareik.42AtMoulmein,the17thIndianDivisionunderMajor-General
J.G.Smythcomprisedthe46thIndianInfantryBrigadeunderBrigadierRoger
Ekin,the5thand12thmountainbatteriesandfourBoforsfromthe3rdIndian
LightAABattery.Themountainbatterieswereequippedwithmule-borne3.7-
inchhowitzerswhichwerecapableofthrowing19.5-poundshellsandhadan
effectiverangeof6,000yards.The16thIndianInfantryBrigadeunderBrigadier
J.K.JoneswasdeployedatKawkareik.43

Meanwhile,theBritishGovernmentwastakingsomeemergencymeasures
tostrengthenandstreamlineBurma’sdefence.On12December1941,Wavell
received a missive from Prime Minister Winston Churchill that Burma had
been placed under the Commander-in-Chief of India.Wavell was promised
the18thBritishDivision,whichwasthenmovingtowardstheMiddleEast,for
thedefenceofBurmaandIndia.Wavellwasalsoreleasedfromtheobligation
to send the 17th Indian Division to Iraq. The British Prime Minister further
promisedWavellanti-tankandAAguns.Inaddition,Wavellwasassuredthat
fourfightersquadronswouldbetransferredfromtheMiddleEasttoIndia.At
thesametime,WavellwasorderedtosendsixBlenheimIVsquadrons from
India toBurma.Wavell immediatelyorderedthe leadingbrigadeof the 17th

40 Pearson,The Burma Air Campaign, p.28.
41 BisheshwarPrasad(ed.),The Retreat from Burma: 1941–42,B.Prasad(GeneralEditor),Offi-

cial History of the Indian Armed Forces in the Second World War 1939–45, Campaigns in the 
Eastern Theatre(CombinedInter-ServicesHistoricalSection,India&Pakistan,Calcutta:
DistributedbyOrientLongmans,1954,reprint,1959),p.65.

42 LouisAllen,Burma: The Longest War, 1941–45(1984,reprint,London:Phoenix,2000),p.29.
43 JonLatimer,Burma: The Forgotten War(2004,reprint,London:JohnMurray,2005),pp.47,
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IndianDivision,whichwasonthepointofembarkingforIraq,tobediverted
toBurma.44

On23December,alargefleetofJapaneseaircraft(87bomberssupportedby
34Type97fighters)fromtheairfieldsinThailandandIndo-Chinaflewoverthe
GulfofMartabantowardsRangoonandtheMingaladonairfield.Manyofthe
bombersweretwinengineKI21Mitsubishiseachcarryinga2,200poundbomb
load.TheMingaladonairfieldwas15milesnorthofRangoon.Mingaladonair-
field hosted the RAF’s No. 67 Squadron (the pilots were New Zealanders)
equippedwithBuffalofighters.Andthereweretwofightersquadronsequipped
with P 40B Tomahawks. The latter squadrons belonged to the American
VolunteerGroup(AVG)raisedtoaidNationalistChinaagainstJapan.45TheAVG
wasofficiallycreatedon1August1941withtheAmericanClaireLeeChennault
asGroupCommander.Thegrouphadthreepursuitplanesquadronsunderit
whichmeant 125aircraft,andof them,over 100wereP40 fighters.TheAVG
foughttheJapaneseatKunming,RangoonandGuilin.TheAVGwasdisbanded
on4July1942andthepersonnelwereabsorbedintothe23rdPursuitGroupof
the10thUSAAF.46

On 27 December 1941, Lieutenant-GeneralT.J. Hutton arrived at Rangoon
and assumed command, thus replacing Lieutenant-General D.K. Macleod.
Hutton’sBrigadierGeneralStaff(BGS)wasBrigadierH.L.Davies.Atthetimeof
Hutton’s arrival, one regiment of the 93rd Chinese Division, named Force
Trellis,wasadvancingtowardsthesouthernShanStateswiththeaimoftaking
overthedefenceoftheMekongRiver,westoftheroadKengtung-Mongpayak.
ItsheadquarterswastobeatMongyawng.Therestofthedivisionwaslocated
atPuerhinChinaandtheBritishadministrationinBurmawasresponsiblefor
supplyingitwithrice.Theotherformationsofthe6thChineseArmy(which
includedthe49thandthe55thChinesedivisions)werestationednearPaoshan.
The5thChineseArmywasontheYunnan-KweichowBorder.The49thChinese
DivisionwasonthepointofmovingtowardsWanting.47

On4January1942,the4thSikhswereorderedtomovetoTennasserim.At
thattimetherewerethe13thand16thIndianInfantryBrigadesand1stand2nd
BurmaBrigadesinBurma.The13thIndianInfantryBrigadeandthe1stBurma

44 Wavell,‘OperationsinBurmafrom15December1941to20May1942’,p.1668.
45 Warren,Burma 1942,pp.viii–ix;GrantandTamayama,Burma 1942,p.54.
46 ZhangBaijia, ‘China’sQuest forForeignMilitaryAid’, tr.byShuxiYin, inMarkPeattie,

EdwardDreaandHansVandeVen(eds.),The Battle for China: Essays on the Military His-
tory of the Sino-Japanese War of 1937–1945(Stanford,California:StanfordUniversityPress,
2011),p.300.

47 Wavell,‘OperationsinBurmafrom15December1941to20May1942’,ReportbyHuttonon
OperationsinBurmafrom27December1941to5March1942,pp.1675–77.
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BrigadewereinthesouthernShanStatesandthe16thIndianInfantryBrigade
was at Kawkareik. The 2nd Burma Brigade covered Moulmein, Tavoy and
Mergui.48 A junior British officer attached with the 4th Sikhs describes the
battlesceneinthefollowingwords:‘WeleftMandalayearlyon7Januaryand
arrivedatMartabanbeforedawnthefollowingday.Asthisplacewasbombed
afewdayspreviouslychaosreignedandwetookawholedaytogetacrossthe
SalweentoMoulmein’.49Onarrival,the4thSikhswereorderedtojointhe2nd
BurmaBrigadecommandedbyBrigadierBourke.Therestofthe16thIndian
InfantryBrigade,withabattalionoftheBurmaRifles,wentofftoKawkareik.
Besidesthe4thSikhs,theotherunitsinthe2ndBurmaBrigadewerethe7th
and8thBurmaRiflesinMoulmein,andthe3rdand6thBurmaRiflesinTavoy
andMergui.50

The 4th Sikhs’ journey was described by one of its British Captains, I.A.J.
Edwards-Stuart,asfollows:‘Inthenightof9JanuaryweleftforYewherewe
arrived early next morning. I was given command of D Company with Bill
Hunterascompanyofficer.AtYetherewasabsolutechaos.Onlysampanswere
availableforcrossingtheriverandonlyafewwerepresent.Eachsampancan
carryonlyeightmen.Ittooktwodaystogetthebattalionacrosstheriver’.51On
11 January 1942, Edwards-Stuart went with the D Company to Kaleinaung,
about100milesfurthersouth.On12January,the4thSikhsreceivedreportsthat
theJapanesewereadvancingalongtheroadtoTavoy.Thenextday,13January,
WallacearrivedwiththeBCompanyandMajorSangstertookovercommand
of the detachment. Meanwhile, this unit conducted extensive patrolling
towardstheThaiborder.On17January,Edwards-StuarttookapatroltoTavoy
andcontactedtheAreaCommander,ColonelCotton.52

The rugged jungle-covered mountains forward of the unbridged Salween
was considered as an impassable barrier by the Commonwealth high com-
mand.TheonlymotorroadfromThailandcrossedthefrontieratTachilekin
Kengtungand,traversingthesouthernShanStates,joinedthemainRangoon-
MandalayRoadatMeiktila.53The3rdBattalionGroupofthe112thRegiment,
whichnumberedsome1,500menandwascommandedbyMajorOki,hadleft
Bangkokon3JanuarytoattackTavoy.TheyfirstwentbytraintoKanchanbari
wheretheywereaidedbytheBurmaIndependenceArmy(BIA).TheBIAwas

48 Edwards-Stuart,Withthe4thSikhsinBurma,1941–42,p.2.
49 Ibid.
50 Ibid.,pp.2–3.
51 Ibid.,p.3.
52 Ibid.
53 Foucar,‘TheFirstBurmaCampaign-I’,p.59.
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under General Aung Sang and his Japanese interlocutor was Colonel Keiji
Suzuki.54Then, the Japanese travelled by motor boats up the River Kwai to
Wanpo.Fromtheretheymovedonfootthroughthesteepandjungle-covered
TenasserimRidgewhichseparatedThailandfromBurma.Eachsoldiercarried
sevendays’rationpluseither120roundsofammunitionoramountainartil-
leryshellweighing14pounds,inadditiontotheirnormalkit.Besideshorses
broughtfromJapan,localoxenandelephantsprovidedbytheThaiArmywere
usedtocarrytheheavyweaponsandadditionalammunition.Theengineers
clearedapaththroughthejungle.Whilemanyhorsesandoxenwerelost,the
Japanesesoldiersweretormentedbyleeches.By13January,theJapanesecol-
umnwasbeginningtorunoutoffood.However,theywereabletocrossthe
crest of the Ridge on 14 January and then the going became easier. On 15
January, the Japanese came before Myitta village where a motor road led
through a smaller range to Tavoy some 34 miles away.55 Meanwhile, the
Commonwealth forces in Burma were getting some half-trained reinforce-
ments.InJanuary1942,the17thIndianDivision’s46thIndianInfantryBrigade
reachedBurma(the44thand45thwerediverted toMalaya).Theother two
brigadesassignedtothisdivisionwerethe48thand63rd.The7thBattalionof
the10thBaluchRegimentcameunderthe48thIndianInfantryBrigade.56

Tavoywasatownwithsome30,000inhabitants.Itwasdefendedbythe6th
BurmaRifles.Thiswasanewlyraisedbattalion.Thisunitwasreinforcedby
twocompaniesofthe3rdBurmaRifleswhoarrivedbyboatfromMergui.The
6thBurmaRifleshadanoutpostoftwoplatoonsatMyittaandatwocompany
positionastridetheroadonthecrestofaridgebehindthem,supportedbya
third company. On 16 January 1942, the outpost retired and the retreating
BurmaRiflesspreadexaggeratedrumours.Thethreeforwardcompaniesofthe
Burma Rifles, instead of retreating to the next defensive position atWagon,
made for Moulmein.The Japanese advance continued during both day and
night.InTavoy,then,therewasonecompanyof6thBurmaRifles,twocompa-
niesof3rdBurmaRifles,adetachmentfromtheKokineBattalionoftheBFF
andadetachmentfromtheTenasserimBattalionoftheBurmaAuxiliaryForce
(BAF).At9AMon19January1942,theJapaneseattackedtheairfieldatTavoy.
On19January,TavoyfellandtheJapanesecapturedtheBritishcodes.Therem-
nantsoftheforceunderColonelCottonwithdrewuptheroadandwerepicked
upbythe4thBattalionofthe12thFFR.At3PMon19January,theJapanese
occupiedTavoy.IncapturingTavoy,theJapanesecasualtiesnumbered23KIA

54 Webster,The Burma Road,p.48.
55 GrantandTamayama,Burma 1942,p.52.
56 Ahmed,History of the Baloch Regiment: 1939–56,pp.53–54.
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and 40 WIA. A BIA detachment set up an autonomous administration and
startedrecruitingmorepersonnelfortheorganization.57Thus,by19January
1942,theCommonwealthairunits inBurmalosttheairfieldsofMerguiand
Tavoy.VictoriaPointhadbeenlostearlier.58ItmeanttheRAF’scapacitytopro-
videgroundsupportortopreventinterferencebytheJapaneseaircraftonthe
retreating Commonwealth ground units was diminishing with time. On 20
January, to prevent being bypassed and cut off by the advancing Japanese
troops, the detachment of the 4th Sikhs withdrew from Kaleinaung and
rejoineditsparentbattalion.On22January,the4thSikhswerewithdrawnto
Moulmein.59

The 55th Japanese Division, which was under the Command of the 15th
JapaneseArmy,concentratednearRahenatthebeginningofJanuary1942.The
33rd Japanese Division landed at Banya and also concentrated near Rahen.
One part of the 55th Japanese Division, which had previously fought in the
Tenasserimdistrict,capturedTavoyon19January.From20January,theprinci-
pal elements of the 55th Japanese Division crossed the Siam-Burma border
andarrivedatMoulmeinon30January.DuringthelaterpartofJanuary1942,
the Japanese intelligence source confirmed the arrival of the 17th Indian
Division in Burma. The Japanese noted that their main ground opponents
weregoingtobe,besidesthe17thIndianDivision,the13thIndianIndependent
Infantry Brigade and the 1st Burma Division. In addition, the 5th and 6th
ChinesearmiesweretobeencounteredinBurma.AccordingtoJapanesecal-
culations, two Chinese divisions would be able to enter Burma in the near
future.However,itwouldtakemorethantwomonthsfortheChinesetocon-
centrate the whole force of eight divisions near Mandalay. The Japanese
SouthernArmynotedthatalthoughtheBritishairunitsinBurmahadsuffered
casualties during late December 1941, due to reinforcements received, the
strengthremainedatabout50aircraftinlateJanuary1942.60Tomakematters
worsefortheCommonwealthgroundunits,inlateJanuary1942,theoutclassed
Buffaloeswerewithdrawn.TheAVG’saveragestrengthdeclinedto15service-
ableTomahawks.On30January,theairfieldatMoulmeinwaslost.61

57 GrantandTamayama,Burma 1942,pp.52–53.
58 Probert,The Forgotten Air Force,p.86.
59 Edwards-Stuart,Withthe4thSikhsinBurma,1941–42,pp.3–4.AccordingtotheBaloch

regimentalhistory,theJapanesecapturedTavoyairfieldon15January1942.Ahmed,His-
tory of the Baloch Regiment: 1939–56,p.56.

60 Japanese Monograph No. 24, History of the Southern Army,TheEnemySituationasknown
inthelatterpartofJanuary,p.13.

61 Probert,The Forgotten Air Force,pp.85–86.
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The17thIndianDivisionretreatingfromMoulmeintookadefensiveposi-
tionontheBilinRiver,whichrunsnorthtosouth.Ontheright(west)bankof
theriverwasaroad.Adensebamboojungleabout400yardswideranfora
milefromtherivertotheroad.TheJapaneseinfantry,supportedbymortars,
dugintothejungle.The17thIndianDivisionwithmountaingunsandmortars
attackedtheJapanesewhointurnlaunchedanightattacksupportedbymor-
tars,grenadesandtracers.62

On1February1942,No.1SquadronoftheIAF,equippedwith12Westland
Lysanders,arrivedatToungoo.TheIndianpilotsweregiventheworstformof
aircraftavailableinthearsenaloftheBritishEmpire.TheWestlandLysanders
wereslowmonoplanesusedforarmycooperationandreconnaissance.63On
thesamedate,the16thBrigadewasorderedtoholdawidestretchofground
from Martaban to Paan/Pa-an. When the Japanese attempted to infiltrate
throughthesouthandeastofMartaban,the7thBaluchwasorderedtoresist.
Verysoon,the16thBrigadeHeadquarterslostallcontactwiththeBaluchunit.
TheJapanesewerealwaysprobingallaroundtheflanksoftheCommonwealth
defenceandattemptingtoinfiltrate.On2Februaryat1645hours,the1stJat
Regimentreportedthatsevenboats,eachcarryingabout50Japanesesoldiers
equippedwithautomaticsandgrenades,werelandingatKawkamikyunIsland
(east of Martaban).The 5th Mountain Battery started shelling the Japanese
landing party. However, the effect of the bombardment was not that great,
probablyduetothelackofheaviermetalsandinadequaterangeoftheguns.
Onehourlater,theRAFmadeanappearanceandbombedKawkamikyunand
it proved effective. At 12 noon, the 1st Battalion of the 7th GR was heavily
shelled by the Japanese.The Gurkhas responded with mortar fire. Rumours
spreadthattheJapanesewerecrossingtheSalweenatDagwin.On5February
1942,theRAFbombedPa-anandtheJapaneseheadquarterswashit.Thissome-
whatdisheartenedtheJapanese.Theappearanceoffriendlyaircraft,however,
greatlyheartenedthe1stBattalionofthe7thGR.64

On8February,thedistributionofthevariousunitsofthe46thBrigadewas
asfollows:the7thBaluchatPa-an,5thDograsatDuyinzeik,3rdBattalionof
the7thGRalongwithonecompanyoftheKOYLIatMartabanandtheKOYLI

62 63rd Indian Infantry Brigade Operations in Burma, 24 July 1942, Operations in Burma,
p.2,L/WS/1/706.
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64 WarDiaryof17thInfantryDivision,Feb.–May1942,FileNo.601/254/WD/Pt1A,MODHS,

NewDelhi,1,2&5Feb.1942.Thisdocumentisunpaginatedandtheinformationisorga-
nizedundervariousheadings.
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(minusoneplatoon)atThaton.65Onthesameday,the7thBattalionofthe10th
BaluchRegimentoccupiedthepaddyfieldnorthofKuzeikvillage.Thepaddy
fieldsweresurroundedbydensejungle.Thebattalionwasgivenasectionof
mountain artillery and assured support from the 5th Battalion of the 17th
DograRegimentstationedatDuyinzeik(15milestothenorth-westofKuzeik)
intheeventofaheavyJapaneseattack.TheBaluchlackedbarbedwiretocon-
struct defensive posts. They had to maintain scattered outposts along the
SalweenRiverasfarasPagatinthesouthandMikayininthenorth.66Second
LieutenantJohnRandlewroteinhismemoirs: ‘Allourorganization,training
and transportationscalesweredesigned forawar inopendesertcountry….
againsttheGermansorItalianseitherintheWesternDesert…orIran’.67The
COofthe17thIndianDivisionhadwritten:‘Iwasresponsibleforthedefenceof
TenasserimfromMergui inthesouthtoPapuninthenorth….Theareawas
about800mileslong….ThelongthinstripofTenasserimwiththeseatothe
westandThailandtotheeast…veryvulnerableitwastoenemycolumnsstrik-
ingfromtheeast.Assoonasanyofthese,howeversmall,enteredTenasserim,
they were automatically astride our communications’.68 The British officers
(bothseniorand junior)werethinkingofconstructinga lineardefenceand
spreadtheIndiantroopsthinlyallalongthefront.69Thus,theIndianbattal-
ionswerestrongnowhere.Insteadofdistributingthetroopsinpennypackets,
amobilecolumnshouldhavebeencreatedbehindalightscreenoftroops.The
smallstaticoutpostswereeithereasilyoverwhelmedbytheIJA(rapidmarch-
ingandboldconcentrationenabledtheJapanesetoenjoynumericalsuperiority
attheirpointofchoosing)orbypassedbythem.

On 9 February 1942, the 15th Japanese Army was ordered to destroy the
Commonwealthunitsengagedinoperationagainstitandtoadvancetowards
Rangooncoveringasmuchlandinthenorthaspossible.Inthenearfuture,the
15th Army was to prepare to attack Mandalay. The 55th Japanese Division
crossed the Salween River near Moormen and the 33rd Japanese Division
crossed the same river further north and advanced in the north-west direc-

65 WarDiaryof17thInfantryDivision,8Feb.
66 Ahmed,History of the Baloch Regiment: 1939–56,p.58.
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tion.70 The 46th Brigade Headquarters lost communications with the 3rd
Battalionofthe7thGRatMartabanandthe7thBattalionofthe10thBaluchat
Pa-an.71 Due to the operation of a top-down command set-up in which the
subordinateformationcommandersweredependentondetailedorderslaid
downbythosehigherup,lossofcommunicationduetothe‘fog’ofbattlecre-
atedadisastrousscenarioforthisIndianbrigade.Thesubordinatecommanders
werejustnottrainedtooperateindependentlyanddisplayinitiative.72

On10February,the2ndBattalionofthe215thJapaneseInfantryRegiment
crossedtheSalweenRiveratKuzeikandconfrontedthe7thBattalionofthe
10thBaluchRegiment.TheBaluchbattalion’spatrolbase inMyainggalewas
destroyed on 10–11 February. An attack by 27 Japanese dive bombers on the
morningof11FebruaryfurtherdemoralizedtheBaluchis.Lieutenant-Colonel
DyeroftheBaluchissentapatroltowarnthe5thDogras.However,norein-
forcements reached Kuzeik. On the same day, the Japanese launched a
nocturnal attack and the Baluchis fell back.73 Inadequate communications
andtheabsenceofbasictrainingpreventedcooperationofthe5thBattalionof
the17thDograRegimentwiththeBaluchis.AttheBattleofKuzeik-Pa-an,the
7thBattalionofthe10thBaluchRegimentlost229personnel(includingtheCO
‘Jerry’Dyer)KIA.Theremnantsof thisbattalion fellback toThaton.74By 15
February,only15Hurricaneswereserviceable.75

On22February1942,theBattleofSittangRiverstarted.On22–23February,
disasterbefelltheCommonwealthtroopsattheSittangRiver.The17thIndian
Division, retreating towards the river, found that units of the 33rd Japanese
Divisionhadmovedacrossitsflanksandcutofftheleadingbrigade,whichwas
acrosstheriverfromtherestofthedivision.Thetwobrigadeseastoftheriver
triedtobreakthroughtotheSittangrailwaybridge.Thedivisionalcommander
panicked. He reasoned that the bridge could not be held and the Japanese
forcewouldsweepoveritintoRangoon.Thebridgeheadontheeastbankwas
heldbythe3rdBurmaRifles,abattalionwhichwasonthepointofdisintegrat-
ing.At7.30inthemorning,theJapaneseattackedtheeasternbridgeheadat

70 Japanese Monograph No. 24, History of the Southern Army,p.18.
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Sittang.The divisional commander blew up the bridge, leaving the two bri-
gadesontheeasternsideofthe600-yards-wideriver.Bylate24February,ofthe
eightbattalionsthathadbeencutoff,some2,000officersandmen,without
properclothingandbootsandwithonly550rifles,10BrenGunsand12Tommy
Gunsbetweenthem,reachedthewestbankoftheSittang.76AftertheSittang
Bridgewasblown,the17thIndianDivisionretreatedtowardsRangoonandthe
Japanesefilteredthroughthejunglesonthenorthandnorth-west.77

On26February,theGOCBurmasummedupthemilitarystrengthathisdis-
posal.InUpperBurmatherewere4,000Britishand20,000non-British(mostly
Indian)troops.InLowerBurma,therewere8,000Britishand30,000non-Brit-
ish soldiers. Available supplies in Upper Burma could sustain the British
personnelfor50daysandthenon-Britishtroopsfor75days.InLowerBurma,
supplieswereavailablefor50daysforboththeBritishandnon-Britishtroops.
IfanAustralian division (whichwaspromisedby theLondonGovernment)
wasaddedtotheORBATthenthestocksofsuppliesinLowerBurmaforthe
British troops would be reduced to 14 days.78The GOC Burma was not very
enthusiasticabouthavinganAustraliandivisionasareservebothforlogistical
reasonsandintermsofcombateffectiveness.Forjunglefighting,heregarded
the Indian soldiers as better than the Australians. The GOC Burma noted:
‘Indiantroopscannodoubtliveonthecountrybutwithsomedegreeofhard-
ship.This isalso thecaseas regards limitednumberofBritish troopsbut is
reallynotpracticableforawholeAustraliandivision’.79

By 26 February, the Japanese noted that they had destroyed the hostile
forcesalongtheSittangRiver.Theystartedcrossingtheriveron27February
withtheobjectiveofadvancingtowardsRangoon.AftercrossingtheSittang
River on 27 February, the 55th Japanese Division attackedToungoo and the
33rdJapaneseDivisionconcentratedonProme.On3March,the55thJapanese
Divisionencountered the200thChineseDivisionatToungoo.80Toungoo, in
theSittangRiverValley,isroughly120milesnorthofRangoon.81

76 Field-MarshalViscountSlim,Defeat into Victory(1956,reprint,DehraDun:Natraj,1981),
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The GOC Burma’s outlook was pessimistic (or realistic; depending on
one’s perspective). He noted that the Burman civilian population was col-
laborating with the Japanese, and the onset of the monsoon would affect
the Commonwealth troops more badly than the Japanese.82 However, the
Commander-in-Chief India had some good news for the GOC Burma. On 1
March 1942, the GOC Burma was informed that in accordance withWavell’s
order,the63rdIndianInfantryBrigadeand1stIndianFieldRegimentwould
nowproceedtowardsRangoon.TheGOCBurmawasfinallygettingtheIndian
troops which he had asked for.Tables 6.1 and 6.2 show that the bulk of the
troopsinBurmawereindeedIndians.Whethertheywouldbeabletomakea
differenceinjunglefightingwasyettobeseen.

On2March1942,GeneralArchibaldWavellvisitedthetroopsinPegu.His
assessment was that the troops were somewhat disorganized and short of
equipmentaftertheSittangRiverBattlebutmoraleofthesoldierswasnotthat
bad.83On3March1942,WavellsentthefollowingmemorandumtotheCOS:

Rangoonshouldbeheldaslongaspossibleandatleastinordertoallow
63rdIndianInfantryBrigadeandotherreinforcementsimmediatelytobe
landed.EvenifRangoonhastobeevacuatedallpossibletroopswillbe
requiredinordertoestablishlineacrosslowerIrrawaddyValleytocover
aerodromesinCentralBurmaandtojoinupwiththeChineseinShan
States.Toputtroopsinfromthenorthwillbeslowanddifficultandwe
should get in maximum while we can still hold Rangoon. This policy
involvesriskoflosing63rdBrigadeandofhavingtroopsinsouthcutoff
butitseemstomeonlychanceofkeepingwargoinginBurma.84

DuetothesuccessfulunfoldingoftheoperationfortheJapaneseintheMalay-
Singaporeregion,the15thJapaneseArmywaspoisedtoreceivereinforcements
inordertoincreaseitshittingpowerbeforetheonsetofthemonsoon.On4
March, the IGHQdecidedtoreinforce the 15th JapaneseArmywith the 18th
and56thJapanesedivisionsfromthe25thJapaneseArmy.85

On 4 March 1942, General (later Field-Marshal) H. Alexander arrived at
DumDumAirport inCalcutta.HemetWavellcommandingABDACOM.After
thedissolutionofABDACOM,WavellwouldbecometheCommander-in-Chief
of India in early March 1942 (7 March 1942–19 June 1943). Before heading

82 FromGOCBurmatoC-in-CIndia,CypherTelegram,26Feb.1942.
83 WavelltotheWarOffice,Telegram,5March1942,OperationsinBurma,L/WS/1/706.
84 WavelltoCOS,Telegram,1March1942,OperationsinBurma,L/WS/1/706.
85 Japanese Monograph No. 24, History of the Southern Army,p.20.
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ABDACOM,WavellwastheCommander-in-ChiefofIndia(July1941–16January
1942).86DefenceofRangoon,thecitywithapopulaceofhalfamillion(three-
fifths were Indians) was of great importance for Wavell.87 This was partly
becausetherewerenoroadsfromIndiaacrossthenorth-eastmountainranges
whichconnectedthevalleysof theChindwin, IrrawaddyandSittangRivers.
But through the port and airfield of Rangoon and the forward airfield at
Tenasserim(whichbythistimewasalreadylost),suppliesandRAFcovercould
beprovidedtotheCommonwealthforcesinBurma.88Rangoon,thecapitalof
Burma,layonthenorthbankofthebroadmuddyIrrawaddyRiver,some25
milesinland.89WavellemphasizedtoAlexander:

TheretentionofRangoonwasamatterofvitalimportancetoourposi-
tionintheFarEast,andeveryeffortmustbemadetoholdit.If,however,
that was not possible the force must not be allowed to be cut off and
destroyedbutmustbewithdrawnfromtheRangoonareaforthedefence
ofUpperBurma.Thismustbeheldaslongaspossibleinordertosafe-
guardtheoilfieldsatYenangyaung,keepcontactwiththeChineseand
protecttheconstructionoftheroadfromAssamtoBurma.90

Between3and4March,WavellhadconcludedthatRangoonmightbelostasa
worstcasescenario.But,Wavellwasconfidentaboutholdingontocentraland
northBurma.TheoilwellsatYenangyaungonthebanksoftheIrrawaddyand
thewolframminesatMawchiintheKarenHills(whichproducedathirdofthe
world’swolfram)andtinatTenasserimwerevitaltotheAlliedwareconomy.91
TheoilfieldatYenangyaungproduced250milliongallonsofoilannually.The
oilwastakenbyapipetoarefinerynearSyriam,whichwasontheIrrawaddy
River to the south-east of Rangoon. Most of British-India’s oil came from
here.92

86 DespatchbyGeneralH.R.L.G.Alexander,GOCArmyinBurmacoveringtheperiodfrom
5March1942to20May1942,16June1942,p.1,CAB106/103,PRO,Kew,UK.

87 T.L. Hughes, What Happened in Burma (Holborn: Brittain Publishing House, n.d.),
excerptsfromp.6,OperationsinBurma,L/WS/1/706.

88 Ahmed,History of the Baloch Regiment: 1939–56,p.53.
89 Warren,Burma 1942,p.vii.
90 DespatchbyAlexander,16June1942,p.1.ThedecisiontoconstructtheLedoRoadwas

takeninFebruary1942.ThisroadfromLedoinAssamconnectedwiththeBurmaRoad
andranthroughajungle-cladrainforestwhichreceivedalmost150inchesofrainfalldur-
ingthethreesummermonths.Webster,The Burma Road,pp.58–59.

91 Allen,Burma: The Longest War,p.7.
92 Warren,Burma 1942,p.6.
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AftertheconferencewithWavell,AlexanderflewtoMagweintheevening.
On the morning of 5 March he flew to Rangoon and arrived at the Army
Headquartersintheafternoon.Atthattime,Lieutenant-GeneralHutton(Chief
of theGeneral Staff,BurmaArmy)wasawayat the front.The situationwas
indeedcritical.The 17th IndianDivisionwasacollectionofnewlycollected
brigadesfromotherformations.Theunitsweretrainedandequippedfordes-
ert warfare. Its transport was mechanical and the division was incapable of
operatinginaroadlesszone.The17thIndianDivision’sbattalionswereheavily
‘milked’.Manyofthepersonnelwerenottrainedeveninthebasicminortac-
tics.AndjustbeforedeploymentinBurma,thisdivisionwasconvertedtoMT
when it ought to have been animal transport (AT). The 1st Burma Division
mainlyconsistedofBurmeseunits,whichhadnoregimentaltraditiontofall
backupon.The1stBurmaDivisioncomprisedthe1stand2ndBurmaBrigades,
the13thIndianBrigadeandthe27thMountainArtillery.Itsartillerywasbelow
thenormalestablishment.Itsanti-tankbatteryincludedAustrian77-mmguns
whichwerecapturedin1918.Thesegunswerewithoutdialsightsandtheavail-
ableammunitionstockwasmerely120roundspergun.93

The 17th Indian Division was holding Pegu-Hlegu. While the 16th Indian
InfantryBrigadewasatHlegu,the48thInfantryBrigadeandthe7thArmoured
BrigadewasalsoinPegu.The16thIndianInfantryBrigadecomprisedthe1st
Battalionofthe7thGRand4thBurmaRifles.About400menofthelatterunit
wereafflictedwithmalaria.Andthisbrigadehadonlyonewirelessset,which
wascarriedonalorry.94Inadequatenumberofwirelesssetspreventedrapid
communication among the different sub-units within this brigade which in
turnreduceditscombateffectiveness.

AlexandersetoffforHlegu,theHeadquartersofthe17thIndianDivision,
where he met Hutton and Major-General ‘Punch’ Cowan. Hutton’s staff
explainedtoAlexanderthatthetwoinfantrybrigadeswereweakanddisorga-
nized.Theonlysilverliningwasthatthe63rdIndianInfantryBrigade,which
had just disembarked, was at Hlawga, some 16 miles north of Rangoon.
However,thisbrigade’stransportwasstillonthecargoship.95

The63rdIndianInfantryBrigadewasnotingoodshape.Thecommanderof
thisbrigade,whotookchargeinJuly1941,noted:

WehadbeenselectedtotaketotheairandIdidalotofendurancework,
tree, rope and house climbing, jumping into a net, which I got from a

93 J.G.S.,‘TheStartoftheWarinBurma’,pp.200–1;Slim,Defeat into Victory,pp.24–25.
94 Allen,Burma: The Longest War,p.27.
95 Latimer,Burma: The Forgotten War,p.22.
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traveling circus, and such like unorthodox training which indirectly
helpednoendwhenwegottoBurma….By1Decemberwewereconcen-
tratedintoabrigadedownsouthandbegantotrainforMiddleEasttobe
readyforserviceinJuly.Matterswerenotmadeeasybythedispatchof
250 men on war leave which removed 10 GOs and 80 per cent of the
NCOs….WeleftattheendofJanuaryinthefollowingcondition:Mules
andchargersarrivedatthedaybeforeweentrained,therebeingabout
double the number we had ever had before.Their saddlery was brand
newandhadnotbeenfitted….Adraftof 160recruitsarrivedtwodays
beforeweentrained….Manymenhadnotyetfiredtheirweapons…We
received the equipment the night before we entrained and it was still
unpacked.96

Only after coming to Burma did the brigade concentrate in a jungle east of
Rangoonandpractisejunglepatrolling.97

ThingslookedblackfortheBritishcommandersasfarastheBurmanmili-
tarypersonnelwereconcerned.Theirdesertionhadreachedcrisisproportions.
Infact,thedeserterswereorganizedbytheJapaneseastheFreeBurmaArmy/
BurmaIndependenceArmy,justastheIndiandeserterswereorganizedasthe
IndianNationalArmy(INA)bytheJapaneseinMalaya-Singapore.On6March
1942,theBritishhighcommandinBurmadecidedthattheBurmandeserters,
if caught, should face summary courts martial and if death sentences were
awarded then they must be carried out. Further, it was ordered that those
Burmanpersonnelwhose loyaltyhadbeentamperedwithshouldbeevacu-
atedtoIndiawheretheyshouldundergorigorouslong-termimprisonment.98

The1stBurmaDivisionhandedoverthedefenceofthesouthernShanStates
to the 6th Chinese Army. Then, the 1st Burma Division deployed the 13th
Infantry Brigade at Mawchi, 1st Burma Brigade at Pyu and the 2nd Burma
BrigadeatNyaunglebin.However,therewasagapofsome40milesbetween
theforwardelementsofthe1stBurmaDivisionandthe17thIndianDivision.
The Japanese had already infiltrated in Waw and in the villages north and
north-eastofPegu.TheJapanesecolumnswerealsoinfiltratingbetweenPegu
andNyaunglebinacrosstheSittangRiver.TheseforcesenteredthePeguYomas,
thejungle-coveredmountainousregionnorthandnorth-westofPegu.99

96 63rdIndianInfantryBrigadeOperationsinBurma,24July1942,L/WS/1/706.
97 Ibid.,p.1.
98 From Advanced Headquarter in Burma to C-in-C India, 6 March 1942, Operations in

Burma,L/WS/1/706.
99 DespatchbyAlexander,16June1942,p.1.
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HuttoninformedAlexanderofthenecessityofissuingordersforimmediate
evacuation of Rangoon. However, Alexander demurred. He believed that
immediateevacuationofRangoonwasnotnecessary,not,atleast,atthisstage.
Alexander wanted a union of the 17th Indian Division and the 1st Burma
DivisioninordertopreventfurtherinfiltrationoftheJapaneseintotheArakan
Yomas. The Arakan Yomas consisted of jungle-clad hills with razor shaped
ridgesandprecipitousslopes.100

Alexanderwantedthe17thIndianDivisiontolaunchlocalcounter-attacks
atWaw in order to relieve enemy pressure at the front. He ordered the 2nd
InfantryBrigadeofthe1stBurmaDivisiontoadvancesouthfromNyaunglebin
tojoinupwiththe17thIndianDivision.Alimitedoffensivewascarriedouton
5Marchbythe17thIndianDivisionandpartof thearmouredbrigadefrom
Pegu. From the wooded country which bordered on Pegu in the west, the
Japaneselaunchedattacksandcapturedpartofthetown.On6March,the17th
IndianDivisionlaunchedanotherattackbutfailedtoejecttheJapanesefrom
Pegu.Thebattlewasfoughtinthegardens,junglesandsuburbs.Bythistime
theCommonwealthunitsnearRangoonwerecomingunderthreatduetothe
widerencirclingattacksbytheJapanese.TheroadfromRangoonsouth-west
ofPeguwascuton6March.Alexanderorderedthe63rdInfantryBrigadetobe
putunderthedirectcommandoftheCOofthe17thIndianDivision.Acoun-
ter-attackbytheabove-mentionedinfantrybrigadeon6Marchtoopenthe
road failed. The troops cut off in Pegu comprised the 7th Hussars, 1st West
Yorks, 1st Cameronians and 48th Infantry Brigade. Moreover, Alexander
received reports that Japanese columns were moving through Paunggyi (30
milesnorthofHlegu)inasouth-westerlydirectionandalsointothemouthof
theRangoonRiverneartheSyriamrefineries.101

On 6 March, the Japanese deployed several small tanks along the Sittang
front. Each tank was manned by two personnel, had two MGs and weighed
between three and four tons. Alexander estimated that the Japanese could
nowmaintaintwodivisionsbeyondSittangthroughlocalimpressmentsand
capturedMT.102

Withinonly24hoursofmeetingwithHutton,Alexanderchangedhismind
about holding Rangoon. Late on 6 March, Alexander decided to evacuate
RangoonafterdestroyingtheSyriamrefineriesandwithdrawnorthalongthe
Irrawaddy. The Irrawaddy is 1,300 miles long and some three miles wide in

100 Ibid.,p.2;Slim,Defeat into Victory,p.22.
101 Despatch by Alexander, 16 June 1942, p. 2; 63rd Indian Infantry Brigade Operations in

Burma,24July1942,p.4.
102 FromGOCBurmatoC-in-CIndia,Telegram,6March1942,L/WS/1/706.
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partsandnavigablefromtheseatillBhamo,adistanceof800miles.Onthe
morningof7March,theArmyHeadquarters,administrativeunitsandtroops
notengagedincoveringthedemolitionsintheRangoonareawithdrewacross
thePromeRoad.AfterpassingtheTaukkyanroadjunction,theseunitsraninto
aJapaneseroadblock.AnattemptbytheGloucestersandthe2ndBattalionof
the13thFFRandsometanksofthe7thHussarsthroughoutthedaytoclearthe
roadblockfailed.Further,theforceinPeguremainedsurrounded.103

On7March,theforceinPeguwasorderedtocutitswayoutanditwasulti-
matelysuccessful.Inthemorningof7March,the63rdIndianInfantryBrigade
retreated over the bridge on the River Pegu and then it was blown up. The
Japanesesoldiers,armedwithLMGs,attackedfromthewoodedareasonboth
sides of the road and pandemonium broke out. The 63rd Indian Infantry
Brigadelaunchedacounter-attackonthewoodwithgrenadesandthenmade
abayonetcharge.Theroadblockwasclearedwithgrenades,bayonetsandthe
soldiersfiringBrenGunsandTommyGunsfromtheirhips.Inresponse,the
JapanesebroughttwoMMGsandapackgun.The63rdIndianInfantryBrigade
retreated buthad to leavebehind thevehicleswithshattered radiators.The
brigadeformedalargehollowsquareasadefensivemeasure(somewhatinthe
eighteenth-century army style) and retreated in the south-west direction
acrosstheopenpaddyfields.At1300hours,the63rdIndianInfantryBrigade
reachedHleguandfoundthatthebridgeacrossthetidalcreekwasblown.The
sappersrepairedthebridgeandthegratefulsoldiersfoundthatontheother
sidelorrieswerewaitingforthem.104

The63rdIndianInfantryBrigadewasconcentratednearHleguanditwas
decidedtouseittoattacktheroadblocknorthofTaukkyanwitharmourand
artillery supporton8March.The roadblockwasclearedand tocontain the
Japanesesnipers,the16thIndianInfantryBrigadewasusedtoguardtheroute.
AstheCommonwealthtroopswithdrew,theJapaneseontheirleftflankcon-
centratedonenteringRangoonfromthenorth-west.105Thus,onecouldargue
thattheJapaneseintheirveryeagernesstoenterRangoonfailedtostrengthen
theroadblockandwipeouttheretreatingtroopsof theBritishEmpire.The
rag-tag troops under Alexander escaped to fight another day. Hence, the
JapanesewonapartialandnotacompletevictoryatRangoon.Itcouldbesaid
thattheBurmaArmywassavedduetofailureonpartoftheIJAtosurroundit
anddestroythewithdrawingforcesratherthanduetothefightingabilitiesof
theCommonwealthtroopsorcommanddecisionsoftheBritishgenerals.

103 DespatchbyAlexander,16June1942,pp.2–3;Allen,Burma: The Longest War,p.7.
104 63rdIndianInfantryBrigadeOperationsinBurma,24July1942,p.5.
105 DespatchbyAlexander,16June1942,p.3.
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Onthenightof8March,the17thIndianDivisionwasconcentratedinthe
Taukkyanarea.Thenextday,theretreatnorthofTaukkyancontinued.Rangoon
fell to the Japanese on 8/9 March. Then the Japanese prepared to advance
towardscentralBurma.106By11March,Alexanderhaddeployedthe17thIndian
Division along Henzada-Sanywe Ferry-Thonze-Thonze Chaung. Alexander
realizedthathewasplayingalosinghand.AfterthefallofRangoon,large-scale
reinforcementswouldnotbeavailable.Duetotheabsenceofaproperroadto
India,Alexander’sforcecouldonlybemaintainedfromIndiawithgreatdiffi-
culty.AlongtheAssam-Burmaborder,duetothesouth-westmonsoon,from
themiddleofMaytillthemiddleofSeptember,militarymovementsonland
almost ceased and air operations also became dangerous. Further, the
Commonwealthhadfewairassetstosupplythetroops.Theroadlessmalarial
beltonbothsidesoftheChindwinRiverandthelowcloudshamperedmobil-
itybothonthegroundandintheair.WestoftheChindwinistheChinHills.
TheChindwinwasnavigablefor300milesofitscourseuptoTamanthi.The
forest-coveredridgesreceiveheavyrainfall.WestoftheChinHillsisNagaland
innorth-eastIndia.Thebadstateofcommunicationsinthisregionalongthe
Burmabordermadethesituationworse.Thenarrow-gaugerailwaytoAssam
washamperedbyferriesovertheBrahmaputraRiver.Fromtherailhead,the
ManipurRoadranthroughdifficulthillsfor150milesandtheroadwassuscep-
tibletolandslidesduringtherainyseason.Further,thelossofRangoonairfield
withitsearlywarningsystemmeantthattheRAFwouldnotbeabletoaidthe
groundforceinBurmainasignificantmanner.Conversely,fortheJapanese,
thecaptureofRangoonPortmeantthatnowtheirsupplysituationwaseased.
Instead of supporting their troops through the difficult mountainous road
acrossThailand,theJapanesecouldnowmovetroopsandsupplieswithease
throughRangoon.107

WhenRangoonfell,theEasternFleethadonemodernizedbattleship.And
itwasnotinapositiontocheckJapanesenavalforcesintheBayofBengaland
inthewatersaroundCeylon(nowSriLanka).TheJapaneseair-navalunits,if
theywanted,wereinapositiontodestroyTrincomalee.108

106 Slim,Defeat into Victory,p.27;Japanese Monograph No. 24, History of the Southern Army,
p.20.

107 DespatchbyAlexander,16June1942,pp.3–4;GeneralArchibaldWavell,Speaking Gener-
ally: Broadcasts, Orders and Addresses in Time of War (1939–43) (London: Macmillan,
1946),pp.131,155;Latimer,Burma: The Forgotten War,p.12;Prasad,BhargavaandKhera,
The Reconquest of Burma,vol.1,p.2.

108 Field-Marshal Viscount Wavell, ‘Operations in Eastern Theatre, based on India, from
March 1942 to December 31, 1942’, Supplement to the London Gazette, 18 Sept. 1946,
No.37728,p.4663.
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AfterthefailuretoholdRangoon,Alexander’sobjectivewastoholdUpper
Burmaifpossible.On11March,the1stBurmaRiflesand5thBattalionofthe1st
PunjabRegimentofthe1stBurmaDivisionattackedthevillagesofShwegyin
andMadouk.However,suchlocaltacticalsuccessesdidnotaltertheoverall
strategicscenario.Soon,the1stBurmaDivision(minus13thInfantryBrigade)
waswithdrawntotheareanorthofKanyutkwin.Tostrengthenthepositionin
theIrrawaddyValley,the1stBurmaDivisionwastakenfromtheToungoofront
into the Irrawaddy Valley. The 5th Chinese Army took up position in the
Toungooregion.109

ComparedtoAlexander,inWavell’seyes,theprospectwasmorepessimis-
tic.This was probably becauseWavell had experience of fighting and being
defeatedbytheJapaneseandAlexanderwasanewcomerinthetheatre.Wavell
wrote:

Onthe7thMarch,justbeforethefallofRangoon,IcabledtotheChiefs
of Staff a short appreciation. I expressed grave doubts of my ability to
holdBurma,andanticipatedasubsequentattackbytheJapaneseonN.E.
India. I considered at this time that an undue proportion of our very
inadequatelandandairresourcesintheEastwasbeingallocatedtothe
defence of Ceylon…. a complete British division in North-East India
would have been a most valuable reserve and would have done some-
thingtorestoreshakenpublicmorale.TheWarCabinetruled,however,
thatthedefenceofthenavalbasesinCeylonmusthavepriority,andcon-
firmedthediversionthitherofthe16thBrigadeofthe70thDivision.110

Meanwhile, the 17th IndianDivisionwasordered towithdrawto theProme
area. Detachments of tanks and lorry-borne infantry were ordered to patrol
southwards along the Prome-Rangoon Road to delay the Japanese. On 12
March,AlexandersetuphisheadquartersatMaymyo.On14March,Alexander
metGeneralStilwell(nicknamedVinegarJoe)whocommandedthe5thand
6thChinesearmies.BothagreedthattheBritish-IndianandtheChinesetroops
should cooperate to contain the Japanese in central Burma. Alexander
requestedacorpscommander.IndiaCommandsenthimLieutenant-General
(later Field-Marshal)W.J. Slim. He arrived on 19 March and took over com-
mandofthecorps.Twoyearslater,SlimwouldforcetheIJAtoretreatinthe

109 DespatchbyAlexander,16June1942,p.4;Prasad,BhargavaandKhera,The Reconquest of 
Burma,vol.1,p.1.

110 Wavell,‘OperationsinEasternTheatre,basedonIndia,fromMarch1942toDecember31,
1942’,pp.4663–64.
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sameregion.SlimhadfoughtinWorldWarIatGallipoliandinMesopotamia.
Helatercommandedthe7thGR.AftertheoutbreakofWorldWarII,hecom-
mandedabrigadeinEritreaandlaterthe10thIndianDivisioninPersia.Slim,
thecorpscommander,Cowanofthe17thIndianDivisionandMajor-General
BruceScottofthe1stBurmaDivisionwereallfromthe1stBattalionofthe6th
GR.The ‘Gurkha’ lobbyoftheIndianArmywoulddominatethelandwar in
Burma even in 1945. On 24 March, with Generalissimo Chiang Kai-Shek’s
assent,AlexanderacquiredcontrolovertheChineseforceinBurma.111

Meanwhile,JapanesestrengthbothonthegroundandintheairinBurma
were increasing.Bymid-March1942, theJapaneseredeployedairunits from
Malayaandtheyhadsome360aircraftoperatingoverBurma.112On18March,
the 7th and 12th Japanese Air Brigades of the 3rd Japanese Air Group were
addedtothe5thJapaneseAirGroup.Theirorderwastocooperatewiththe
advanceofthe15thJapaneseArmy.113TheheavyJapaneseairraidsonMagwe
destroyedmostoftheaircraftoftwofightersquadronsandonelightbomber
squadronallottedtoUpperBurma.Theremnantsoftheseairunitswerewith-
drawntoIndiatoreform.TheairfieldsineastIndiawereunderdevelopedand
theairwarningsystemwasinarudimentaryshape.ForthedefenceofCalcutta,
there was one fighter squadron (eight Mohawks).114 Thus, the available
CommonwealthgroundunitsinUpperBurmaandeastIndiahadnocounter
totherampagingJapaneseaerialunits.

AftertheSittangdisaster,the17thIndianDivisionwasnotfullyre-equipped
andreorganized.Table6.5givesanideaoftherateofwastageofweaponsand
equipmentduringtheretreatfromBurma.The1stBurmaDivision’s(whichwas
relievedbythe200thChineseDivision)retreattowardstheIrrawaddyregion
started in the night of 21/22 March.The 7th Armoured Brigade of Brigadier
AnsticeinTamagaukwasincorpsreserve.On24March,theJapanesemadea
surpriseattackontheaerodromenorthofToungoo.Therearechelonofthe1st
BurmaDivision,includingthe23rdMountainBatteryandFrontierForcecol-
umns,wasengaged.Thenextday,thenewlyformedBurmaCorps(BURCORPS)
issuedordersfortheconcentrationofthecorpsalongAllanmyo-Prome.The
1st Burma Division was in Kyaupka-Daung-Allanmyo-Thayetmyo, and the

111 Despatch by Alexander, 16 June 1942, p. 5; Slim, Defeat into Victory, pp. 34–35; John
Shipster,Mist on the Rice-Fields: A Soldier’s Story of the Burma Campaign and the Korean 
War(2000,reprint,Barnsley,SouthYorkshire:Pen&Sword,2002),p.32.

112 Probert,The Forgotten Air Force,p.86.Accordingtooneauthor,bymid-March1942,the
Japanesehad260aircraftinBurma.Pearson,The Burma Air Campaign, p.47.

113 Japanese Monograph No. 24, History of the Southern Army,p.21.
114 Wavell,‘OperationsinEasternTheatre,basedonIndia,fromMarch1942toDecember31,
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17th Indian Division was in Wettigan-Prome-Shwedaung-Sinde.115 The 56th
JapaneseDivisionwastransportedfromKyushuandlandedinRangoonon26
March.Afterlanding,thisdivisionmovedtowardsToungoo.The18thJapanese
DivisionpreparedtoadvancefromsouthMalaya.116

The B Company of the 63rd Indian Infantry Brigade, while withdrawing
fromPegu,wasrushedbytheJapaneseandsufferedsome50percentkilled
andwounded.ThebrigaderetreatedtoPromebuthadnochancetorefit.Their
armament and MT was reduced by half to equip other units in a desperate
measure.On28March,the63rdIndianInfantryBrigadewentintodivisional
reserveintherearofProme.117

Promeisacityontheleft(east)bankoftheIrrawaddy.Itisatthetopofa
gorge10mileslongwheretheriverforcesitswaythroughajungle-cladregion.
TheRangoonRoadwentsouthalongtheriverbankandthenturnedsouth-
easttorunfivemilesthroughthehillstillitreachedthepaddyplainsandthe
railway at Paungde. From here the road and railway ran side by side south-
wards.ItwasplannedthattwobrigadeswouldholdthecityofPromeandthe
armouredbrigade,with fivemotorizedBritish infantrybattalions,was togo
southtoPaungdetoforcetheJapanesetoretreatnorthwardsintotheplains.
Onebattalion,withasquadronoftanks,wastogodowntotheSiminizeiarea
along the railway line. It was hoped that between the 63rd Indian Infantry
Brigadeandthemechanizedcolumn,akillingfieldfortheJapanesecouldbe
organized.On30March,itwasclearthatthemechanizedcolumnhadfailedto
clearPaungdeandhadwithdrawnnorthwardsalongtheroad.Intheevening,
the63rdIndianInfantryBrigadewasorderedtoretreat.Themechanizedforce
in the course of its withdrawal had to encounter a series of roadblocks at
Schwedaung, where they lost heavily.118 The strategic situation was indeed
dangerous for the British Empire on the Burma-India frontier. Throughout
March1942therewasnotasinglefullytraineddivisioninIndia.119

By1April, the1stBurmaDivisionwasveryshortofartillery.Anditcould
musteronlyonecarrierplatoon insteadofoneperbattalion.Desertionwas
quiteheavyamongstthisdivision’sBurmanpersonnel.ManyBurmansactu-
allydesertedwiththeirrifles.On1April,the63rdIndianInfantryBrigadeheld
the Prome-Paungdale Road. The Japanese, and the Burmese working with

115 DespatchbyAlexander,16June1942,p.6.
116 Japanese Monograph No. 24, History of the Southern Army,pp.20–21.
117 63rdIndianInfantryBrigadeOperationsinBurma,24July1942,p.6.
118 Ibid.
119 Wavell,‘OperationsinEasternTheatrebasedonIndia,fromMarch1942toDecember31,

1942’,p.4670.



189RetreatfromBurma

them,crossedtheriverfromthewestbankinlocalboatsandestablishedroad-
blocksattherearoftheCommonwealthmechanizedforce.120The17thIndian
Divisiondisposedofthreebrigades.The63rdIndianInfantryBrigadewasin
Allanmyo,the48thwasinHmawzaandthe16thBrigadeinTamagauk.121

At0100hourson2April,aJapanesecolumnadvancedfromPaungdale.At
0300 hours, the 63rd Indian Infantry Brigade was ordered to retreat to the
Mandalay Road where the rest of the 17th Indian Division’s (under ‘Punch’
Cowan)unitswerealsoretreating.Asthe63rdIndianInfantryBrigaderetreated
throughthehotanddryzoneofteakforest,theJapanesedidnotfollowthem.
The63rdIndianInfantryBrigaderetreatedtoKokkogawHarbourandthenthe
Japanese launched an attack. A troop of 25-pounders had to fire over their
sightstoholdtheperimeter.122

On 3 April, Wavell summed up the fighting efficiency of the British and
Indian troops in Burma in the following words: ‘British troops fighting very
wellbutareweakinnumbers.SomeIndianunitsshakenandnotveryreliable,
remainingBurmeseunitsof little fightingvalue’.123Wavellassumedthat the
JapanesewouldmakeaturningmovementeastofPromewithadvanceonthe
westbankoftheIrrawaddy.Wavellorderedconcentrationoftroopsnorthof
Promeforlaunchingcounter-attackstostoptheJapanesetemporarilyandto
withdrawtotheareasouthofMagwe-Taungyh.124

On5April,theJapanesecarrier-borneaircraftattackedColomboandon9
AprilTrincomaleewasattacked.TheportofChittagongwasclosedoutoffear
that the Japanese forces might attack and occupy it.125 On the same day,
Alexander complained to Wavell that the complete lack of air support had
adversely affected the morale of the troops under his command.126 The
GovernorofBurma,fourdaysearlier,hadsentatelegramtotheSecretaryof
StateforBurmasayingthatthecontinuedJapaneseairactivityandabsenceof
theRAFresultedinthedesertionofsubstantialnumbersofIndianandBritish

120 63rdIndianInfantryBrigadeOperationsinBurma,24July1942,p.6;Notetobeincluded
inCGSReplytoGeneralLockhart,5July1942,OperationsinBurma,L/WS/1/706.
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soldiers.Thisreflectsthelowmoraleintheimperialforces.127Theworsening
morale of the troops reached the highest echelons of the British command
fromthebottomup.AlexanderinformedWavell,whointurntoldtheChiefof
Staff(COS)inatelegramdated13April1942:‘Moraleoftroopsincludingmany
British units reported very poor owing to weak strengths, complete enemy
commandofairandnoprospectofreinforcementsorrelief.Troopswithcer-
tainexceptionsdidnotfightwellatProme’.128Thesetwoinstanceschallenge
Wavell’sstatementthattheBritishtroopswerefightingbetterthanthesepoys.
Probably,thefeelingthattheBurmanswerejoiningtheJapanesefurtherweak-
enedthemoraleoftheBritishandIndiantroops.InApril1942,accordingto
oneestimate,some4,000BurmansactivelysupportedtheJapanese.ByMay,
theBIAhadreached30,000men.129

HuttonwentonaspecialmissiontoGHQIndiaandreturnedtoBurmaon18
April.InApril1942,HuttonwasreplacedbyMajor-GeneralWintertonasChief
of Staff of the Burma Army. On the night of 18/19 April, the 55th Chinese
Division, which covered the Mawchi-Loikaw-Taunggyi Road, was destroyed
southofLoikaw.On21April,BURCORPSorderedthe38thChineseDivisionto
concentrateatKyaukpadaung,the1stBurmaDivisiontobereadytomoveto
Taungtha and the 17th Indian Division to withdraw fromTaungdwingyi and
Natmauktonorth-westandwestofMeiktilaatMahlaingandZayetkon.On21
April, the 7th Armoured Brigade was ordered to Meiktila. General Lou took
overcommandoftheChineseforceatPyabweregionandGeneralTumoved
the200thChineseDivisiontoKalaw.130

On25April,BURCORPSwasspreadalongChauk-Kyaukpadaung-Thabyegon-
Meiktila.The38thChineseDivisionwastotheeastofKyatkon.The1stBurma
DivisionwasinreserveinTaungtha-Myingyanandthe2ndBurmaBrigadewas
onthewestbankoftheIrrawaddyalongsideYenangyat.AtPyawbwesouthof
Meiktila,the22ndChineseDivisionwasencircledbytheJapaneseforces.On
25April,the7thQueen’sHussars,whichwasoperatingontheroadbetween
MeiktilaandPyawbwe,confrontedthreeCruiserClassJapanesetanksabout
onemilenorthofPyawbwe.Inresponse,atroopoftankswassentandsome13
miles south of Meiktila, a Japanese motorized column was encountered. At
pointblankrange,severalJapaneselorriesweredestroyed.Asdarknessfell,the
British tanks withdrew. April 25 was an eventful day. On the same date,

127 FromGovernorofBurmatoSecy.ofStateforBurma,Telegram,1April1942,Operationsin
Burma,L/WS/1/706.

128 GeneralWavelltoCOS,Telegram,13April1942,OperationsinBurma,L/WS/1/706.
129 Hughes,What Happened in Burma,excerptsfromp.21,OperationsinBurma,L/WS/1/706.
130 Prasad(ed.),The Retreat from Burma: 1941–42,pp.304–6.
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evacuationoftheunitsandinstallationsfromMaymyostarted.Onthenightof
25/26April,AlexanderdecidedtowithdrawnorthofMandalay.Mandalaywas
the second largest city in Burma with a population of over 100,000 and the
nodalpointofcommunicationsinUpperBurma.AlongtheMeiktila-Mandalay

Table6.3 ORBAT in Burma on 6 April 1942

Division Brigade Battalion Remarks

17thIndianDivision DivisionalTroops:1st
Glosters,5th/17th
Dogras,8thBurma
Rifles

16thIndianInfantry
Brigade

2ndDWR,
1st/9thJat,
7th/10thBaluch,
4th/12thFFR

48thInfantryBrigade 1stCameronians,
1st/3rdGR,
2nd/5thRGR,
1st/4thGR,
1st/7thGR,
3rd/7thGR

63rdIndianInfantry
Brigade

1stInniskilling
Fusiliers,
1st/11thSikhs,
2nd/13thFFR,
1st/10thGR

1stBurmaDivision
1stBurmaBrigade 2nd/7thRajput,

1stBurmaRifles,
2ndBurmaRifles,
5thBurmaRifles

2ndBurmaBrigade 5th/1stRajput,
7thBurmaRifles

13thInfantryBrigade 1st/18thRoyal
GarhwalRifles

7thArmoured
Brigade

7thHorse,
2ndRTR,
1stWestYorks

LineofCommunica-
tionTroops:2nd
KOYLI

Source:ORBAT,Burma,6April1942,OperationsinBurma,L/WS/1/706,IOR,BL,London.
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axis,theBURCORPStookovertherearguardfromtheChineseinordertocover
thewithdrawalofthe22ndand96thChinesedivisionsnorthofMeiktila.131

The 38th Chinese Division was ordered to withdraw by the Pupaywa-
TaungthaRoadtoTada-U,south-westoftheAvaBridge.Thismovementwas
coveredbythe1stBurmaDivision,whichinturnfellbacktotheSameikkon
Ferry.Andthe17thIndianDivisionwasorderedtowithdrawtoOndawacross
theAvaBridge.ItwasdecidedtoestablishstronglaybackpositionsatMyittha
(southofKyaukse)andatKyaukse.132On26April,Alexandermovedhishead-
quarterstoShwebo.133On29April1942,theJapanesecapturedLashioandcut
theBurmaRoad.134TheIJAhadachieveditsprimaryobjectiveinBurma.

The Japanese aircraft bombed and machine-gunned the retreating units.
Manymulesofthe63rdIndianInfantryBrigadebecamecasualties.Worse,the
soldiers’losttheircookingpotsforthethirdtimeduringtheirretreat.Thetired
Indiansoldierssomehowcookedinthekeroseneoiltincansandusedcorru-
gated iron sheets taken from the villagers for making chapatis. Meanwhile,

131 Ibid.,pp.308,310.
132 Prasad (ed.), The Retreat from Burma: 1941–42, p. 310; Prasad, Bhargava and Khera, The 

Reconquest of Burma,vol.1,p.2.
133 Prasad(ed.),The Retreat from Burma: 1941–42,p.308.
134 Webster,The Burma Road,p.37.

Table6.4 Strength of General Alexander’s force in Burma in early April 1942

Army  KCOs  BORs  VCOs Indian 
other 
ranks

Governor’s 
troops

Burmese 
other 
ranks

BritishArmy 317 5,979
IndianArmy 728 457 626 21,708
BurmaArmy 627 952 409 371 11,940
BurmaAuxiliary
Force

148 3,815

BurmaTerritorial
Force

56 89 3,885

BurmaFrontier
Force

58 11,655 285

Total 1,834 11,203 626 33,772 745 15,825

Source:FromWavelltoGOCBurma,Telegram,6April1942,OperationsinBurma,L/WS/1/706,
IOR,BL,London.
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severalJapaneseunitsbypassedthe63rdIndianInfantryBrigadeandattacked
the1stBurmaDivisionontheirright(west)intheYenangyaungoilfieldarea.
So,the17thIndianDivisionagainstartedretreating.The63rdIndianInfantry
BrigadetookuparearguardpositionatKyauksetocoverthewithdrawalofthe
other units of the 17th Indian Division across the Irrawaddy by the Ava
Bridge.135On30AprilatKyaukse,the18thJapaneseDivisionattackedthe48th
Brigade.TheJapaneseasusualcarriedoutoutflankingmovements.136

The Bofors AA Guns performed well. Each infantry battalion during the
retreathadthree2-inchmortarsandone3-inchmortarwith36rounds.137See
Table6.6foranideaoftheaveragemonthlyrateofexpenditureofammuni-
tion of various weapons. The anti-gas equipment’s authorized life was
face-pieces10months,containersandhaversacksfivemonthseach.138Table
6.5showsthewastageofweaponssufferedbytheretreatingtroops.

Major-General Reginald Savory was appointed CO of the 23rd Indian
Division in April 1942. One brigade of this division, comprising half-trained
British,GurkhasandotherIndiantroops,wasdeployedatManipur.Thebri-
gadecomprisedthe1stBattalionoftheSeaforthHighlanders,7thBattalionof
the14thPunjabis,1stAssamRiflesandthePatialaStateInfantry.However,the
units lackedtanks,anti-tankmines,adequateartillery,sandbagsandbarbed
wire.139

On2May1942,WavellwarnedtheCIGS:

Alexander’sforceisvery(repeatvery)tiredanddisorganized,andexcept
for the armoured brigade its morale is doubtful…. Whatever forces
reachesKalewawillhavelittlefightingvalue,andmustbewithdrawnto
restandreorganize.Alexanderhasaskedfor1stBrigadenow…tobehur-
riedtoKalewa,butIhaverefused.Itismyonly(repeatonly)forcetohold
roadandIcannot(repeatnot)affordtoloseit….HavetoldAlexanderhe
must keep Japs off Kalewa himself. I am moving to Assam 4th Corps
Headquarters, one brigade 14th Division from Comilla… 23rd Division
from Ranchi, which will probably take at least four weeks due to poor
railwaysinNorth-EastIndia.140

135 63rdIndianInfantryBrigadeOperationsinBurma,24July1942,p.9.
136 Slim,Defeat into Victory,p.92.
137 63rdIndianInfantryBrigadeOperationsinBurma,24July1942,pp.11–12.
138 Ibid.,AnnexureC.
139 Carew,The Longest Retreat,pp.1–2.
140 FromWavelltoCIGS,CypherTelegram,2May1942,OperationsinBurma,L/WS/1/706.
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Table6.5 Average monthly wastage rate of weapons during the retreat from Burma in 1942

Weapons Wastage per month

LMGs 4%
HMGs 5%
MMGs 4%
Rifles 4%
Anti-TankRifles 6%
Anti-Tank2-pounderGuns 15%
25-pounders 3%
3-inchMortars 4%
40-mmBofors .5%
40-mmBoforsAAGuns .5%
3.7-inchAAGuns .25%
WirelessSetNo.9 5%
WirelessSetNo.108 5%
OthermodelsofWirelessSets 5%

Source: 63rd Indian Infantry Brigade Operations in Burma, 24 July 1942, Annexure C,
L/WS/1/706,IOR,BL,London.

Table6.6 Authorized monthly rate of expenditure of ammunition

Weapons Authorized monthly rate of expenditure of 
Ammunition

25-pounderGun 787RoundsperGun
2-pounder 150roundsperGun
3.7-inchHowitzer 337RoundsperGun
3.7-inchAAGun 330RoundsperGun
MediumMachineGunforAnti-Aircraft
Purpose

240RoundsperGun

SAA.303 4,156,000RoundsperDivision
SAA.45CMT 600RoundsperCarbine
SAA.55Anti-Tank 90RoundsperBoy’sRifle
CartridgesforSignaling 66RoundsperPistol
3-inchMortarBomb 780RoundsperMortar
2-inchMortarBomb 300RoundsperMortar
AFVs37-mm 120RoundsperGun
AFVs.30Browning 9,000RoundsperTank

Source: 63rd Indian Infantry Brigade Operations in Burma, 24 July 1942, Annexure C,
L/WS/1/706,IOR,BL,London.



195RetreatfromBurma

Wavellmoved‘heavenandearth’tostrengthenhisdefencewiththeslender
resourcesathisdisposal.Hemovedabrigadeheadquartersandonebattalion
fromtheCalcuttaDivisiontoAijalsouthofSilchar.Thisbattalionwasreplaced
withonedrawnfromthosedeployedforinternalsecurityduty.Wavellcalcu-
latedthattheJapanesehadfivedivisionsinBurmaandtodefendthe600miles
longAssam-Bengalborderwithslendernumbersofuntrainedtroopsforhim
wasindeedverydifficult.141

On10May1942,theretreatingBurmaArmyfoughtitslastbattle,knownas
theBattleofShwegyin,withtheIJA.Thebattlewasfoughtonthebanksofthe
ChindwinRiver.ThetroopswereextremelytiredonreachingShwegyin.From
thejettyatShwegyin,sixriversteamers,eachcapableofcarrying600mencon-
veyedmen,animals,afewgunsandvehiclestoKalewa,some12milesupstream.
WhentheJapanesestartedbombing,thesteamersoperatedduringthenight.
Andduringthedaytime, thesteamerswerehiddencloseto thebankof the
river covered by jungle-clad cliffs. The track in the Shwegyin Chaung for 10
milestotheeastwascoveredwithtroops,animals,guns,tanksandvehiclesall
waiting eagerly to get into the jetties.142 Lieutenant-Colonel MacFetridge,
Commander of the 3rd Indian Light AA Battery, noted in his unpublished
account:

Ihadtwoweeksearlieronmyowninitiativereconnoiteredinajeepthe
entire route fromYe-UtoShwegyin,andbeentakenabackby thevery
difficultgoingonameretrackthroughdenseteakjungle,particularlyin
theShwegyinChaung,whichIassessedas‘barelypossible’formyguns.
Iwassoconcernedattheprospectthatthiswastobethesoleroutefor
two divisions and an armoured brigade, as well as for my guns that
I reported my reconnaissance to Brigadier Welchman at Corps Head-
quarters…. I was taken to be interviewed by General Slim… who was
keenlyinterested.Muchwasachievedbytheengineers.143

Between 6 and 7 May 1942, four Bofors Guns of this battery arrived at the
Shwegyin Basin. Lieutenant F.D. Webber, the Troop Commander, deployed
three guns by the side of the track in a field artillery role and one gun was
placedsome300yardsawayfromtheminanAArole.TheJapaneseatShwegyin
comprisedtheArakiForce.Itwascomposedofthe33rdJapaneseDivisional
Headquarters, 213th Japanese Infantry Regiment, and a mountain artillery

141 Ibid.
142 MacFetridge,TheBattleofShwegyin,10May1942,p.2.
143 Ibid.
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battalion(16guns)underSakurai.The213thJapaneseInfantryRegimentcom-
prised of three battalions each with 800 personnel. On 5 May, Sakurai was
orderedtoeliminateall theretreatingCommonwealthsoldierssothatnone
couldreachIndia.ThisforcehadsailedacrosstheChindwinin40vesselsand
landedsouthofShwegyinduringthenightof9May.Atthedawnof10May,the
1stBattalionof the9thJatRegiment,underLieutenant-ColonelB.R.Godley,
whichhadtakenpositionsatthecliffsoverlookingtheferryandatthesouth
ofthejettywasattacked.Thisunitwasbelowstrengthandhadonlytwoweak
companiesatitsdisposal.The7thGR(whichwasacompositeunitcomprising
thesurvivorsof the1stand3rdbattalionsof the7thGR),underLieutenant-
Colonel W.R.B. Williams, advanced to support the Jats. The Bofors Guns of
the3rdIndianLightAABatteryprovidedfiresupporttotheGurkhasasthey
scrambledupthecliffstoattackaridgeeastofthebasinwheretheJapanese
infantry had established themselves. A Japanese detachment which threat-
enedtheheadquartersofthe1stBattalionofthe9thJatRegimentinthebasin
wasdrivenoutbytheJatandGurkhacounter-attack.IndividualJatsoldiersran
uptotheBoforsGunsandindicatedthetargets.Meanwhile,theNo.1Bofors
GunwasactuallyengagingaJapanesereconnaissanceaircraft.At2PM,the7th
GRattackedtheknollfromwheretheJapanesewerepouringmortarfireonthe
troopsmassedatShwegyinBasin.ThoughaJapanesemortarwasdestroyed,
theGurkhaattack failed.Meanwhile, the 17th IndianDivisionHeadquarters
was two miles outside the basin in the Shwegyin Chaung. Gunfire from the
ShwegyinBasinalertedtheheadquarters.Thedivisionalheadquartersordered
Brigadier RonnieCameron toprotect theShwegyinBasinand theShwegyin
Chaung withthe2ndBattalionof the5thGRandthe48thInfantryBrigade.
Cameron ordered the 2nd Battalion of the 5th GR to protect the chaung.
Lieutenant-Colonel W.D.A. Lentaigne, commanding the under strength 1st
Battalion of the 4th GR, was ordered to clear the Japanese from the basin.
Meanwhile, the Japanese were advancing across the nala which connected
the Shwegyin Basin with the Shwegyin Chaung. However, due to confusion,
the2ndBattalionofthe5thGRwaslate.So,indesperationCameronordered
Lentaignetopiquetthehillsaroundthenalaandthebasin.Withtheaidof
mortarfire,theBandCcompaniesofthe1stBattalionof4thGRdroveoffthe
Japanesefromthecliffs.144

Intheafternoonof10May,itwasdecidedtoabandontheferryanddestroy
all the stores and equipment and to retreat north along the goat track.The
rearguardwasprovidedbythe1stBattalionofthe4thGR.Thedivisionalcom-
mander, Major-General Cowan, himself gave the order for withdrawal. The

144 Ibid.,pp.3–5,8.
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withdrawalbeganat7.55PM.A20minutesbarragebythethreeBoforskeptthe
Japanesepassiveandallowedthewithdrawalofthe1stBattalionofthe9thGR
andthe7thGRtoretreatwithonlyonecasualty.MacFetridgeorderedtheguns
to be disabled and informed the gunners that they had to retreat roughly
another100milestoreachIndia.145AgaininMacFetridge’sownwords:

Iledthepartyofabouttwenty-fiveoutoftheBasinandwasverythankful
to be met by Cameron, commanding 2/5 GR and acting as Brigade
Commander, who guided my party to the footpath leading north.
Lentaigne,whosebattalion(1/4GR)guardedtheentrancestotheBasin
andtothisfootpath….MypartywasjustaheadofLentaigne’sbattalion,
and the embarkation with them on a steamer was wonderfully
orderly.146

Thepitchdarknessofthenightwasshatteredbytheblazingoftheammuni-
tiondumpsandtheburninglorries.Some4,000troopswereconcentratedin
thenala.AfewJapanesewithautomaticscouldhavemassacredtheretreating
troops.TheArakiForceduringtheBattleofShwegyinfoughton10Maysuf-
feredmorethanonehundredcasualties.147

AfterRangoon,theJapaneseagain‘missedthebus’atShwegyin.Thefailure
oftheJapanesetotraptheCommonwealthunitswasduetoseveralreasons.
First,theIJAshouldhavesentastrongerdetachment.Second,theArakiForce
didnotconductathoroughreconnaissancebeforebumpingintotheretreat-
ingCommonwealthunits.Third,theArakiForcedidnotgetsubstantialclose
airsupportfromtheJapaneseairforce,whichbythattimewasdominatingthe
sky over Burma. Fourth, the Gurkha unit and the field artillery units fought
wellinasetpiececonfrontation,i.e.indefendingaparticulardefensivestrong-
point. Resolute static defence of a particular strongpoint was one of the
strengthsoftheIndianArmy.Last,theArakiForcedidnotsendsmalloutflank-
ingpartieswhocouldhaveexploitedtheterraininthenighttogetbehindthe
Commonwealthunits.On10May,theArakiForcefailedtodestroytheretreat-
ing Burma Army units at Shwegyin also because of good leadership, better
gunsandresoluteinfantrydefenceonpartoftheIndiantroops.TheGurkha
battalionswhichdrovetheJapanesefromthecliffshadexperienceofconduct-
ingpiquetingintheNorth-WestFrontier.148

145 Ibid.,pp.5–7.
146 Ibid.,pp.7–8.
147 Ibid.
148 Ibid.,p.4.
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Thewoundedandprisonerswhowereleftbehindwerebrutallytorturedby
the Japanese. For instance, on 21 July 1942, Rifleman Rangi Singh of the 7th
BurmaRifleswasabletocrossovertotheBritish-Indianline.RangiSingh,who
hadthreeyears’militaryservicebehindhim,claimedthatthemencaptured
fromhisregimenton11May1942(whenitwascommandedbyMajorCook)
werebayonetedthreetimesbytheJapanesesoldiers.149

On15May1942,the17thIndianDivisionreachedKalewa.BytheendofMay,
the17thIndianDivisionhadreachedImphal. Inthe last fivemonths, ithad
retreatedover1,000milesfromMoulmeintoImphaland25percentofitsper-
sonnel were down with malaria.150 Among the Indian infantry brigades,
probablythe48thGurkhaBrigadecameoutbestduringtheretreat.Therewas
asayingintheBurmaArmy:‘If48th(theGurkhaBrigade)isonthejob,thenall
iswell’.Thetanks,gunnersandevenBritishinfantryduringtheretreattriedto
stickitoutwiththeGurkhaBrigade.Alexandercalledthisbrigade:‘studducks
inthepuddle’.Inthe63rdIndianInfantryBrigade,disciplinehaddeteriorated,
exceptinthe1stBattalionofthe4thGRcommandedbyJoeLentaigne.Itscasu-
alties numbered one British officer killed, seven British officers wounded,
threeGurkhaOfficers(GO)killed,threewounded,40Gurkhaotherranks(ORs)
killed,114woundedand185missing(deadandPOWs).151Thecasualtiesofthis
battalioncanbetakenasthemicrocosmofthelossessufferedbyotherIndian
infantrybattalionsinthefivemonthsoftheretreatfromBurma.On20May
1942, the withdrawal of the Burma Army under Harold Alexander to Assam
frontierwascompleted.152

 Assessment

Major-GeneralRafiuddinAhmed,aPakistanArmyofficerandhistorianofthe
BalochRegiment(whichafterthe1947PartitionwenttothePakistanArmy),
takesagenerousviewoftheCommonwealthtroopsanditscommanders’per-
formanceinBurmaduringthe1942Campaign.Hewrites:‘Thecampaignbegan
withsimilarBritishnaivetybutitcorrecteditselfsoonaftertheinitialreverses.
TheBritishcommanders,wiser fromtheMalayandisaster,managedtocon-
ductalongandarduousretreatintoIndia,fightingskilfuldefensiverearguard

149 GHQIndia,GSBranch,NewDelhi,21July1942,OperationsinBurma,L/WS/1/706.
150 Prasad,BhargavaandKhera,The Reconquest of Burma,vol.1,pp.13,54.
151 63rdIndianInfantryBrigadeOperationsinBurma,24July1942,p.12.
152 Wavell,‘OperationsinEasternTheaterbasedonIndia,fromMarch1942toDecember31,

1942’,p.4665.
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battlesagainstpowerfulpincerattackssupportedbythestrongJapaneseair
force’.153

Intheprevioussection,wehaveseennoevidencethattheCommonwealth
commandersinBurmaimplementedany‘lessonslearnt’fromthedisastrous
Malayan Campaign. The same tactics which the IJA implemented in Hong
KongandMalayaalsopaiddividendsinthe1942BurmaCampaign.Andthe
JapaneseairforceinBurma,asinMalayaandSingapore,demoralizedthehalf-
trainedCommonwealthtroopsratherthancausinganydevastatinglossesto
theretreatingCommonwealthgroundunits.

AsregardsRafiuddinAhmed’sotherpointthattheBritishcommandersdis-
playedsometacticalandoperationalskillinconductingmorethan1,000miles
ofretreatacrossBurma,154this isalsoquestionable.Yamashitafailedtotrap
themuchmalignedPercival’sarmy in themainlandofMalaya.AsPercival’s
rag-tag force crossed the Johore Causeway, neither the infiltrating Japanese
infantry, who conducted wide flanking moves, nor the Japanese Army Air
Force( JAAF)wereabletodestroythem.OnlywhenPercival’sforcewascooped
uponSingaporeIslandwithnochanceofseaevacuation(airevacuationwas
impossible for such a large force and there was no land connection), did
Percivalsurrender.SlimandAlexanderwereluckythatafterthefallofRangoon,
despite bad communications, the battered Burma Army/BURCORPS could
retreatoverlandtonorth-eastIndia.TheBurmaArmyonlyhadtoretreatfaster
thantherateofadvanceoftheJapanesealthoughitalsohadtoavoidthesuc-
cessivetrickyanddangerousroadblocksestablishedbytheJapanesealongthe
routeofretreat.Moreover,theIJAinBurma,unlikeinMalaya,hadtokeepan
eyeopenforapossibleChinesecounter-strokealongtheShanStatesandnorth
Burma. The principal objective of the Japanese in Malaya was to capture
Singapore. Since Percival’s force was cooped up there, surrender of the
Commonwealthforcescameasanadditionalbonus.However, inBurmathe
mainstrategicobjectivesoftheJapanesewerefirsttocaptureRangoontopre-
ventBritainfromreinforcingBurmaandthentocuttheBurmaRoadrather
than to pursue and destroy the worn out Burma Army retreating towards
north-eastIndia.

CaptainI.A.J.Edwards-Stuart(laterLieutenant-Colonel)ofthe4thSikhs(4th
Battalionofthe12thFFR)wasverywrongwhenhenotedon20May1942:‘The
campaignwasnowoverandconsideringthatithadbeenacontinuouswith-
drawalofabout1,200milesmoralewasexceedinglyhigh.Onthewholeafter
thebattleofRangoonBurmaArmyhadgivenagoodaccountofthemselves

153 Ahmed,History of the Baloch Regiment: 1939–56,p.52.
154 Ibid.,pp.52–53.
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whenevertheyhadmettheJapaneseanditwasonlylackofsupplies,commu-
nicationsandtroopsthatledtothiswithdrawal’.155Actually,themoraleofthe
BritishandIndiantroopswasquitelowjustafterwithdrawingtoIndia.TheIJA
didnotenjoynumericalsuperiorityovertheCommonwealthtroopsinBurma.
However,theIJAwasabletoachievelocalsuperioritythroughquickmarching
andbettertacticsduetosuperiortrainingandwasabletooutmanoeuvrethe
BurmaArmyrepeatedly.TheBurmaArmyjustsaveditselffromtotaldestruc-
tionbywithdrawingtoIndia.

TwoIndianArmypersonnel’saccountsreflectthelowspiritoftheIndian
formations.Asthe63rdIndianInfantryBrigadereachedManipur,afterwith-
drawingalongtheAssam-Burmaborder,oneofficerjotteddownhisharrowing
experienceinthefollowingwords:

Theselastmarcheswereinmanywaystheworst.Therewaslittlewater,
longdistances,steepgradientsandattheendMonsoonrainwhichcon-
vertedtheearthtrackintoaslipperyslideverydifficulttoclimbwiththe
modern nail-less boots. The whole route was fouled by refugees and
stinkingcorpseseveryfewyardsmadebreathingalmostimpossible.156

CaptainT.A.Wainwright,whowaswiththe2ndIndianAnti-TankRegiment,
noteddownhisexperienceoftheretreat:

Months later came the order to evacuate Burma…. suppose it was any
worsethanDunkirk—but itwasverydifferent.Thetotaldistancewe
had to cover was 310 miles on foot, yet there were thousands of poor
Indianevacueeswhohadwalkednearly900milesundermostappalling
conditions. Dysentery, cholera, malaria, black water fever victims were
scatteredallalongthetrackwewereobligedtotake(overtheNagaHills
into Assam) —some dying, others already dead, and nobody able to
pause for their burial. Shortage of food, and shortage of water also
accounted for hundreds whilst almost daily dive bombing en route
achieved considerable success (from the Japanese point of view).
Anyhow,afteraboutthreeweekswestruggledintoIndia,averysickand
dejectedcrowdoffellows….Almosttoamanwehadcontracteddysen-
teryormalaria,andthehospitalswerealmostunabletocopewiththe
influx.157

155 Edwards-Stuart,Withthe4thSikhsinBurma,1941–42,p.14.
156 63rdIndianInfantryBrigadeOperationsinBurma,24July1942,p.11.
157 FromCaptainT.A.Wainwright,2ndIndianAnti-TankRegiment,Secunderabad,toMrs.

B.O’Neill,Cork,Eire,2Sept.1942,TransitMail,OperationsinBurma,L/WS/1/706.
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TimCarewwritesthattheBurmaArmywhenitretreatedbacktoIndiahad
filthy,beardedandraggedmeninthelaststageofexhaustion.Onlyafewhad
uniformsandtheseweretatteredanddirty.158Duetoinadequateprovostser-
vicesandcanteenfacilitiesandcontinuousretreat,thedisciplineandmorale
ofthemajorityofBurmaArmytroopswerebadlyshaken.159

Wavellnoted:‘Onthe3rdJulyIhadtoreportthatIcouldseenoprospectof
mountinganexpeditionagainstLowerBurmabeforeJanuary1943;andearlyin
SeptembertheGOC-in-C,EasternArmy,informedmethathewouldbeunable
tobeginoperationsfromAssambeforethe1stofMarch1943’.160Luckilyforthe
British Empire, the Japanese also went on a strategic defensive along the
Burma-India frontier. What would have happened had the IJA, IJN and the
JapaneseaerialunitscontinuedtofocustheirattentionontheBayofBengal
andnorth-eastIndiaisoneofhistory’ssignificantifsandbuts.However,the
JapaneseGrandStrategyshifteditsattentiontothePacific,especiallyMidway
Island.DouglasFordwritesthat inadequateIJA-IJNcooperationblockedthe
onlypossiblestrategywhichprobablycouldhavegivenJapanvictory.Andthat
strategyinvolvedattackingtheBritishpossessionsintheIndianOceanandthe
severanceofLondon’sconnectionwithIndiaandtheMiddleEastoilreservoir.
AJapaneseadvanceinthewesternIndianOceanmighthaveresultedinalink-
upwithRommel’sAfrika Korps.WhiletheIJNsupportedthisplan,theIJAwas
againstit.Thus,inter-servicerivalrydoomedJapan’sprospectforstrategicvic-
tory.161 Even with the Japanese going on a strategic defensive in Burma, it
wouldtaketheBritishandIndianunitsalmosttwoyearsofhardtrainingand
massivematerial superiority togiveabloodynose to the IJA.Here isa look
backatthereasonsbehindthedisasterwhichunfoldedinBurmainthefirst
halfof1942.

The issue is why the Burma Army folded so easily and quickly. Different
BritishcommanderswhofoughttheIJAinthedarkdaysof1941–42analyzed
thereasonsfortheJapanesevictory.Wavellpointedoutthecombinationofthe
followingfactors forthefallofBurma:politics,climate,under-estimationof
theenemy,over-estimationofthenaturalstrengthofthefrontiersandcom-
placencyofmanyyearsduetotheabsenceofanyexternalthreattothecountry.
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Wavell also laid partial responsibility for the defeat on to the Burmans. He
notedthattheBurmansweregoodasguerrillas/irregulars,buthadneitherany
traditionnorinclinationforregularsoldiering.Wavellwasontherighttrack
whenhenotedthattheBurmaArmylackedalong-standingmilitarytradition.
TheBurmaArmycameintoexistenceonlyin1937whenBurmawasseparated
from India.162 A long-standing regimental tradition was indeed vital for the
BritishandIndianunitsinsharpeningtheircombateffectiveness.Weakregi-
mentaltraditionsappedthewillpoweroftheBurmansand,asaresult,from
theactionatBilinonwards,desertionsoccurredamongtheBurmeseunits.163

Confusioninthehigherlevelofthecommandstructurefromtheveryfirst
bedevilled the defence of Burma. In November 1940, when the Far East
CommandwassetupwithheadquartersatSingapore,Burmaforoperational
purposescameunderthisnewcommand,whileforadministrativepurposesit
remainedundertheWarOffice.164Wavellemphasized:

ThoughtheadministrationofBurmawastheresponsibilityoftheWar
Office, it was obvious that, if Japan entered the war, it would be quite
impossibleforBurma’srequirementstobemetintimefromtheUnited
Kingdom;andsinceanyfailureinBurmawouldendangerIndia, itwas
essentialfortheIndiaCommand,inspiteofitsowngraveshortages,to
putthedefenceofBurmaonareasonablebasis….Thecardinalmistake
seems to me, however, to have been in placing Burma in the Far East
CommandinsteadofunderIndia.Exceptasasubsidiaryairbase,Burma
hardlyenteredintothestrategicalplansoftheFarEastCommand,which
wasconcernedwiththedefenceofHongKongandMalaya;whereasfor
IndiaBurmawasavitalbulwark.165

Wavellhadwritten:‘IcabledtotheCIGSon11thNovember1941,againrecom-
mendingthetransferofBurmatotheIndianCommand.Iunderstandthatmy
recommendation was supported by the Governor of Burma’.166 Only on 15
December 1941 did the defence of Burma become the responsibility of the
Commander-in-ChiefinIndia.167On30December1941,Burmawasremoved
fromGHQIndia’scontrolandbecametheresponsibilityofABDACOM.On21
February 1942, when ABDACOM was dissolving under the pressure of the

162 Wavell,‘OperationsinBurmafrom15December1941to20May1942’,p.1668.
163 Marston,Phoenix from the Ashes,p.60.
164 Wavell,‘OperationsinBurmafrom15December1941to20May1942’,p.1667.
165 Ibid.,p.1668.
166 Ibid.,p.1667.
167 Ibid.
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JapaneseBlitzkrieg,BurmaagaincameunderGHQIndia.168Huttonhadwrit-
ten that immediately after assuming command on 27 December 1941, he
understoodthenecessityofacorpsheadquarters.However,itwasonlyformed
afterthefallofRangoon169whentheBurmaArmywasunderAlexander,then
acorpscommander,i.e.Slim,wasappointed.ThetreatmentofBurmalikean
orphanchildduetoconfusionamongthehigherechelonsoftheBritishpoliti-
cal and military leadership had an adverse effect on the country’s defence
preparations.

HenryProbertclaimsthattheconstructionofairfieldsinBurmahadbeen
defectivebecausetheywereoriginallyconstructedbytheBurmaPublicWorks
DepartmentwithaviewtoprovidingaerialsupportindefenceofSingapore.
TheairfieldswereplacedtoofarforwardintheSittangValley,wherenoradar
warningwaspossible.However,ifBurmahadbeenplacedfromthebeginning
underIndiaCommandratherthantheFarEastCommand,thentheairfields
would have been constructed in west and central Burma. India Command
wouldhaveconsideredBurmaastheshieldfordefenceofEastIndia.Theideal
positioningoftheairfieldswouldhavebeenintheIrrawaddyandChindwin
valleys,andtheradarunitsshouldhavebeenfurthereast.170TheCommonwealth
forceslackedafighterwhichcouldtakeontheJapaneseinterceptors.Thebest
whichtheRAFcoulddeploywastheHurricane,whichwithitseightmachine
gunswassuitableforgroundsupportratherthanfordogfights.Itsrateofclimb
was slower than the nimble Japanese fighters.171 Harvey claims that the
JapanesegainedairsuperiorityovertheskiesofBurmaquitelateinthecam-
paign,onlyon21MarchwiththebombingofMagwe.Onlyafterthebombing
of Magwe, the RAF pulled out of Burma. At that time, the Commonwealth
ground units were 150 miles north of Rangoon fighting a rearguard battle.
HarveyconcludesthattheeffectoftheJapaneseairforceonitsopponentswas
mostly psychological. Japanese air superiority had a negative effect on the
moraleofthesoldiersandciviliansofBritishEmpireinAsia.Thisinturnaccel-
erated the folding up of the Commonwealth ground forces which in turn
adverselyshapedthedynamicsofthelandbattle.172

Tactical shortcomings of the Commonwealth troops were another factor.
GeneralAlexanderinhisreportsubmittedtotheGHQIndiadated16June1942
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tried tochiselout the factorsbehindthehumiliationofhis force inBurma.
Alexandernoted:

IwasimpressedbytheapparenteasewithwhichtheJapanesewereable
tooutflankourforcesbymovingthroughthickjunglecountry,whereas
ourtroopsweretiedtotheroads.ThereasonforthiswasthattheJapanese
wereorganized,equippedandtrainedforthetypeofcountryoverwhich
they fought whereas our troops were not…. The Imperial forces were
almost completely mechanized down to unit transport which made
movement off the few roads almost impossible. As the campaign pro-
gressedunitssupplementedtheirmotortransportbythelocalpurchase
andrequisitionofbullockcarts.Thisformoftransport,however,istoo
slowandcumbersomefortacticaluseinthejunglewherepacktransport
orportersarereallyrequired.Thetechniqueofjunglefighting…wasvir-
tuallynon-existentinmyforce.Successinthistypeoffightingdepends
largelyontheabilityofthepartiestofindtheirwaythroughthejungle
andtokeeptouchwithoneanother.Itdemandsaknowledgeofalltypes
ofsignalingbyvisualandbysoundandalsorequiresahighscaleoflow
poweredwirelesssets….Itdemandsalsotrainingtoeliminatethesense
oflonelinesswhichsooftensapsthemoraleofthosewhoarenotusedto
it.173

Asomewhatsimilarobservationwasmadeby‘Bill’Slimafterbeingdefeatedin
Burma.Henotedinhismemoirs:

The Japanese were obviously able to move for several days at a time
throughjunglethatwehadregardedasimpenetrable.Thiswasnotonly
becausetheyhadlocalBurmanguides,buttheytravelledlighterthanwe
did and lived much more off the country. Nearly all our transport was
mechanical,andthisstretchedourcolumnsformilesalongasingleroad
through the jungle, vulnerable everywhere from air and ground…. It
madeusfightonanarrowfront,whiletheenemy,movedwidethrough
the jungle, encircled us and placed a force behind us across the only
road.174

WhentheCommonwealthtroopsmovedthroughthejungletheymadelotof
noise,whichgaveawaytheirpositiontotheJapanese.Movingsilentlythrough

173 DespatchbyAlexander,16June1942,p.30.
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thejunglewasatechniqueperfectedbythesepoysandtheTommiesonlyin
late1943.BothatBilinandattheSlimRiver,theCommonwealthtroopsrelied
on a thin crust of linear defence. The Japanese easily outflanked the static
defensive posts by exploiting the terrain. Moreover, during the retreat, the
Commonwealthtroopswerenottrainedtodigslittrenchesinordertoescape
strafingandbombingbythemaraudingJapaneseaircraft.175

AdetailedreportpreparedbytheMilitaryIntelligenceDirectorate,General
HeadquartersIndiainMarch1942rightlynotedthecombatexperiencegained
bytheJapanesetroopsduetotheircontinuouscampaigninginChinaduring
theprevious10yearsgavetheIJAanedgeoveritshastilyrecruited,inexperi-
enced Commonwealth opponent.176 Facing defeats one after another, GHQ
IndiaacceptedsuperiortheJapanesetacticsinthefollowingwords:‘Japanese
skillinmajortacticsisindisputable,andthepresentwarhasalreadyprovided
numerous examples of large scale operations, boldly planned, and carried
throughtoasuccessfulconclusioninthefaceofgreatnaturalobstacles’.177The
Japaneseinfantrywasbetteradaptedtooperatingindifficultterrainandhence
provedtobemoremobilethantheCommonwealthunitswhofailedtoadapt
to the physical landscape of Burma.The lightly-equipped Japanese infantry
deliberatelyoperatedinthedifficultterrainwheretheCommonwealthtroops
could not bring into play their heavy artillery and tanks. As a result, the
Japaneseunitshadbeenabletocontinuouslymovearoundtheflanksofthe
Commonwealthunitsandcutoff the latter’sLoCsbysettinguproadblocks.
Lieutenant-ColonelG.T.WheeleroftheIndianArmyrightlynotedinanarticle
published in the service journal just after the conclusion of the Burma
Campaignthat the Japanese infantrydisplayedacapacity forextremebold-
ness, longmarching, launchingnocturnalattacksandclose-quartercombat.
TheIndiantroopsneededtobetrainedinallthesetechniquesbeforetakingon
the Japanese successfully.178 Daniel Marston opines that the well-trained
Japanesetroopsbecameveteransofjunglewarfareinthecourseofthecam-
paign, unlike the Commonwealth soldiers who even with their transports
provedtobeimmobileinthedifficultterrainofBurma.Andthehalf-trained
Indiansoldierswereinneedofbasictrainingandalsospecialisttrainingfor
conductingjunglewarfare.179
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Toagreatextent,thedispersedsmallunitactionswhichcharacterizedthe
IndianArmy’sSmallWaralongtheNorth-WestFrontierwassimilartothejun-
glewar.Wheelerhadwritten:

InfightingtheelusiveJapaneseitistheplatoon,oreventhesectionthat
counts most of all. The Japanese attack boldly in small parties; when
thesemeetresistancetheydonotrushforwardtotheirdeath,theywith-
draw, often hurriedly, and reappear elsewhere, usually on the flank or
rearofthedefenders….Itistheveryjuniorleaderwhohastobeintelli-
gent—andquick.Itgoesfurtherthanthat,forahighdegreeofconfidence
withineachsectionandbetweeneachsectionisrequired.180

TheIndianArmyfailedtoconductitstraditionalSmallWarinthejunglesof
Burma due toheavy ‘milking’whichadverselyaffected itscombat effective-
ness.TheintrinsicweaknessesoftheCommonwealthforceswerealsonoted
by various commanders. Every month some 60,000 voluntary recruits were
enlistedfortheIndianArmy.181ThecontinuousrapidexpansionoftheIndian
ArmyresultedinareductioninexperiencedseniorNCOs,VCOsandIndianoffi-
cersforofficeringnewunits.Thisinturnreducedthecombateffectivenessof
the old units and the raw units lacked combat experience against a tough
enemyliketheIJA.

HuttonwroteabouttheBurmaRifles:

Thisforcewasintheprocessofexpansion,aprocesswhichgreatlyaccen-
tuated its formerweaknesses.Consistingof fourdifferent races,Chins,
Kachins,KarensandBurmese,speakingdifferentlanguageswhichfewof
theofficersunderstood, itwasofvery limitedvalue inseriouswarfare.
TheG.C.Os.andN.C.Os.wereallveryjuniorandinexperienced,someof
theformerhavingonlytwoyears’service.Thelanguagecommonlyused
intheArmywasHindustaniwhichwasaforeignlanguagetoalltheper-
sonnel,includingofcoursetheofficers.182

Hutton noted that not the best officer material which was attracted for ser-
vice in the Burma Rifles. Most of the officers were actually ECOs who were
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membersofthebigfirms.Theyknewthelocallanguageswithasmatteringof
Hindustaniandhadsomeknowledgeofthelocalterrain.Hence,theBurma
Rifles proved of limited value for reconnaissance and patrolling the jungles
butwerenotsuitedforregularbattles.Further,mostofthepersonneldeserted.
Thesamehappenedwiththesappersandminers,andtheArmyServiceCorps
too, which mostly comprised Burmans and Karens.183This was understand-
able.AstheJapaneseadvanced,theydesertedtolookaftertheirfamiliesinthe
regionsoverrunbytheenemyandtonegotiateanewdealwiththeirnewmas-
tersinsteadofservingtheoldmasterswhowereretreatingandleavingBurma.

The 46th Indian Infantry Brigade, which arrived in Burma at the end of
January, disappointed Hutton. This unit comprised young troops who were
destinedforIraq,wheretheyweresupposedtocompletetheirtraining.Further,
thisunithadnoexperienceofjunglewarfare.The48thIndianInfantryBrigade
comprisedsixIndianbattalionswhichwerewithdrawnfromtheNorth-West
Frontierandwasequippedonalowerscalecomparedtotheunitsdestinedto
bepartofEDTs.Thisunit,consistingmostlyoftheGurkhas,arrivedinBurma
on1February.OfthethreeIndianinfantrybrigades,Huttonassessedthe48th
IndianInfantryBrigadeasthebest,someofthebattalionsofthe46thIndian
InfantryBrigadewereadequateandthe63rdIndianInfantryBrigade(General
Hartley also concurred) required a further period of training before being
deployedinthebattlefield.ThetwoEastAfricanbrigadesdidnotmaterialize.
Nevertheless, Hutton was full of praise for the 2nd Duke of Wellington’s
Regimentandthe1stWestYorkshireRegiment.184Onewondersifitwasimpe-
rialprejudiceonhispart.ItislikelythatthecombateffectivenessoftheBritish
andIndianunitswasmoreorlessonaparinBurmaduring1942.

 Conclusion

It isstrangethattheBritishfailedtounderstandwhyindeedthe ‘natives’of
MalayaandBurmawouldsupporttheCommonwealthwareffort.TheBritish
officialsandpoliticianswereunderthemistakenassumptionthatBritainwas
carryingthe‘whiteman’sburden’andthattheindigenouspopulaceoughtto
besupportiveandloyaltotheBritishfor‘civilizing’them.Actually,therewas
nolovelostbetweentheindigenouspeopleandtheirwhiteimperialoverlords.
TheissueisnotwhytheMalayansandtheBurmanssupportedtheJapanese.
Rather, the issue for the historians is why at all any ‘natives’ fought for the

183 Ibid.
184 Ibid.,p.1677.
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British.TheIndiansoldiersfoughtbetterthantheBurmansbecausetheIndian
units had a stronger and longer regimental tradition (which was built upon
caste-clanaffinity)tofallbackon.Moreover,theBritishandIndiansoldiers’
families, unlike the Burman soldiers’ families, were not threatened by the
Japanese invasion. Generally, the top-level British commanders (Wavell,
AlexanderandHutton)assertedthattheBritishunitswerebest,theIndians
cameinsecondandtheBurmansatthebottom.Attimes,theGurkhas,who
wereregardedastheeliteoftheIndianArmy(likelytheGurkhaunitsdueto
theirexcellentPublicRelationsattractedabetterlotofBritishofficers)were
regardedonthesamelevelastheBritishunits.However, theBritishofficers
attachedwiththenon-GurkhaIndianunitsconfirmedthat the Indianunits
foughtaswellastheBritishformations.

Toagreatextent, thecampaign inBurmawasanextensionof the jungle
campaignbytheIJAinMalaya.Therewerecertainsimilaritiesasregardscom-
bat against the Japanese by the Commonwealth forces in both Malaya and
Burma.JapaneseairsuperioritydegradedthemoraleoftheCommonwealth
troopsinbothofthesetheatres.TheIndianunitsinBurma,asinMalaya,suf-
fered from the wrong training for the wrong war, i.e. they were trained for
combatintheMiddleEastbutactuallydeployedinjungleterrain.Infact,the
Indianunitswerenotgivenbasictraining,nottomentionspecializedtraining.
Again,theIndianunitssufferedfromexcessivemilkingduetotherapidexpan-
sion of the Indian Army. Too much milking also reduced the combat
effectivenessoftheIndianArmyduringboththeMalayaandtheBurmacam-
paigns.Airsuperiority,treacherybytheBurmans,superiortrainingandbold
tactical moves gave victory to the Japanese during their advance from
MoulmeintoKalewaduringthefirstfivemonthsof1942.BrianBondrightly
states that wide turning movements or ‘hooks’ through the jungle to set up
roadblocks across the Commonwealth troops’ LoCs succeeded repeatedly,
whichinturngeneratedaninferioritycomplexamongtheBritishandIndian
soldiers.185 The same tactic paid dividends to the IJA in Malaya also. Till
December1943,theJapaneseexhibitedtheirtacticalskillinoffensivefighting.
However,asthenextchaptershows,thorough,innovativetraininginlate1943
and early 1944 enabled the British and Indian units to come up with new a
tacticalformulawhichprovedeffectiveinmid-1944.

185 Brian Bond, ‘The Army Level of Command: General Sir William Slim and Fourteenth
Army in Burma’, in Bond and Kyoichi Tachikawa (eds.), British and Japanese Military 
Leader ship in the Far Eastern War: 1941–45(Oxon:FrankCass,2004),p.43.
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Chapter7

Reorganizing and Retraining the Indian Army:  
May 1942–February 1944

Inlate1942,theJapanesewentonastrategicdefensivealongtheBurma-India
border.Meanwhile,theIndiaCommanddigestedthelessonsofdefeat.Over
the next two years, the India Command re-equipped, retrained and reorga-
nizeditsmilitaryestablishment.ThisborefruitfromMarch1944onwardsin
theArakanandImphal-Kohimacampaigns.Inthischapter,itwillbeseenhow
a‘new’British-IndianArmyemergedoutoftheshamblesofdefeat.Thefirst
sectiondealswiththeBritishhighcommand’sanalysisofthereasonsfordefeat
andtheinadequaciesofthetrainingregimen.Thesecondsectionchartsthe
innovativetrainingmechanismandtheattendantmilitaryreorganization.The
thirdsectionfocusesontheexternal(especiallyAustralian)influenceinshap-
ing the training regimen of the Indian Army. The fourth section notes the
provisionofhardware(weapons,ammunitionandtransportation)inorderto
increasethebattlefieldeffectivenessoftheIndianunitsagainsttheJapanese
groundunits.Andthelastsectiongivesageneraloverviewofthereorganiza-
tionofthecommandandlogisticalapparatusoftheCommonwealthforces.

 Lessons of Defeat

TheIJAusedonly11divisionsduringtheir1941–42South-EastAsiaoperations
andovercamethenumericallysuperiorAlliedarmies.DouglasFordsaysthat
theIJAunitsequippedwithlightinfantryweapons(rifles,handgrenadesand
mortars) displayed mastery in implementing outflanking moves against the
hostile forces. Till then, the Americans concentrated on conducting a com-
bined arms battle and emphasized the use of mechanized units which
relegatedtheinfantrytoasecondaryrole.TheIJA’sfocusoninfantrystruckthe
Americanofficersasbackward.1However,theshockofdefeatatthehandsof
theJapaneseforcedtheUSArmycommanderstorestructureitstrainingregi-
men. This applies partly for the British and Indian armies’ commanders as

1 DouglasFord,‘Dismantlingthe“LesserMen”and“Supermen”Myths:USIntelligenceonthe
ImperialJapaneseArmyaftertheFallofPhilippines,Winter1942toSpring1943’,Intelligence 
and National Security,vol.24,no.4(2009),pp.545,547.
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well.Inthesectionsbelow,itwillbeseenthattheCommonwealthunitsiniti-
atedanewtrainingformat intheaftermathoftheirdefeatbytheJapanese.
Thisnewtrainingstructurefocusedontheinfantry.

AtthebeginningofWorldWarII,boththeGermanandtheCommonwealth
commanders loathed forest fighting. Incontrast, the individual soldiersand
juniorcommandersoftheSovietRedArmypreferredcombatintheforest.In
theIJA,boththecommandersandtheprivateswerecomfortablewithcombat
within the forest.2 John Cross who fought in Burma with a GR notes that
before 1939, the British and Indian military establishments regarded jungle
warfareandbushwarfareasmoreor lesssynonymous.Theassumptionwas
thatcombatintheforestandbushdidnotrequireanynoveltacticalconcepts.
However, all this changed with the onset of war with Japan.3 Cross defines
junglewarfareinthefollowingwords:‘…whenphasesofwar,tactics,training,
logisticalsupportandadministrationhavetobemodifiedbecauseoftrees’.4
Heobserves thatalmosteveryCommonwealthunitwhichserved inMalaya
hadfatalities fromfallingtreesandbranches.Hecategorizesthe jungle into
threeclasses:primary,secondaryandcoastal.PrimaryJungleforhimisnatural
vegetationwhichisinitsoriginalstateandhasnotbeentouchedbymankind.
Insuchjungle,visibilityislimitedto20–30yards.Thefoliageisthinontopof
thehillsandextremelydenseinthevalleys.Occasionallyblockedstreamscre-
ate an almost impassable swamp. Tracks are not shown on the map and a
cuttingbladeisrequiredformakingabivouacafterclearingtheundergrowth.
Flashfloodsmakethedrycreeksdangerous.5

TheGHQJungleWarfareSchoolatShimogawhichwassetupinthespring
of1943offeredadifferentclassificationofthejungle.Thisinstitutionhadin
mindthejungleofMalayaandBurmawheretheCommonwealthtroopshad
operated. From the perspective of the soldier, the jungle was divided into
Dense,ThickandThin.DenseJunglesweresothickthatamanonfootcould
notadvancewithoutcuttinghiswaythrough.InaThickJungle,amancould
movewiththeaidofhisstickbutwithoutcutting.AndinaThinJungle,one
could move quite fast without any cuts or bruises, or any damage to one’s
clothes.TheGHQJungleWarfareSchoolatShimogaalsocategorizedthefol-
lowingtypesofjungleonthebasisofoperativeprinciplesofthearmyplusthe

2 JesseW.Miller,Jr.,‘ForestFightingontheEasternFrontinWorldWarII’,Geographical Review,
vol.62,no.2(1972),p.186.

3 J.P.Cross,Jungle Warfare: Experiences and Encounters(Barnsley,SouthYorkshire:Pen&Sword,
2008),p.5.

4 Ibid.,p.11.
5 Ibid.,pp.12,17.
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natureofthevegetation:bamboo,trees,forest,palmandscrub.TheBamboo
Jungleconsistedofbambootreeswithundergrowthwhichmightbeprickly.
The bamboo clumps on average were 10 yards in circumference and were
spacedout.TheTreeJunglemightconsistofrubbertreesorevergreenforest.
Forest comprised trees without undergrowth. However, dead teak leaves on
thegroundoccasionallymademovementdifficult.ThePalmJunglecomprised
palmtreeswithundergrowth.AndScrubJungleconsistedofbushes,under-
growthandsmalltrees(scatteredtreeswithtrunksoversixinchesindiameter).
Kunaigrassgrewinthecoastaldistrictstoaheightoffourtoeightinches.A
combinationofallthesemightbeencounteredinaScrubJungle.TheScrub
Jungle was further sub-classified into several types. Low Scrub comprised
bushes up to five feet, so that standing men could see beyond them. The
MediumScrubgrewuptoanaverageheightofsevenfeet.AndHighScrubwas
oversevenfeet,somuchsothateventhetankcommanderwasunabletosee
overthetop.6

CommanderswhofoughttheIJA,andthehistoriansfollowingthem,have
arguedthattheinitialdefeatoftheCommonwealthtroopswasbecausethe
formerweretrainedfordesertwarfarewhichprovedtobeunsuitableinthe
swampy and marshy terrain of South-East Asia.This is a half truth. In fact,
certaincommonprinciplesoperatedbothasregardstrainingforconducting
warfareinthedryzone/openplainterrainandforcombatinthewetjungle
terrain.Take,forinstance,thefactthatthestandardGermandoctrinalpractice
duringWorldWarIIwastoavoidfrontalassaultsandinfiltrationbetweenand
around the flanks of defended localities.7While the Germans implemented
these principles with the aid of panzers and lorried infantry in France, the
WesternDesertandinRussia,theIJAimplementedtheseprincipleswiththe
aidofbicycle-borneandmarchinginfantry.

Thoughjunglefightingrequiredtheacquisitionofspecialskills;thetactical
principlesofjunglewarfarealsohadseveralcommonalitieswiththetactical
principlesofmodernwar.Forinstance,theWehrmachtfaceddifficultiesinfor-
est fighting inCentralRussia.Limitedobservation,combatatclosequarters
anddifficultyofcontrollingthetroopswerecharacteristicsofforestcombat.
TheforestproveddifficultfortheGermanarmouredinfantry.Wheeledperson-
nelcarriersbecameuselessintheroadlessforestandthearmouredinfantry
equippedwithheavyweaponsandlotsofequipment,unusedtolongmarches,

6 W.H.Alston,MyDaysandAge,Memoirs,GHQJungleWarfareSchoolShimoga,Classification
andTypesofJungle,p.2,7304–1-2,NAM,London.

7 DavidFrench,Raising Churchill’s Army: The British Army and the War against Germany, 1919–
1945(2000,reprint,Oxford:OxfordUniversityPress,2001),p.195.
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failedtostanduptoforestoperations.8Thesameproblemswerefacedbythe
Commonwealthforcesduring1941–43inMalayaandBurma.However,tactical
and operational flexibility and good training saw the Germans through in
Russia at least till 1943. In fact from 1943 onwards jungle training of the
Commonwealthforcesemphasizedthatthecharacteristicsofthejunglewere
thelackofvisibilityonthegroundandfromtheair,andobstructiontocross-
countrymovementofvehicles.TheCommonwealthforces,inordertoconduct
junglewarfaresuccessfully,hadtoexploit theabove-mentionedcharacteris-
ticsintheirentirety,justastheJapanesehaddonebefore.Itwasdulynoted
thattheCommonwealthinfantrymustlearntoliveunderthe‘hard’conditions
ofthejungle.Thejunglewasnottobeconsideredasimpenetrable.Itwastobe
drilledintothemindofthesoldiersthatthefrontwasnotalinearonewhich
extendedfrompointAtopointB.Whentheconceptofalinearfrontwasdone
awaywiththenthetroopsshouldneverlookovertheirshouldersandshould
notbeafraidthattheyweresurroundedbytheJapanese.9

Field-MarshalAlexandernotedthatjunglefightingrequiredtheinfantryto
betrainedinthetacticsofmanoeuvringinsmallpartiesunderthecoverofthe
fire of their own weapons. And this tactical principal was essential, noted
Alexander,forfightingamodernwarwiththeinfantry.Butinthisspherealso,
theCommonwealthtroopsfellshortoftheadequatelevel.10

For instance,ArchibaldWavellwrotetheforewordinthetrainingMemo-
randumNumber11,whichwasissuedinSeptember1941(beforethebeginning
oftheJapaneseBlitzkrieg).InithedetailedtheexperienceoftheArmyofIndia
in the Middle East and in East Africa.Wavell, who was the Commander-in-
Chief Middle East between 1939 and 1941, noted that in the mountains of
EritreaandAbyssinia,theinfantryremainedthequeenofthebattle.Alsoin
DamascusandontheSyrianCoasttoBeirut,theinfantryplayedtheprincipal
role.EvenintheopencountryoftheWesternDesert,theinfantrywasindis-
pensableforbothoffenceanddefence.Wavellcontinuedthatthenewweapons
liketanks,divebombersandtheparachutists(probablyreferringtoGerman
useofparatroops intheCrete)wereusedbythehostilepowertoshakethe
nerveoftheinfantry.Buttheinfantrywhichremainedunperturbedandused
the terrain and their weapons skilfully was successful in engaging such
weaponsoftheenemyeffectively.Wavellemphasizedsteadydiscipline,good

8 Miller,Jr.,‘ForestFightingontheEasternFrontinWorldWarII’,p.189.
9 Alston,MyDaysandAge,Memoirs,GHQJungleWarfareSchoolShimoga,Classification

andTypesofJungle;seealsop.2.
10 DespatchbyGeneralH.R.L.G.Alexander,GOCArmyinBurmacoveringtheperiodfrom

5March1942to20May1942,16June1942,p.30,CAB106/103,PRO,Kew,UK.
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fieldcraft,skillintheuseofweapons,physicalhardnessandfitnessasthebasic
essentialsofeverysoldier.11Wavell,inanotherearliermemorandumissuedin
September 1940 for the Indian troops taking part in COMPASS OPERATION
againsttheItaliansinLibya,emphasizedthattheinfantrymustbewellversed
inthoroughreconnaissance,marchingandmanoeuvring,andshouldbecapa-
ble of maintaining mobility even during the night either to surround the
enemyortopursuethem.TheIJAusedexactlythesetechniquesinMalayaand
BurmaandtheCommonwealthtroopsinthesetwotheatreswerenottrained
inthesetactical formats.Further,Wavellnotedthat theenemyair force(he
wasreferringtotheItalianairforceinNorthAfricabutitcanalsobeappliedin
thecaseoftheJapaneseairforceintheFarEast)evenwhentheyhadgained
airsuperioritywouldusedivebombers.Buttheeffectofsuchbombingwas
morepsychologicalthanmaterial.Andwell-trainedtroopscapableofexploit-
ing the terrain should be able to keep their nerve even after such harassing
enemybombardment.12

In the IndianArmyTrainingMemorandumissued in January 1942, itwas
emphasized:

Shouldanybodyofourtroopsbecutofffromtheirremaindertheremust
benothoughtofsurrender; it iseasyforresolutemeninthisenclosed
countrytomaketheirwaybacktotheircomradesbypathsandtracksor
acrosscountry.Inthickanddifficultcountryattackisthebestdefence.
Troopsmustneverhesitatetotaketheoffensiveoneverypossibleocca-
sion.Theenemywillbe foundtoyieldquicklybeforetheonslaughtof
determinedmen.13

Thepoint tobenoted is that likeWavell,evenAlexander inhisdespatchto
GHQIndia,dated16June1942,agreedthatoffencewasthebestdefence.Both
agreedthatoffensiveoperations,evenbysmallaggressiveparties,functioned
asatonicforthemorale.14Wavell,inhisinstructionsissuedtothetroopsfight-
ing in Malaya, noted that the soldiers should continue to fight even if their
flankswereturnedandtheenemywentbehindthem.Herightlyemphasized
thattheseenemypartieswereusuallysmallandlightlyequippedanddepended

11 GeneralArchibaldWavell,Speaking Generally: Broadcasts, Orders and Addresses in Time 
of War (1939–43)(London:Macmillan,1946),pp.45–46.

12 NotetoGeneralWilsonbyGeneralA.P.Wavell,Para6,7&8,GHQME,21Sept.1940,Auchin-
leckPapers,MUL121,ManchesterUniversityLibrary,Manchester,UK.

13 Wavell,Speaking Generally,p.54.
14 DespatchbyAlexander,16June1942,p.31;Wavell,Speaking Generally,p.77.
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on bluff. Such weak enemy parties must be attacked wherever they were
found.15SlimalsonotedthattheJapanesehadturnedroadblocksintoaperfect
art.16ThoughtheJapanesefollowedmoreorlesssametacticsduringtheBurma
Campaignin1942–43,theCommonwealthtroopsfailedtoimplementtheanti-
doteelaboratedbyWavell.

On10April1942,WavellnotedthattheIndiantroopsfoughtbadlyinMalaya
andBurmabecausetheyweretrainedforwarfareintheopencountryofIraq
and the Western Desert, and were only partly trained. He continued that
Malaya, with its thick jungles, many rivers and streams, and few roads, pre-
sented an unusual theatre of war for the Indian troops.17 The physical
geographyofMalayatoagreatextentwassimilartothatofBurma.Further,the
terrain and climate hampered the operational effectiveness of not only the
IndianbutalsotheBritishtroops.However,thetruthisthateveninthediffer-
entterrain,troopswellversedinbasictrainingwouldhaveperformedwelland
couldhaveadaptedtothechangingphysicallandscape.BothAlexanderand
Wavell also focused on the aerial superiority of the Japanese to explain the
Commonwealth armies’ dismal ground performance.18 Slim noted in his
autobiography that though the Japanese air force actually inflicted minimal
casualtiesonthegroundtroops,theBritishandIndiansoldiersweredemoral-
izedbythefactthattheJapaneseruledtheskies.19However,till1942,theRed
ArmyfoughttenaciouslywhentheLuftwaffeenjoyedairsupremacyoverthe
skiesofSovietUnion.Actually,propertrainingenabledthegroundtroopsto
fightwellwithoutairsupport.

Wavell noted that the Japanese soldiers were superior to the British and
Indiantroopsintacticalskillandfightingspirit.Tacticalskillwastheproduct
oftrainingandfightingspirit.Thelatter,emphasizedWavell,wastheresultof
mental outlook.20 Tough training, indoctrination and small unit leadership
sustainedunitcohesionamongtheJapanese.SomeoftheJapaneseconscripts
(especiallythesonsofveterans)foughttoupholdfamilyhonour,otherstosur-
vive,andmostbecauseof‘buddy’feelings.EdwardJ.Dreawritesthatvertical
solidaritybetween junior leaders(lieutenantsandseniorsergeants)andthe
conscriptsplayedamoreimportantroleincombatmotivationintheIJAcom-

15 Wavell,Speaking Generally,p.55.
16 Field-MarshalViscountSlim,Defeat into Victory(1956,reprint,DehraDun:Natraj,1981),

p.39.
17 Wavell,Speaking Generally,pp.114–15.
18 DespatchbyAlexander,16June1942,p.32;Wavell,Speaking Generally,p.115.
19 Slim,Defeat into Victory,p.51.
20 Wavell,Speaking Generally,p.71.
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paredtotheWesternarmies.21Fightingspiritorthe‘willtocombat’toagreat
extentdependedondisciplineandmaterialincentives.Instead,Wavellempha-
sizedthesupposed‘national’character.Hecontinuedthatitwasnecessaryto
deceiveandoutwit theenemy.And for this, cunningwas required.And the
Britishlackedthistraitintheircharacter.22

GeneralGeorgeJ.Giffard,whocommandedthe11thArmyGroupinIndia
againsttheJapaneseduringlate1943andearly1944,providedamorebalanced
view about the strengths and weaknesses of the Japanese soldiers without
resortingtoracialexplanations.Henoted:

TheJapanesesoldierisfanaticallybravewhenorderedtosucceedordie,
yetheisliabletopanicwhensurprisedorindoubt.Hisplanningisbold
yetheisatalossifplansgowrong….Hetakesinfinitepainstoconcealhis
positions and then nullifies the result by talking in them at night. An
expertintheuseofgroundandinsilentmovement,yethispatrolworkis
frequently bad. Although bold at infiltrating into, and then rushing a
positionfromanunexpecteddirection,hebecomeseasilynonplussedby
determinedresistance.Heisgoodatlayingfixedlinesoffireandskilfulin
theuseofsnipers,yetheisabadshot.23

Thegeneralshadpartlydiagnosedtheproblem.Now,thetaskbeforethemwas
tosetupanelaboratetrainingmachinerytotrainthetroopsinthenewtactical
proceduressothattheydidnotpanicwhentheynextconfrontedtheNipponese
troopsinthejunglesandswampsofBurma.

 Training Infrastructure in India

DavidFrenchwritesthattoacertainextenttheBritishArmyfailedtolearnthe
lessonsfromitsdefeatatthehandsoftheWehrmachtin1940becauseitdidnot
trainhardandtheinstitutionlackedasingledoctrinalcentreabletodissemi-
nate the same lessons to the whole army. The result was that the British
Armypursued a seriesofdecentralized trainingprogrammeswhich didnot
reflect a consistent battle doctrine. Alan Brooke was partly responsible for

21 EdwardJ.Drea,Japan’s Imperial Army: Its Rise and Fall, 1853–1945(Lawrence,Kansas:Uni-
versityPressofKansas,2009),p.258.

22 Wavell,Speaking Generally,p.77.
23 GeneralGeorgeJ.Giffard,OperationsinBurmaandNorth-EastIndiafrom16November

1943to22June1944,Supplement to the London Gazette,No.39171,13March1951,p.1351.



216 Chapter7

transformingthetrainingregimeoftheHomeForcestobecometougherand
morerealistic.24AsregardstheIndianArmy,asthissectionwillshow,under
Field-MarshalClaudeAuchinleck’sguidance,trainingbecamemoretoughand
realistic.Further,Auchinleck,alongwithsomelike-mindedofficers,initiated
certainorganizationalchangeswhichreplaceddecentralizedregimentaltrain-
ingwithamorecentralizedinfrastructure.

Cross notes that the better the soldiers are trained, the higher is their
morale.25TheBritishofficersoftheHomeArmybelievedthatfosteringhigh
moralecreatedanoffensivespiritamongthetroops.26TimothyHarrisonPlace
writesthatrealistictrainingimprovesmorale.27Mostofthecreditforretrain-
ing the British and Indian units during the second half of 1943 is due to
Auchinleck, especially in his second tenure as Commander-in-Chief India
(first tenure 27 January 1941–4 July 1941; second tenure20 June 1943–August
1947).EvenaftertheformationoftheSouth-EastAsiaCommand(SEAC)inlate
1943,AuchinleckretainedunderhiscommandtheIndiaBaseandallthetrain-
ingformationsandseveralRoyalIndianAirForce(RIAF)squadrons(especially
thoseguardingtheNorth-WestFrontier).28Notonlywerenewtechniquesof
training introduced but the period of training was lengthened too. Further,
newinstitutionsfortrainingwerealsosetup.Allthishadpositivemultiplier
effectsonmoraleandcombatskill.

Anattemptwasmadetoreplacetheolderofficerswithyoungerofficersin
thecombatunits.On10June1942,theSecretaryofStateforIndiaLeoAmery
informed Viceroy Lord Linlithgow that officers above 45 should be used to
trainandleadpioneerandlabourunits.Oldermen,bothex-militaryandcivil-
ians,were tobeused forcommanding labourandpioneerunits.29And this
measure would release younger officers for commanding frontline combat
units.

Some beginnings for the establishment of the training infrastructure had
alreadystartedduringthe‘dark’daysof1942ontheinitiativeoftheGoIand
GHQIndia.On8August1942,A.R.Serrallier,AdditionalUndersecretarytothe

24 French,Raising Churchill’s Army,p.184.
25 Cross,Jungle Warfare,p.21.
26 French,Raising Churchill’s Army,p.190.
27 TimothyHarrisonPlace,Military Training in the British Army, 1940–1944: From Dunkirk to 

D-Day(London:FrankCass,2000),p.62.
28 ReporttotheCombinedChiefsofStaffbytheSupremeAlliedCommanderSouth-East

Asia,1943–46,byRearAdmiralTheViscountMountbattenofBurma,p.9,L/MIL/17/5/4271,
IOR,BL,London.

29 Private Letter from Amery to Linlithgow, 10 June 1942, No. 20984, New Units raised in
IndiasincetheoutbreakoftheWar,L/WS/1/394,IOR,BL,London.
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GoIinformedtheCGSthatthegovernmenthadsanctionedtheformationofa
HeadquartersSpecialTrainingBrigadeatRanchi. Itspersonnelwereacom-
manderofabrigadierrank,abrigademajor,astaffcaptain,asub-conductor,
twosergeantsandsomecivilianclerks.30Itwasatleastamodestbeginningfor
greaterthingstocomeinthenearfuture.

After the failure of the Arakan Operation in mid-1943, the syllabus for
instructionat theTacticalSchoolwas revised tocover junglewarfare rather
than desert warfare.31 In September 1943, the fourth edition of Military
Training Pamphlet No. 9 (India), named The Jungle Book, was published. It
emphasizedtheimportanceofjunglecraft,physicalfitness,goodmarksman-
shipanddecentralizedcontrolasnecessaryattributes forconducting jungle
warfaresuccessfully.32

On7June1943,theGeneralStaff(GS)Branchrecommendedtheformation
oftrainingdivisions.EachinfantryregimentoftheIndianArmywouldberep-
resentedbyabattalioninoneofthetrainingdivisions,withtheexceptionof
theBombayGrenadiersandtheMadrasRegimentastheywouldshareacom-
positebattaliontobeknownasBombay/MadrasTrainingBattalion.TheDogra
RegimentandtheGarhwaliRiflessimilarlywouldshareacompositebattalion
tobeknownastheDogra/GarhwaliTrainingBattalion.Thesecompositebat-
talionsweretobeformedbywithdrawingholdingbattalionsfromthetraining
centres.TheDirectorofMilitaryTraining(DMT)wastoarrangeforrecruitsto
betrainedforreconnaissancebattalions,MGbattalionsandspecialbattalions
inthetrainingdivisionsinaspecialistwing.TherewouldbefourGurkhatrain-
ing battalions formed from Gurkha holding battalions withdrawn from the
Gurkha Training Centres. One of the training divisions was to be the 14th
Indian Infantry Division, which would comprise the 47th, 55th and 109th
InfantryBrigades.Itwouldhavethefollowingbattalions:the10LF,13thKings,
25th Battalion of the 1st Punjab Regiment, 6th Battalion of the 2nd Punjab
Regiment, 15thMaratha, 14thRajputana Rifles,9thRajput, 15thBaluch, 14th
Sikhsand7thFFR.Thesecondtrainingdivisionwouldcompriseanewbattal-
ionofthe8thPunjabInfantry,abattalionofthe9thJatRegiment,abattalion
ofthe12thFFR,abattalionofthe14thPunjab,abattalionofthe15thPunjab,a

30 TotheCGSfromA.R.Serrallier,AdditionalUndersecretarytotheGOI,8Aug.1942,New
UnitsraisedinIndiasincetheoutbreakoftheWar,L/WS/1/394.

31 Field-MarshalClaudeAuchinleck,OperationsintheIndo-BurmaTheatrebasedonIndia
from21June1943to15November1943,byCommander-in-ChiefofIndia,Second Supple-
ment to the London Gazette,No.38274,29April1948,p.2666.

32 AlanJeffreys,‘TrainingtheIndianArmy,1939–45’,inAlanJeffreysandPatrickRose(eds.),
The Indian Army, 1939–47: Experience and Development(Surrey:Ashgate,2012),p.83.



218 Chapter7

battalionofthe16thPunjab,anewbattalionofthe19thHyderabadRegiment,
Dogra/Garhwali Training Battalion, Bombay/Madras Training Battalion, two
compositeGurkhabattalionsandtwoBritishbattalions.33

Itwasdecidedthatintheinfantrybattalion,therewouldnotbeanyhigher
collectivetrainingthancompanytraining.Alltrainedinfantryrecruitsoncom-
pletionoftraininginregimentalcentreswouldpassthroughatrainingdivision
andwouldnotgobacktotheregimentalcentresaftertheirtwomonthsinthe
trainingdivision.Theobjectivewasthatthedraftsfromthetrainingdivisions,
withaproportionoftheNCOs,shouldgodirectlytotheunitsandnotthrough
reinforcementcamps.ItwasdecidedtoformonereserveIndiananti-tankregi-
mentbyconversionofthe16thPunjabAnti-TankRegiment.Itwastocomprise
a headquarters, a holding battalion and three training battalions. It was
planned that they could be at Chindwara by 15 July and might be ready to
receiverecruitsfrom15August1943onwards.34

On8June1943,theDeputyChiefofGeneralStaff(DCGS)informedMajor-
GeneralRobLockhartaboutthenecessitytoenablepost-recruittrainingtobe
carriedoutforthemenjoiningtheserviceunits.35TheDCGS’slettertoLockhart
noted:

Ourplanistowithdrawthe14thIndianDivisionfromtheorderofBattle
and move it to CHINDWARA which is a good area for jungle training.
Possiblyonlyoneortwoofthebattalionsofthe14thDivisionwillremain
withitasaTrainingDivisionsince,asyouknow,itisnecessarytoformit
frombattalionsfromelsewherewhichbelongtotheregimentsinwhich
thepersonnelsituationisacute.Thenumberofmonths’additionaltrain-
ingwhichweconsidernecessaryhasnotyetbeenfixedbutitseemslikely
that itwillbe threemonthsalthoughtheDMTwould like tohave four
months.Toallowthethreemonthstrainingitwillbenecessarytoform
twotrainingdivisionsbytaking16battalionsawayfromtheFieldArmy.
The withdrawal of these battalions would probably just enable the
Adjutant-General to find the necessary personnel in the form of rein-
forcementsfortheremainder.Therateofwastageforinfantryis2–2.5per
cent.36

33 Training Divisions, GS Branch, 7 June 1943, Formation of Training Divisions in India,
L/WS/1/1364,IOR,BL,London.

34 TrainingDivisions,GSBranch,Para8&10(b),7June1943,FormationofTrainingDivisions
inIndia.

35 ExtractfromLetterfromDCGS(SD)toMajor-GeneralLockhart,8June1943,Formationof
TrainingDivisionsinIndia.

36 Ibid.
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TheInfantryCommitteesatfrom1to14June1943.Major-GeneralR.Richardson
and Major A.R. Kemsley were the Chairman and the Secretary, respectively.
Four major-generals named C.W.Toovey, R.D. Inskip, J.M.L. Grover and H.L.
Davies,andtwobrigadiersnamedA.V.HammondandW.B.Thomas,werethe
members.TheyanalyzedtheproblemsfacingtheIndianandBritishinfantry
on the basis of Burma and the Arakan operations.The committee also sug-
gestedmeasuresforraisingthecombateffectivenessoftheBritishandIndian
infantry.37

TheInfantryCommitteenotedthatthebasicproblemsfacingtheinfantry
were battle fatigue, inadequate training, lack of proper training mechanism
and, finally, disease. The committee emphasized the absence of collective
trainingformations.Suchanorganizationrequiredtobesetupbeforelaunch-
ing any further operations. Further, prolonged periods of contact with the
enemy, including much hard fighting without relief and replacement of
casualties,resultedinover-exhaustionofthetroops.Suddeninfluxesofinade-
quately-trainedrecruitsinlargenumbersintheunder-strengthandexhausted
formationsresultedinproblemsoftheirabsorptionandtheresultwasadrop
in combat effectiveness and morale. Finally, the high incidence of malaria
casualtiesanddelayinreturnofsuchcasualtiestotheirunitsalsoharmedthe
military effectiveness of the units.The Infantry Committee summed up the
problemsfacingBritishandIndianinfantrytothefollowingpoints:inadequate
basic and collective training, absence of experienced leadership, failure to
relieve troops on a timely basis from the Forward Edge of the Battle Area
(FEBA), absence of a collective machinery for providing trained reinforce-
mentsand,finally,therequirementsoftheArmyinIndiafightingindifferent
terrain:thedesertandmountainsofNorthAfricaandthejunglesofBurma.38
Both theGSBranchof IndiaCommandand the InfantryCommittee agreed
regarding the establishment of training divisions and later this step was
implemented.

TheInfantryCommitteenotedthatmoralewastheproductofthephysical
andmentalconditionsofthesoldiers.Inordertotacklethisissue,thecommit-
tee also emphasized the issue of the status of the infantry arm within the
militaryserviceandtheneedforeducation.Thecommitteeemphasizedthat
the status of infantry had fallen low. Due to the glamour and higher pay
attachedtothearmouredcorps,artilleryandengineers,educatedandintelli-
gentrecruitstendedtojointhesebranches.Andinthecaseofcombatagainst
the IJA, the infantry ought to enjoy the predominant position.The infantry

37 ReportoftheInfantryCommittee,PartI,Para3,L/WS/1/1371,IOR,BL,London.
38 Ibid.,pp.1–2.
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mustbeconsideredasahighly-technicalarmanditshouldgetthepickofthe
intelligenteducatedrecruitsandfirstgradeleaders.Itwasnotedthatthestan-
dardofeducationamongtheIndianinfantrybattalionswasterribleandinthe
British battalions was unsatisfactory. Unless the infantry acquired educated
recruits, the committee warned, there would be shortages of junior leaders,
instructors and technicians.39 Towards the end of World War I, the British
Armyreliedonthemassiveuseofheavyartilleryforitsbreakthroughbattlesin
theWesternFront.Further,thestunningsuccessofGermanpanzerdivisions
during1939–41resultedinthespreadofanerroneousfeelingwithintheBritish
establishment that the infantry played a secondary role in modern battles.
However,theGermanmilitarydoctrineemphasizedthesupremeimportance
ofinfantryinconductingbattles.40

The committee emphasized the required transformation of the infantry
intoanelitearminthefollowingwords:

TheInfantrysoldierunderpresentconditionshasnotonlytobeamaster
of the art of specialized infantry tactics calling for very great skill in
Junglecraft,Fieldcraft,andmasteryofweapons,butheisalsoinmany
ways as technical in the handling of weapons, as is the man in the so
calledTechnicalArms.TheInfantrysoldierdealswithTrackedCarriers,
MTofallvarieties,severaltypesofheavyandlightLMGs,andhisnormal
Platoonweapons,andinadditionhastousespecializedweaponssuchas
3-inchMortar,and,insomecasesthe2-pdrA/TkGun.TheSignalequip-
ment of Infantry Signal Platoon now includes complicated wireless
equipment. It is evident, therefore, that a considerable proportion of
educatedmenmustbeincludedineveryinfantrybattalionifareason-
abledegreeofefficiencyistobeattained.41

However,about82percentof theenlisted infantrywas illiterateand18per
centpossessedonlylowstandardsofeducation.TheInfantryCommitteerec-
ommendedthatthebasicpayofboththeBritishandtheIndianpersonnelin
theinfantryshouldberaisedinordertoattractbetter-educatedrecruitsinto
theinfantrybranch.Besidesincreasingpay,inordertoencouragebetterper-
sonnel to join the officer corps and also to motivate the junior officers, the
committeerecommendedthatineachBritishbattalionanadditionalmajor’s

39 Ibid.,pp.2,5.
40 Place,Military Training in the British Army, p.42.
41 ReportoftheInfantryCommittee,p.4.
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postshouldbecreated.42ByDecember1943,itwasdecidedthatthesecondin
commandofthebattalionandthreetofourriflecompanycommandersought
tobeofficersoftheranksofmajors.Thenumberofmajorsinaninfantrybat-
talionwastobeincreasedbecauseoftheintensecombatpressureunderwhich
theriflecompanycommandhadtooperate.Further,itwasrealizedthatthe
increaseinthenumberofmajorswouldalsoraisethepromotionprospectsof
the line infantryofficers,whichwould functionasa tonic for strengthening
moraleandcombateffectiveness.43

TwoyearsbeforethesettingupoftheInfantryCommittee,Auchinleckwas
awareof theproblemsof the Indiancommissionedofficercorps. Ina letter
dated17March1941,AuchinleckinformedtheSecretaryofStateforIndiaLeo
Amery:

IamnottoohappyaboutoursystemfortherecruitmentofIndiansfor
emergencycommissions.Wearegettingsomequitegoodstuff,butIfeel
wearelosingmanyofthebestofthem….OfonethingIamquitesure—
wecannolongeraffordtodifferentiatebetweenEnglishmenandIndians
inthematterofpayetc.whenbotharedoingthesamejobsidebyside.44

However, theanomalies regardingthe lowerpayof the Indianofficerscom-
paredtotheBritishofficersandthelackofpoweroftheIndianofficersover
theBritishotherranks(BORs)andBritishofficerslowerinrankwereyettobe
removed.DespitetheinfluxofBritishcadetsfromBritain,thevacanciesinthe
officercorpsoftheIndianArmyremainedandtheycouldonlybefilledupby
recruitinggoodqualityIndianofficers.Auchinleckwarnedthatitwasneces-
sarytoremovethesediscriminationsinordertofilluptheofficervacanciesof
theexpandingIndianArmy.45

However,theInfantryCommittee’sprincipalfocusremainedonthelimita-
tions of the training of the infantry and methods to be followed to develop
them.AsregardstheBritishinfantry,theCommitteedulynoted:

BritishdraftsmaybefounddirectfromtheUKorbymilkingISbattalions.
InthecaseofdraftsfromHome,themensufferfromthehandicapofa
longseavoyageandpossiblyfromaconsiderableperiodspentinarein-
forcementcamp.Thetraining,disciplineandtoughnessof theaverage

42 Ibid.,pp.4–5.
43 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.1,Para25,L/WS/1/778,IOR,BL,London.
44 AuchinlecktoLeoAmery,17March1941,p.4,AuchinleckPapers,MUL132.
45 Ibid.
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draftisusuallyofalowstandardwhenthetimecomestojoinitsunit.The
committeewoulddrawattentiontotheneedforarrangementstoallow
foraproperacclimatization,tougheningandrefreshingofbasictraining
underjunglewarfareconditionsofalldraftsarrivinginIndia….Asregards
draftsfromISbattalionsitisunderstoodthatthesebattalionswillonlybe
calledupontoproducedraftsinexceptionalcircumstances.Nevertheless,
thebasictrainingofsuchdraftsduringtherecentoperationsinArakan
was foundtobedeficientprimarilyowingtoshortageofweaponsand
equipmentinISbattalions,andthelackofjunglewarfareandcollective
trainingthroughtheobligationsofISduties.Inallcases,therefore,British
drafts joining their units up to date have been found lacking in basic
training.46

The situation was probably worse for the British recruits compared to the
Indianrecruits.ThiswasbecausemostoftheBritishrecruits,unlikethesepoys,
were townsmen with little instinct in fieldcraft, which was common among
thoseraisedinthecountrysidewellversedinstalkingwildanimals.Further,
mostoftherecententrantstotheBritishofficercorpswerefromalowersocial
backgroundfromtowns.Andtheywereunversedinsportsandlackedknowl-
edgeoffieldcraft.47ThesamecannotbesaidoftheIndianNCOsandtheVCOs,
whoweremostlypromotedfromtheranksorsmalllandownerssons.

As regards the dismal situation of the IndianTraining Centres (ITC), the
Infantry Committee laid down that rapid over-expansion of the infantry
resultedinsomeoftheITCshavingtosupportfrom12to14activebattalions.
Theadequatecontrolofthebasictrainingofsuchalargenumberofrecruits
hadbecomeimpossible.Moreover,thetrainingcentreswereexpectedtoteach
therecruitsmorse,mapreadingandaircraftrecognition,inadditiontotrain-
ing in all types of weapons, including two types of LMG, two types of rifle,
TommyGuns,anti-tankrifles,dischargercups,bombs,differenttypesofgre-
nadesandmines.Thenetresultwasarushedprogramme.Inthewordsofthe
committee, as a result of such a shallow, hurried programme, the recruit
became‘jackofallarmsandmasterofnone’.48Theneteffectoftherecom-
mendationsof theInfantryCommitteewasthatregimental trainingcentres
were supplemented by higher, collective formations for training. And the

46 ReportoftheInfantryCommittee,pp.5–6.
47 Place,Military Training in the British Army, p.45.
48 ReportoftheInfantryCommittee,p.6.
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focus was on better basic training followed by specialized jungle warfare
training.49

On15June1943,inanotherlettertoLockhart,theDCGSwrote:

The Infantry Committee, which sat under the chairmanship of
Richardson,hasjustcompleteditslabours….Ofcourse,asyouprobably
realize,theroottroubleofourdifficultiesisthesizeofthearmyweare
trying to produce. Everything of material, officers and personnel, is a
matterwhichhas tobedealtwith fromapriorityaspectwhichmeans
thatthebutterisextremelythin.50

On15 June 1943,GHQIndiaselectedthe followingheadquarters to formthe
first training division at Chindwara: Headquarters 14th Indian Division,
Headquarters47thIndianInfantryBrigade,Headquarters55thIndianInfantry
BrigadeandHeadquarters109thIndianInfantryBrigade.Thefollowingeight
infantrybattalionswereselectedtojointhetrainingdivision:25thBattalionof
the 1st Punjab Regiment, 6th Battalion of the 2nd Punjab Regiment, 15th
Maratha,14thRajputanaRifles,9thRajput,15thBaluch,14thSikhsand7thFFR.
SeeTable7.1forthedetailsaboutthemovementoftheseunits.Theissueofthe
inclusionofGurkhaandBritishinfantryinthefirstinfantrydivisionwasthen
stillunderconsideration.51

On19June1943,AuchinleckinformedtheWarOfficethatexperienceinthe
ArakanprovedthatIndianrecruitsrequiredalongerperiodoftraininginclud-
ingaperiodinajunglewarfaretrainingarea.Thebestmethodforsupervising
andorganizingthistrainingwastheprovisionoftrainingformationscomplete
with commander and staff. The proposed period of extension was three
monthsmadeupofoneextramonthinthetrainingcentreandtwomonthsin
thetrainingformation.Toensureaflowoftrainedreinforcements,itwasnec-
essary to find trained personnel and those were to come from existing
battalionsintheorderofbattle.Theflowofpre-warclassesthroughinfantry
trainingcentreswasnotsufficienttomaintainthenumberofinfantrybattal-
ionsofthoseclassesnowinthearmy.Thisnecessitatedthewithdrawaloftwo

49 AlanJeffreys,‘TheOfficerCorpsandtheTrainingoftheIndianArmywithSpecialRefer-
encetoLieutenant-GeneralFrancisTuker’,inKaushikRoy(ed.),The Indian Army in the 
Two World Wars(Leiden/Boston:E.J.Brill,2012),p.295.

50 ExtractfromDCGS(SD)India,lettertoGeneralLockhart,15June1943,FormationofTrain-
ingDivisionsinIndia.

51 GHQIndia,GSBranch,NewDelhi,No.17949/SD4,15June1943,FormationofTrainingDivi-
sionsinIndia.
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infantrydivisionsfromtheorderofbattle.The14thIndianInfantryDivision
constitutedthenucleusoftheorganizationofthefirsttrainingdivisionand
the26thIndianInfantryDivisionwasprovisionallyearmarkedasthesecond
trainingdivision.SincethelatterwasintheArakanitwasnotavailabletilllater
in1943.Exceptforoneortwopossiblecases,theformationofthetrainingdivi-
sioninvolvednodisbandment.Thebattalionsretainedtheiridentitybutthe
bulkofthepersonnelwereusedasreinforcements.52

On26June1943,theWarOfficesentthefollowingtelegramtoAuchinleck:

52 FromC-in-CIndiatoWarOffice,19June1943,FormationofTrainingDivisionsinIndia.

Table7.1 Redeployment for releasing eight Indian infantry battalions to join the Training 
Division at Chindwara in June 1943

Unit From To

25thBattalionofthe1stPunjab
Regiment

Bangalore Chindwara

26thDogra Amritsar Ambala
26thRajputanaRifle Ambala Tamluk
6thBattalionofthe2ndPunjab
Regiment

Tamluk Chindwara

4thGurkhaRifles Bannu KolarGoldField
9thJat KolarGoldField FortSandeman
15thMaratha FortSandeman Chindwara
16thFrontierForceRifles Naushera Wana
14thRajputanaRifles Wana Chindwara
26thMadras DehuRoad Dhanbad
15thBattalionofthe14thPunjab
Regiment

Dhanbad Aijal

9thRajput Aijal Chindwara
9thHyderabad Batrasi Razmak
15thBaluch Razmak Chindwara
8thRajputanaRifles Ranchi Naushera
14thSikh Malakand Chindwara
7thFrontierForceRifles Hyderabad(Sind) Chindwara

Source:MovestobecarriedoutinordertoreleaseEightIndianInfantryBattalionstojoin
theTrainingDivisionatChindwara,15June1943,FormationofTrainingDivisionsinIndia,
L/WS/1/1364,IOR,BL,London.
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WecangivesoundbasictrainingtoBritishreinforcementsforIndialeav-
ingyoutogivefinaltraininginjunglewarfareinyourtrainingdivisions.
Ifyouwishanyspecialpointsstressedduringbasictraininginformus.
Uneconomicalattemptatjungletrainingandwithoutofficerswithrecent
battleexperienceisuseless.Wecouldgivesometraininginwoodfighting
ifyoudesirethoughthisattheexpenseoffullerbasictraining.53

On 1 July 1943, the Director of Staff Duties (DSD), an officer of the rank of
major-general,issuedamemorandumwhichstatedthatAuchinleckhadpro-
posedthatthe14thand26thIndianDivisionsshouldbecometrainingdivisions.
Thiswasgearedtoproduceabettertrainedbutslightlysmallerarmy.These
trainingdivisionsweretoincludeBritishunitssothatBritishsoldierstaking
partinjunglewarfarecouldreceivethebesttraining.54

On24July1943,theCIGSissuedamemorandumwhichemphasizedextend-
ing the period of recruits’ training and improving the standard of recruits
enteringtheIndianArmy.AuchinlecktoldtheCIGSthattheinclusionofthe
Britishunitsinthenewtrainingformationwasalsounderconsideration.The
DelhiCommitteerecommendedtheinclusionoftwoBritishbattalionsineach
of the two Indian infantry training divisions or a British brigade in each of
thesedivisions.TheCIGSfurtherstatedinthememorandumthatAuchinleck
must be asked to confirm that adequate facilities for the training of British
reinforcements would be included in these two Indian training divisions.
Moreover, it must be noted that the training facilities for the British units
wouldhavetobecapableofexpansiontomeettherequirementsofreinforce-
mentsfortheBritishformationsinthefront.55

On29July1943,theWarCabinet’sCOSCacceptedthattheCommonwealth
infantrywasunder-trainedandunder-equippedcomparedtotheIJAsoldiers
inBurma.TheCOSC,whichcomprisedtheViceChiefofNavalStaffE.N.Syfret,
ViceChiefofImperialGeneralStaffE.NyeandViceChiefofStaffD.C.S.Evill,
noted:

Experience in Arakan has shown that the period of training in jungle
warfareforIndianinfantryrecruitsshouldbeextendedbyonemonthat

53 FromtheWarOfficetotheC-in-CIndia,CipherTelegramNo.93189,26June1943,Forma-
tionofTrainingDivisionsinIndia.

54 Memorandum by Major-General, Director of Staff Duties, India Office, War Staff,
5404(SD2),1July1943,FormationofTrainingDivisionsinIndia.

55 WarCabinetChiefsofStaffCommittee,Conversionof14th&26thIndianinfantrydivi-
sionsintotrainingformations,COS(43)210,24July1943,FormationofTrainingDivisions
inIndia.
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trainingcentresandtwomonthsinaformation.Theprovisionoftrained
personneltosuperviseandorganizethistrainingmustcomefromexist-
ingbattalionsintheorderofbattle,andthisrequirementcanbestbemet
byprovidingtrainingformationscompletewithcommandersandstaff….
Wethereforerecommendthatexcludingthetrainingdivisionsandthe
equivalentdivisionsabove(4),therevisedorderoftargetfortheorderof
battleoftheoffensiveIndianArmybefixedattwelveinfantrydivisions
andtwoarmoureddivisionspluscompleteancillarytroopsforallthese
formations.56

AuchinleckproposedthoroughtrainingforboththeBritishandIndianinfan-
tryunits.AtAhmadnagar,anewspecialOfficerCadreTrainingUnit(OCTU)for
theIndianArmouredCorpswassetup.Asecondjunglewarfareschoolwas
opened at Shimoga in Mysore State in order to train the instructors (both
BritishandIndian)inthetechniquesoflivingandfightinginthejungle.The
JungleWarfareTrainingCentreatRaiwala,whichwasoriginallydesignedto
givetherecruitstraininginjunglewarfare,wasnotrequiredanymorebecause
jungle training divisions were set up for this purpose. Hence, the Raiwala
Schoolwasusedforgivingspecializedtrainingandallthreebattalionsofthe
50th Indian Parachute Brigade were trained in this centre. The 14th Indian
DivisionatChindwaraandthe39thIndianDivisionatSaharanpurwerecon-
verted into jungle training divisions. Each Indian infantry regiment had its
trainingbattalioninoneorotherofthesedivisions.57

On7August1943,AuchinleckinatelegramtotheWarOfficenoted:

…necessityfortrainingBritishreinforcementsinjunglewarfare,propose
toformBritishinfantrytrainingbrigadeoffourbattalions.Thisbrigade
willnotformpartoftheIndianTrainingDivisionbutlocatedinasepa-
rate area capable of expansion should future plans demand jungle
training for reinforcements of further British battalions or formations.
Proposal involves raising new brigade head quarter. Effect on British
manpower will be considerable reduction as only permanent training
staffwillbeincludedintrainingbattalionestablishment.Remainderwill
beavailablefordraftingasreinforcements.Ineffectalsoorderofbattle
India will be reduced by four effective British battalions. Battalions

56 War Cabinet Chiefs of Staff Committee, Secret COS(43)215, 29 July 1943, Formation of
TrainingDivisionsinIndia.

57 Auchinleck,OperationsintheIndo-BurmaTheatrebasedonIndiafrom21June1943to
15November1943,29April1948,p.2667.
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selected 12th Foresters, 20th Royal Fusiliers, 7th Leicesters, 7th South
LancashireRegiment,whowillbeplacedonspecialestablishmentnow
beingdrafted.Selectionnotidealfromrecordgroupaspectbutbestpos-
sible from battalions available without withdrawing units from field
formations.Battalionswillretaintheiridentity.58

On27August1943,AuchinleckinformedtheWarOffice:

39th Indian Light Division selected to form nucleus of 2nd Training
Divisioninsteadof26thIndianDivisionandre-designatedas39thIndian
Division on 1 August. 39th Indian Division concentrates in the Roorki
area during September…. 26th Indian Division not finally selected as
engagedinoperationsfromArakanandessentialthatbothtrainingdivi-
sions ready commence intake of recruits from October and output
trainedreinforcementsfrom1January….Unitsof3rdBrigadeformedby
formations of training units out of certain infantry training centres.
BrigadeHeadQuarterisafreshcommitment.59

The decision to convert the 14th Indian Division and the 39th Indian Light
DivisiontotrainingroleswasacceptedbytheWarOfficeon5September1943
inresponsetoAuchinleck’srecommendationon19June1943.60

On1September1943,theGOCMeeruttoldtheWarOffice:‘Indraftingestab-
lishmentofnewBritishinfantrytrainingbrigadeamassumingthatpercentage
ofreinforcementscomingtoIndiawillbetrainedspecialistssuitablepropor-
tion be signallers 4 per cent mortar men, 4 per cent drivers, IC 8 per cent.
Confirmthattrainedspecialistswillbeincludedineachinfantrydraft’.61

InthecaseofBritishreinforcementsitwasnecessarynotonlytogivebasic
trainingtomanyoftheinfantrypersonnelwholackeditonarrivalfromthe
United Kingdom but also to give them training in jungle warfare methods.
Hence,the13thBattalionoftheSherwoodForesterswastemporarilyconverted
intoabasic trainingunitandstationedat Jubbulpur. Inaddition, for jungle
trainingoftheBritishtroops,the52ndInfantryBrigadewasformedatBudniin
Bhopal State. It comprised the 20th Battalion of the Royal Fusiliers, 7th

58 FromC-in-CIndiatotheWarOffice,CipherTelegram,No.64530,7Aug.1943,Formation
ofTrainingDivisionsinIndia.

59 From C-in-C India to theWar Office, 27 Aug. 1943, Formation ofTraining Divisions in
India.

60 FromWarOfficetoC-in-CIndia,5Sept.1943,FormationofTrainingDivisionsinIndia.
61 FromGOCMeeruttoWarOffice,1Sept.1943,FormationofTrainingDivisionsinIndia.
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BattalionoftheSouthLancashireRegiment,and12thBattalionoftheSherwood
Foresters.Inthisbrigade,theBritishreinforcementsdidtwomonths’training
intheforestbeforegoingtoactivebattalions.62TheForester’sBattalion’srole
wastoprovidethebasictrainingofthereinforcementdraftspriortotheirdis-
patchtotheTrainingBrigade.Thiswasconsiderednecessaryduetothearrival
inIndiaofcertaindraftswhichhadnotreachedarequisitestandardevenin
basictraining.63

The basic training period for the infantry recruits was considered as too
short.Itwasdecidedtoincreasetheperiodoftrainingto11months.Ofthese11
months,nineweretobespentinbasictrainingatregimentalcentresandtwo
inspecialjungletrainingdivisions.Theperiodofmechanicaltransporttrain-
ingfortherecruitswasraisedfrom14to20weeksandthento24weeks.Itwas
ensuredthattherecruitsshouldhaveobtainedatleast120hours’trainingin
drivingbeforebeingassignedtoactiveMTunits.Thetrainingcarriedoutinthe
reinforcementcampsontheLoCswasalsoimprovedwiththeaidoftheactive
divisions,whichdependedonthesecampsforreinforcements.Thesedivisions
were able to provide instructors, and a considerable increase in equipment
wasalsomadeavailable.64

InDecember1943,theDirectorofInfantrynoted:

IthasbeendecidedtostartaseriesofInfantryLiaisonLetters.Theobject
oftheselettersisasfollows:
(a) Togivetheinfantryshortaccountsofrecentoperationsfromwhich
theycandrawtheirownconclusions.
(b) Tokeepthemintouchwithcurrentdevelopmentsinorganization,
weaponsandequipment….
(c) Theseletterswillbeissueddowntobrigadiers’commandsanditis
hopedthattheywilleitherbecirculatedorthattheinformationinthem
willbepassedoninsomeotherway.

Theissueoftheseletterswasintendedtobeatleastmonthly.Itwashopedthat
therecipientsoftheseletterswouldwritetotheDirectorofInfantrywithany

62 Auchinleck,OperationsintheIndo-BurmaTheatrebasedonIndiafrom21June1943to
15November1943,29April1948,p.2667.

63 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.4,Para13,17Feb.1944,L/WS/1/778.
64 Auchinleck,OperationsintheIndo-BurmaTheatrebasedonIndiafrom21June1943to

15November1943,29April1948,p.2667.
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suggestions for their improvement and with any questions on subjects that
camewithinthescopeofthedirectorate.65

InBurma,theJapaneseforceswerestretchedalongafrontof700miles.66In
June 1943, the Commonwealth troops were in contact with the IJA on four
frontsinBurma:theArakan,ChinHills,ChindwinandinnorthBurma.During
this period, the Commonwealth troops used the technique of sending out
patrolsnotonlytogaininformationabouttheenemydispositionsbutalsoto
accustomthetroopstoworkinthejungleandbuildupthemoraleandconfi-
denceofthetroops.67

Timothy Harrison Place notes that as regards the training of the British
ArmyfightingtheAxisforcesinwestEurope,extensivepatrollingwasthecom-
mon feature of major exercises and probably constituted the most valuable
partoftraining.Thiswasbecausepatrollingskillstaughtthesoldierstodepend
upontheirfieldcraftskillstoavoiddetectionandtorelyontheirweaponsto
getoutoftroubleiftheenemydetectedthem.68Auchinleckemphasizedthe
needforconstantpatrollingandtheorganizationofcarefullyplannedraids
andambushessothatthetroopsacquiredmoralsuperiorityandthemythof
Japanese‘junglesupermen’wasbroken.69FrontalattacksonJapanesedefen-
sive positions were rarely successful and resulted in heavy casualties. The
alternative effective tactic was to manoeuvre for surprising the Japanese. A
frontalattackwouldengageJapaneseattentionwhilethemainattackwasto
belaunchedfromtheflanksandrear.Thisinreturnrequireddeeppatrollingin
order togainknowledgeof theterrainand layoutof the Japanesedefensive
positions.70 In the operational area, all the infantry companies were given
patrolling tasks which provided valuable training. A party of 10 men from a
companyunderahavildar-major(aVCO),includingthecompanyhavildarand
alance-naik(IndianNCO),wasattachedtoapatrolfromaBritishbattalionin

65 FromtheMajor-GeneralDirectorofInfantry,InfantryDirectorate,GHQ,India,NewDelhi
1943,Secret,No.23291/Infantry,L/WS/1/778.

66 AirChiefMarshalR.E.C.Peirse,‘AirOperationsinSouth-EastAsia,16November1943to
31May1944’,Third Supplement to the London Gazette,No.39173,13March1951,p.1382.

67 Auchinleck,OperationsintheIndo-BurmaTheatrebasedonIndiafrom21June1943to
15November1943,29April1948,p.2657.

68 Place,Military Training in the British Army, pp.38–39.
69 JamesButler(ed.),History of the Second World War, United Kingdom Military Series,Major-

GeneralWoodburnKirbywithCaptainC.T.Addis,BrigadierM.R.Roberts,ColonelG.T.
WardsandAirVice-MarshalN.L.Desoer,The War against Japan,vol.3,The Decisive Battles
(London:HMSO,1961),p.33.

70 Daniel P. Marston, Phoenix from the Ashes: The Indian Army in the Burma Campaign
(Westport,Connecticut/London:Praeger,2003),p.178.
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ordertogainexperience.Sometimesabattalionsentoutfourofitsriflecom-
paniesforpatroldutiesandeachcompanywasseparatedfromtheotherbya
day’smarch.Thecarriersandthemotortransportswerekept50milesback.
ThepioneerplatoonwastrainedbythedivisionalRoyalEngineer(RE).71

AttheJungleWarfareSchoolatShimogasetup inthespringof 1943, the
focusoftrainingwasonconductingjunglepatrolling.Firstandmostimpor-
tant,thetroopsweremadetounderstandthattheJapanesewerenotinvincible
injunglewarfare.Andsecond,thetroopsweretoldthattheymustnotassume
that theBurmanswereanti-Japanese.Thetroopswereorderedto learnand
understandbirdcalls,animalcalls,boobytraps,footprints,methodsofcook-
ing,makingsheltersandropemakinginsidethejungle.Further,theywereto
lookforsignsfromanalyzingbrokentwigsandfallenleaves.Itwasemphasized
thatabadpatrolmovescarelesslyonthetrackswithweaponsnotready.The
patrolshouldnotmakenoisesandshouldnotunnecessarilypullthebranches,
bushes,etc.Apatrolshouldmovesilently(asmuchaspossible)throughthe
jungle without moving bushes and branches.72 In New Guinea, ‘green’
Americansoldiersduringthenightwereshockedbystrangeanimalsounds,
thecrackingofrottingwood,moisturedrippingfromthetreesindarkness.The
soldiersfeltthattheywereinanightmarecountrywithJapaneseallaround
them.73ThenewcomersatShimogaweretrainedintheprinciple: ‘Don’tget
roughwiththejungle.’74Thesoldiershadtolearnthebootandshoemarksof
CommonwealthsoldiersaswellasthoseoftheJapanese.Further,thesoldiers
were trained to understand the prints left by bare feet.They learnt to cook
usingthreestonesandforkedsticks.Theyweretrainedtomakefirewithtin,
sandandpetrol.Forcookingfood,containersweremadefrombamboo.The
soldiersweretaughttolightfirewithoutmatchesbyrubbingtogetherbamboo
strips.Oncethefoodwascooked,allthetracesofcookingweretobehidden
andnolitterwastobeleftbehindwhichwouldenabletheJapanesepatrolsto
trackthem.Thescoutswereorderednottomovetogether,rathertheywereto
covereachotherwhilepatrolling.The leaderof thepatrolwasnot tomake
himself conspicuous and an obvious target for the Japanese. The Japanese
snipersalwaysaimedfirstfortheofficerofthepatrol.Rather,toavoidmaking

71 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.1,Para25.
72 Alston,MyDaysandAge,Memoirs,GHQJungleWarfareSchoolShimoga,Classification

andTypesofJungle,MovementinJungle,TheJungleLane,pp.1,3.
73 StephenR.Taaffe,MacArthur’s Jungle War: The 1944 New Guinea Campaign(Kansas:Uni-

versityPressofKansas,1998),p.32.
74 Alston,MyDaysandAge,Memoirs,GHQJungleWarfareSchoolShimoga,Movementin

Jungle,p.3.
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noiseandalsotomakehimselfinvisibletotheJapanese,theleaderwastrained
togiveordersthroughingeniousmethodslikepickingupaleafwithhisright
hand,adjustinghishelmetwithhislefthand,etc.Thepatrolwasinstructedto
moveduringbothdayandnight.Theprinciplewasthat,despitelackofvisibil-
ity and the need to ensure control over a group, a jungle will hold up and
disorganizeonlytheclumsy, ignorantanduntrained.75Thefocusoftraining
wasontracking.Table7.4givesanideaoftheequipmentcarriedbylong-dis-
tancepatrols.

The Director of Combined Operations (India) remained under the
Commander-in-Chief India. Rear Admiral E.H. Maund was appointed as
DirectorandhearrivedinIndiaon16October1943.Therewasonecombined
training centre (for training in amphibious operation) on the west coast of
India,nearBombay.Itwasdecidedtocompletetrainingofquiteanumberof
troopsinamphibiousoperationsbyDecember1944.Hence,asecondcentre
wasconsiderednecessary,andatrainingcentreatCocanadaontheeastcoast
ofIndiawasopened.TheCocanadaTrainingCentrewasdevelopedtoprovide
wet-shod training for an assault brigade group and a beach group together
with theirquotaofdivisional, corpsandarmy troopsand their RNandRAF
components.76

ThefollowingextractfromArmyGroupTrainingLetterNumber2noted:‘All
experiencegoestoshowthatthestandardofshootinginaunitvariesdirectly
withtheinterestdisplayedbyofficersandthestandardtheyareabletoset’.77
The war in Burma for most of the time was a platoon commander’s war in
whichminortacticsplayedaveryimportantrole.Juniorleadershipwasalso
veryimportant.Maintainingfiredisciplineinsuchcaseswasessentialaslack
of it resultednotonly inwastefulexpenditureofammunitionbutalsogave
awaythepositionofthesmallpatrolstotheenemysnipersandobservers.78
ThecombateffectivenessofthearmyattheFEBAdependedontheplatoon
andsectioncommanders.InFebruary1944,thereweretwocentresfortraining
the NCOs and the potential VCOs. These were the 15th Battalion of the 8th

75 Ibid.,pp.3–4.
76 Auchinleck,OperationsintheIndo-BurmaTheatrebasedonIndiafrom21June1943to

15November1943,29April1948,p.2668.
77 InfantryLiaisonLetterNumber2,Para5,L/WS/1/778.
78 Marston,Phoenix from the Ashes,pp.172–73.Placedefinesminortacticsasthosetactics

whichinvolvedunitslowerthanadivision.AtthebeginningoftheSecondWorldWar,the
Britishofficersbelievedthatminortacticsinvolvedonlysinglearmstactics,i.e.tactical
methodsoftheinfantry.Laterduringthewar,whencooperationbetweeninfantry,artil-
leryandtanksbecamenecessary,theconceptneededtobere-evaluated.Place,Military 
Training in the British Army, p.4.
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Table7.2 Distribution of Infantry Liaison Letters to different formations in February 1944

Formation/Unit Serial number of copies distributed

SEACHQ(For11thArmyGroup)  73
SouthernArmy  74–108
NorthWesternArmy 109–133
EasternCommand 134–158
CentralCommand 159–194
StaffCollegeQuetta 195–197
TacticalSchoolPoona 198
InfantrySchoolSaugor 199
JungleWarfareSchoolSevoke 200
JungleWarfareSchoolShimoga 201
JungleWarfareSchoolRaiwala 202
ArmySchoolofFrontierWarfareKakul 203
IndianMilitaryAcademyDehraDun 204
OfficerTrainingSchoolBangalore 205
OfficerTrainingSchoolBelgaum 206
OfficerTrainingSchoolMhow 207
ParachuteTroopsTrainingCentre 208
14thIndianDivision 245–54
39thIndianDivision 255–264
52ndInfantryBrigade 265–268
13thForesters 270
15thBattalionofthe8thPunjabRegiment 271
8thBattalionofthe16thPunjabRegiment 272
3rdBattalionofthe3rdMadrasRegiment 273
GHQBaseReinforcementCampDeolali 274
DirectorofInfantryWarOfficeLondon 299
MilitarySecretaryIndiaOffice 300
AustralianLiaisonMission 304
FileandSpares 308–406

Note:Somecopieslikethenumbersbetween209and244,269,275and298,etcwereobviously
lost.
Source: Infantry Liaison Letter No. 4, Distribution of Infantry Liaison Letter, 17 Feb. 1944,
L/WS/1/778,IOR,BL,London.
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PunjabRegimentatJhansiandthe8thBattalionofthe16thPunjabRegiment
atFaizabad.TheDirectorofInfantryduringavisitatFaizabadfoundthatonly
25percentofthevacanciesforthecourseofpotentialVCOshadbeentakenup.
Heemphasizedthatanyhavildarwhohadattendedthecoursesinthesetwo
schools would be a better VCO. So, all the infantry battalions were strongly
advisedtomakeuseofeveryvacancy.Thecourseofferedinthesetwoschools
was actually an Officer Training School (OTS) course and lasted for four
months.79

Thehighercommandtookseriouslythetaskofadaptingtraininginaccor-
dancewiththenewlessonslearnt.Theseniorofficersdisplayedconcernthat
the distribution of the Infantry Liaison Letters to the lower formations was
slow.Towidenthescaleofdistributioninordertocoveralltheformations,it
wasdecidedthatGHQIndiawoulddistributetheselettersdirectlytothelower
formations.80Table7.2belowgivesanideaofthedistributionoftheInfantry
LiaisonLetterstodifferentunitsinFebruary1944.

 External Influence

TheIndiaCommand’strainingregimentriedtolearnfromthecombatagainst
theJapaneseinNewGuinea.Letushaveabriefglanceatthefightingthere.
NewGuineawasimportanttotheJapaneseforaddingdefensivedepthtothe
theirpositionintheNetherlands’EastIndiesandalsotoprotecttheirgreatair-
seabaseatRabaulonNewBritainIsland.TheinitialJapaneselandingsinNew
GuineaoccurredatLaeandSalamauainearlyMarch1942.Inordertosever
communications between Australia and the United States, the Japanese
decidedtocapturetheSouthernSolomonsandPortMoresby.Japanesetroop
convoysdetachedforPortMoresbysailedfromRabaulon4May1942butwere
recalledaftertheBattleoftheCoralSeafoughton7–8May.TheJapanesethen
attemptedanoverlandadvancetoPortMoresby.TheJapanesestartedtomove
inlandfromLae.On15May,BlameysentreinforcementstoPortMoresby.At
thattime,thegarrisonnumberedtwomilitiabrigadesandsomeaircraftand
artillery.MacArthur’sslowattempttomoveforcesnorthwardstoBunaonthe
coast to establish an airfield was preempted by the Japanese. The Japanese
landedabout13,000soldiersintheBuna-GonaareainPapua’snorthcoaston
21–22JulyandinaweekmovedinlandandcapturedKokoda.TheAustralian

79 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.4,Para2,17Feb.1944.
80 Ibid.,Para14,p.3.
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unitstherestartedretreatingtowardsPortMoresby.81AJapaneseattemptto
outflank the Australian defence at Milne Bay was defeated in late August.
However,theJapanesemaintainedpressureontheAustraliandefencealong
theKokodaTrack.82

Bymid-September,theJapanesewerewithin40milesofPortMoresby.83On
23September,BlameytookcommandoftheforcesinPortMoresby.84In1942,
theAustraliantroopswerebettertrainedcomparedtotheAmericansoldiers
inNewGuinea.NewGuinea’slandscapeinmanywayswassimilartothatof
MalayaandBurma.Themountainswere jaggedandalmost impassableand
aroundthecoastthejungle-riddenswampswerefulloftallKunaigrassand
reptiles of various size and shape. Behind the green-carpeted mountains of
New Guinea lurked dangerous wildlife. Big lizards, birds, poisonous snakes,
leeches,ants,flies,cockroaches,centipedes,scorpions,waspsandmosquitoes
provedtiresomeforthesoldiers.Malaria,dengue,dysenteryandscrubtyphus
werecommon.Totopthisoff,thereweretorrentialdownpours.Whenitwas
notraining,thescorchingsunandhighhumiditymadelifealmostunbearable
for the combatants. New Guinea, like Malaya and Burma, was deficient in
roads,portsandairfields.85

ThenatureofterraininNewGuineademandedthatoperationalcontrolbe
investedatthebrigadeandbattalionlevels.Attheselevels,tacticalcontrolwas
ofgreatimportance.ByNovember1942,theJapanesewerepushedbackalong
theKokodaTrack.AndtheAustraliansstartedattackingtheJapanesepositions
alongtheBuna-Gonaarea.Elementsofthe32ndAmericanDivisionalsotook
part in this operation. The Japanese defences consisted of pillboxes and as
usualtheJapaneseresistedtothedeath.FightingcontinuedtillJanuary1943
whentheJapanesesurvivorswereevacuatedbyseaorbrokeoutoverland.Of
the20,000JapaneseengagedinPapua,13,000diedduetocombatanddisease.
The Americans suffered some 3,000 casualties and the Australians suffered
2,165KIAand3,533WIA.86

The 9th Australian Division, which was in North Africa, was recalled in
January 1943 and then retrained and re-equipped for jungle warfare in New

81 Jeffrey Grey, A Military History of Australia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1990),pp.175–77;Taaffe,MacArthur’s Jungle War,p.11.

82 Grey,A Military History of Australia,p.177.
83 Taaffe,MacArthur’s Jungle War,p.11.
84 Grey,A Military History of Australia,p.177.
85 Taaffe,MacArthur’s Jungle War,pp.11,31–32.
86 Grey,A Military History of Australia,p.178.StephenR.TaafeeinMacArthur’s Jungle War,

p.11writesthatstormingBuna,GonaandSananandaresultedinover8,000casualtiesfor
theAustralianandAmericantroops.
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Guinea.Laefellon16September1943.The9thAustralianDivisionadvanced
along the northern coast from Finschhafen. Combat in the Huon Peninsula
continuedtillApril1944.ThoughtheJapanesepositionineasternNewGuinea
wasbroken,theyestablishedadefensivelinealongAitape-Wewak.87

GeneralBlameyofferedtoacceptupto50juniorofficersofallarmsfrom
IndiatovisitAustraliaforsixmonthsinordertostudythemethodofjungle
warfaretrainingandtoenablethemtovisittheunitsandformationsinopera-
tionalareasinNewGuinea.Theseofficerscompletedaonemonthcourseat
theJungleWarfareSchoolatKanungrainNewGuinea.88In1943,50officers
fromtheIndiaCommandweresenttoAustraliaandNewGuineawherethey
wereattachedtothecombatantunitsoftheAustralianArmyforthreemonths.
Theobjectivewastogainpracticalexperienceinmodernmethodsofjungle
fightingagainsttheJapanese.Ontheirreturn,theseofficersweretofunctionas
instructorsatthevariousschoolsofGHQIndiainordertodisseminatetheir
knowledge.Therestwouldreturntotheirunitsandpassontheinformation
gainedbythemtootherpersonnelintheirrespectiveformations.89

BrigadierLloydoftheAustralianMilitaryForce(AMF)hadcommandeda
brigadeacrosstheOwenStanleyRidgeandthenbecameCommandantofthe
AustralianTacticalSchoolforsixmonths.HewasloanedtoIndiaforaperiod
ofsixmonthsforpurposesofliaisonandlecturingtotheformationsinIndia
ontrainingandmilitaryoperationsinNewGuinea.Besidesthe14thArmy,he
alsovisitedallthearmiesandcommandsinIndiaandlecturedunits,forma-
tionsandtrainingcommandsontheJapanesetactics,andnatureoftraining
requiredagainstthem.HevisitedtheSouthernArmy,the25thIndianDivision’s
exercise,theJungleWarfareSchoolatShimogaandtheTacticalSchool.Then,
helecturedtheofficersofGHQIndiaandvisitedtheCentralCommandandthe
North-WesternArmy.BrigadierLloydafterasixmonthslecturetourinIndia
returnedtoAustralia.90

Fire control in combat was emphasized. The Australian forces in New
Guineausedsingle-shotBrenGunsfordeceptionpurposes.Initially,theyfired
at a slow rate and then quickened up when the Japanese were lulled into a
senseoffalsesecurity.Unnecessaryautomaticfirewasnotallowed.91Inorder

87 Grey,A Military History of Australia,pp.180,182.
88 Correspondence, Liaison Letters from DMT India to DMT War, Liaison Letter No. 14,

15June1944,p.27,L/WS/1/1302,IOR,BL.
89 Auchinleck,OperationsintheIndo-BurmaTheatrebasedonIndiafrom21June1943to
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91 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.1,Para4.
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toinculcateahigherdegreeofaccuracyandbetterammunitioncontrol,which
wereconsideredessentialinsuccessfuljunglefighting,greaterstresswaslaid
onquickandaccuratesnapshootingandlessonrapidfire.92Fortrainingthe
soldiers, large amounts of ammunition became available.The soldiers were
trained in accurate shooting skills and battle inoculation. Firing from the
shoulderwasfoundtobemoreaccuratethanfiringfromthehip.Butsoldiers
inactualcombatconditions,inordertofirequicklyattheenemy,veryoften
firedfromtheirhips.93

Itwasnotedthattherewasatendencyamongthetroopsduringtrainingto
firetoosoonwithoutobservingfirstcarefully.So,itwasemphasizedthatdur-
ingtraining,thereshouldbeapauseafterthewordobservewasgivenandthen
targetswouldappearor,ifpossible,theyshouldwaitforthenoisemadebythe
hostileelements,beforeanyfiringwasallowed.Thebattledrillsequencethere-
foreoughttobe:cover—observe—listen—pausetilltargetsappearsorsounds
areheard—fire.94Differencesofopinionexistedasregardstheutilityofcold
steelforclose-quartercombatinthejungle.AustraliansoldiersinMalayacar-
riedbayonetsbuttheydiscardedtheminNewGuinea.J.P.Crossclaimsthatit
put the Australians at a disadvantage in hand-to-hand fighting with the
Japanese.95 Place, in the context of the British Army’s training against the
GermansinFranceduringWorldWarII,writesthatBritishtrainingliterature
claimed that the Germans fled or surrendered when faced with cold steel.
SeveralBritishofficersbelievedthatnumeroussuccessfulbayonetchargeshad
resulted in many German casualties.96 As regards combat in Burma during
WorldWarII,thejuryisstillout.

ForrushingaJapanesedefensiveposition,theBritishandIndianinfantry
developedthetacticofstormingthehostilepositionsandthistechniquewas
given the name of ‘Blitz’ (not to be confused with the Blitz of the Battle of
Britain).Inajungle,whenattackingtheJapaneseposition,forcoveringthelast
fewyardsaftertheartilleryfirewaslifted,theCommonwealthinfantryused
theBlitztechnique.However,itcausednumerouscasualtiesfromtheJapanese
snipersperchedinthetrees.So,theBlitzpartiesincludedonemanwitharifle
and one with a LMG and they were given the task of counter-sniper duties.
Their duty was to watch and shoot the snipers in the trees. The Japanese

92 Auchinleck,OperationsintheIndo-BurmaTheatrebasedonIndiafrom21June1943to
15November1943,29April1948,p.2667.

93 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.5,Para2,L/WS/1/778.
94 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.2,Para4(b).
95 Cross,Jungle Warfare,p.51.
96 Place,Military Training in the British Army,p.35.
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snipers developed the skill of killing the British officers. In response, on 1
December1943,theBritishofficerswereorderedtocarryriflesandcamouflage
theirfaces.97

By January 1944, after examining the recent operations, GHQ India con-
cluded that the use of medium machine guns (MMGs) was useful for an
anti-sniperrole.Andduringtheadvanceinanassaultoperation,theassaulting
infantrywascoveredbythefireofthesupportingarmsandespeciallybyover-
headfirefromMGs,whichsweptthetreesovertheheadsoftheinfantryasthe
latter advanced. Such tactics were found to be effective, even in the recent
fightinginSouth-WestPacificArea(SWPA).ManyofficersoftheIndianArmy
demandedthereturnofMMGstotheinfantrybattalions.Someevenwanted
thisweaponinlieuoftheBrenCarriers.98Toanextent,theabove-mentioned
assault tactic was a derivative of the age-old fire and movement principle.
When the enemy’s fire made frontal assault costly then friendly fire was
broughtuponthehostilesforcingthelattertotakecoverandthusneutralizing
themforthetimebeing.Thisinturnallowedtheinfantrytoadvanceandliqui-
datethehostileposition.99

ThetroopsinNewGuineawerecomfortablewiththefollowingweapons:
rifles and bayonets, Bren LMG, 2-inch high explosive mortars, 3-inch high
explosive mortars and the Number 36 Grenade which could be thrown by
handaswellasfromtherifle.Theriflegrenadeswereusedextensivelyinthe
SWPA,especiallywhen,duetothedensityoffoliage,itwasnotpossibletofind
orclearadequategapsformortarpositions.Further,riflegrenadesprovided
quicksupporttosectionswhichwereisolatedinthejunglefromplatoonsup-
port.100TheInfantryLiaisonLetterNumber2oftheIndianArmynotedthat
theLMGmagazineswerenormallydistributedthroughoutthesectionforthe
purposeofeasycarriage.Theplaceforthemwhenshootingstartedwaswith
theguns.Duringtraining,riflegroupswhenapplyingbattledrillsoftenmoved
totheflankcarryingtheLMGmagazineswiththem.Eitherthereshouldbea
systemordrillfortherapidpassingofthemagazinestotheBrenGunsorwhen
contactwiththeenemywasimminentthenthemagazinesshouldbecarried
totherearofthesectioninasandbagaswasdoneinNewGuinea.TheInfantry
LiaisonLetteremphasizedthatgettingthemagazinestothegunwasanimpor-
tantfactorandtillnowwasneglectedintraining.TheInfantryLiaisonLetter

97 Infantry Liaison Letter No. 1, Para 4, Incidents from Recent Operations Chin Hills and
Chindwin,1Dec.1943.

98 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.2,IncidentsfromRecentOperations,1Jan.1944.
99 ForaslightlydifferentinterpretationseePlace,Military Training in the British Army,p.40.
100 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.2,South-WestPacific,Para3.
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Number2 laiddownthatoneoftheimportantdutiesofaunitcommander
when giving his orders was to decide what types of arms and ammunition
wouldnotbecarried.Untilthiswasdone,alotofuselessmaterialwascarried,
whichcausedmuchfatigue,delayandwastageofmanpower.101

Besides the SWPA, GHQ India also tried to absorb lessons of war fighting
from the regions where the Allied forces were fighting Italian and German
troops.InJanuary1944,theInfantryLiaisonLetteremphasizedthefollowing
extractabouttheimportanceofbattledrillwhichhadbeencirculatedamong
theAlliedtroopsfightinginNorthAfrica:

The teaching of battle-drills undoubtedly proved to be of the greatest
valueininstillingdashanddetermination….Battle-drilltrainingaimsat
teachingthebasic ‘strokes’….Thedrillsmustbeintelligentlyappliedin
accordancewiththegroundandtheparticulartacticalsituation.There
were many occasions when unnecessary casualties resulted from poor
leadershipbecausejuniorleadersfollowedblindlyasetdrillandfailedto
applyitwithcommonsense.102

Thebattledrillscodifiedtheexistingtacticaldoctrine.103TheInfantryLiaison
LetterNumber2notedthatbattledrillmustbetheservantandnotthemaster.
Thebattledrill’sgreatestvaluewastotrainthetroopstoreactoffensivelywhen
surprisedorwhencomingsuddenlyintocontactwiththeenemy.Overall,bat-
tle drills involved basic tactics which were capable of modification and
development.104Atthesub-unitlevel,battledrillsminimizedthenecessityfor
issuing detailed orders,105 which was difficult if not impossible under the
stressfulandfluidbattleconditions.

TherewerecertainsimilaritiesbetweenSmallWarconductedbytheBritish-
IndiantroopsintheNorth-WestFrontierandthejunglewarconductedbythe
American and Australian soldiers in New Guinea. To give an example, the
Australianunitsduringtheiradvance fromTempletonCrossingtoBuna fol-
lowed the practice of the British and Indian troops in the Indus frontier in
bringingeachandeverywoundedmemberoftheirforce.106

101 Ibid.,Para2(b),4(c).
102 Ibid.,Para4(a).
103 Place,Military Training in the British Army,p.55.
104 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.2,Para4(a).
105 Place,Military Training in the British Army,p.63.
106 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.1,Para7.
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 Hardware and Transportation

During the Japanese invasion of the Philippines, the American personnel,
beingequippedwithalimitednumberofhandgrenades(mostofthemduds),
wereoverwhelmedbytheIJA’ssuperiorityintheuseofhandgrenades,trench
mortarsandmachineguns.107Moreorlessthesamewasthecaseduringthe
JapaneseinvasionofSouth-EastAsiain1941–42.Allthesefactorsweretaken
intoaccountbytheIndiaCommandfrommid-1943onwards.Forcombat in
thejungle,theinfantryrequiredlight,handymortars,aswellasmortarswitha
longerrange.ForincreasingtheorganicfirepoweroftheIndianinfantry,3-inch
mortars were assigned to the Indian infantry battalions.The 3-inch mortars
wereimprovedbystrengtheningthebaseplate,whichinturnraisedthemaxi-
mumrangeofsuchmortars from1,600yardsto2,750yards. Inaddition,the
2-inchmortarswerelightenedby fixingabowedplatetothebaseofthebarrel
inplaceofthebaseplate.Thismodificationresultedinthereductionofthe
weightofthemortarto11pounds.108

One artillery regiment in each division was reorganized as a jungle field
regimentandequippedwith3.7-inchhowitzersand3-inchmortarstoprovide
artillerysupporttotheinfantrywherethe25-poundergunscouldnotbeused.
Asapointofcomparison,Australiamanufacturedashort25-poundergunfor
useinthejungleterraininNewGuinea.Thenvehicleswithlessmobilitythan
thefourwheeldrive15cwt.truckswereeliminated.Further,thetotalnumber
oftrucksineachdivisionwasreducedtoaminimum.109Thesetwomeasures
weretakenkeepinginviewthecomparativelyroadlessjungle-coveredswamps
and mountains which characterized the physical landscape of Burma. See
Table7.6forthetransportallowedtoaBritishbattalion.110

ACommonwealthbattalion(lessthecarrierplatoon)wasgiven52mulesfor
transport.Thetwelverifleplatoonshadtwomuleseachandtheheadquarters
companyhad28mules.Alltheweapons,exceptthe3-inchmortars,werecar-
riedbythetroops.Theheadquarterscompany’s28muleswereusedmainlyby
the mortar platoon. In the mortar platoon each of the six mules carried a
3-inchmortar.Andeachoftheremaining18mulescarried12roundsof3-inch
mortarammunition.Thus, the total roundscarriedwere 216.This meant36
roundspermortar.Inaddition,thesemulesalsocarriedtelephonecablesand

107 Ford,‘Dismantlingthe“LesserMen”and“Supermen”Myths:USIntelligenceontheImpe-
rialJapaneseArmyaftertheFallofPhilippines,Winter1942toSpring1943’,p.551.

108 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.1,Para10&12.
109 Kirbyet.al.,The War against Japan,vol.3,p.40.
110 Grey,A Military History of Australia,p.181.
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shovels.Inthepioneerplatoon,threemulescarriedtheentrenchingtools.In
eachrifleplatoon,onemulecarried1,200roundsofSmallArmsAmmunition
(SAA)packedin48magazines.Andthesecondmulecarried600roundsofSAA
in24magazinesononesideand24roundsof2-inchmortarammunitionon
theotherside.Eachmanarmedwithariflecarried25extraroundsofSAAas
company reserve and one grenade. For each LMG, 600 rounds of SAA (in 24
magazines)werecarriedonmules.Theplatoonheadquarterscarried12rounds
of2-inchmortarammunition.Theorderlyandthebatmancarriedtworounds
each.Themedicalequipmentwascarriedbythestretcherbearersinspecially-
fitted packs. All the cooks, bhistis and sweepers were available as battalion
reserveporters.111

Anattemptwasmadetofreethecarriageofthe3-inchmortarsfromdepen-
denceonmules.Eachmortarwasdividedintomortar,baseplateandtripod.
Thestrainofcarryingthe3-inchmortaroverlongdistances,itwasfoundout,
was much reduced when the Everest Carrier Man Pack was used.112 The
American-made3-inchmortarbomb’srangewasshortoftheBritishammuni-
tionbyabout100yardsat1,600yardsrange.Toavoidconfusion,itwasordered
thatthetwotypesofammunitionshouldnotbemixedupduringstorageand
supplytothetroops.113ByMarch1944,alltheunitsofthe14thArmyhad3-inch
mortarswithstrengthenedbaseplates.Itwasplannedtoequipalltheunits
withinIndiawith3-inchmortarsbySeptember1944.Thesoldiersweretrained
totakecareinselectingthegroundcarefullywhiledeployingthemortars.On
sandyandspongyground,asandbagwasplacedattherearofthebaseplateto
prevent overstraining of the recoil spring. One defect of the 2-inch mortar
bombwasthattheyexudedsmokewhichtendedtogiveawaythepositionof
themortar.114

ForcausingcasualtiesamongtheJapanesetroopswhomovedwithimpu-
nityinthejungle,theCommonwealthinfantrywastrainedtoplantmines.The
IndiaCommandhadsmallstocksofHongKongPineappleMines.Butthese
werecomplicatedweaponsandcouldbehandledonlybythesappersandnot
bytheinfantry.Hence,theAnti-PersonnelMineNo.3wasputintoproduction.
Everyinfantrybattalionwasgiven72suchmines.Whenthesewereexhausted,
eachunitwasgivenanother144minesinadditionasthesecondlinereinforce-
ment.The weight of each such mine was two pounds four ounces. It had a
cylindrical,segmentedbodyandtheheightwas61/4-inchanddiameter25/8-

111 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.1,AppendixB.
112 Ibid.,AppendixC.
113 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.4,p.3.
114 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.5,Para6,p.2,Para8,p.3,21March1944.



241ReorganizingandRetrainingtheIndianArmy

inch.EachminewasfilledwithfourouncesofTNT.Theseminesweretripor
pressureoperated.Forcausinggreaterimpact,occasionally12minesandtwo
coils of trip wire were packed in wooden boxes and then buried under the
ground.Attimes,asmallmortarwasattachedtothebasecontainingasmall
gunpowdercharge,whichonbeingfiredpushedtheminethreetofourfeetin
theairwherethedetonationtookplace.115

Bymid-1943, theNumber63Grenadewasconsideredobsolete inBritain.
Thesegrenadesproved tobedangerous for theusers.Hence, itsproduction
was stopped. The stocks in India were destroyed. Then steps were taken to
importinadequatenumbersgrenadesofamodifieddesignwhichwassaferfor
theuser.Thenumberofdischargercupsforthrowinggrenadesattheenemy
wasincreasedfrom24to36perinfantrybattalion.116

On20March1944,attheChinHills,twoJapaneseplatoons(50meneach)
which were 200 yards from each other were ambushed by Indian troops
equipped with grenades.117 From overseas theatres, the troops complained
thatsomefailuresoccurredwiththeNumber36Grenadesduetothestriking
mechanism,whichfailedtooperateafterreleaseofthelever.Thiswascaused
bywaxdryinghardaroundtheheadofthestriker.Thesoldierswerewarned
thatthewaxhadtobeclearedfromthebody,centralsleeve,strikerandthe
spring,andthestrikershouldbeplacedstraight.118

TheNumber36Grenadeswerealsoliabletomalfunctioniftheygotwet.It
wasdecidedtoadopttheNumber77SmokeGrenadesforuseintheinfantry
battalions.IndiaCommandaskedforfurthersuppliesofsuchgrenades.Itwas
apercussiongrenadefittedwithafuzeandwhitephosphorous.Itsweightwas
13.5ozanditemittedsmokefor45seconds.Twosuchgrenadesthrowninfront
ofasectionscreenedtheiradvancefromthewatchfuleyesoftheenemysol-
diers.Eachinfantrybattalionwasgiven162ofthesegrenadesandanother216
inthesecondline.119

TheJapanesemadeboobytrapswithcapturedNumber36Grenades.The
boobytrappedareacoveredaregion100yardswideand200yardslong,and
wasgenerallylocatedalonghighandnarrowmountainridgesinthickjungle.
Withinthatarea,therewerebetween100to200boobytrapslaid.Thegrenades
wereputinsidetincansorontheforkofthetrees.Aportionofthesideofthe
canwascutaway.Aholewasmadeontheremainingendofthecanthrough

115 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.1,Para14.
116 Ibid.,Para16&17.
117 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.5,Para1.
118 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.4,p.3.
119 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.5,Para11,p.3.
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whichthetripwirewasattached.Thesafetypinwasremovedbuttherelease
handlewashelddownso that thegrenadewouldnot fire.Thegrenadewas
theninsertedintothecutouttincansothatthereleasehandlewasheldinside
theremainingcircularportionofthecan.Thegrenadeandthetincanwere
heldtogetherandplacedontheground.Thegrenaderemainedsafeuntilthe
tripwirewasdisturbed.Whenapullwasexertedonthetripwire,thetincan
was pulled away from the grenade. The grenade, being relatively heavy,
remainedinplace.Then,thehandlewasreleasedandthegrenadedetonated.
Inthetreeforkvariationofthegrenadeboobytrap,thegrenadewasplaced
betweenthelimbsofatree.Whenthetripwirewasdisturbed,thegrenadefell
fromthetreeanddetonated.Ordinarytelephonecablewasusedastripwire.
Whenattackinginfantrymovedthroughtheheavyundergrowth,apullhereor
thereonacreeperexplodedagrenade.Carefulscrutinyofthedensefoliage
wasrequiredinordertodetectandthendeactivatetheboobytraps.Adetached
booby trap was neutralized by grasping the grenade firmly and holding the
releasehandledownandinsertingasmallnailinthesafetypinhole.120

TheAnti-TankBoysRifle(0.55-inch)wasreplacedwithProjectorInfantry
Anti-Tank(PIAT)inthecourseof1943.Thelatterwasaspring-loadedhollow
charge bomb thrower. Its length was 39 inches and it weighed about 34.5
pounds.Theweightoftheprojectilewastwopounds10ounces.ThePIAT,with
aneffectiverangeof150yards,provedeffectiveinSicily,especiallyagainstthe
pillboxesandtheGermanMarkIIItanksandthecapturedFrenchR-35tanks
whichwereusedbytheWehrmacht.IndiaCommandrightlyassumedthatthe
Japanesehadnoheaviertanksthanthesemodels.So,PIATwouldproveeffec-
tiveagainsttheNipponese‘tincans’.Sometimes,thePIATprojectilefailedto
detonatewhenusedagainstthebunkers.Forthis,experimentationwithgraze
fusewasconducted,butitwasacceptedinDecember1943thatitwouldtake
sometimetosupplythefrontlineunitswiththesenewfuses.Threeprojectiles
werepackedinapackageforcarryingwhichweighedroughlyabout10pounds.
Aboutsixprojectileswereprovidedwiththegun,12wereheldasunitreserve
andanothersixforthesecondline.Itwasdecidedthatthebattalionshould
haveapoolofPIATsandtheywouldbeusedwhenrequired.121Forthedetails
regardingdistributionofPIATstothevarioustypesofinfantrybattalionssee
Table7.3

The design and manufacture of the Owen Sub-Machine Gun was a great
success story of the Australian military. The Australian military historian

120 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.4,pp.4–5.
121 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.1,Para15;Place,Military Training in the British Army,p.41.
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JeffreyGreyassertsthatitwasbetterthantheStenGun.122TheCommonwealth
soldierswereorderedtotakecaretokeeptheBrenGunsoutofwaterespe-
ciallyinthesandybeachorduringroughweather.123Itwasdecidedthatthe
StenMachineGun,originallyproducedintheUK,couldbemassproducedin
ordertooffsettheshortagesofriflesinallthetheatres.So,inIndiaalso,espe-
ciallyinthecaseofancillaryunits,machinecarbineswereissuedinplaceof
rifles.Duetotheshortageof9-mmammunition,StenMachineGunswerenot
issuedtotheunitswhichoperatedforwardofthedivisionalheadquarters.So,
theseunitsretainedThompsonMachineCarbines.Formaintenancereasons,
itwasunreasonabletomaintaintwotypesofmachinecarbinesinthesame
unit.TheWarOffice’slong-termpolicyasregardstheIndianArmywasthatthe
ThompsonMachineCarbineswouldgraduallybereplacedwithStenGuns.It
wasintendedthattheStenGunwouldbecometheinfantrycompanyweapon.
ItwasdecreedthatStenGunswithsilencerswouldbeusedfornightpatrolling.
SampleswereobtainedfortrialinIndia.Aslingwasrequiredforcarryingthe
Steninapositionofreadinessfromtheshoulder.Thiswasdemandedbythe
troopsfromtheFEBA.Itwasdecidedthattheslingshouldbeabout55inches.

122 Grey,A Military History of Australia,p.181.
123 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.5,Para9,p.3.

Table7.3 Infantry battalion scales for PIAT in December 1943

Unit Number

BritishLightInfantryBattalion 4
IndianLightInfantryBattalion 4
IndianReconnaissanceBattalion 4
InfantryBattalion(BritishorIndian)A&MT 9
InfantryBattalion(BritishorIndian)MT 9
MotorBattalion 11
LorriedInfantryBattalion 11
IndianMachine-GunBattalion 15
BritishDivisionalSupportLightBattalion 17
BritishAssaultBattalion 25

Source:InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.1,IncidentsfromRecentOperationsChinHillsandChindwin,
1Dec.1943,Para15,L/WS/1/778,IOR,BL,London.
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TheMKIIIStenrequiredasmallholetobeboredinthebreechcausingthetop
sideofthecarbinetotaketheloopofthesling.124

Toincreasethefirepoweratthedisposaloftheinfantry,IndianMGbattal-
ionsweresetup.EachMGbattalioncomprisedabattalionheadquarterswhich
controlledanadministrativeplatoonandthreecompanies.Eachcompanyhad
underitscommandtwomortarplatoonsandtwoMMGplatoons.Eachmortar
platoonhadfour4.2-inchmortarsandeachMMGplatoonhadfourMMGs.The
totalstrengthofanIndianMGbattalioncametoabout665Indianotherranks,
20VCOsand14Britishofficers.Thescaleoftransportforeachsuchbattalion
wasasfollows:ninebicycles,17motorcycles,onecar/stationwagon,34jeeps,
one15cwt.watertruckand5115cwt.trucks.125ThethreeIndianMGbattalions
wereequippedwith3-inchmortarsbutthe11thSikhMGBattalionhad4.2-inch
mortars. For raising the mobility and firepower of the Indian Army’s units,
trailersfittedtotake4.2-inchmortarammunitionwereimported.126

AfterfightingtheJapaneseinlate1943,theIndiaCommanddrilledamong
the troops the necessity to dig for defending themselves against a Japanese
counter-attack.127 The Infantry Liaison Letter Number 1 in December 1943
emphasized:

Thiswarhasdemonstratedthe importanceofquickandeffective ‘dig-
gingin’.Ourdiggingisperhapsnotasgoodasthatsomeofourenemies.
Thisisinpartduetothetoolsprovided.Gooddiggingisimpossiblewith-
outanadequatesupplyoftools.Ourpicksandshovelsareheavyandthe
numberwhichcanbecarriedisthusrelativelysmall.Alightshovel(cop-
iedfromanAmericanpattern)weighedabout1pound15oz,andlength
is2feet6—inchesisunderdesign.Ifitisprovedsuccessfulbythemen,
itwillbeissuedtotheinfantrybattalion,attherateofonepertwomen.
Itiscarriedhungonthebackbyasmallattachment.128

InDecember1943,eachrifleplatoonwasgiventhreepicksandtwoshovels.
Thecompanyheadquarterscarriedonepickandoneshovel.129TheAllieswere

124 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.4,p.2.
125 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.1,AppendixD.
126 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.4,p.2.
127 S.N.Prasad,K.D.BhargavaandP.N.Khera,The Reconquest of Burma,vol.1,June 1942–June 

1944,BisheshwarPrasad(GeneralEditor),Official History of the Indian Armed Forces in the 
Second World War 1939–45(CombinedInter-ServicesHistoricalSection,India&Pakistan,
Calcutta:DistributedbyOrientLongmans,1958),p.84.

128 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.1,Para20.
129 Ibid.,AppendixB.
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Table7.4 Scale of equipment taken on Long Distance Patrols operating near the Chindwin in 
late 1943

Items Remarks

Groundsheets
Non-CookedRations 4daysrationwascarriedcomfortablybypack

animalsbutanythingover7dayswasbulky
andthenrationsweretakenonareduced
scaleforapatrolwhichlastedbetween7and
10days.

MosquitoNets 1for2men
Jersey
MessTins
Bedding
Towels
Soaps
Grenades 2perman
SmallArmsAmmunition 50Roundsperman
LightMachine-Gun 1Magazineperman
BiscuitTins Itwascutdowntoone-thirdofitssizeand

blackenedforboilingtea(onepersection)
Blanket Oneblanketfor2menwasnecessary

especiallywhenpatrollingonthehillsduring
winter

Dress Caps,Shirts,Vests,Trousers,Gaiters,Boots
(OccasionallySandshoes)

Source:InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.1,IncidentsfromRecentOperationsChinHillsandChindwin,
1Dec.1943,AppendixA,L/WS/1/778,IOR,BL,London.

Table7.5 Scale of Demolition Stores for British and Indian Pioneer Platoons in February 1944

Nature of Stores Remarks

Explosives
Explosives808in4oz.cartridges Forgeneraluse/assault,preparing50poundscharge
Primers 100in10tins
Cordite 500feet(1Reel)
InstantaneousFuze For36Grenades
SafetyFuze 2Tins
No.27Detonators 4Tins
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Nature of Stores Remarks

ElectricDetonators 10
TripWire 200Yards
TrapWire 200Yards
BoobyTrapPullMechanism 10
PercussionIgnitors 20
Non-Explosives
Cordage2-inch
SledgeHammer(Weight7pound) 4
IncendiaryHandGrenade 20
MuleBox 6

Source: Infantry Liaison Letter No. 4, Appendix B, p. 6, 17 Feb. 1944, L/WS/1/778, IOR, BL,
London.

Table7.6 Scale of transport in a British infantry battalion in February 1944

Transport item  Number Remarks

Trucks 23
3TonLorries 17
Carriers 15 WheeledorTracked

dependingontheTerrain
Bicycles 12
MotorCycles 9
Jeeps 2
StationWagon 1
WaterTankTruck 1

StrengthofthePrivateswas
reducedfrom684to637.
Since,thenumberof
riflemenwerereducedby47,
thescaleofrifleammunition
wasreducedby4,230rounds

Source: Infantry Liaison Letter No. 4, Appendix A, p. 5, 17 Feb. 1944, L/WS/1/778, IOR, BL,
London.

Table7.5 Cont.
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willingtolearnfromtheenemy.InJanuary1944,forpurposesofdigging,alight
shovelwithadetachablehandle,weighingaboutonepoundandthreeounces
and which was an adaptation of the Japanese shovel, was issued to the
troops.130TheIndianArmywasexhibitingahighlearningcurve,evenborrow-
ing and adopting the best techniques and technologies (both lethal and
non-lethal)fromitsopponent.

In September 1943, it was decided that the number of signallers in each
infantry division must be raised.131 For signalling in the jungle, the soldiers
weretrainedintheuseofcolouredsmokeandflares.Colouredsmokewaspro-
ducedfromthesmallhandgeneratorswhichindicatedforwardtroops’position
tofriendlyaircraft.Stepsweretakentomanufacturethesehandgeneratorsin
Indiasothatalltheunitscouldbeequippedwiththem.Then,colouredsmoke
projectiles were also used by the infantry, which were fired from the 3-inch
mortars inordertoindicatehostiletargets.However,duetodifficultiesover
thedesignofthesmokeprojectiles,stockswereinadequate.Aredmagnesium
flarewasalsousedforindicationofthetroops’position,especiallyduringthe
night,andthiswasputintoproduction.132

Thesoldiers(eventheartillerypersonnel)weretrainedtoclimbtreeswith
theaidoftoggleropes inordertomakethem‘junglesavvy’.Theequipment
neededwasonetoggleropepertwoandahalftothreefeetofthetreetobe
climbed.Thetoggleropewassixfeetlongwithaneyesplicedatoneendanda
woodentogglesplicedattheotherend.Theeyeendoftheropewaspassed
roundthetreeashighupastheclimbercouldreachandthetoggleendwas
passedthroughtheeye.Thenoose,soformed,waspulledtight.Thetogglewas
thenpassedbetweenthenooseandthetree.Theclimberthenstoodonthe
freeloopandfixedthenexttoggleropeashighupthetreeashecouldreach.
Tomakeaseatforobservationpurposes,tworopeswererequired,onetositon
andtheotherroundtheobserver’sback.Theseropeswerealsofixedonthe
treeinthesameway.133

Footrotandmalariamademanysoldiersineffectiveinthejungleenviron-
ment. The India Command also copied the strict anti-malarial and foot
disciplineoftheAustralianandAmericantroopsfightingtheJapaneseinthe
junglesofthePacificIslands.Aftertrialanderror,theAustralianandAmerican
troopsinNewGuineaconcludedthatbootswerethebestformoffootwearin

130 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.5,Para13,p.4,21March1944,L/WS/1/778.
131 FromWarOfficetoC-in-C,Simla, 15Sept. 1943,FormationoftheTrainingDivisions in

India.
132 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.1,Para19.
133 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.4,MethodofTreeclimbingwithToggleRopes.
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thejungleunderallcircumstances.Gymshoeswerecarriedforshortpatrols
only.Footinspectionwascarriedouteveryeveningbytheplatoonandsection
commanders.Manysoldierscarriedatinoftalcumpowder.Toavoidmosquito
bites,shortswerenotallowedbutslackswereworn.Forallthetroopsinthe
operationalarea,twopairsofbootswereauthorized.InDecember1943,the
secondpairwassanctionedonlyduringthemonsoonforthetroopsdeployed
eastoftheBrahmaputraRiver.134On24–25November1944,SEACconducteda
studyinBurmafortrainingpurposes.135BrigadierI.M.Stewartassertedthatin
Burma,sickness(malariaanddysentery) fortheCommonwealthtroopswas
moredangerousthantheJapanese.136

 Organization for Victory

During late 1943, it was planned to prepare the India Base for training and
equipping25divisions.AftertheQuebecConference,theBritishCOSordered
GeneralClaudeAuchinlecktoprepareIndiaasabasefor20divisionsandasa
transitbaseforfivemore.Ofthesedivisions,twotankbrigades,sevenIndian
and three Chinese divisions, two Long Range Penetration brigades, one bri-
gade of the Burma Army and one parachute brigade were to be used for
operationsinBurma.OnebrigadewastobeusedforthedefenceofCeylon.
And eight amphibious divisions, two airborne divisions, one armoured and
oneinfantrydivisionsweretoconstitutetheexpeditionaryforce.Inaddition,
67battalionswereearmarkedfortheinternalsecurityofIndiaandanother57
battalions plus four armoured regiments for the defence of the North-West
Frontier.Further,Indiahadtofunctionasabasefor154RAFsquadronsand30
shore-basedfleetairarmsquadrons.137

With the formation of the SEAC, the Commander-in-Chief India was
absolvedoftheresponsibilityforconductingoperations.On15October1943,
the Eastern Army was abolished. The 14th Army, under the command of
GeneralSlim,wasformedandtookupoperationalresponsibilityandsecurity
ofAssamandBengaleastofMeghna.The14thArmycameunderthe11thArmy

134 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.1,Para5,6&23.
135 FromBrigadierM.B.Dowse,Jan.1945,Training,StudyPeriodonBurma,L/WS/1/777,IOR,

BL,London.
136 BrigadierI.M.Stewart,ShortDescriptionofIndo-BurmaCountryandMainCharacteris-

ticsofFighting,AppendixC,p.19,L/WS/1/777.
137 Kirbyet.al.,The War against Japan,vol.3,p.27;Mountbatten,ReporttotheCombined

ChiefsofStaffbytheSupremeAlliedCommanderSouth-EastAsia,1943–46,p.9.
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Group(inDelhi)ofGeneralGeorgeJ.Giffard(October1943–November1944)
who in turn was subordinated to the SEAC. Eastern Command India was
revivedandGeneralMayneinchargeofitbecameresponsiblefortheinternal
securityofBihar,OrissaandBengal,westofMeghna.138

Louis Mountbatten, a cousin of King George VI and the youngest Vice-
AdmiralintheRN,aged42,wasappointedastheSupremeAlliedCommander
South-EastAsia(SACSEA)inAugust1943,withLieutenant-GeneralJosephW.
Stilwellashisdeputy.139On7October1943,MountbattenreachedDelhiwith

138 Kirbyet.al.,The War against Japan,vol.3,p.40.
139 SakiDockrill,‘Britain’sGrandStrategyandAnglo-AmericanLeadershipintheWaragainst

Japan’,inBrianBondandKyoichiTachikawa(eds.),British and Japanese Military Leader-
ship in the Far Eastern War: 1941–45(Oxon:FrankCass,2004),p.20.

Table7.7 Japanese ground units in Burma in November 1943

Region Unit Remarks

Arakan 55thDivisionlessone
regiment,213thRegimentof
the33rdDivision,2nd
Battalionofthe214th
Regiment(lessonecompany)
ofthe33rdDivision.54th
Divisionwasinthecoastal
areasouthofAkyab

TillOctober1943,therewere
fourJapanesedivisionsin
Burma.On15Novembera
fifthJapanesedivision
arrived.Accordingtoone
estimate,byendNovember,
theIJAhadsixdivisionsin
Burma.Inaddition,the15th
Divisionwasmovingoverland
fromThailandtojointhe
Japanese15thArmyinBurma

ChinHillsandArakanYomas 33rdDivisionlessdetach-
mentsintheArakan

Mawlaik Onedivisionlessone
regiment

Hukawang,Myitkyna,
LaukhaungandHtawgaw

18thDivision AlsoknownastheNorthern
CombatAreaCommand

Salween 56thDivision

Source:OperationsintheIndo-BurmaTheatrebasedonIndiafrom21June1943to15Novem-
ber1943,byField-MarshalClaudeAuchinleck,Commander-in-ChiefofIndia,Second Supple-
ment to the London Gazette,No.38274,29April1948,pp.2662–663;JamesButler(ed.),History 
of the Second World War, United Kingdom Military Series,Major-GeneralWoodburnKirbywith
CaptainC.T.Addis,BrigadierM.R.Roberts,ColonelG.T.WardsandAirVice-MarshalN.L.Desoer,
The War against Japan,vol.3,The Decisive Battles(London:HMSO,1961),pp.43–44.
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five staff officers. Mountbatten visited the headquarters of the 4th Corps at
Chittagong,andatBarrackpurmetLieutenant-GeneralW.J.Slira,whowasthe
officiatingCOoftheEasternArmyinsuccessiontoLieutenant-GeneralIrwin.
Later, Slira was replaced by General William ‘Bill’ Slim. Lieutenant-General
HenryPownwallwasrecalledfromhispositionasCommander-in-ChiefPersia
andIraqCommandandbecameChiefofStaffintheSEAC.Lieutenant-General
StilwellbecameMountbatten’sdeputyinSouth-EastAsia.Stilwellcommanded
theChina-Burma-India(CBI)theatre,ormoreprecisely,operationsinnorth-
eastBurma.Andthis theatrewasalsoknownas theNorthernCombatArea
Command(NCAC).MountbattensetuphisheadquartersatCeylon(Kandy)on
15April1944.140

TheCommonwealthsoldiersdidnothavetopassthelitmustestoffighting
the enemy successfully in an environment of aerial inferiority. Rather, the
Commonwealthtroopsprovedtobelucky,asfromlate1943,thebalanceinair
powershiftedsignificantly in favourof theAllies.On16November1943,Air
Chief Marshal Richard Peirse became the Allied Air Commander in Chief,
South-East Asia. He had at his disposal the RAF India Command and 10th
UnitedStatesArmyAirForce(USAAF).For integratedoperationalcontrolof
theairunitsinAssamandBengal,anewheadquarterswassetupunderthe
AmericanofficerMajor-GeneralG.E.Stratemeyer.Thisnewheadquarters,des-
ignatedastheEasternAirCommand,waslocatedinitiallyatDelhi.141

TheTacticalAirForcewascommandedbyAirMarshalJohnBaldwinanda
StrategicAirForceunder theAmericanofficerBrigadier-GeneralHowardC.
DavidsonoftheUSSAF.On15December1943,theRAFandtheUSAAFtransport
units were merged into a single organization named the Troop Carrier
Command,whichcameundertheUSAAFofficerBrigadierGeneralD.Old.The
RAFandtheAmericanphotographicreconnaissanceunitswerealsoincorpo-
ratedintoonecommandwhichwasnamedthePhotographicReconnaissance
Force. An RAF officer, Wing Commander S.G. Wise, was appointed as Air
Commanderofthisunit.142

Peirsenotedhistasksinthefollowingmanner:

(a) Toconductastrategicairoffensive inconformitywith thegeneral
plantodestroytheenemyairforcesandinstallations,selectedrail,road
andrivercommunications,anddepotsandmaintenancefacilities.

140 Mountbatten,ReporttotheCombinedChiefsofStaffbytheSupremeAlliedCommander
South-EastAsia,1943–46,pp.3–7.

141 Peirse,AirOperationsinSouth-EastAsia,16November1943to31May1944,p.1381.
142 Ibid.,pp.1381–82.
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(b) ToensuretheairdefenceoftheUSAirTransportCommandairfields
inNorth-EastIndiaandtoprovideforthedefenceagainstairattackof
Calcuttaandadjacentareas.
(c) Toprovidesupportfortheoperationsofthe14thArmy.
(d) To provide support for the Chinese-American forces under com-
mand of General J.W. Stilwell which were operating from bases in the
Ledoarea.
(e) TosupporttheoperationsofLongRangePenetrationforces,and
(f) Toconductphotographicreconnaissanceandsurvey.143

SincethebasesandLoCsfortheJapaneseforcesinBurmastretchedfor900
milesfromBangkoktoMyitkyina,theyofferedrichtargetsforthestrategicair
forceoftheAllies.Peirseplannedtoemployhisstrategicbomberforceinthe
following order of priority: enemy-occupied airfields and installations, ship-
ping,railways,oilinstallationsinBurmaandoversuitabletargetsinBangkok.
However,duetothepressureofthegroundwar,considerablenumbersofthe
bomberswouldbedivertedinthenearfutureagainsttacticaltargetsinsup-
portoftheCommonwealthgroundunits.Inadditiontocarryingsuppliesfor
thearmyunits,casualtyevacuationalsobecameanimportanttaskoftheair
force.144

Besides managerial organization, qualitative and quantitative improve-
mentsoftheAlliedairforceenabledthemtowinaerialsuperioritygradually
overBurma.InNovember1943,theJapanesehadsome250aircraftwhichwere
deployedintheairfieldsatHeho,Anisakan,RangoonandChiengmai.Someof
theaircraftwerealsodeployedinbases inThailandandintheNetherlands’
EastIndies.145

The14thArmy,whichbecametheprincipalCommonwealthcombatorga-
nizationdeployedagainst theIJA inBurma, includedthe4thCorpsandthe
15th Indian Corps. The 4th Corps under Lieutenant-General G.A.P. Scoones
comprisedthe17thIndianLightDivision,20thIndianDivisionand23rdIndian
Division. Lieutenant-General A.F.P. Christison’s 15th Indian Corps included
the5thIndianDivision,7thIndianDivision,26thIndianDivision(4thBrigade
joined only in February 1944) and the 81st West African Division (less the
3rd Brigade which was allotted to Special Force). In addition, the Ceylon
Command under Lieutenant-General H.E. de R.Wetherall included the 11th
EastAfricanDivision,99thIndianInfantryBrigadeandaRoyalMarineGroup.

143 Ibid.,p.1382.
144 Ibid.,pp.1382–83.
145 Ibid.,p.1382.
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Lieutenant-General M.G.N. Stopford was in command of the 33rd Corps. It
includedthe2ndBritishDivision,25thIndianDivision,36thIndianDivision
(itincludedtwoBritishbrigadesandsomeIndiantroops,butwascalledIndian
for deception reasons), 3rd Indian Division (cover name for OrdeWingate’s
Special Force), 50th Indian Tank Brigade and 3rd Special Service Brigade.
Wingate’s Special Force consisted of six Long Range Penetration Brigades
(LRPB):14th,16th,23rdBritishInfantryBrigades,77thand111thIndianInfantry
Brigadesand3rdWestAfricanInfantryBrigade.ThetwoIndianinfantrybri-
gadeshadonlyGurkhaunits.146

Alltherecruitingorganizationsofthethreefightingserviceswereamalgam-
atedunderthecontrolofonedirectorateintheAdjutant-General’sBranchat
GHQ.Thistookeffecton1January1942.TheAdjutant-Generalwastocoordi-
natetherecruitingeffortandtopreventcompetitiverecruitmentandfurther
economize on the overheads. The intake for October 1941 was 50,000. The
IndianArmyregisteredmassiveexpansionduring1942.InJuly1942,theenlist-
ment figure reached 75,000 men. In 1942, technical (including clerical)
recruitmentrose from9,000to16,000personnelpermonth.147 InNovember
1941,theAMFnumbered288,100.InAugust1942,itssizeincreasedto525,678
andinAugust1943,itnumbered542,570.148In1942,theIndianArmyreached
thetwomillionmark.Theaveragemonthlyintakein1943was13,665,whichin
1944declinedto7,785.However,bothin1943and1944theproblemremained
with getting educated personnel, especially in the clerical department. And
the shortage of Indian officers continued to affect further expansion of the
commissionedofficercadreoftheIndianArmy.149InJuly1943,themonthly
intakeintheOTSforIECOswasonly160.150

BesidesslowIndianizationoftheIndianArmyofficercorps,theotherprob-
lemwasmoraleofthesepoys.Racistdiscriminationoftenresultedinaffrays
among the American, British and Indian soldiers. Indiscipline among the
American soldiers bewildered the sepoys. And the BORs lacked confidence
in the sepoys’ fighting capabilities. Due to language problems, misunder-
standingswerecommon.TheVCOsandtheIORscomplainedthattheywere
mistreated by the white troops while travelling. From mid-1943 onwards,

146 Giffard, Operations in Burma and North-East India from 16 November 1943 to 22 June
1944,pp.1349–50.

147 India’s Part in the Third Year of War (NewDelhi:Govt.ofIndia,n.d.),pp.1–2,9,12.
148 Grey,A Military History of Australia,p.150.
149 India’s Part in the Fifth Year of War(NewDelhi:GoI,n.d.),p.7.
150 Lieutenant-ColonelGautamSharma,Nationalisation of the Indian Army: 1885–1947 (New

Delhi:AlliedPublishers,1996),p.178.
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partiesofAmericansoldierswereoccasionally invited tocertain Indian for-
mationsinordertoestablishamityoffeelingsandconfidencebetweenthem.
‘Gettogether’programmeswerealsoinitiatedbetweentheBritishandIndian
troops.151PradeepP.Baruawritesthatonlyduringthewarwhenlargenumbers
of working-class Britons entered the officer corps, did a good working rela-
tionship came into existence between them and their fellow commissioned
Indianofficers.152Moralewastheproductofbothtangibleandnon-tangible
incentives.LiketheBritishtroops,theIndiantroops’moralealsosoaredwhen
theyreceivedmedals.153Atthebasiclevel,moraleisalsodependentonfood,
pay, leave, drinks, mail and even possibly female company (for the British
soldiers).154InFebruary1943,aterriblefamineoccurredinBiharandBengal.
Rice-eatingsouthIndiantroops(Madrassis)hadtobeissuedwithatta,which
theydisliked.Atta,however,wastheprincipaldietitemofthetroopsrecruited
fromnorthIndiaandnorth-westIndia.Inthehothumidclimateofnorth-east
IndiaandBurma,attagotinfestedwithpestsanddeterioratedquitequickly.
Reconditioning by sun drying and sieving failed to restore the original fla-
vour.155BothBritishandIndiantroopscomplainedbitterly,evenin1944,about
theconditionsoftravelfromthefrontsbacktothebasesforthepurposesof
rest and recuperation.156The poor conditionsof transitcamps at Delhi and
Kolkatawerealsocriticizedbythesoldiers.157

Logistical support was also vital for maintaining morale. When the war
started,theAnimalTransportBranchoftheRoyalIndianArmyServiceCorps
(RIASC)comprised36mulecompanies,theZhobLocalCamelTransportUnit,
theHongKongMuleCorps,twoanimaltransporttrainingcompanies(mule)
andheadquartersanimaltransportdepot.Thesiladarcamelcompaniescom-
prised 10 troops each. The animal transport was geared for supporting the

151 MoraleReportsIndiaandSEAC15July–15Oct.1943,PartIIIndianTroops,Para7(b),p.12,
L/WS/2/71,IOR,BL,London.

152 Pradeep P. Barua, The Army Officer Corps and Military Modernisation in Later Colonial 
India(Hull:UniversityofHullPress,1999),p.104.

153 MoraleReportsIndiaandSEAC15July–15Oct.1943,PartIIIndianTroops,Para8,p.12.
154 Cross,Jungle Warfare,p.49.
155 BrigadierV.J. Moharir, History of the Army Service Corps (1939–46) (New Delhi: Sterling

Publishers in association with the Directorate of Supplies andTransport, Army Head-
quarters,NewDelhi,1979),pp.5–6,24.

156 Secret India Command Inter-Service Morale Summary No. 2 for the period Aug.–Oct.
1944,Para5,L/WS/2/71.

157 ReportontheMoraleofBritish,IndianandColonialTroopsofAlliedLandForcesSouth
EastAsiaforthemonthsofAug.,Sept.,andOct.1944,PartII,IndianTroops,Para9(d),
p.15,L.WS/2/71.
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troopswhofoughtalongtheNorth-WestFrontier.Theanimaltransportdepart-
ment became especially important for providing logistical support to the
troopsfightinginthejungle.Itwasfoundoutthatthemulewastheidealtrans-
portanimalbothforpackanddraughtinallclimaticconditionsandterrain.
Poniessufferedgreatersaddleinjuries.Andthedonkeywasconsideredobsti-
nate.ForoperationsinAssamandintheArakan,thebrigadesintheFEBAwere
giventwoanimaltransportcompanieseachduetotheirextremelylongLoCs.
In1938,theIndianArmyhadonly4,300vehicles.Itwasplannedtoincreasethe
fleetto7,500vehiclesin1939.OrderswereplacedintheUKforthesupplyof
vehiclesattherateof600vehiclespermonthstartingfromMay1940.Butthe
supplywasnotforthcoming.In1941,someordersforvehicleswereplacedwith
theUSA.158In1942,theIndianArmypossessedsome50,000vehicles.159Jeep
companies were raised in 1943 for the maintenance of the light divisions.
However, the jeeps lacked trailers. This was a gross wastage of their motor
powerasajeepcouldcarrylittleinitsbody.AspartofLENDLEASE,Fordthree-
tonlorrieswerereceivedfromtheUSA.However,thefanbeltsoftheselorries
brokeveryeasily.Duetoincreasedrequirementsfordrivers,menfromsouth
IndiawererecruitedinthetransportcompaniesstartingfromFebruary1941.
However, south Indian VCOs and NCOs of South Indian Class Transport
Company were filled up only in mid-1943.The officer cadre of the RIASC in
October1939comprisedabout20IndianofficersandmostofthemwereKing’s
Commissioned Indian Officers (KCIOs). The most senior Indian was Major
MohammedAkbarKhan.160TheofficersfortheRIASCspentthreemonthsat
the OTS followed by three months at the RIASC School at Chaklala.161 From
June1940onwards,emergencycommissionswereofferedintheIndianArmy
OrdnanceCorps(IAOC)andtheIndianElectricalandMechanicalEngineers
(IEME) to British and Indian civilians.The upper age limit was raised to 40
yearsinordertomeettheshortagesofofficers.Thelargenumberofdropouts
andrejectsfromtheOTSwenttotheofficercorpsoftheRIASCandtheIAOC.162

158 Moharir,History of the Army Service Corps (1939–46),pp.86–87,91,94,97–98.
159 India’s Part in the Third Year of War,p.18.
160 Moharir,History of the Army Service Corps (1939–46),pp.16,103–4.
161 Jeffreys,‘TheOfficerCorpsandtheTrainingoftheIndianArmywithSpecialReferenceto

Lieutenant-GeneralFrancisTuker’,inRoy(ed.),The Indian Army in the Two World Wars,p.
293.

162 Sharma,Nationalisation of the Indian Army,pp.175,178.
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 Conclusion

Onecouldarguethatthe‘raw’Commonwealthunitswerenottrainedproperly
inthetacticalprinciplesofmodernwarfare,nottomentionjunglewarfare,till
early1943.InthecaseoftheIndianArmy,thiswaspartlyduetorapidexpan-
sionandthenon-availabilityofproperequipment.Frommid-1943,trainingof
the Commonwealth units intensified. India Command and especially the
Commander-in-ChiefofIndia,ClaudeAuchinleck,tookradicalstepsinrevi-
talizingthetrainingregimen.Infact,itcouldbearguedthatbylate1943,after
theacceptanceoftherecommendationsoftheInfantryCommittee,thetrain-
ingproceduresoftheBritishandtheIndianinfantryregimentsinIndiawas
betterthanthatof theUnitedKingdom.Fromlate1943onwardstherewere
someinnovationsinthe‘minor’tacticsoftheinfantry.Then,theCommonwealth
infantryacquirednewandmodifiedweaponsonagreaterscale.Besidesbetter
lethaltechnologies,picks,shovelsandmulesplayedavitalroleinrevitalizing
theeffectivenessoftheBritish-Indianinfantry.Further,boththeJapaneseand
theAlliedhighcommanddecidedtostrengthentheBurmafront.Thiswould
resultinincreasinglylethalcombatfromMarch1944onwards.

BasedonhisexperiencesbetweenNovember1943andJune1944,General
GiffardmadethefollowingobservationabouttheJapanesetroops:‘…although
hisdisciplineandtrainingaregood,theJapanesesoldierhasshownhimself
lackingininitiativeandself-reliancewhenhisleadershavebeenkilledandhe
isfacedwiththeunexpected.Theveryfactthatsurrenderhasnowmadeits
appearance,thoughonaverysmallscale,inanarmywheresuchathingwas
undreamt of, is not without significance’.163 The tough fighting in 1944 and
1945,whichresultedinthedisintegrationofthemythoftheJapanese‘jungle
supermen’isthesubjectofthenextthreechapters.

163 Giffard, Operations in Burma and North-East India from 16 November 1943 to 22 June
1944,p.1352.
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Chapter8

Jungle War in the Arakan: 1942–1945

 Introduction

MostofthepublicationsdealingwithWorldWarIIinSouth-EastAsiafocuson
the Allied retreat from Rangoon and then the Japanese defeat in Imphal-
Kohima. Here, special attention is given to the Arakan theatre, which is
under-researched,andalsotothefactthatthiscampaignwasfoughtmostlyby
Indiantroops.Thefirsttwosectionsofthischapterdescribethestoryofthe
failureoftheBritishandIndianunitsagainsttheIJA.Further,theseveryfail-
uresoftheIndianArmyintheArakanCampaignsparkedareorganizationof
the training system, which is discussed in the previous chapter.The reorga-
nizedandretrainedIndianArmyinturnhadfar-reachingsignificanceinthe
laterpartofthegroundwarinSouth-EastAsia.Thethird,fourthandfifthsec-
tionsofthischaptershowhowthe‘new’IndianArmy,duetoitsbettertraining
andthesuperiormaterialresourcesatitsdisposal,wasabletotransformthe
scenariointheArakanfromoneofdefeattostalemate,andfinallytovictory.

Theswampyjungle-coveredmountainoustractinwestBurmaborderingon
EastBengalistheArakanregion.TheArakanisanarrowstripofcountryrun-
ningalongtheeasternseaboardoftheBayofBengal.ItstretchesfromtheNaf
estuary on the southern borders of Chittagong to within 90 miles of Cape
Negrais.OntheeastitisboundedbytheArakanYoma,whichseparatesitfrom
theIrrawaddyValley.Alongitsnorthernborder,theArakan’sgreatestbreadth
isaboutonehundredmiles,graduallydiminishingtowardsthesouthasitis
flankedbytheArakanYomatillintheextremesouthittaperstoanarrowstrip
about 15 miles wide. The Arakan comprises jungle-covered hills which run
downtoanarrowcoastalstripofpaddyfieldsandmangroveswamps.Thehills
andthecoastalstripareintersectedbyhundredsofchaungsandtidalcreeks,
oftenmanymileslong.Mostofthemwereunfordableandofferedfewlanding
points.Thewholeregionishighlymalarial.1

TheterrainoftheArakancanbedividedintofourparts.Thecoastalsector
liesbetweentheBayofBengalandthefoothillsoftheMayuRange.Itistwo

1 Lieutenant-Colonel N.N. Madan, The Arakan Operations: 1942–1945, Bisheshwar Prasad
(GeneralEditor),Official History of the Indian Armed Forces in the Second World War 1939–45, 
Campaigns in the Eastern Theatre (Combined Inter-Services Historical Section India &
Pakistan,Calcutta:1954),pp.7–8.
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mileswideatthenorthernpartoftheMayuPeninsulabutnarrowstoafew
hundredyardsbetweenDonbaikandFoulPoint.Thisstrip is intersectedby
numerousswampsandtidalchaungs,whichinturnmadedeploymentoflarge
numbersofgroundtroopsdifficult,ifnotimpossible.TheMayuPeninsulais
shapedlikeabonyfingerdowntheArakanCoast,90miles fromthecoastal
portofMaungdawtoFoulPoint,whichisseparatedfromAkyabIslandbythe
estuaryoftheMayuRiver.AlongthecentreoftheMayuPeninsularunsthe
MayuRange.TheMayuRange,withfoothillsoneitherside,risestoaheightof
2,000feetandformsthespineoftheMayuPeninsula.Itsjungle-coveredslopes
are steep and rocky and obstruct movement in either direction. The Mayu
Valleyconsistsofflatpaddyfieldsandswampyareasandisintersectedbytidal
chaungsanddominatedbythehillsoftheMayuRange.TheKaladanValleyis
somewhatsimilartotheMayuValleyandliessome30mileseastofit.Thus,the
ArakanisapartofBurmabetweentheArakanYomaandtheBayofBengal.
ThemainhillrangesaretheArakanYomaandtheMayuRange.Someofthe
peaksoftheArakanYomarisetoover10,000feetandthehighestoneisMount
Victoria.Boththeserangesarecoveredbybambooforestwhichcreatesobsta-
clestophysicalmobility.2

ThethreeriversintheArakanaretheNaf,MayuandKaladan.TheNaforigi-
nates at Tumbru and enters the Bay of Bengal just south of Teknaf village.
Many chaungs flow into the river from the eastern direction and the most
importantistheTatChaungnearMaungdawvillageandthePrumaChaung
whichflowsbyBawliBazaar.TheMayuRiverisontheeastsideoftheMayu
PeninsulaandrisesnearPanzaiBazaar,andbeforeenteringtheBayofBengal
flowsbetweenFoulPointandAkyabIsland.NorthoftheShambankChaung,
five miles south of Buthidaung, the Mayu River’s name changes to the
Kalapanzin. At Buthidaung, the Mayu Valley stretches for some 10 miles in
width.TheKalapanzinRiverfromnorth-westofFortWhiteflowsintotheBay
ofBengaljustsouthofAkyabIsland.FurtherinlandistheKaladanRiver,which
alsoenterstheseaatAkyab.Theseriversflowingfromnorthtosouth,along
with many of their chaungs, were navigable by the local boats and shallow
draught vessels, including steamers. These waterways constituted valuable
LoCsforboththeCommonwealthandJapanesetroops.However,theserivers,
alongwiththeirtributarychaungs,aretidalandsubjecttoexcessiveflooding
duringthemonsoon.So,theircoursesanddepthschangewithtimeandcreate
obstacles for smooth sailing. During May to September, when the monsoon
comes,averagerainfallgetstoasmuchas200inches.Thisrendersthewhole

2 Ibid.,p.8;RobertLyman,Slim, Master of War: Burma and the Birth of Modern Warfare(2004,
reprint,London:Robinson,2005),p.72.
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regionimpassableforfootandwheeledtraffic.3ThemonsoonstartsinMay–
JuneandlaststillSeptember–October.Duringthisperiod,thepaddyfieldsgo
underthreetofourfeetofwater.ThedryseasonbeginsfromNovemberwhen
the bunds in the paddy fields are high enough (as in Mesopotamia during
WorldWarI)toobstructvehiculartraffic.4

WhentheJapaneseenteredBurmaduringthefirsthalfof1942,theyestab-
lishedair-landcontrolovertheArakan.TheCommonwealthtroops’attemptto
regaintheinitiativeintheArakanin1943,knownastheFirstArakanCampaign,
wasacompletefailure.However,thelimitedJapaneseoffensiveintheArakan
duringthefirsthalfofthenextyear(1944)cametoahaltagainstthereorga-
nized and retrained Commonwealth units with superior logistical and
firepowersupport.Bythistime,thelatterforcehadbeenabletoevolveeffec-
tive tactical countermeasures to the vaunted Japanese techniques of jungle
warfarewhichhadhithertobeensuccessful.So,analysisofthebattlesinthe
ArakanisimportantforunderstandingtacticalinnovationsintheIndianArmy
from1944onwards.Hereisalookbackto1942whentheJapanesefirstentered
theArakan.

 Defeat in the Arakan: February 1942–16 October 1942

AttheendofFebruary1942,theJapanesehadabsolutecontrolovertheBayof
BengalandtheskiesofBurma.BetweenChittagongandBrahmaputrathearea
was held by theTripura State Force.The India Command was afraid that a
JapaneselandingmightoccurinCeylon.Hence,alltheavailableforcecould
not be sent to East Bengal and the Arakan. These two regions were under
EasternCommand,whichwaslaterrenamedastheEasternArmy.TheEastern
Commandshifted itsoperationalheadquarters fromNainiTal intheUnited
ProvincetoRanchiinBiharinordertobeclosertothefront.Atthattime,it
was decided that if the Japanese advanced in strength towards East Bengal
thenChittagongwouldbeevacuated.Somuchso,thatthe14thIndianDivision
wasorderedtosendadetachmentofsappersinordertobepreparedtoblow
uptheoilinstallationsandthedocksoftheChittagongPortintheeventthata
Japaneseadvancematerialized.Thecivilgovernmentwasordered to imple-
ment a denial policy in such a scenario. Under this scheme, all forms of
transport, includingthe localboats,wouldbeevacuatednorthofFeniRiver

3 Madan,The Arakan Operations: 1942–1945,pp.8,10;Lyman,Slim, Master of War,p.72.
4 JohnShipster,Mist on the Rice Fields: A Soldier’s Story of the Burma Campaign and the Korean 

War(2000,Barnsley,S.Yorkshire:Pen&Sword,2002),p.29.
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and all civilian bicycles would be taken over by the government in order to
prevent another probable Malaya style ‘Japanese Blitzkrieg’.The point to be
noted is that in the roadless swampy jungle terrain of Malaya, the Japanese
troops had acquired mobility by using bicycles. By March 1942, the Eastern
Command took the decision that the 14th Indian Division would fight the
JapanesenorthofFeni,andthetroopsinChittagongwereplacedunderthis
division’s control.The division’s rear boundary extended from Bahadurabad
GhatinBrahmaputrauptothemouthoftheMeghnaRiver.5Itwouldplayan
importantroleintheupcomingArakanOperation.

The 14th Indian Division was raised at Quetta in Baluchistan during 1941
underMajor-GeneralH.H.Rich.Initially, itwasraisedasamechanizeddivi-
sionwithahigherscaleofMTwiththeobjectiveofdeployingiteitherinPersia
andIraqoragainsttheItaliansandtheGermansintheNorthAfricandesert.
ThisdivisionwasfullymobilizedatQuettaandSibi inJanuary1942.Atthat
time,therewasnotasingleanimalinthisdivision.However,theoutbreakof
warwiththeJapanesechangedthecompositionofthedivision.InFebruary
1942,thisdivisionwassenttoRanchi.Onebrigadeofthisdivisionwasordered
tojointhe10thDivision.Andtherestofthebrigadesofthe14thIndianDivision
were given to the 23rd Indian Division.The latter division at that time was
givenamobileroletoprotecttheeastcoastofIndiasouthofCalcutta.Later,
thisdivisionwassenttoImphal.The14thIndianDivisionwasgiventhe47th,
49th and 69th Indian Infantry Brigades and the division was ordered to
Rangoon.However,onlythe69thInfantryBrigadewassenttoRangoon.The
conditionofthe14thIndianDivisioninearly1942reflectedtheconfusedsitu-
ationoftheIndiaCommand.AdivisionwhichinJanuary1942was100percent
mobilizedandreadytodeployinafewmonthswasreducedtoashambles.Its
divisional headquarters was mechanized while the 47th and 49th Indian
InfantryBrigadeswereonamixedAnimalTransport(AT)andMTscale.6

InMarch1942,Major-GeneralW.L.LloydtookovercommandfromMajor-
GeneralH.H.Rich.The47thand49thIndianInfantryBrigadeswereorderedto
EastBengal.ThedivisionalcommandandG1(Major-GeneralD.F.S.Warren)
movedtoAgartalawithasmallheadquarters.BythemiddleofApril,the14th
IndianDivisionwasconcentratedinEastBengal.Sincethisregionlackedgood
roads,thisdivisionhadleftitsheavyvehiclesbehind.Riverferriesandmeter
gaugerailwaysweretheonlyavailabletransportassetsavailableinEastBengal.
NocommunicationbyroadsnorthofComillawaspossibleandeverythinghad

5 TheArakanCampaign,NarrativeReportofBrigadierG.Creffield,p.2,CAB106/175,PRO,Kew,
Surrey,UK.

6 Ibid.,pp.2–4.
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tocomebyrail.Therewasafair-weatherroadconnectingComilla,Feniand
ChittagonguptothenorthbankoftheKarnafuliRiver.Fromthesouthbankof
theKarnafuliRiveruptoDohazarionlyasingletrackexisted.Ametalledroad
ransouthfromDohazarifor10miles.Beyondthispoint,thetrackwassuitable
only for pack transport. On this track from Comilla, three rivers (the Feni,
KarnafuliandSankno)hadtobecrossedandtherewerenobridgesforvehicu-
lartrafficandnorailbridgeacrossSankno.FromChandpurtoLaksam,there
wasonlyanarrowpathwhichcouldbetraversedonlybyalightcar,andeven
thatonlywithdifficulty.AllmovementsfromChandpurhadtobebyrail.The
roads became impassable for 48 hours after a heavy downpour. Despite
improvements,duringthemonsoon, theseroadswereusableonaveragefor
fiveto10dayspermonth.ItrainedheavilyduringApril1942.However,there
was a steamer service between Chittagong and Cox Bazaar throughout the
year.TherewasalsoasteamerserviceontheNafRiver.Whenthe14thIndian
DivisionarrivedtherewasnosteamerservicesouthofCoxBazaar.Theonly
airfields in existence east of Brahmaputra were a fair-weather strip on the
Fatenga Peninsula near Chittagong and a small fair-weather strip at Cox
Bazaar.7

The 14th Indian Division was widely dispersed. Major-General Wilfred
Lloyd’s plan was to place the main strength along the principal lines of
approachfromChittagongandthecoastsouthoftheMeghnaRiver.Withthis
aim,hedeployedthe47thIndianInfantryBrigadewiththetaskofprotecting
Feniareaandthe49thIndianInfantryBrigadefortheprotectionofNoakhali-
Laksam-Chandpur.Besidesguardingtheimportantpoints,boththebrigades
wereorderedtokeepamobilecolumninexistenceforoffensivepurposes.The
49thIndianInfantryBrigadewasorderedtokeeponebattalionintheLaksam
areawhichwasnot tobeusedwithout thedivisionalcommander’spermis-
sion.AdefensivedivisionalboxwascreatedintheMynamattiareaatthenorth
endofthelowrangeofhillsbetweenComillaandLaksam.Thiswasthebegin-
ningofanewtacticalmeasurewhichwouldreachitsfulldevelopmentonlyin
early1944duringtheImphalCampaign.This‘box’-baseddefensivetacticalfor-
matwassomewhatsimilartowhatGeneralClaudeAuchinleckinitiatedinthe
Western Desert during 1941–42.The infantry, with heavy guns, were to form
boxestoofferresistancetotheadvancingAxiscolumns.Andwhiletheboxes
surroundedwithwiresandminesworeoutthehostileassaultingforce,thelat-
terweretobecounter-attackedbyrelievingmobilecolumns.Morethan75per
centofthedefensiveareasoccupiedalongtheArakan-south-eastBengalbor-
derwerepaddyfields,andmilesofbunds forcommunicationanddefensive

7 Ibid.,pp.4–5.
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purposeswerebuilt,withahugeexpenditureoflabour.Thecivillabourunder
thegeneralsupervisionofthetroopsbuiltthedefensivepositionsinorderto
withstandthemonsoonconditions.Asaresultofthesepreoccupations,there
waslittletimefortrainingandabsolutelynotrainingwasundertakenforcom-
bat in jungle conditions. However, the troops at least learned to construct
defensiveearthworks,rowthelocalboatsandswimwithfullequipment.There
wasnoseparateLoCeastofBrahmaputrabetweenthedivisionandthearmy.
ForoperationssouthofChittagong,LloydhadtoexpandhisLoCs.Theprinci-
pal tasks were the planning and building of roads, bridges, converting rail
bridgesintoroad-railbridges,selectionoftheareafordepotsandconstruction
of LoC depots, etc. Lloyd concluded that two divisions were required for
defendingtheArakan.Hence,adequateLoCsforthemaintenanceoftwodivi-
sions were considered necessary. Further, Lloyd also had to prepare for
evacuationofthecivilianpopulationfromthedenselypopulatedtheatreand
theappropriationoflocalboatsandbicyclesaspartofthedenialpolicyinthe
eventthattheJapanesedecidedtoadvance.8

Duetothepressureof theJapaneseair forceandthethreatofapossible
landattack,theBritishimperialtroopspulledoutofAkyabintheearlyhours
of4May1942andtheJapaneseoccupiedthistownonthesameday.Atthat
time, in north-east India, the India Command had nine poorly-equipped
squadrons and a photo reconnaissance unit equipped with Hurricanes and
Mitchells. Due to the possible Japanese threat to Ceylon, most of the air
reserveswererushedtothatisland.BythemiddleofJune1942,inCeylon,there
werethreefightersquadrons,oneBlenheimSquadron,twoCatalinaSquadrons
andahalfsquadronofBeauforts.TheJapaneseairforcemadeafewsporadic
raidsonChittagongandtheJapanesegroundunitsadvanceduptheKaladan
ValleytowardsKyauktaw.9

Bymid-May1942,IndiaCommandhadanticipatedthattheJapanesemight
landbehindCalcuttaandseizethecityandalsotheindustrialareasofAsansol
and Tatanagar. To prevent such a scenario, the 15th Indian Corps, with its
headquarters at Barrackpur, was given the task of protecting the coast of

8 Ibid.,pp.5–6;RogerParkinson,The Auk: Auchinleck, Victor at Alamein(London:Granada,
1977),pp.177–78,183.NiallBarrwasscathingabouttheformationofstaticdefensiveboxesby
the8thArmyintheWesternDesert.However,theseboxessubstantiallysloweddownthe
operationaltempoofPanzerarmee Afrika.AndinBurma,thedefensiveboxesestablishedby
theCommonwealthtroopswereheavilysupportedandsustainedbygroundattackandtrans-
portaircraft.Further,theIJA,unliketheWehrmacht,lackedheavyarmour.NiallBarr,Pendulum 
of War: The Three Battles of El Alamein(London:JonathanCape,2004),pp.50–51.

9 TheArakanCampaign,NotesontheArakanSituation,May–December1942,pp.31–32,CAB
106/175.
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BengalandOrissa.The14thand26thIndianDivisionswereassignedtothis
corps.The70thIndianDivision(lessonebrigadegroup)atRanchiconstituted
thecorpsreserve.10

AtthebeginningofMay1942,Lloydwasorderedtosendthe49thIndian
InfantryBrigadetoImphal.Onlythe47thIndianInfantryBrigaderemainedfor
operations in the Arakan.The calculated risk was taken on the assumption
that no Japanese amphibious operation could take place till the end of the
monsoon.Sincethe47thIndianInfantryBrigadehadtobedispersedtoguard
awiderarea,notrainingwaspossible.Thiswouldhaveanegativeimpacton
theunit’scombatcapacitylateron.However,the14thIndianInfantryDivision
opened several jungle schools where whole platoons were sent for training.
ThepersonneloftheTripuraRiflestaughtjunglecraftintheseschools.Further,
long-distancereconnaissancepartiesweresentoutinthe4thCorpsareaand
the47thIndianInfantryBrigadewasorderedtosendoutlong-distancepatrols
southofChittagonginordertotrainthemenintravellinglightandlivinghard
inthejungle.11

InJuly1942,whilethe14thIndianDivisionwasdeployedinEastBengal,the
26thIndianDivisionprotectedtheCalcuttaarea.Thegapbetweenthesetwo
divisions was filled by the Sunderban Flotilla, which operated in Meghna,
GangaandintheSunderbanDelta.UntilJuly1942,theIndiaCommand’spol-
icywastoevacuateChittagongifthetownwasattackedbytheJapanese.At
thattime,theJapaneseairforceinBurmacomprisedmorethan100aircraft,
including16+fighters,eightlightbombers,morethaneightmediumandheavy
bombers,eightfighter-bombersand58miscellaneousaircraft.12InJuly1942,
theEasternArmyCommanderLieutenant-GeneralN.M.S.IrwintoldSlimthat
hewantedtotakepersonalcontroloftheArakanOperation.Slimwasordered
to train the 15th Corps in Ranchi.The Army Commander himself took over
command of the 14th and 26th Divisions in the Arakan and Wavell also
accepted this convoluted command arrangement. The absence of a corps
headquarterswoulddebilitate theCommonwealthmilitaryoperation in the
Arakanduringthecomingoffensive.13RaymondCallahanwritesthatWavell
acceptedNoelIrwin’sclumsycommandstructure,whichwasdesignedtokeep
Slimawayfromanimportantoperationalrole.ThiswasbecausebothWavell
andIrwin,beingBritishArmyofficers,attemptedtosidelineSlim,anIndian
Armyofficer.ThetensionbetweentheBritishofficersoftheBritishArmyand

10 Ibid.,pp.32–33.
11 TheArakanCampaign,NarrativeReportofCreffield,p.6.
12 TheArakanCampaign,NotesontheArakanSituation,May–December1942,pp.33–34.
13 Lyman,Slim, Master of War,p.74.
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theBritishofficersoftheIndianArmy,commentsCallahan,wasacharacteris-
ticfeatureoftheBurmaCampaign.14

During August 1942, the 14th Indian Division was ordered to fight for
ChittagonginthecaseofaJapaneseattack.The123rdIndianInfantryBrigade
underBrigadierHammondwassenttoChittagongfromImphal.Thiswasone
of the original brigades which constituted the 14th Indian Infantry Division
whenitwasraisedinQuetta.ThisbrigadehadabadtimeinnorthAssamasits
personnel suffered from sickness and the unit was not fully equipped. It
receivedthe10thLFBattalionwhichhadcomefromBritain.Inthemiddleof
September1942,thisdivisionwasorderedtomovesouthofChittagongtogain
contactwiththeJapanese.The55thIndianInfantryBrigade(partofthe7th
IndianDivision) fromAttockwassent to the 14th IndianDivision.The55th
IndianInfantryBrigadetookupthetaskofdefendingChittagongandfreedthe
123rdIndianInfantryBrigade,whichmovedsouthofChittagong.Bythistime
themonsoonwasendingandsincetheJapanesehadcontrolovertheBayof
Bengal, the India Command feared a possible Japanese landing north of
Chittagong.InSeptember1942,itwasestimatedthattherewere3,000Japanese
troopsofthe213thRegimentofthe33rdDivisioninnorthArakan.Thisregi-
ment’s2ndBattalionwasinRathedaung,3rdBattalioninDonbaikandtherest
oftheelementsintheAkyabarea.15

 The First Arakan Offensive

On17October1942,anoperationalinstructionwasissuedbytheEasternArmy
Headquartersdetailingtheobjectivesofoperationduringthecoldweatherof
1942–43.16TheoperationalinstructionnotedtheobjectiveofbringingtheIJA
tobattleandespeciallydestroyingtheJapaneseairforce.Withthisobjectivein
mind,Wavelldetailed:‘Akyabshallbecapturedandcontrolre-establishedin
UpperArakan.OurpositionintheChinHillsshallbestrengthened.Control
shallbeestablisheduptoincludetheRiverChindwinbytheearlyoccupation
ofKalewaandaboutSittaungwhencetocarryoutraidsontheJapaneselineof

14 RaymondCallahan,‘ThePrimeMinisterandtheIndianArmy’sLastWar’,inKaushikRoy
(ed.),The Indian Army in the Two World Wars(Leiden/Boston:Brill,2012),pp.324–25.

15 TheArakanCampaign,NarrativeReportofCreffield,p.6;NotesontheArakanSituation,
May–December1942,p.35.

16 TheArakanCampaign,NarrativeReportofCreffield,p.6;NotesontheArakanSituation,
May–December1942,p.35.
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communications’.17AkyabIslandhadanairfieldwhichgavetheformeritsstra-
tegicvalue.Intheeventthatthisairfieldwascaptured,theCommonwealthair
forcecouldbombRangoon,some330milesaway,andalso the IJA’sLoCs in
centralBurma.Further,thelossofAkyabwouldpreventtheJapaneseairforce
frombombingtheindustrialareaaroundCalcutta.18

On18October1942,Wavellexplainedthatduetothelowcapacityofrail-
waysandriver ferries inAssam,highrateofsicknessamongthetroopsand
diversionofaircraft,troopsandequipmentdestinedoriginallyforIndiatothe
Middle East, a large-scale offensive operation in north Burma would not be
possibletill1March1943.ReconquestoftheArakanCoastwasconsideredvital
for establishing air superiority over the Irrawaddy Delta.19 The thrust of
Wavell’s instructionwasthat theprincipaloperational theatrewouldbethe
Arakan.In1942,allthepossiblelandingpointsintheArakanweredefendedby
theJapaneseandtherewasnotasinglebeachinthehundred-milestretchof
coast from Akyab to Taungup. The chaungs constituted the only means of
accesstothehinterland.20

WavellplannedanamphibiousassaultonAkyab,whichwouldbecoordi-
natedwithanadvanceon landfromsouthofChittagong.Hisplanwasthat
the 6th and 29th British brigades would launch an amphibious assault on
Akyabandthe14thIndianDivisionwouldadvancefromChittagongtowards
theMayuPeninsula.Simultaneously,the4thCorpswouldmoveintotheChin
HillsandthentoChindwinaroundKalewaandadirectadvancetoSittaung.
The4thCorpswastooperateeastandnorthofthetrackHaka-Lunglehand
the 14th Indian Division in the southern direction of the Arakan Hill tracts
alongtheDemagiri-Lunglehtrack.The14thIndianDivisionwasreinforcedby
threebattalionsunderHeadquarters88th InfantryBrigade forprotectionof
theLoCs,andbyHeadquarters55thInfantryBrigadeandsupportingarmsfor
creatingathirdbrigadegroup.Itwasplannedthatby1December1942,onebri-
gadegroupwouldbeinRathedaung-Buthidaung-Maungdaw.Anotherbrigade
groupwouldbeinTumbru-CoxBazaarwhileonemorebrigadegroupwould

17 TheArakanCampaign,Appendix I,EasternArmyOperation InstructionNo 15, 17Oct.
1942,p.39,CAB106/175.

18 Lyman,Slim, Master of War,p.72.
19 S.N.Prasad,K.D.BhargavaandP.N.Khera,The Reconquest of Burma,vol.1,June 1942–June 

1944, Bishsehwar Prasad (ed.), Official History of the Indian Armed Forces in the Second 
World War, 1939–45 (CombinedInter-ServicesHistoricalSectionIndia&Pakistan, 1958,
DistributedbyOrientLongmans),pp.18,24.

20 Madan,The Arakan Operations: 1942–1945,pp.7–8.
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beprotectingChittagong.21Andby1NovemberabrigadewouldbeinRamu-
Ukhia-Tumbru.AsregardstheprotectionofLoCs,onebattalionwasstationed
atComilla,anotherbattalionatLakshamandChandpurandanotherbattal-
ion in Feni. By 15 November, one battalion of a brigade was to be stationed
in Maungdaw. By 25 November, a brigade group was to be in Buthidaung-
Maungdaw-TumbruandanotherbrigadegroupinCoxBazaar-Ramu-Ukhia.22

The4thCorpswasorderedtosendthe17thLightDivisionintotheChinHills
andonebrigadegroupof the23rd IndianDivisionalong theSittaung-Tamu
area.23The23rdIndianDivisionwasformedinJanuary1942withtheobjectof
protectingthecoastofBengalandOrissa.Thepersonnelofthisdivisionhad
verylittletraining.24Itwasplannedthatby15December,onebattalionwould
beinTiddim-FortWhiteandby15January1943,onebrigadegroupwouldreach
Falam.By15February, itwashoped,onebrigadegroupwouldbeinKalewa,
and another brigade group in Sittaung and Tamu. By 1 April 1943, the 17th
DivisionwassupposedtobeintheChinHillsandneartheChindwin.25

Wavellemphasizedthelogisticalinfrastructureoftheupcomingoperation.
ItwasdecidedtodeveloptheImphalRoaduptoPalel.Afair-weatherroadwas
tobecompleted,connectingChittagong-Tumbruby1December1942.Theroad
connectingImphal-Tiddim-Kalewaneededtobeimproved.Aroadwastobe
builtconnectingPalel-Tamu-Sittaung.Andfinally,anotherroadwastobebuilt
connectingGolaghatwiththeManipurbase.26TheImphal-Tiddimjeeproad
wastobecompletedby1December,thefair-weathermotorroadby1January
1943andtheall-weathermotorroadby1March1943.Similarly,by1December,
theTiddim-Kalewajeeproadwasorderedtobeready,thefair-weathermotor
transportroadby1Januaryandtheall-weathermotortransportroadwastobe
completedby1April1943.ThePalel-Tamumotortransportfair-weatherroad
wastobecompletedunderWavell’sorderby1December1942anditwouldbe
transformed into an all-weather road by 1 January 1943. The Tamu-Sittaung
jeep road was planned to be completed by 1 January and would then be
upgradedtoamotortransportfair-weatherroadby1Marchandby1April1943,

21 TheArakanCampaign,Appendix I,EasternArmyOperation InstructionNo 15, 17Oct.
1942,pp.39–40;Lyman,Slim, Master of War,p.81.

22 TheArakanCampaign,AppendixA,p.44,CAB106/175.
23 TheArakanCampaign,Appendix I,EasternArmyOperation InstructionNo 15, 17Oct.

1942,p.40.
24 Prasad,BhargavaandKhera,The Reconquest of Burma,vol.1,p.44.
25 TheArakanCampaign,AppendixB,p.45,CAB106/175.
26 TheArakanCampaign,Appendix I,EasternArmyOperation InstructionNo 15, 17Oct.

1942,p.41.
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it was supposed to be converted into an all-weather road.27 By 1 December
1942,afair-weatherroadwastobeconstructedbetweenChittagongandRamu
toTumbru.Andby1January1943,anall-weathermotortransportroadwasto
beconstructedfromChittagongtoRamu.Thefair-weatherroadfromRamuto
Tumbru was to be converted into an all-weather motor transport road by 1
March.TheTumbru-Maungdawmotortransportfair-weatherroadwastobe
constructed by 1 February and it was planned that this road was to be con-
vertedtoanall-weatherroadby1March.Finally,by1March1943,afair-weather
roadwastobeconstructedbetweenButhidaungandRathedaungandbefore
themonsoonthisroadwastobeconvertedintoanall-weathermotortransport
road.28

Inordertoprotecttheinvasionforceanditslogisticalinfrastructurefrom
maraudingJapaneseairunits,Wavellorderedthat12lightAAgunsshouldbe
deployedatChittagongandeight lightAAgunsforprotectingtheairstripat
Palel.Activedefenceshouldbepursued,notedWavell,intheLushaiHills.This
shouldbebasedonactivepatrollingandcarefullysitedroadblocksontracks
neededtobesetup.TheLoCintheChinHillswasbasedonpacksofporters.
The39thLightDivisionwasstationedinShillongasanarmyreserve.Itwasto
beadministeredandtrainedbythe4thCorps.29

ThefirstmoveintheArakanoccurredwiththedispatchofonecompanyof
the1stBattalionofthe7thRajputRegimenttoMaungdaw,whichtheVForce
reportedasclearof the Japanese.Abiggerdetachmentwasnot sentdue to
inadequate logistical facilities. The passage down the Naf River was totally
dependentontheimpressmentofthelocalcivilians.Soonacompanyofthe
1st Battalion of the 15th Punjab Regiment moved to Maungdaw. Since
Maungdawhadjetties, thissmallportwasusedbytheriversteamerswhich
sailed fromTumbru.Tumbru is at the head of the Naf River, some 20 miles
north of Maungdaw. It was decided to use Maungdaw and Buthidaung for
operationsinthesoutherndirectionuptoFoulPoint(southerntipoftheMayu
Peninsula). Indian patrols reached Buthidaung on 15 October.The Japanese
soon moved to Buthidaung in launches, of which one sank. On 24 October
1942,theJapaneselandedeightmilessouthofButhidaung.TheIndiantroops
retreatedfromButhidaungandMaungdawtoBawliBazaarviaTeknaf.30Atthe

27 TheArakanCampaign,AppendixB,p.45.
28 TheArakanCampaign,AppendixA,p.44.
29 TheArakanCampaign,Appendix I,EasternArmyOperation InstructionNo 15, 17Oct.

1942,pp.42–43.
30 TheArakanCampaign,NarrativeReportofCreffield,p.7;NotesontheArakanSituation,

May–December1942,p.36;Madan,The Arakan Operations: 1942–1945,p.27;Lyman,Slim, 
Master of War,p.81.
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endofSeptember 1942, therewereonly twobattalionsof the33rd Japanese
Division present in Akyab. One battalion was sent to Buthidaung and
Maungdaw in late October.31The CO of the 14th Indian Division decided to
strengthenBawliBazaarwiththe123rdIndianInfantryBrigade.32Meanwhile,
inOctober1942,the123rdIndianInfantryBrigademovedthebulkofitsper-
sonneltoCoxBazaarthroughtheriver/searoute.Thistransferoftroopswas
veryslowbecausetheshipsavailablewereverysmall (250–300tons)witha
carryingcapacityof200personneleach.Theshipssailedwithintwomilesof
the coast and then the men were transferred on small boats.The divisional
engineers started constructing a road with the aid of local labour from
DomaharitoRamutoCoxBazaar forthepackanimals, lightcartsandlight
vehicles.33

On30October1942,the123rdIndianInfantryBrigadeopeneditsAdvanced
HeadquartersatUkhiaandaplatoonof the1stBattalionof the15thPunjab
RegimentwaspushedtoGoppeBazaar.34TheJapanesedecidedtoholdthe
line Maungdaw-Buthidaung-Letwedet (a village on the eastern side of the
MayuRange,northoftheMaungdaw-ButhidaungRoad).35DuringNovember
1942, Brigadier Hammond started his advance to Ramu and Ukia from Cox
Bazaar.ThoughtherewasnoJapaneseopposition,theadvancewasslowdue
to the difficult physical geography. Logistics depended on the porters. Very
oftenthetroopshadtogoonhalfrationsduetolackofsupplies.BetweenCox
Bazaar and Ukia, the tracks were often below several feet of water and the
coolieshadtomovethroughwaterandmud.36

By themiddle ofNovember 1942, itbecameclear to the IndiaCommand
thatnecessary landingcraftscouldnotbeconcentrated foraseaassaulton
Akyabduringthewinterof1942/1943duetotheAlliedoperationatMadagascar.
Itwasdecidedthatthe14thIndianDivisionshouldadvancealongtheArakan
Coast to Foul Point and then launch an assault on Akyab. By this time, the
availabilityofairassetshadsomewhatimproved.Theaircraftavailabletothe
AlliesforoperationsinArakan-Assamcomprised10short-rangefightersquad-
rons, four light bomber squadrons, one medium bomber squadron, one GR
landplanesquadron,onephoto-reconnaissanceunit,halfasquadronofheavy
bombersandhalfasquadronoflong-rangefighters.Inaddition,the10thUSAAF

31 Lyman,Slim, Master of War,p.83.
32 Madan,The Arakan Operations: 1942–1945,p.28.
33 TheArakanCampaign,NarrativeReportofCreffield,p.8.
34 Madan,The Arakan Operations: 1942–1945,p.29.
35 TheArakanCampaign,NotesontheArakanSituation,May–December1942,p.37.
36 TheArakanCampaign,NarrativeReportofCreffield,p.8.
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hadthefollowingserviceablecrafts:twoFortresses,18Liberators,23Mitchells,
threeLightnings,67KittihawksandoneDouglas(Transport).However,there
were no all-weather airfields in the Arakan or East Bengal.There were fair-
weatherstripsatChittagong,Dinjan,Tezpur,AgartalaandFeni.37

Forriverinelogisticalsupport,the14thIndianDivisionreliedonthe2000th

Flotilla operating from Chittagong. The 2000th Flotilla’s Headquarters con-
sistedofaflagshipequippedwithtwoAAgunsandoneLMG,fourtenders,two
tugs,12flatsandsixcreeksteamers.Eachofthetwosquadronheadquarters
hadaflagshipofsimilararmaments.Eachsquadronhadthreedivisionsand
eachdivisioncomprisedfourships.Thearmamentofeachshipincludedtwo
AAgunsandthreeLMGsandatwo-pounderanti-tankgun.Inaddition,there
werefourmotorlauncheswithW/Tforcommunicationpurpose.Therewere
25sailingsloopseachof50–70tonscapacity.38

Bymid-November1942,itbecameapparenttoWavellthattheamphibious
assaultcraftwouldnotbeavailabletohim.So,thefocusremainedonoverland
advancebytheCommonwealthgroundunitsintheArakan.On19November,
IrwinorderedLloydtoseizeFoulPointby15January1943sothatthe6thBritish
Brigade (under Brigadier R.V.C. Cavendish, originally from the 2nd British
Division)couldlaunchanassaultonAkyabacrosstheMayuRiver.Lloydwas
alsoorderedthecaptureofRathedaungvillagetopreventtheJapanesefrom
usingtheMayuRiver.LloydplannedtoattacktheMaungdaw-Buthidaungarea
on 2 December with four battalions.39 In December 1942, the 123rd Indian
InfantryBrigadewiththeadditionofthe1stRajputwasreadytoadvanceon
Maungdaw and Buthidaung.The forwardmost position of the Indian troops
wasTaungBazaar.AccordingtoBritishintelligence,theJapanesehadonebat-
taliondispersedbetweenManugdawandButhidaung.TheprincipalJapanese
defensivepositionwasRazabilvillage.Irwindecidedtohalttheadvancetill
theremainderofthe47thIndianInfantryBrigadecouldbebroughtupandthe
trackstoGoppeBazaarandTaungBazaarweremadefitforatleastmules.40
On16and17December,theleadelementsofthe14thIndianDivisionentered
MaungdawandBithudaungaftertheJapaneseevacuatedthesetwoplaces.The
47th and 123rd Indian Infantry Brigades advanced east of the Mayu River
towardsRathedaunganddownthecoasttowardsFoulPoint.On27December,
the10thLancashireFusiliersenteredRathedaung.On27December1942,the
47thIndianInfantryBrigadeoccupiedIndinontheMayuPeninsula.The2nd

37 TheArakanCampaign,NotesontheArakanSituation,May–December1942,pp.37–38.
38 TheArakanCampaign,AppendixI&F,pp.42,48,CAB106/175.
39 Lyman,Slim, Master of War,pp.81–83.
40 TheArakanCampaign,NarrativeReportofCreffield,p.8.
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Battalionof the231st Japanese Regimentwithdrew fromtheir forwardposi-
tionsatButhidaung-Maungdaw.TheJapaneseatthisstagewereconductinga
deliberatetacticalwithdrawal.BytheendofDecember1942,Sinohwasoccu-
piedbutJapaneseresistancestrengthenedatRathedaung.TheJapanesehigh
commandstartedtransferringthe55thJapaneseDivisionfromcentralBurma
totheArakan.AndtheMiyakaziForce(partofthe33rdJapaneseDivisionin
the Arakan) constructed defensive positions at Akyab, in the Donbaik-
LaungchaungareaontheMayuPeninsulaandatRathedaungontheeastern
sideoftheMayuRiver.The5thBattalionofthe8thPunjabRegimentandthe
1st Battalion of the 7th Rajput Regiment were in Indin and Sinoh. On 31
December1942,the1stBattalionofthe7thRajputRegimentrepulsedseveral
JapaneseattacksonSinoh.41

The overall situation in January–February 1943 was that the 14th Indian
DivisionwasattemptingtopushdowntheMayuPeninsulatowardsitstipto
FoulPointinordertobeinstrikingdistanceofAkyabIsland.SincetheMayu
Peninsulahadarangeofalmostinaccessiblehillsrunningdownitslength,the
14th Division had to split its force; part of it deployed in the east up to
RathedaungandtherestinthewestnearthecoastalvillageofDonbaik.42

On11 January1943, the1stBattalionofthe7thRajputRegiment(lessone
company)concentratedintheSanganChaungarea.The47thIndianInfantry
BrigadeestablisheditsheadquartersatKodingauk.Onthesameday,theMMG
Companyof9thJatRegimentarrivedatShinkhali.On18January1943,the1st
Inniskillingsand1stBattalionofthe7thRajputRegiment,supportedbytwo
batteriesoffieldartillery,onemountainbatteryandfourcarriers,attackedthe
JapanesepositionsnorthofDonbaikvillage.TheJapanesetroopsarmedwith
mortarsandMMGsheldthechaungsandfoothillsnorthofDonbaik.Japanese
automatic fireandthesnipersswept theopengroundandthe foothillsand
stoppedthetwo-battalionattack.By20January,theBandDcompaniesofthe
1stBattalionofthe7thRajputRegimentwerewithoutrationsandammunition
andthepersonnelweredispersedinthehillsandthejungles.On30January,
the55thIndianInfantryBrigadewithhalfasquadronoftheRoyalArmoured
Corps (RAC) Regiment (eight Valentine tanks) launched a frontal attack at

41 TheArakanCampaign,NotesontheArakanSituation,May–December1942,p.38;Madan,
The Arakan Operations: 1942–1945, pp. 34–35;Tim Moreman, ‘“Debunking the Bunker”:
From Donbaik to Razabil, January 1943–March 1944’, in Alan Jeffreys and Patrick Rose
(eds.), The Indian Army, 1939–47: Experience and Development (Surrey: Ashgate, 2012),
pp.109–10.

42 JohnPrendergast, Prender’s Progress: A Soldier in India, 1931–47 (London:Cassell, 1979),
p.170.
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Donbaik.The1stBattalionofthe17thDograRegimentandthe2ndBattalionof
the1stPunjabRegimentwereinthelead.On1February,fourJapanesecompa-
nies with two 75-mm regimental guns, three anti-tank guns, several 37-mm
guns, five 90-mm mortars and a captured British two-pounder met the
Commonwealthattack.TheJapanesetroopswereliberallysuppliedwithauto-
matic weapons and especially with MMGs. They made excellent use of the
protection of the small nalas in positioning their mortars and MGs. On the
banksofchaungstheyconstructedprotecteddugoutswhicheventheBritish
25-pounders failed to destroy.43 At Guadalcanal and New Guinea also, the
Japanese frequently established their defensive positions along low jungle-
coveredground.44

MajorJohnPrendergastjoinedthe1stBattalionofthe15thPunjabRegiment
(25th Punjabis, which was part of the 123rd Brigade) in the Arakan during
February1943.45HedescribestheJapanesedefensivepositionsindetail:

Their construction of very strong bunkers with small, concealed aper-
turesandthefactthattheywerepreparedtodieinthem.Thesebunkers
wereinmanycasessitedonthereverseslope,sotheywerenotreadily
discoveredbytanksorotherassailants.Moreover,eachbunkerlayinan
inter-supporting pattern so that should one bunker be subject to win-
kling out by grenade or flame thrower, one or more supporting ones
wouldshoottheattackertoribbonsofftheassailedbunker.46

Each bunker comprised five to 25 men, each armed with rifles, LMGs and
MMGs.Anarrowapertureorfiringslit(threefeetlongandsixinchesinwidth)
enabledthegarrisontofirefrominsidethebunker,andastronglyconstructed

43 Madan,The Arakan Operations: 1942–1945,pp.36,39–41.
44 DouglasFord,‘USAssessmentsofJapaneseGroundWarfareTacticsandtheArmy’sCam-

paigns in thePacificTheatres, 1943–45:LessonsLearnedandMethodsApplies’,War in 
History,vol.16,no.3(2009),p.336.

45 Prendergast, Prender’s Progress, pp. 169, 173. The 25th Punjabis was part of the 123rd
Brigadeofthe14thDivision.Abriefhistoryoftheunitisnecessarytoavoidconfusion.
TheLahoreRegimentbecamethe17thBengalNativeInfantryRegimentin1861andwas
re-designatedas25thPunjabisin1903.ThisunitcomprisedJatsfromPunjab,UnitedProv-
inces(nowUttarPradesh),Rajputana,centralIndia,PathansfromtheNorth-WestFron-
tierProvinceandtheTribalterritoryacrosstheborderofBritish-India,PunjabiMuslims
fromwestPunjabandSikhsfromcentralPunjab.In1922,the25thPunjabiswasrenamed
asthe15thPunjabRegiment.JohnGaylor,Sons of John Company: The Indian and Pakistan 
Armies 1903–1991(1992,reprint,NewDelhi:Lancer,1993),pp.182–83.

46 Prendergast,Prender’s Progress,p.172.
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smallescapehatchordoorwhichopenedintoacrawltrenchprovidedaccess
tothebunkerforresupplyandreinforcements.Attimes,undergroundtunnels
andnarrowcommunicationtrencheswerealsodugwhichinterconnectedthe
bunkerssothatthedefenderscouldshiftresourcesandhumanassetsinorder
tobeatoffhostileattacks.Thebunkerswerecamouflagedskilfullywithvegeta-
tionandexploitedtheterrainforcover.47

SeveralsimilaritiescouldbetracedbetweencombatinPapuainlate1942
and in the Arakan during 1942–44.The landscape of Papua, like that of the
Arakan, was underdeveloped in terms of modern infrastructure, and deadly
tropicaldiseaseswererampant.TheJapanesedefensivepositionsinthediffi-
cultterrainofPapuaconsistedoffortifiedbunkers,blockhouses,trenchesand
weaponspits.TheJapanesemadegooduseofthelandscapetomaximizetheir
defensivepotential.AroundtheBunaareatheJapaneseusedtheswampsto
channelAlliedattacksalongrestrictedareaswheretheformercouldbringin
theirdefensivefirepower.TheJapanesedefensivepositionsatthebeachhead
areainPapuaweresowellcamouflagedthattheAlliedtroopscouldnotlocate
themtilltheywererightontopofthem.TheJapanesepillboxes,camouflaged
withcoconutpalmtreesandwelldug,weredefendedtothelastman.Someof
thepillboxeshadsteelandconcretetops.Eachpillboxwaspositionedtopro-
videsupportingfiretotheothersinthearea.TheAustraliansusedStuarttanks
tocrushthepillboxeswithdifficulty.48TheAmericansoldiersalsofoundthe
Japanese bunkers in New Guinea tough nuts to crack in 1944.The Japanese
bunkersconsistedoflogsofcoconuttreesandtheroofwascoveredwithearth
andvines.Smallarmsfirebytheinfantrymadenoimpressiononthem.And
sincethebunkersroseverylittleabovetheleveloftheswampsandground,the
25-pounderartillerypieceshadnoeffectonthem.Thesuperblycamouflaged
Japanesebunkershadinterlockingfieldsoffireandweredefendedbytroops
equippedwithmortarsandMGs.49

Prendergast explained the inadequate British-Indian attack techniques
againsttheJapanesebunkersinhismemoirs.Whenawaveofinfantrycleared
the crest, whatever the skills in junior leadership, there was an inevitable
pause—tolocatethesmall,well-concealedaperturesofbunkers,hardtoseein

47 Moreman,‘“DebunkingtheBunker”:FromDonbaiktoRazabil,January1943–March1944’,
inJeffreysandRose(eds.),The Indian Army, 1939–47,p.111.

48 PeterJ.Dean,‘AnzacsandYanks:USandAustralianOperationsattheBeachheadBattles’,
inPeterJ.Dean(ed.),Australia 1942: In the Shadow of War(Cambridge:CambridgeUniver-
sityPress,2013),pp.218,220,233.

49 Stephen R.Taaffe, MacArthur’s Jungle War: The 1944 New Guinea Campaign (Lawrence,
Kansas:UniversityPressofKansas,1998),p.113.
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thedustandsmoke.Theattackerthenmomentarilybecameastatictargetin
enfilade—theperfecttargetforwell-sitedJapaneseMGs.Then,theJapanese
calleddowntheirartilleryandmortarfirepreciselyupontheirownpositions,
knowingwellthattheywererelativelysafedownwithinthebunkers,butthat
theattackinghostileinfantrywasoutsideandexposedtodeadlyblows.50At
Buna,theUS32ndDivisionsufferedheavylossesinitsattempttodestroythe
Japanesebunkersbylaunchingfrontalassaults.51

Prendergastoffersboththe limitationsofBritish-Indiantacticsaswellas
possible remedies, especially as regards the action at Donbaik. Donbaik
showedthattheavailableairbombing(evenwithmediumbombs)couldnot
crackthesebunkers.Tankswereusedintoosmallnumbers.Ifthereareonlya
fewtanks,theycanbequicklypickedoffonebyone.Alargenumberoftanks
kepttheanti-tankgunnerlookingseveralwaysatonceandbythetimehehad
inhisconfusionrangedonone,anothersupportingtankmayhaveseenthe
flashoftheanti-tankgunandengagedhisweaponinasecond.Hence,theuse
ofmoretanksresultedinfewercasualties.Theselessonswerewell-learntlater
in the war and with mounting air superiority, heavier air bombs were used
with delayed-action fuses. This meant that the bombs had time to bury
themselvesdeepintothebunkerormakeaholeinitsroofbeforeexploding,
whereasaninstantaneousfuse,burstingonimpactmerelyrakedthetopofthe
bunker.52

Grenades and flame throwers were also very effective in attacking the
Japanese in their dugouts in New Guinea. However, in mid-1943, the British
and Indian units in the Arakan did not have flame throwers.53 Overall, the
British officers found out that the Japanese defences did not allow an easy
advance.Enemytroopsskilfullyutilizedthenaturalfeaturesofthejungleto
strengthentheirdefensivepositions.Defensivepositionsonthehilltopswere
selectedtoprovidethemaximumfieldsoffire,andpositionsconcealedunder
thickvegetationweredesignedtoavoiddetection.Bunkerswereconstructed
with teakwood and mud to minimize the effects of heavy bombardment.
Moreover,Japanesesoldierslaunchedeffectivecounter-attacksanddefended
theirpositionsliterallytothelastman,lastbullet.54DouglasFordrightlystates

50 Prendergast,Prender’s Progress,p.173.
51 Ford,‘USAssessmentsofJapaneseGroundWarfareTacticsandtheArmy’sCampaignsin

thePacificTheatres,1943–45:LessonsLearnedandMethodsApplied’,p.338.
52 Prendergast,Prender’s Progress,p.173.
53 Ibid.,p.172;Taaffe,MacArthur’s Jungle War,p.113.
54 DouglasFord,‘StrategicCulture,IntelligenceAssessment,andtheConductofthePacific

War:TheBritish-IndianandImperial JapaneseArmies inComparison, 1941–45’,War in 
History,vol.14,no.1(2007),p.90.
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that in thespringof 1943, thedominantopinion in theBritish-IndianArmy
wasthattheJapanesesoldierwasasuperiorfighterinthejungleterrain.But
thisviewoftheJapanesesupermanwasdisappearingamongtheAustralian
andUSarmiesbecause theyhadachievedvictoriesagainst the IJA.55 Ifany-
thing,thedismalperformanceoftheCommonwealthunitsintheFirstArakan
CampaignfurtherstrengthenedthemythofJapanesesuperman.

The 25th Punjabis’ failed attack on the Japanese defensive position in
TempleHilloppositeRathedaunghadlefttheunitdemoralized.Thesightof
deadPunjabishangingonthewireinfrontoftheJapanesepositionfortwofull
weeks had sucked the spirit out of the battalion.The battalion commander
tooknoteofthedeterioratingsituationandinitiatedseveralsteps.Moralehad
beenhighuntilthisabortiveattackandthelonginactivityafterwards,seeing
deadcomradesontheJapanesewireahundredyardsaway,somewhatdemor-
alized the sepoys. The battalion commander attempted to counter the ever
present boredom by examining air photographs with the mortar officer. He
carriedoutharassingfirewith3-inchmortarsalongtracksusedbytheJapanese,
which were shown on the photos, and ordered continued firing which was
believedtobebadfortheJapanesemorale.56Withamplestocksofammuni-
tion and growing air superiority, the British commanders could afford such
tactics.However,theBritishandIndianunitsintheBurma-Indiatheatrewere
yettocomeupwitheffectivetechniquestograpplewiththeIJAontheground
successfully.

Battleconditionsforthesoldierswereseldomgood.Aglimpseofthesol-
diers’conditionsintheArakanisofferedbythelinesjottedbyPrendergastin
hismemoirs.Inthemonsoonthemenwerealwayswet.Thoughtheairwasnot
verycold,theheatwasalwayshumid,eveninthedryseason.Addedtothiswas
thealmostcertainthreatofmalariaandtheeverpresentthreatofdysentery
andscrubtyphus.Therewasatypeofmudsorethatwasdifficulttoeradicate
andwasalwaysamenaceinthoseconditionsofsweat,marshandmoisture.
Effective medical counter-measures aided the British and Indian troops.
Prendergastnotedthatonlyduetothesuperhumaneffortsofthemedicalser-
viceweremalariaandscrubtyphussuppressed.Dysenterywascontrolledby
devising ingenious spring lids over latrine holes along a wooden platform

55 DouglasFord,‘“AConquerableYetResilientFoe”:BritishPerceptionsoftheImperialJapa-
neseArmy’sTacticsontheIndia-BurmaFront,September1942toSummer1944’,Intelli-
gence and National Security,vol.18,no.1(2003),p.65.

56 Prendergast,Prender’s Progress,pp.173–74.
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which,togetherwithspraying,cutdownfliesandthespreadofthedisease.57It
mustbenotedthattheJapanesemedicalservicewasinaworsestate.

On 6 May 1943, the Japanese established a roadblock on the Maungdaw-
ButhidaungRoadnearLetwedetaboutfourmilesfromButhidaung.Thiswas
thesameoldJapanesetacticwhichtheyhadfollowedinMalayaandintheir
advance towards Rangoon and central Burma in the first half of 1942. An
attemptbythe35thBrigade(especiallybythe8thBattalionofthe13thFFR)
failed to clear the roadblock. The British-Indian troops’ response to the
Japaneseroadblockwasalsosimilartothepatternestablishedearlier.Itwas
decided to withdraw all the troops (55th Brigade) east of the roadblock to
TaungBazaar.58TheBritish-Indiantroops,however,wouldreactdifferentlyto
Japaneseroadblocksonlyinearly1944.

TheBritishandIndiantroopsatthattimeweredeployedinthefollowing
fashion.Senyinbyawastheheadquartersofthe55thBrigade.The2ndBattalion
ofthe1stPunjab,2ndBattalionofthe8thPunjabRegiment,6thBattalionof
the11thSikhRegiment,1stBattalionofthe18thPunjab(lesstwocompanies)
RegimentandoneMGcompanywereinthisregion.South-westofSenyinbya,
wasthe7thBattalionofthe15thPunjablesstwocompanies.BetweenSenyinbya
andButhidaungwereoneregiment(lessonecompany)andaMGcompany.
Theheadquartersofthe36thBrigadewasatButhidaung.The8thBattalionof
the 13thFFRwasnear theEastTunneland the5thBattalionof 16thPunjab
RegimentwasontheMayuRidgesouthoftheTunnel.The1stDograswasat
TaungBazaarandthe12thFFR’sMGBattalionwasatMaungdaw.Thehead-
quartersofthe71stBrigadewasintheTunnels.The9thBattalionofthe15th
PunjabRegimentandtwocompaniesofthe7thBattalionofthe15thPunjab
RegimentwerealsointheTunnels.AtLambaungwastheheadquartersofthe
4thBrigade.The3rdBattalionofthe9thGRand8thBattalionofthe8thPunjab
Regimentwerealsointhisregion.59

The55thBrigademovedtoMaungdawandlostabout80vehicles.Onebri-
gadeofthe70thDivisionhadconcentratedatChittagonganditwassentto
BawliBazaar.Asecondbrigadeofthe70thDivisionwasorderedforwardto
CoxBazaar,whichwasinchaosatthattime.Thisplacewasfunctioningasa
recentlyestablishedbasefortheBritish-Indiancampaigngearedtorecapture
AkyabfromtheJapanese.CoxBazaarwasconnectedwithBawliBazaarbya
dirt road with many flimsy bridges. The frequent marching of troops and

57 Ibid.,p.175.
58 TheArakanCampaign,ExtractofaLettersenttoMajor-GeneralLloyd,23May1943,p.25,

CAB106/175.
59 Ibid.,pp.25–26.
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passageofthree-tonlorriescoveredtheroadwithknee-deepmud.The14th
Battalionofthe12thFFRjoinedthe26thIndianDivisionandrelievedthe2nd
Battalionofthe8thPunjabRegiment.On13May,Maungdawwasevacuated.
On15May1943,theJapaneseenteredMaungdaw.Threebattalionsofthe47th
Brigade were destroyed in the course of the above-mentioned failed
operation.60

However, all was not black for the Indian Army. Even when defeated by
numericallyinferior,skilledIJAtroops,individualbattalionswerelearningles-
sonsaftermakingmistakes.InMay1943,the3rdBattalionofthe9thGRwas
deployedatGyndaw.ItwasconnectedwithBawliBazaarbyacoastalroad.At
Gyndaw,thebattalionwassplitupintovariouscompanieswhichwereposi-
tionedattheheadofavalley,whereasmallstreamleftthehilltracksforthe
narrowcoastalplainunderaroadbridge.Thebattalionwasorderedtohold
this region till the units further south who were retreating passed through
Gyndaw. Scott Leathart commanded the B Company which was dug on the
south bank of the Gyndaw stream amidst thick jungle. Fields of fire were
clearedandthepositionwasprotectedwithwire.However,thispositionwas
surroundedbyhillswhichwerenotoccupied.IftheJapaneseinfantryoccu-
piedthesehillocksthenthispositionwouldbecomeuntenable.Thewithdrawal
of the defeated British troops further demoralized the Gurkha battalion.
Duringthenight,the3rdBattalionofthe9thGRwasorderedtowithdraw.The
nightwasmoonlessbutfilledwithcriesofjackals,lizardsandotheranimals.
EventheBritishofficerswereafraidofmovingthroughthedark,densejungle.
Worse,theJapanesecameinthedarknessandimitatedEnglishvoices.They
criedout ‘HelloJohnnie’and ‘Ayo Gurkhali’.ThenervousGurkhasrepliedby
firingtheirBrens.Whentheshotswerefiredthentheattendantflashesgave
awaythepositionofthedefendersinthecamp.Some5,000roundswerefired
by the battalion but none hit the Japanese.The Japanese soldiers then sur-
rounded the camp, imitated the sounds of the birds and animals, and
occasionally shot at the defenders. Suddenly, it was all quiet again. The
Japanesejitterattackhadcompletelyunnervedthebattalion.Finally,thebat-
talionwithdrewinthemoonlessnightandcompletepandemoniumbrokeout.
Men started shouting, running hither and thither. All contact was lost. An
attackbyasmallJapanesepartyatthisjuncturewouldhavewipedoutthisbat-
talion. Not only the Gurkhas, but their British officers also had no jungle
warfaretraining.Infact,justbeforecomingtotheArakan,ScottLeatharthad

60 The Arakan Campaign, Extract of a Letter sent to Major-General Lloyd, 23 May 1943,
pp.26–27;ScottLeathart,With the Gurkhas: India, Burma, Singapore, Malaya, Indonesia, 
1940–1959(Edinburgh/Durham:PentlandPress,1996),p.68.
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done an MT Course at Ahmadnagar which, according to him, proved com-
pletely useless for jungle fighting where troops marched instead of being
carried in trucks and armoured cars.When dawn broke, the battalion, after
losing20men,reachedthebrigadeheadquartersatAlythengaw.61

Leathartofthe3rdBattalionofthe9thGRnotedinhisautobiography:‘But
importantlessonswerelearnt….Neveragaindidthehighercommandordera
whole battalion in extended order to move across open ground in the dark
whentheenemywasknowntobearound,andneveragainwereweputina
positionsohopelesslyimpossibletodefend.’62Inordertoraisethemoraleof
thetroops,theGurkhaswereorderedtoconductharassingpatrolsagainstthe
Japaneseduringthemonsoonperiod.AndinJune1943,Leathartwassentona
CamouflageCourse(whichwasaptforjunglecombat)inShillong.63

AfterthewithdrawalfromMaungdaw,thedifferentunitsweredeployedas
follows.The71stBrigadewasintheTeknafPeninsula.The6thBrigadewasin
Tumbru.AtBawliBazaarwasthe36thBrigade.The23rdBrigadeofthe70th
DivisionwasintheregionnorthofBawliBazaar andthefootoftheGoppe
Bazaartrack.The55thBrigadewasbetweenShabeBazaarandFakirBazaar.
And finally, the 4th Brigade was dispersed between Taung Bazaar, Goppe
BazaarandinthenorthuptotheKalapanzinValley.64

 Stalemate

H.P. Willmott writes that between November 1942 and May 1943 (the First
ArakanOffensive),twoCommonwealthdivisionswereoutfoughtanddefeated
bytwoJapaneseregiments.65On14April1943,afterassessingthefailedArakan
Campaign,WavellnotedthattheJapaneseoutdidtheBritishandIndiantroops
in jungle warfare.The Japanese ability to move in the night was admirable.
TheytravelledlightlyandhencewerelessdependentontheirLoCs,unlikethe
Commonwealthsoldiers.Inequipment,training,disciplineandmobility,the
Japanese had an edge over their British-Indian opponents. Wavell accepted
that,despitegettingsupportfromtheRAF,theBritish-Indiantroopshadfailed
duetotheabove-mentionedfactors.Wavellsquaredhisaccountwithhisracial

61 Leathart,With the Gurkhas,pp.65–70.
62 Ibid.,p.71.
63 Ibid.,pp.71–72.
64 TheArakanCampaign,ExtractofaLettersenttoMajor-GeneralLloyd,23May1943,p.26.
65 H.P.Willmott,The Second World War in the Far East(1999,reprint,London:Cassell,2000),

p.148.
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bias.TheJapanesehadthe‘cunningofthesavage’andthisquality,heempha-
sized,theBritish-Indiantroopslacked.66Fordnotesthatconventionaltactics
whichreliedonsheerfirepowerwereinadequatetodestroythetrickyJapanese
defensive positions. What was required was greater emphasis on creating a
synergy between the infantry and other supporting arms. In other words,
rather than brute force, a combined arms tactics was required.67 And the
CommonwealthunitsintheBurma-Indiaborderwerenotpreparedtoimple-
mentsuchtacticsinmid-1943.

Wavell,whilesummingupthefailedoperation,acceptedresponsibilityin
thefollowingwords:

Arakanwasamostunfavourabletheatre, intowhichIshouldcertainly
nothavemadeadeeplandadvanceonanyscalehadseatransportbeen
available.Ialsorealizedthatthetroopsavailablehadlittleopportunityof
training in jungle warfare. I hoped, however, that, if the advance in
Arakan could proceed rapidly, it would be difficult for the Japanese to
reinforceintime;andconsidereditwasbettertotaketherisksinvolved
thantoremaininactiveonthisfrontduringthewinter(of1942–43).68

Wavell(Commander-in-ChiefofIndia),however,didnotmentiontheconvo-
lutedcommandstructureintheArakanwhichinvolvedLloydandIrwin(Army
Commander) but cut off Slim as the corps commander and was also partly
responsible for the debacle of the First Arakan Offensive. This convoluted
commandstructurewaspartlyWavell’sdoing.Itoughttobenotedthatduring
thefirstphaseofretreatfromBurmainearly1942,theabsenceofacorpscom-
mander was noted. The result was chaotic retreat. And during the second
phaseofthelongretreat,acorpscommander(Slim)wasappointed.Then,the
retreatbecamemoreorderly.Forthisstructuraldeficiencyregardingtheissue
ofhavingacorpscommander, theBritish-Indianmilitary systemwaspartly
responsible.

RobertLymanarguesthatSlimhadabetterplanuphissleeve.Insteadof
launchingrepeatedattacksbymassedbattalionsofthe14thIndianDivisionas
hadhappenedinDonbaik(wherefor50daysthemutuallysupportingJapanese

66 GeneralArchibaldWavell,Speaking Generally: Broadcasts, Orders and Addresses in Time 
of War (1939–43)(London:Macmillan,1946),p.162.

67 Ford, ‘“A Conquerable Yet Resilient Foe”: British Perceptions of the Imperial Japanese
Army’sTacticsontheIndia-BurmaFront,September1942toSummer1944’,p.66.

68 The Arakan Campaign, Extract from Wavell’s Second Despatch from India Command:
March–Dec.1942,OperationfortheCaptureofAkyab,p.49,CAB106/175.
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bunkersstalledthefrontalattackbythesepoys),Slimcouldhaveprovidedvic-
tory. Slim’s recipe was not frontal attack on a narrow front but attacks that
followedthe‘hooks’.Whiletheenemy’sattentionwastobeheldbyapplying
pressureathisfront,therealpunchhadtocomeathisflankandrear.Andfor
launching flank and rear attacks at the Japanese defensive system, the
Commonwealthtroopshadtomovethroughtheso-calledimpenetrablejun-
gle.LymancontinuesthatbothWavellandIrwinwereobsessedwithcapturing
groundratherthandestroyingtheenemy.Theirconceptsresultedinthe14th
IndianDivisionbecomingoverstretchedalongtheelongatedMayuPeninsula
with an extended LoC in difficult country which was easily cut by Japanese
outflankingandencirclingmoves.69

It is time to shift attention from great commanders to the instrument at
their disposal, i.e. the armed forces which they commanded. Slim deserves
creditforlayingoutawellthoughtouttacticalplantotacklethenetworkof
Japanesebunkerswhichwerebasicallypillboxeswithlotsofnaturalmaterials
added to exploit the physical landscape. Frankly, it is questionable whether
Slim(hadhebeenincommand)couldhavegainedvictoryovertheIJAduring
theFirstArakanOffensive.Slimmighthaveunderstoodthefollyof infantry
attackingfrontallyonthewellentrenchedJapanesedefensivepositionsmuch
earlierthanLloydandIrwinandprobablywouldhavecalledofftheoffensive.
However,theCommonwealthtroopsduringlate1942andearly1943werenot
readytoundertakeflankingmovesagainsttheenemyindifficultterrainandto
standandfightwhentheythemselveswerebeingoutflankedandcommunica-
tionswiththeirrearwerecut.TheIndianandBritishsoldierswereyettolearn
toinfiltratethroughthejunglewithélanandconfidence.Andwhilemoving
through the jungle when their LoCs were cut, they required to be supplied.
Thiswouldbecomepossibleonlywithfurthertrainingandtheavailabilityof
aerialsupply.ThesetwotechniqueswouldbeavailabletotheBritishgenerals
onlyinearly1944whentheSecondArakanOffensivelaunchedbytheBritish
collidedwiththeHAGOoffensiveoftheJapanese.Then,theresultswouldbe
different.AsregardsLyman’ssecondpoint,capturingessentialgroundwasat
times vital. Just as Wavell and Irwin thought that capturing and holding
DonbaikandRathedaungwereessential,inearly1944,Slimalsorightlyconsid-
ered holding on to Imphal and Kohima. But, in early 1944, Slim had several
advantages which were denied to Wavell and Irwin in 1942/1943. Aerial

69 RobertLyman,‘TheArtofManoeuvreattheOperationalLevelofWar:Lieutenant-Gen-
eralW.J.SlimandFourteenthArmy,1944–45’, inGarySheffieldandGeoffreyTill(eds.),
The Challenges of High Command: The British Experience(Hampshire:PalgraveMacmil-
lan,2003),pp.93–95.
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superiority, availability of aerial supply and air transportation of ground
troops, better trained troops, greater firepower (tanks and artillery) and
numerical superiority at the point of contact, etc. were the elements which
Slim, unlike Wavell and Irwin, possessed in 1944. Further, the pursuit and
destructionoftheretreatingJapaneseforcesbecamepossiblewiththeavail-
ability of tanks, self-propelled guns, field artillery, fighters, fighter-bombers,
dive bombers, transport aircraft. Even then destruction of the defeated and
demoralizedBAAequippedwithlightweaponsandwithoutanyarmourand
aircraftwaspossibleonlyintheplainsofcentralBurmaandnotinthejungle-
coveredterrainoftheArakan.

ThebeginningofthemonsooninMay1943foundtheforwardtroopsofthe
26th Indian Division confronting the Japanese forces along the Muangdaw-
ButhidaungLine.Thetroopsofthisdivisioncarriedonaggressivepatrolling.
The26thIndianDivisiontookupthefollowingdefensiveline:TaungBazaar-
Goppe Bazaar-Pruma Chung-Nhila-Mathabhanga. The 55th Indian Infantry
Brigade and the 6th and 23rd British Infantry Brigades were withdrawn to
Chittagong.70 During June 1943, after the evacuation from Buthidaung and
Maungdaw (as part of the retirement from the Mayu Peninsula), the 26th
IndianDivisioncoveredCoxBazaar.Whileoneinfantrybrigadecoveredthe
coastal region from Teknaf Nhila to Bawli Bazaar, another infantry brigade
held the region further inland from Taung Bazaar to Goppe Bazaar. The
Japanese took up positions covering Maungdaw-Buthidaung. And then the
monsoonbroke.71

On14and17August,a26thIndianDivisionpostatNgakyedaukPasswas
engagedbytheJapanese.InthefirstweekofSeptember,thepatrolsofthe26th
IndianDivisioncameunderheavyMMGandmortarfirefromtheareabetween
Ngakyedauk and Awlanbyin on the Ngakyedauk Chaung. During August
1943, the Japanese established a defensive line stretching from Razabil to
Sannyinweywa.TheJapanesehadconstructedstrongbunkers,roofeddugouts
andcommunicationtrenchesalongthisline.TheJapanesealsostrengthened
their presence on the Spine of the Mayu Range north of the Maungdaw-
ButhidaungRoad.72

70 Lieutenant-ColonelB.L.Raina(ed.),Medical Services: Campaigns in the Eastern Theatre, 
Official History of the Indian Armed Forces in the Second World War, 1939–45 (Combined
Inter-ServicesHistoricalSectionIndia&Pakistan:1964),p.202.

71 Field-MarshalClaudeAuchinleck,OperationsintheIndo-BurmaTheatrebasedonIndia
from21June1943to15November1943,byCommander-in-ChiefofIndia,29April1948,
Second Supplement to the London Gazette,No.38274,p.2657.

72 Raina(ed.),Medical Services: Campaigns in the Eastern Theatre,pp.202–3.
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Constantpatrollingactivitiesputalotofstrainonthe26thIndianDivision.
Soitwassentforrestandthe7thIndianDivisiontookitsplace.The7thIndian
DivisionwasunderMajor-GeneralF.W.Messervy(COfrom30July1943till7
December1944).MesservyhadjoinedtheHodson’sHorse,anelitecavalryregi-
ment of the Indian Army. He had also served on the Western Front during
World War I and took part in General Allenby’s great cavalry sweep from
PalestinetoTurkeyin1918.MesservyalsoactedasaninstructorattheIndian
StaffCollegeatQuettaandtookcommandofthe7thIndianDivisioninthe
summerof1943atRanchi.73

On30July1943,the7thIndianDivisiondisposedthe114thIndianInfantry
Brigade(underBrigadierM.R.Roberts)intheKalapanzinValleyandthe89th
Brigade(underBrigadierJ.C.Martin)waswestoftheMayuRange.By25August
1943,the114thIndianInfantryBrigadetookovertheNgakyedaukPass-Goppe
Bazaar-TaungBazaararea.BytheendofSeptember,the114thIndianInfantry
BrigadewasontheeastsideoftheMayuRangeandthe89thBrigadewason
the coastal plain on the west.The 4th Battalion of the 8th GR was 10 miles
southofBawliandthe7thBattalionofthe2ndPunjabRegimentwasinthe
Bawli area and on the summit of the Goppe Pass. Relief of the 26th Indian
DivisionwascompletedonlyinOctober1943.74

Medical arrangements for the Commonwealth troops were improving at
this stage. The Advanced Dressing Stations (ADSs) of the 66th Indian Field
AmbulancewereintheWabyinareaandalsoinBawli.TheADSsofthe44th
IndianFieldAmbulancewere inNhila,Goppe Bazaar and inTumbru Ghat.
The ADS of the 54th Indian Field Ambulance was in Taung Bazaar. The 1st
Indian Bearer Company established its headquarters at Goppe Pass and
attacheditstwoplatoonswiththe54thIndianFieldAmbulanceandonepla-
toon with the 66th Indian Field Ambulance. The casualties were carried to
ADSsbystretcherbearersandtoMedicalDressingStations(MDSs)byambu-
lancecarsandjeeps.FromTumbruGhatandBawliNorth,theyweremovedby
sampansandhospitalships to the8thIndianCasualtyClearingStationand
9th British Casualty Clearing Station at Rumkhapalong.75 Similarly, the
AmericanmedicalserviceinNewGuineaimprovedinthecourseof1944and
thatoftheIJAwhichwasinitiallyalmostnon-existentgotworse.TheUStroops
unliketheJapanesesoldiersenjoyedthebenefitsofpenicillinagainstbacteria,

73 Shipster,Mist on the Rice Fields,pp.32–33.
74 Raina(ed.),Medical Services: Campaigns in the Eastern Theatre,p.203.
75 Ibid.,pp.203–4.
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sulfa drugs to combat infections, and blood transfusion. So, many of the
woundedAmericansoldiers,unliketheirJapanesecounterparts,survived.76

InSeptember1943,the7thBattalionofthe2ndPunjabRegimenttookup
defensivepositionsinthefoothillsoftheMayuRange.Thisbattalionformed
part of the 89th Infantry Brigade which comprised the 2nd Battalion of the
King’s Own Scottish Borderers and the 4th Battalion of the 8th GR.77 John
Shipster,ayoungofficeraged22ofthe7thBattalionofthe2ndPunjabRegi-
mentnotedinhismemoirs:

Moralewasgood,buttherewerenoofficerswithanyoperationalexperi-
ence and we knew very little about our potential enemy. Generally
speakingwewereinadequatelytrainedinjunglewarfare….TheJapanese
harassedourpositionatnight,makingusretaliatewithsmallarmsfire
andmortars,butinthemorningtherewerefrequentlynodeadJapanese.
OurCO,RobinRouse,issuedstrictordersthatthislackoffirediscipline
wastoceaseandIpassedonhisorders.78

In New Guinea also, the night belonged to the Japanese infantry while the
American soldiers huddled around their foxholes feeling uneasy. And the
Americansoldierssufferedfrominadequatefirediscipline,whichresultedin
casualtiesduetofriendlyfire.InNewGeorgiaandtheSolomons,aquarterof
alltheAmericanskilledwerevictimsoffriendlyfire.AtBougainvillethefigure
was16percent.79

Bytheendof1943,the14thArmyplannedanotherlimitedincursioninthe
Arakan.On1November1943,Headquarters15thIndianCorpsunderLieutenant-
General A.F.P. Christison (16 November 1943–30 September 1945) assumed
commandofoperationsintheArakansouthofChittagong.Thiscorpshadthe
5thand7thIndianDivisionsalongwiththe81stWestAfricanDivision.The5th
and7thIndianDivisionswerenowtrainedforoperatinginthejungleenviron-
ment.ThesetwodivisionsplannedtoadvancedowntheMayuRange.Theplan
wastocaptureMaungdawandButhidaungandalsotheroadnetworkbetween
these twotowns.The5th IndianDivisionwas toadvancealongthewestern
sideoftheMayuRangeandthe7thIndianDivisionalongtheeasternside.The
81stWestAfricanDivisionwastooperatefurthereastinordertoprotectthe
flank of the 7th Indian Division from any Japanese columns which might

76 Taaffe,MacArthur’s Jungle War,p.114.
77 Shipster,Mist on the Rice-Fields,p.29.
78 Ibid.,p.30.
79 Taaffe,MacArthur’s Jungle War,pp.112,114.
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attempttoattacktherearofthesepoysalongtheeasternsideofMayu.Inthe
previous fighting in the Arakan, the Japanese exploited the weak
Commonwealthleftflankandafterbreakingthroughthisflankdisruptedthe
principalforceseastofKalapanzinandtheMayuPeninsula.Topreventsuch
anoccurrenceinthefuture,the81stWestAfricanDivisionwasplacedinthe
KaladanValley.Itsdutywastoprotecttheflankofthemainforce(the5thand
7thIndianDivisions),tomakeadiversionandtodrawasmanyIJAassetsas
possiblefromtherouteofmainattackandtothreatentheflankoftheJapanese
in the Mayu Valley. The 81st West African Division started concentrating in
ChirangasouthofDohazariinearlyDecember1943.ThetwoIndiandivisions
wereorderedtobuildroadstosustaintheirsupplyandgearedtostandand
fight in defensive boxes rather than to retreat in the event of any Japanese
attack. On 9 November, the 5th Indian Division under Major-General H.R.
BriggstookoverthefrontwestoftheMayuRangefromthe7thIndianDivision
whichwasthenconcentratedintheKalapanzinValleyeastoftheMayuRange.
Thebrigadesofthe5thandthe7thIndianDivisionsslowlybutsteadilyinfil-
tratedforwardandbymid-November1943wereincontactwiththeJapanese
outposts on the line from Zeganbyin to the point where the Ngakyedauk
ChaungjoinstheKalapanzinRiverfourmilessouthofTaungBazaar.Untila
motor road was constructed across the Ngakyedauk Pass, the 7th Indian
Division was supplied by pack mules across the Goppe Pass and sampans
downtheKalapanzinRiver.80The15thIndianCorps,alongwiththe4thand
33rdCorps,cameunderthe14thArmywhichreportedtothe11thArmyGroup.
AndthelatterarmygroupwasunderSEAC.

ThoughtheFirstArakanCampaignwasafailureforIndiaCommand,the
JapaneseremainedanxiousduetothestrengtheningoftheBritishandIndian
units,especially inSeptember 1943. IntheAkyabSector, inwestBurma, the
British-Indian 5th and 7th Divisions were disposed in depth along the
Buthidaung-MaungdawFront.TheJapaneseassumedthatthesetwodivisions
duringanemergencycouldbebackedupbytwotothreeadditionaldivisions.
The Japanese were also concerned by the rise in the number of British and

80 JamesButler(ed.),History of the Second World War United Kingdom Military Series,Major-
GeneralS.WoodburnKirbywithCaptainC.D.Addis,BrigadierM.R.Roberts,ColonelG.T.
WardsandAirVice-MarshalN.L.Desoer,The War against Japan,vol.3,The Decisive Battles
(London:HMSO,1961),pp.40–41;Raina(ed.),Medical Services: Campaigns in the Eastern 
Theatre, pp. 204–5; Daniel Marston, ‘Learning from Defeat: The Burma Campaign’, in
DanielMarston(ed.),The Pacific War: From Pearl Harbour to Hiroshima(Oxford:Osprey,
2010),pp.107–8.
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IndianvesselsinChittagongHarbourandontheNafRiver.Theybelievedthat
theBritishwereplanninganamphibiousattackonAkyab.81

InNovember1943,theSpitfiresweredeployedinBengalforthefirsttime.
The615and617squadronswerebasedinChittagongtoprotectthevitalport
andalsotocovertheArakan.Withinonemonth,theSpitfiresdestroyedfour
Japanese photographic reconnaissance aircraft (Dinahs). Previously, the
Dinah’srange,speedandheighthadenabledthemtoflywithimpunityover
theAlliedforwardbasesandtheHurricaneswereunabletocatchthem.The
JapanesereactedbysendingoutfightersweepsinordertotesttheSpitfiresand
whittledownSpitfirestrength.However,bytheendofDecember,theJapanese
lost22aircraft,another33weredamaged,andtheAlliedlosswasonly13air-
craft.Thegreatestairbattleoccurredonthelastdayofthe1943.Onthatday,
No.136Squadrondestroyed12anddamaged11whenamixedforceofJapanese
fightersandbombersattemptedtoattackthelightnavalforcealongtheArakan
Coast.TheJapanesecarriedoutonestrategicattackwhenon5December1943,
60bombersandfighters(includingsomenavalaircraft)intwowavesbombed
Calcutta.TheJapaneselosttwoaircraftandanotherfiveweredamaged.The
threeandahalfsquadronsofHurricanefighters(includinghalfasquadronof
nightfighters)whichweredefendingthearealostfiveaircraftandanothersix
were damaged.82 Michael Dockrill rightly states that the aerial fight over
Chittagong on 31 December 1943 and along the Arakan Coast on 15 January
1944 established the supremacy of the Spitfires over the Japanese Zeros.83
However,supremacyinlandengagementwasyettofollow.

 HA GO Operation

Asearlyas7August1943,theSouthernArmyhaddirectedtheBAAtostartpre-
paringforanoffensiveagainsteasternIndia.Asadiversionaryoperationtothe
mainUGO(ImphalOperation),theBAAplannedtheHAGOOperationtobe
launched in the Arakan. HA GO was to be launched by the 55th Japanese

81 Japanese Monograph No. 132, Burma Operations Record 28th Army Operations in Akyab 
Area (1952,PreparedbyHQUSAFFEandEighthUSArmy[Rear],DistributedbytheOffice
oftheChiefofMilitaryHistoryDepartmentoftheArmy,reprint,1958),p.1.

82 AirChiefMarshalR.E.C.Peirse,‘AirOperationsinSouth-EastAsia,16November1943to
31May1944,Third Supplement to the London Gazette,13March1951,No.39173,p.1383.

83 MichaelDockrill,‘BritishLeadershipinAirOperations:MalayaandBurma’,inBrianBond
andKyoichiTachikawa(eds.),British and Japanese Military Leadership in the Far Eastern 
War: 1941–45(Oxon:FrankCass,2004),p.128.
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Division,twotothreeweekspriortothestartoftheU GOOperation.84The
objectiveofHAGOwastoengageandpindownasmanyCommonwealthunits
as possible and to draw the reserve from the principal theatre of operation
along Imphal-Kohima. One INA battalion was also used in the Arakan
Campaign.IftheJapaneseunitswereabletoreachChittagongthentheINA
wastoencouragedesertionamongtheIndianunitsandinciterebellioninthe
countryside.85

InNovember1943,Lieutenant-GeneralHanayawasappointedasCOofthe
55thJapaneseDivision.Atthattime,thisdivisionwasdisposedofasfollows:
55thInfantryGroupHeadquartersand143rdInfantryRegimentatMaungdaw-
Buthidaung Front; 112th Infantry Regiment (less one battalion) in the west
coast of Burma (from Donbaik to the mouth of the Naf River); 55th Recon-
naissance Regiment and 1st Battalion of the 112th Infantry Regiment in the
Akyabarea;andfinally1stBattalionofthe213thInfantryRegimentintheKala-
danRiverregion.86

BylateNovember1943,the15thCorpswiththe7thIndianDivisionandthe
36thBrigadeofthe26thIndianDivisionplusthe81stWestAfricanDivision
held a line from Teknaf to Taung Bazaar. The Commonwealth troops were
opposedbythe55thJapaneseDivisionwhichhaditsheadquartersatAkyab.
Its143rdRegimentheldthelinefromMaungdawtoButhidaungandthe112th
and213thRegimentswereheldinreserveattherear.87

On the night of 30 November/1 December 1943, troops of the 7th Indian
DivisionstartedatwoprongedadvancesouthwardseastoftheMayuRange.
The33rdBrigadecolumnscrossedtheNgakyedaukChaungandoccupiedthe
area from Ngakyedauk village to the ridge about 1.5 miles north-west of
Sinohbyinvillage.By3December,ithadextendeditsareaofoperationtothe
hillsoverlookingMaungyithaungandSinohbyin.The89thBrigadepushedfor-
ward down Tatmin Chaung and established forward positions on the hills
southofthechaung,onemilewestofTatmingyaungywa.However,boththe
Indiandivisionswereunderordersnottogetengagedinseriousfightingwith
theJapanese.88AttheendofDecember1943,the5thIndianDivisionheldthe

84 Japanese Monograph No. 132,pp.2–3.
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88 Raina(ed.),Medical Services: Campaigns in the Eastern Theatre,p.205.
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areafromtheseatothecrestoftheMayuPeninsulaandthe7thIndianDivision
movedintotheKalapanzinValley.89

The 161st Brigade commanded by Brigadier Hughes was deployed in the
Arakan.Thisbrigadewaspartofthe5thIndianDivisionunderMajor-General
Briggs.Oneunitofthe161stBrigadewasthe4thBattalionofthe7thRajput
Regiment,whichcarrieddesertsandinitsshoes.On30October1942,thisbat-
talionembarkedfromBombayforEgypt.AtMeenaCampinthesuburbsof
Cairo,thisbattalioncarriedoutsometrainingwhich,thoughnotspecificfor
junglewarfare,didaidthemlaterwhenitwasdeployedintheArakan.A.A.K.
Niazi,whobecameaLieutenant-GeneralandCommanderoftheEastPakistan
forcein1971,joinedthe4thBattalionofthe7thRajputRegimentafterpassing
outofOfficerTrainingSchool(OTS)Bangaloreon8March1942.TheRajput
regiment’s training centre was Fatehgarh. Niazi had fought in the Western
Desert.HewroteaboutthetrainingintheMeenaCampinthefollowingwords:
‘Before being dispatched to our respective units, the officers and men were
givenextensiveweaponstraining….Thetrainingculminatedwithbattleinoc-
ulation, simulated attacks by troops using live ammunition, supported by
artillery,mortar,andmachinegunfire.Icommandedtheattackingcompany
duringbattleinoculationasaSecondLieutenant’.90The4thBattalionofthe
7thRajputRegiment(andalsothe5thIndianDivision)servedintheMiddle
EastandthenreturnedtoFatehgarh.FromFatehgarh,itmovedtoChas,asmall
townnearRanchi.Herethedivisionundertooksomespecificjungletraining
beforemovingtoBurma.The161stIndianBrigademovedtoTeknafPeninsula
andatNihalaitunderwentintensivejungletraining.91

Meanwhile,the5thIndianDivisionalsolaunchedanattackonthenightof
30/31December1943.The161stBrigademovedtothehighgroundtothenorth-
eastofBakkagonaaboutfivemilestothenorthofRazabil.Thenextmorning
thisbrigadeattackedastrongdefensivepositionoftheJapanese(Point124).
TheattackwasheldupbyLMGfirefromtheJapanesebunkers.By4January
1944,sapperscompletedajeeptrackfromZeganbyintoNawrondaungwhich
madepossibletherapidevacuationofcasualties.Alltheattemptstoreduce
Point124bylaunchingfrontalassaultsfailed.However,by8January,Point124
was completely surrounded by the Indian troops. Then, Point 141 north of

89 Giffard, Operations in Burma and North-East India from 16 November 1943 to 22 June
1944,p.1353.

90 Lieutenant-General A.A.K. Niazi, The Betrayal of East Pakistan (1998, reprint, Karachi:
OxfordUniversityPress,2000),p.4.

91 Ibid.,p.5.
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Razabil was also completely encircled by the sepoys. On 9 January, the 5th
IndianDivisionpushedontowardsMaungdawandoccupiedit.92

Early in January 1944, Giffard ordered the CO of the 14th Army, Lieu-
tenant-General W.J. Slim, to secure the mouth of the Naf River and
Maungdaw-Buthidaung.On15January1944,thedispositionofthe15thIndian
Corps under Lieutenant-General Christison was as follows. The 5th Indian
Division held the Maungdaw-Magyi Chaung-Rehkat Chaung line with a bri-
gadeinreservewestoftheMayuRange.The7thIndianDivisionhadabrigade
inthehillsnorthandnorth-eastofHtindaw.Onebrigadeheldthelinefrom
TatmakhalitoSinohbyinandtheforwardmosttroopsofthisbrigadewereat
LetwedetChaung.OnebrigadeheldtheKyaukitmassif-Pyinshe-Windwinand
a detachment was at Saingdin Chaung.The 81stWest African Division held
Daletme-SatpaungareaintheKaladanValley.The5thIndianDivisionwassup-
portedbyoneregimentoftanks.Andeachdivisionhadabatteryofmedium
artilleryinsupport.93ThistimetheCommonwealthtroopswerenotonlybet-
tertrainedbuthadgreaterfirepower(bothstaticandmobile)attheirdisposal
alongwithaircoverovertheirheads.WorsefortheIJA,duetoitslossofaerial
reconnaissance,itwouldfighthalf-blind.Allthesewouldhaveseriousreper-
cussionsonthemuchvauntedIJA’smilitaryeffectiveness.

TheJapanesehadturnedthewholeregionaroundtheTunnelsintoastrong
defensiveposition.Inthisregion,theroadrunsthroughthehighestportionof
theMayuRangebetweenMaungdawandButhidaung,and itwasconverted
intoastronglydefendedregionwithtwostrongpoints:Razabilonthewest
andLetwedetontheeast.Theplanwasthatthe5thIndianDivisionwouldtake
Razabilandthe7thIndianDivisionButhidaung.The81stWestAfricanDivision
wastoadvancedowntheKaladanRiverandcaptureKyauktawandthencut
the Kanzauk-Htizwe Road, which was the Japanese troops’ principal lateral
LoCbetweentheKaladanandKalapanzinvalleys.94

The Japanese started bringing in reinforcements for their forthcoming
ArakanOperationfrombothwithinandoutsideBurma.Acontingentwhich
comprisedthe144thInfantryRegiment,the1stBattalionofthe55thMountain
Artillery Regiment and one engineer company which had been resting at
Rabaul after participating in the New Guinea Campaign as the South Sea
Detachment,revertedtothe55thJapaneseDivision’scontrolandstartedarriv-
ing in Burma between December 1943 and January 1944. Further, the 111th

92 Raina(ed.),Medical Services: Campaigns in the Eastern Theatre,pp.206–7.
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InfantryRegiment(lessthe2ndand3rdbattalions)andthe2ndBattalionof
the 54th Field Artillery Regiment were transferred from the 54th Japanese
Division in mid-January to strengthen Akyab for the upcoming HA GO
Operation.95

Hanaya’s plan was that an attack should be launched against the British-
Indianforce’sbaseofoperationatBawliBazaar.Theprincipalobjectivewasto
destroythe7thIndianDivisionintheregioneastofMayuRangewithapincer
movementlaunchedsimultaneouslyfromnorthandsouth.Afterthat,byrelo-
catingthemainweightofthe55thJapaneseDivisionnearNgangyaung,the5th
IndianDivisionwouldbecrushedintheMaungdawregionwestoftheMayu
Range.This phase of the HA GO Operation was known among the Japanese
commanders as the Northern Arakan Operation, different from the subse-
quentKaladanOperation.96

The Japanese were reshuffling their command structure in Burma. The
navalbombardmentofRamreeIslandinDecember1943furtherstrengthened
theconvictionoftheJapanesehighcommandinBurmathatanAlliedopera-
tionwasforthcomingintheArakaninthenearfuture.SincetheBAA’smain
concernwastopreparefortheImphalOperation,astrongdefensiveforcewas
requiredtoholdsouth-westBurma.So,on15January1944,the28thJapanese
ArmywasactivatedandLieutenant-GeneralShozoSakuraiwasappointedas
thecommander.ShozoSakurai,duringthe1942BurmaCampaign,wastheCO
of the 33rd Japanese Division. Major-General Hideo Iwakuro from Sumatra
becamethe28thJapaneseArmy’sChiefofStaff.Inordertokeeptheformation
ofthe28thJapaneseArmyasecret,thecodenameSakuGroupwasused.97

The28thJapaneseArmyhadunderitscontrolthe11thShippingEngineer
Regiment which, besides the headquarters, had three companies and one
materialdepot.Major-GeneralGisaburoSuzukicommandedthe11thShipping
Group.Ithad1,105menandthefollowingvessels:85largelandingbarges,54
small landing barges, 47 motored sampans, two armoured boats, 10 fishing
boats,onemessengerboatandonespeedboat.The11thShippingGroupwas
stationedatTaungupanditsmainsupplydepotwasatProme.98

Thezoneofresponsibilityofthe28thJapaneseArmyinsouth-westBurma
stretchedfromRangoontoMaungdawalongthewestcoastofBurmastretch-
ing inlandtotheArakanandPegumountains.The28thJapaneseArmywas
also responsible for guarding the 400 miles of coastline, with many islands,

95 Japanese Monograph No. 132,p.5.
96 Ibid.,p.5.
97 Ibid,pp.6–7.
98 Ibid.,pp.9–10.
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alongtheBayofBengal.AndthisregionwasvulnerabletoBritish-Indiansea-
borne/amphibious attacks.The Japanese hoped that the Arakan Mountains
would provide them protection against any British-Indian attack from the
north-east. The 28th Japanese Army’s duty also included guarding the Irra-
waddyDeltawhichwasoneofthegreatestriceproducingregionsoftheworld.
At the time of activation, only along a 50-mile strip from Maungdaw to
Thayettabin,the28thJapaneseArmyfacedtheBritish-Indianunits.The55th
JapaneseDivisionwasdeployednorthofAkyabwiththemainstrengthalong
theMayuPeninsulaandsomeunitsintheKaladanRiverBasin,asdescribed
above.The54thJapaneseDivisionfromlate1943wasassignedthedutyofpro-
tectionofthecoastalstripfromRuywatothemouthsoftheIrrawaddyRiver.
Meanwhile, the 2nd Japanese Division was coming from Malaya and it was
hopedthatbytheendofFebruary1944,itwouldbeinsouth-westBurma.99

While the Japanese were preparing for an offensive operation, they also
tookcaretostrengthentheirdefensivepositionsalongcertainpoints inthe
Arakan.However,theJapanesefacedseveredifficultiesinconstructingdefen-
sive positions due to the worsening wartime scenario.The official Japanese
recordnotes:

OneofthehighestpriorityprojectsontheArmy’sagendawasthecon-
structionofdefencepositionsandnoeffortwassparedinrushingthem
to completion. As neither cement nor steel were available locally or
throughsupplychannels,defencepositionsconsistedprimarilyofcrude
earthworks.Sincetherewasnoradarandonlylimitedassistancecould
beexpectedfromnavalandairunits,thearmywasforcedtorelyonsen-
tries posted along the coast for production of intelligence on enemy
activitiesandmovements.100

On4February,theJapaneselaunchedtheirHAGOOffensive,whichaimedto
infiltrate,encircleanddestroytheCommonwealthtroopsintheArakan.101The
INAwasorganizedasguerrillaunitsandequippedwithlightweapons.They
weregearedtoplayasubversiveroleinordertounderminetheloyaltybonds
of the British-Indian Army. For instance, the Indian officers of the Bahadur

99 Ibid.,p.10.
100 Ibid.,p.12.
101 Dockrill, ‘BritishLeadership inAirOperations:MalayaandBurma’, inBondandTachi-

kawa(eds.),British and Japanese Military Leadership in the Far Eastern War: 1941–45,p.128.
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Group(INA)wouldencouragethesepoysinthenightthroughloudspeakersto
desertandjointheINA-Japaneseside.102

On11March1944,ButhidaungwascapturedfromtheSakuraiGroup/Force.
Intensecombatoccurredbetween9and12MarchandthenRazabilfelltothe
Commonwealth troops.103 The 161st Brigade participated in the capture of
Buthidaung,especiallytheTunnels.Buthidaungtownwassurroundedbylow
hillsandthickjungle.Duringthemonsoons,landslidesnormallyblockedthe
roads.Tonegotiatethehillyterrain,thereweretworailwaytunnels,abouta
hundredyardsfromeachotherandapproximatelyonethousandyardsfrom
thetown.Thetunnels, ifdestroyedorheldbytheenemy,couldcontainthe
Commonwealth advance towards Buthidaung or further onwards. Brigadier
Warrenofthe161stBrigadeformedaguerrillacompanybypoolingguerrilla
platoonsofthe4thBattalionofthe7thRajputRegiment,1stBattalionofthe1st
PunjabiRegimentandtheRoyalWestKents.Niazicommandedtheguerrilla
company. First, he captured the Right Tunnel and the Japanese suffered 10
casualties.Next,theLeftTunnelwascapturedafterkillingsevenJapanese.The
restof the Japanese fled.OnNiazi’s side, twowereKIAandeightwereWIA.
NiaziwasrecommendedforaDistinguishedServiceOrder(DSO).104Itisclear
fromtheabove-mentionedactionthatbythistime,Japanesemoralewasflag-
ging, at least in some units, and the Commonwealth forces had specialized
assaultunitsforperformingspecialtasks.ThedaysoftheJapanesesupermen
wereover.

On11April1944,the53rdBrigadeunderBrigadierColdstreamwasdeployed
intheTunnelsarea.Andthe2ndBattalionofthe2ndPunjabRegimenttook
positionsintheEasternTunnel.VigorousJapanesenightpatrollingandsnip-
ingharassedthePunjabis.The25thDivision’smainareaofoperationduring
therestof1944wastheMayuPeninsula.Thispeninsulaisboundedinthewest
bytheNafRiverandintheeastbytheKalapanzinRiver.Andthroughthecen-
treoftheMayuPeninsularunstheMayuRange.The25thDivisionwasordered
to establish a firm base in the Maungdaw-Razabil area, establish a mobile
reserve,occupythepositionscapturedbythe26thand36thDivisionsonthe
ridge called the Spine and to patrol vigorously in the foothills south of the
TunnelsRoad.105

102 Kiani,Memoirs,pp.91,109.
103 Lyman,Slim, Master of War,pp.160–61.
104 Niazi,The Betrayal of East Pakistan,pp.5–6.
105 Lieutenant-Colonel Geoffrey Betham and Major H.V.R. Geary, The Golden Galley: The 

Story of the Second Punjab Regiment 1761–1947(n.d.,reprint,NewDelhi:AlliedPublishers,
1975),pp.165–66.
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TheTunnelsRoad,afterwindingthroughthesteepjungle-cladhillsofthe
MayuRange,tookanortherlydirectionthroughtheWestandEastTunnelsand
then turned eastwards. About a mile along the eastern direction was the
WembleyRidge.SouthofWembleyandrunningnorthandsouthparallel to
theroadthroughtheTunnelslayanotherridgewhosehighestpointwasPoint
551.Theroadranbelowthecommandingheightofthisridge.FromWembley,
anarrowridgefellawayslightlyatfirstandthenrosesteeplytowardsPoint551.
The western face of Point 551 fell precipitously for the first 400 feet but the
easternslopewasgradual.Thisridgehadtwoheights:NorthCastleandSouth
Castle,about150yardsapart.Fromthedipbetweenthem,theascenttoSouth
Castlewassteep.Ontheeasternslopeandbelowthelevelofthemainridge,
werethreesmallhillocksnamedasBun,SconeandCake.Repeatedbombard-
ments had broken up and honeycombed the ground. And there was no
vegetationcoverontheridgefortheinfantry.Whentherainfellthetrenches
collapsed.Point551dominatedtheTunnelsRoad.Andcaptureof thispoint
wastheobjectiveof25thDivisionduringlateAprilandearlyMay1944.106

WembleyandNorthCastlewerecapturedon3May1944butSouthCastle
continued to be held by the Japanese suicide troops.The construction of a
muletracktoWembleyalsostartedtoeasethesupplysituation.On4May,a
battalionreconnaissancepartymovedupwiththeaidofpioneersandmule
transport.On5May,theDCompanyunderMajorT.O.L.Llewellintookover
theWembleyposition.Earlyon6May,ACompanyunderMajorI.A.H.More
occupiedNorthCastleandBun.Then,MajorMoreorderedNumber1Platoon
underSubedarIbrahimKhanwithartillerysupporttoclearSouthCastle.107

TheplatoonadvancedoveropengroundunderheavyJapanesefire.Itwas
held up at the escarpment of the South Castle. The Japanese threw a large
number of hand grenades, which wounded the subedar and many others.
Lance-Naik Muhammad Yakub killed three Japanese, silenced a MG and
brought away a wounded sepoy under heavy fire. Such dispersed small unit
actionsweresimilartotheSmallWarinwhichtheIndianArmywasproficient
before1939.DisplaysofheroismandbraverybytheJCOsinsmallunitactions
wasatraditionwellestablishedintheIndianArmy,evenbefore1939.Major
More then advanced with Number 2 Platoon under Jemadar Muhammad
Khan.MuhammadKhandiedinaction.TheoperationcostACompanynine
KIAand27WIA.TheattackonSouthCastlefailedbecausetheassaultingtroops
hadnocover in the terrainand it involvedasteepclimbupto thesummit.
Holdingthepeaks,theJapanesehadaclearobservationandawidefieldoffire.

106 Ibid.,pp.166–67.
107 Ibid.,p.167.
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Duringthenightof6/7May1944,theJapaneselaunchedattackstodislodge
theACompanyfromPoint551butfailedintheirattempt.Earlyon7May,D
CompanyfromWembleytookoverACompany’spositionandlaterinthesame
day,aplatoonfromMajorWindsor’sBCompanyreinforcedDCompany.108

On7May,theJapanesebroughtheavyartilleryandmortarfireonPoint551,
Wembleyandthetracksleadinguptothem.Exceptforthenorthernslopesof
North Castle, the 2nd Battalion of the 2nd Punjab Regiment’s positions on
Point551werewithintherangeofJapaneseMGandsnipersfire.Thenearest
Japanesepositionwasonly50yardsaway.Onthisday,MajorJ.D.Montaguand
five personnel were WIA. On 8 May, Captain I.F. Nicholson commanding D
Companywaswounded.Ontheeveningof8Mayandonthenightof8/9May,
the Japanese launched several attacks which, however, were repulsed.109
ThoughtheJapanesetroopshadalotoffireinthemandwerelaunchingfero-
ciousbutlimitedcounter-attacks,theiroverallgranddesignintheArakanby
thistimehadfailed.

Inthemorningof9May,the14thBattalionoftheBaluchRegimentassaulted
SouthCastlebutitwasafailure.TheBaluchbattalionsuffered23casualties.
Onthatday,the2ndBattalionofthe2ndPunjabRegimentsufferedfiveKIA
and28WIA.On11May,theJapaneselaunchedadaylightattackonNorthCastle
butitwasbeatenoff.110Thedetailedaccountoftheabove-mentionedaction
bysomesmallunitsinonecornerofBurma,whichitselfwasasideshowinthe
widerAsia-Pacificfront,showsthatsignificantcasualtiesweresufferedbythe
battalions and regiments. This needs to be compared with the modern-day
US-NATOoperationinAfghanistan.Inthepresentscenario,ifabattalionaided
byalotofair-groundfirepowerandultra-modernparaphernaliasuffersome
fiveto10casualtiesagainsttheTalibanequippedwithlightweapons,thereis
lotsofmediacoverageandmassivepoliticalfalloutwithmountainsofprint
describingsuchactions.

Intheeveningof19May,LieutenantMuhammadNawazwithBCompany
relievedACompanyonNorthCastle.Whenthisreliefmeasurewasinprog-
ress,theJapanesesubjectedthe2ndBattalionofthe2ndPunjabRegiment’s
leftforwardpositiontoheavybombardment.Then,theJapaneselaunchedan
attackonNorthCastle.ACompanywithdrewtoWembleyundercoveringfire
fromtheartillery.Animmediatecounter-attackagainsttheJapaneseincursion
wasordered.BCompanyadvancedonNorthCastleundercoveringfireofartil-
leryandmortar.Whentheycamewithin20yardsofNorthCastle,theJapanese

108 Ibid.,p.168.
109 Ibid.,p.169.
110 Ibid.,p.169.
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openedupwiththeirMGs.TheCCompanywassentasreinforcementandthe
Japanesepositionswereattackedwithhandgrenades.Afterthrowingthehand
grenades,theCandDcompaniesledabayonetcharge.Some15Japanesesol-
dierswerebayonetedandtherestfledawayfromNorthCastle.111

About one of the principal reasons for the failure of HA GO, the official
Japaneseversionrightlyrecords:‘Inthepast,theJapanesehadwonvictories
merelybysurroundingtheenemybutnowtheenemyhadadoptedanewtac-
ticofestablishingastrongperimeterdefencewhich,whensupportedbyair
supply,enabledthemtowithstandJapaneseencirclingtactics’.112Onemajor-
generaloftheINAwroteinhismemoirsthatBritishaerialsupremacyinthe
skies of India-Burma was a crucial factor behind Japanese defeat. He wrote
thatnolongerdidtherelativelylightJapanesecolumns,defyingalltheprinci-
ples of logistics, fighting heroically and cutting off or surrounding enemy
troops,succeedinachievingtheirobjectivesastheyhaddonesoeffectivelyin
MalayaandinBurmaduring1942.113

Major-GeneralMohammadZamanKianioftheINAnoted:

TheBritish,bythistime,haddevelopedanewconceptoffightingwhich
providedaneffectiveantidotetotheJapanesetacticsofinfiltrationand
out-flanking movements.The new concept was the establishment of a
‘box’formationbytheisolatedtroopsfightinganddefendingthemselves
fromalldirections,asinafortress.Previously,virtuallythroughouthis-
tory, when a force was cut off from outside help and was besieged, its
positionbecameveryprecarious,andmoreoften thannot,becauseof
themoralefactorandthedwindlingsupplies,itwouldhavetosuccumb
ifnoreliefarrivedintime.Itwasnotsoanylonger.Ifabesiegedgarrison
couldbesuppliedorreinforcedbyair,itcouldbechangedintoaspring-
boardforsuccessfuloffensiveactionagainstthebesiegingarmy.114

A Lieutenant-Colonel named Burhan-ud-Din, Commander of the 2nd SS
Group(INA),observedthattheJapanesesoldiersweresufferingfromthepau-
city of weapons and inadequate supply of ammunition.115Bushido had been
defeatedbybettertrainingandMaterialschlacht.

111 Ibid.,pp.170–71.
112 Japanese Monograph No. 132,p.24.
113 Kiani,Memoirs,p.91.
114 Ibid.,pp.88,91.
115 Ibid.,p.91.
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 Japanese Retreat in the Arakan

InthethirdweekofJune1944,themonsooncameinfullfuryandwashedaway
thetracks.TheAlliedcombatantshadtodealwithmalariaandleechesinaddi-
tiontohostileenemysoldiers.116Malariawasalsoaseriousproblemfor the
AmericansoldiersintheSWPA.InFebruary1943,23outofevery1,000soldiers
wereinhospitalwithmalariaatanygiventime.DDTandatabrinepillswere
usedtocombatmalaria.InMarch1944,only2per1,000SWPApersonnelwere
inhospitalwithmalariaatanygiventime.Theincidenceofmalariadeclined
furtherinApril1944.117

On22June1944,the25thIndianDivisionwasdeployedalongtheMaungdaw-
Tunnels Area. And the 26th Indian Division was deployed in the following
manner:onebrigadecoveredBawliBazaar,GoppeBazaarandTaungBazaar;
anotherbrigadecoveredTaungbroandTumbru;andthethirdbrigadewasat
Cox Bazaar. The divisional headquarters and one brigade of the 81st West
AfricanDivisionwasatChiringa.Anotherbrigadetookuppositionalongthe
Chiringa-Singpa track. Some detachments were deployed along the Sangu
River.118Oneexampleofsuchadetachmentshouldbegiven. In lateAugust
1943,the3rdBattalionofthe9thGR(under26thIndianDivision)wasatTaung
Bazaar.Patrolswereregularly launchedtokeeptabsontheJapanesemove-
ments,toassesstheirstrengthandintention.Thepatrolscoveredpathsand
streamsandfrequentlyafewJapanesescalpswerecollected.Thisisanexam-
pleofthe‘barbarization’ofwaronpartofthesepoys,whichalsoreflectedtheir
growinghatred(hencestrengtheningofcombateffectiveness)oftheJapanese.
Somepatrols,whichlastedforonly24hours,alsosetupambushesandclaimed
afewJapaneselives.119AllthesemadetheIndiantroopseagerforfurthercom-
batagainsttheirenemy.

TheSakuraiDetachmentheldthefrontlinefromthecoastacrosstheMayu
RangeandMayuRivertotheArakanYomaswiththreeinfantrybattalions(the
2ndBattalionofthe112thRegiment,1stBattalionofthe143rdRegimentand
3rd Battalion of the 144th Regiment) and the Kaladan Valley with the 55th

116 P.N. Khera and S.N. Prasad, The Reconquest of Burma, vol. 2, June 1944–August 1945,
Bisheshwar Prasad (General Editor), Official History of the Indian Armed Forces in the 
Second World War 1939–45(CombinedInter-ServicesHistoricalSectionIndia&Pakistan:
Calcutta, 1959,DistributedbyOrientLongmans),p. 12;Shipster,Mist on the Rice-Fields,
p.53.

117 Taaffe,MacArthur’s Jungle War,p.117.
118 Giffard, Operations in Assam and Burma from 23rd June 1944 to 12th November 1944,

p.1713.
119 Leathart,With the Gurkhas,p.77.
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ReconnaissanceRegiment.Thelatterwasreinforcedbyonecompanyofthe
2ndBattalionofthe143rdRegiment.120

On 14 October 1944, Major-General G.N. Wood of the Dorset Regiment
arrivedatMaungdawandtookovercommandofthe25thIndianDivision.As
BrigadierGeneralStaff(BGS)ofthe33rdCorps,thenewGOChadtakenpartin
theKohimaOperation.The53rdBrigadehadspentthewholeofthemonsoon
intheTunnelsareawherepatrollingwasmostintense.Itwasrelievedbythe
51stBrigadeandtheprocesswascompletedby22October.BrigadierT.H.Angus
whohadcommandedthe51stBrigadeforabout20monthswasreplacedby
Brigadier R.A. Hutton of the 3rd Battalion of the 2nd GR. The 51st Indian
InfantryBrigadehadthreeIndianbattalions,eachunderanIndiancommis-
sioned officer. It was the Indian Army’s first such brigade. The divisional
headquarters moved to Razabil and the 74th Brigade was deployed further
southintothecoastalplain.121

Inmid-October,the15thCorpsunderChristisonheldtheforwardlinealong
Godsura-Tunnels-Ngakyedauk-Taung and Goppe Bazaars-Mowdak.The 25th
IndianDivisionunderMajor-GeneralG.N.Wood,basedatMaungdaw,heldthe
sector between Godsura near the coast to the Ngakyedauk Pass. The 26th
IndianDivision,underLomax,wasinreserveintheUkhiaregion.Butoneof
its brigades was at Taung and Goppe Bazaars and a detachment was at
Ngofewngrowa watching the track from Kaladan to Ukhia. The 81st West
African Division, under Major-General F.J. Loftus-Tottenham, was based at
ChiringaanditsforwarddetachmentswereatMowdok.The82ndWestAfrican
Division, under Bruce at Ranchi, was on the point of moving to Chiringa.
Similarly,the50thIndianTankBrigade,underBrigadierG.H.N.Todd,wasmov-
ing out of Ranchi.The 3rd Commando Brigade, under Brigadier G.R. Hardy,
wasatRamu.Andthe22ndEastAfricanBrigade,underBrigadierR.J.Johnstone
in Ceylon, was earmarked to join the 15th Corps.The Arakan Coastal Force
comprisedthe55thand56thRIN,49th(SouthAfrica)and59th(Burma)flotil-
las,eachofseventoeightmotorlaunches,HMSKEDAH(adepotship)andtwo
smalltankers.122

EarlyinOctober1944,the55thJapaneseDivisionwithdrewfromtheArakan.
Then,Giffard,COofthe11thArmyGroup,thoughtthatthefourCommonwealth

120 James Butler (ed.), History of the Second World War, United Kingdom Military Series,
Major-GeneralS.WoodburnKirbywithBrigadierM.R.Roberts,ColonelG.T.Wardsand
Air Vice-Marshal N.L. Desoer, The War against Japan, vol. 4, The Reconquest of Burma
(London:HMSO,1965),p.135.

121 TheArakanCampaignofthe25thIndianDivision,p.25,MODHS,NewDelhi.
122 Kirbyet.al.,The Reconquest of Burma,vol.4,pp.135–36.
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divisions could go on an offensive in the Arakan. Christison was ordered to
prepareplanstothrowtheJapaneseoutofnorthArakanincludingAkyab.Slim
demandedthatairfieldsshouldbeestablishedsouthofAkyabfor the forth-
comingCAPITALOperation.123On3November1944,ataconferenceheldat
CorpsHeadquarters,Christisonoutlinedthefollowingobjectives.TheJapanese
were to be cleared out of the Arakan. Akyab and Kyaukpyuwere were to be
capturedtoprovideairbasesforsupportingthe14thArmy’sracetoRangoon.
Theforcesavailableforgainingtheseobjectiveswerethe25thand26thIndian
Divisionsandthe81stand82ndWestAfricanDivisions.Insupportwerethe
50th IndianTank Brigade, 3rd Commando Brigade (for assault landing) and
22ndEastAfricanBrigade.The81stWestAfricanDivisionwastocontinueits
advanceintheKaladanValleybyadvancingfromPaletwatoMyohaung.The
82ndWestAfricanDivisionwastocaptureButhidaung,crosstheKalapanzin
River,advancesouth toHtizweandcross theKaladanHills toKanzaukand
thentakeovertheadvanceofthe81stWestAfricanDivisionsouthwardsfrom
Myohaung. The 25th Indian Division was to clear the Mayu Peninsula and
MayuValleywitheast flankprotectionfromthe82ndWestAfricanDivision
with the aim of seizing Foul Point and Kudaung Island. The 26th Indian
InfantryDivision,withthe3rdCommandoBrigade,wastomakeaseaborne
assaultonAkyabandthentoadvancenorth-eastthroughthechuangregionto
Minbya.ByDecember1944,the15thCorpsobjectivewastocapturetheArakan,
includingtheislandsofAkyabandRamree,throughaseriesofoverlandand
amphibious operations. The D-Day of the Mayu Advance was fixed as 12
December1944and16February1945fortheassaultofAkyab.124

DuringNovember1944,the74thBrigadeconcentratedinthecoastalplain
and focused on training.The emphasis was on individual and unit training.
The training of the MT drivers was carried out. The drivers were trained to
driveatnightwithoutheadlightsinconvoyformation.Nightsignsfordirection
oftrafficwereevolved.Chaungsandcrossingswerelocatedandstudied.125

By mid-November 1944, Corps intelligence had no idea about the exact
strengthoftheJapaneseintheMayuPeninsula.So,theGOCorderedaseriesof
coordinated and widespread patrols in order to obtain information about
Japanese dispositions. The 74th Brigade was allotted the region west of the
MayuRange.Andthe51stBrigade,withthe9thY&Lunderitscommand,took
overtheSpineandtheregionseastofittowardsSeinnyinbyaandButhidaung.

123 Ibid.,p.136.
124 Marston,‘LearningfromDefeat:TheBurmaCampaign’,inMarston(ed.),The Pacific War,
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The51stBrigade launchedsomepatrolswith theaimofcapturingorkilling
someJapanesesoldiersinordertoacquireinformationaboutidentifyingtheir
units.Inonesuchraid,acompanyofthe16thBaluchunderMajorM.Usman
made adash to captureOffice (ahillabout amile eastofHill 1267). In this
assault,duetoadisplayofoutstandingcourage,sepoyBhandariRamearned
thefirstVictoriaCrossofthe25thIndianDivision.Inordertodominatethe
road to Buthidaung and the Htindaw Bowl, the 8th Hyderabad, under
Lieutenant-Colonel Thimmayya, captured an important feature named
POLANDanditwasconsolidated.Thesepatrolswereabletobringinsome30
dead Japanese. Besides aiding with the identification of the Japanese units,
suchaggressiveraidsalsoraisedthemoraleofthetroopslongengagedinstatic
warfare.126

The 82ndWest African Division concentrated at Razabil.The corps engi-
neersthencompletedthetaskofconstructinganalternativeroutethroughthe
Tunnelsdefiletopermittraffictooperateinbothdirectionssimultaneously.
TheHtindawBowlwasreconnoitredandaplanwasmadeforconcentrationof
the infantry, artillery, tanks and administrative installations in this small
region.Thetaskofcoveringthisconcentrationfellontothe51stBrigade.For
thefirstfewmilesoftheiradvanceboththe53rdBrigadeandthe1stNigerian
BrigadehadtofollowthesameroutewhichpassedthroughtheJapanese-held
hillnamedINBAUK.Itwasconsiderednecessarytocapturethishillfeaturein
ordertoenablethesapperstodevelopthetrackforsupplyingthetwobrigades.
On3December1944,the9thY&LunderLieutenant-ColonelF.J.Piggott,which
wasunderthe51stBrigade,capturedINBAUK.127

Atthispointintime,the7thIndianAnti-TankRegiment,underLieutenant-
ColonelP.G.P.BradshawoftheRA,rejoinedthe25thIndianDivision.Itwasleft
behindinIndiawhenthe25thIndianDivisionsailedfortheArakan.Theanti-
tankregimenthadthreebatteriesequippedwith3-inchmortarsand6-pounder
anti-tank guns. The batteries were to be deployed for defending the strong
points.Onebatterywasallottedtothe53rdBrigade,anotherbatteryfordefence
of the divisional headquarters and another was kept under 51st Brigade for
defenceofMaungdawKeep.128

Duringthenextfewdays,the51stBrigadeassistedthe82ndWestAfrican
Divisioninitstask.The51stBrigadewaswellacquaintedwiththecountryand
provided facilities to the African division’s officers and men to join their
patrols.Thus,theAfricansoldiersandtheofficersgainedfrontlineexperience

126 Ibid.,pp.30–31.
127 Ibid.,p.31.
128 Ibid.,p.31.
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as well as topographical information. Both the 51st Brigade and the African
division also cooperated in capturing certain features along the road to
Buthidaung.The16thBaluch,underLieutenant-ColonelL.P.Sen,capturedHill
142andtwofeaturesnamedJAGSandUDDERS.129

On 11 December, Brigadier Scott, CO of the 53rd Brigade, who had been
unwellforsomedays,succumbedatlasttoillness.Hehadplannedthewater-
borneadvanceofthebrigadedowntheKalapanzinRiver.Theseniorbattalion
commander,Lieutenant-ColonelLauder,wasunfitduetoaleginjury.Hewas
inchargeoftransportingtheboatflotillatoButhidaungandthenlaunchingit.
Asaresult,BrigadierHuttonwasplacedintemporarycommandofthe53rd
Brigade. And in place of Hutton, Lieutenant-ColonelThimmayya of the 8th
Hyderabadwasgivencommandofthe51stIndianBrigade.However,Hutton
wasnotfamiliarwiththecomplicatedplanningofthewaterborneadvanceof
the53rdBrigade.130

Meanwhile, the 28th Japanese Army, in response to increasing Com-
monwealthmilitarypressureonboththeMayuandKaladanfronts,ordered
the 54th Japanese Division to form the Matsui Detachment under Major-
General T. Koba. This detachment comprised the 111th Regiment (less 2nd
Battalion),3rdBattalionofthe154thRegimentandanartillerybattalion.This
detachment, along with the 55th Reconnaissance Regiment, was ordered to
defendKaladan.TheSakuraiDetachmentwastodefendtheMayuregion.The
1stBattalionofthe111thJapaneseRegimentwasinAkyab.Koba,withtwobat-
talions, moved to Kaladan and attacked the 81st West African Division in
Timmaon15December1944.The53rdBrigade,underBrigadierA.G.O’CScott,
moveddowntheeastsideoftheMayuRangeandon18December1944encoun-
teredJapaneseresistanceatSeinnyinbya.Japaneseoppositionincreasedwhen
thebrigadenearedHparabyinon20December.131

By the beginning of 1945, the jungle war in the Arakan had taken on an
amphibiouscharacter.TheBritishplantoattackAkyab(namedTALON)was
advanced to 20 January 1945. The attack was to be carried out by the 26th
IndianDivision,3rdCommandoBrigade,andaregimentof the50thIndian
TankBrigade,aidedbysaturationbombingbytheRAFandbombardmentby
the RN. On 23 December, a battalion of the 74th Brigade, which had moved
rapidly down the beaches by forced marches, reached Donbaik. On 26
December,theSakuraiDetachmentstartedwithdrawingwiththeobjectiveof
rejoining the 55th Japanese Division at Prome. By 31 December 1944, the

129 Ibid.,p.31.
130 Ibid.,p.31.
131 Kirbyetal.,The Reconquest of Burma,vol.4,pp.138–39.



298 Chapter8

Sakurai Detachment, covered by the Matsui Detachment, had concentrated
south of Myohaung. On 31 December, Koba ordered the 1st Battalion of the
111th Regiment to evacuate Akyab and withdraw to Ponnagyun. From there,
thisunitwastowithdrawnorthofMyohaung.132Thus,thefightingatAkyab
endedwithawhimperandnotwithabigbang.

ThelandingatMyebonwas,however,opposed.TheJapanesefiredfromsix
75-mmguns,two37-mmgunsandone2-poundergun.TheJapaneseartillery
firingwasabletosinkoneLCAandoneLCM.ThetwoRoyalIndianNavy(RIN)
sloops,namedNARMADAandJAMUNA,wereabletoshootdowntwotothree
Japaneseaircraft.The landingwascoveredby4-inchgunsof theRINsloops
andRNships.TheJapanesemotorlauncheswerearmedwith.5armourpierc-
ing MGs, searchlights and 37-mm guns. In total, five Japanese motor supply
craft,twopetrolsupplylightersandonebargeweresunk.InfactonD+3,Lord
MountbattenhimselfvisitedMyebonandwasimpressedbythecrafthandling
qualitiesdisplayedbytheRIN’slandingcraftcrews.133

ThecaptureofAkyabandtheMyebonPeninsulatoagreatextentwerepos-
sibleduetotheamphibiousoperationbytheRINalongtheArakanCoast.134
On15January1945,GeneralOliverLeesewrotetoVice-AdmiralGodfrey:‘Craft
handlingandgeneralefficiencyoftheIndianLandingCraftcrewsduringthe
AkyabOperationsaremattersforcongratulation.15thCorpsaredelightedand
arelookingforwardtoanothercombinedeffort’.135GeneralAuchinleckwrote
toGodfrey:‘Iamdelightedtoreceivereportsofthesplendidworkdonebythe
Royal Indian Navy in the recent combined operations on the Arakan Coast
culminatinginthecaptureofAkyabandMyebonPeninsula’.136

Furthersuccessfulamphibiousoperationsfollowedduringthesecondhalf
ofJanuary1945.CaptainE.W.BushoftheRNwasputatthedisposalofMajor-
GeneralC.E.N.Lomax(COofthe26thIndianDivision)foroccupyingRamree
Island.The15thCorpswasorderedtocapturetheairfieldatRamreeIslandin
ordertosupportthe14thArmy’sadvancetoRangoon.On21January,the4th
and71stIndianInfantryBrigadeslandedafterapreliminarybombardmentby
theRAFandtheRN.ThesetwoinfantrybrigadesmetonlyminimalJapanese
opposition.TheJapanesehadtheirmaindefensivepositionforguardingthe

132 Ibid.,vol.4,pp.138–41.
133 Naval Headquarter New Delhi, 7 Feb. 1945, Burma-Assam Operations, pp. 122–23,

L/WS/1/1511,IOR,BL,London
134 Memorandum of Congratulatory Message, Naval Headquarter New Delhi, 7 Feb. 1945,

p.122,L/WS/1/1511.
135 Ibid.,p.122.
136 NavalHeadquarterNewDelhi,7Feb.1945,Burma-AssamOperations,p.123,L/WS/1/1511.
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beaches nearThames point. So, the landing of the sepoys at Kyaukpyu sur-
prisedthem.The71stIndianInfantryBrigadeadvancedsouthwardsalongthe
WestCoastRoad.Gunfirefromdestroyersandsloopssupportedtheadvance
ofthisbrigade.However,on26January,theadvanceofthesepoysstalleddue
tooppositionbyastrongJapanesedetachmentwhichhadentrencheditselfon
thesouthbankofYanBaukChaung.Thankstoaerialandnavalsuperiority,the
CommonwealthtroopscouldlandanywhereinordertooutflanktheJapanese
defences.On1February,acompanyofthe8thBattalionofthe13thFFRlanded
atthesoutherntipofRamreeIslandundercoverofairandnavalbombard-
ment. And the 4th Indian Infantry Brigade was ordered south towards the
Yan Bauk Chaung area. By 7 February, outflanking moves by the 71st Indian
InfantryBrigadeforcedtheJapanesetowithdrawfromthesouthbankofYan
BaukChaung.Thisallowedthe4thIndianInfantryBrigadetocrossthechaung
withoutmuchdifficultyandtopursuevigorouslytheretreatingJapanese.137It
isinterestingtonotethattheIJA,apastmasterinmakingoutflankingmoves,
wasnowbeatenatitsowngamebytheIndianArmy.Thestudenthadfinally
overtakenitserstwhilemasterinmakingsimultaneousoutflankingmoves.The
Japaneseweredefeatedandontherun.Now,theyweregoingtobeannihilated.

The36thIndianInfantryBrigademovednorthfromKyaukmmawandoccu-
piedthesouthernexitsoftheTaraungChaungandKalebon.Thisclosedthe
exit routes for the Japanese retreating from Sane and the southern part of
RamreeIslandthroughMingaungChaung.TheRAFstrafedtheJapanese,who
attemptedtoescapeinthelocalboats.ThehaplessJapaneseweredriveninto
themangroveswamps.Themangroveswampswithalltheirattendanthorrors
(whichincludedhordesofviciousinsectsandreptileslikecrocodiles,snakes,
lizardsandflies),withmilesofdeepblackmudanddevoidoffoodandpotable
water,resultedinthedeathoftheJapanesesoldiers.Ofthe1,500Japanesesol-
diers on Ramree Island, some 1,200 became casualties. However, only 20
becamePOWs.138Therestwereabletoescape.ThelownumberofPOWsshow
thatthoughtheJapaneseweredefeated,theirspiritwasnotyetbroken.

Though the victorious march of the Commonwealth troops continued in
theArakan,thenon-Indianformationssufferedfrommanpowerproblems.On
24January1945,theCommander-in-ChiefofIndiainformedtheWarOfficein
Londonthatthe81stWestAfricanDivisionhadtwoinfantrybrigades.Thebri-
gades required personnel, especially trained men, in order to sustain high
morale.Further,thedivisionneededonemorebrigade.Heemphasizedthat

137 Vice-AdmiralArthurPower,NavalOperationsinRamreeIslandArea19thJanuaryto22nd
February1945,Supplement to the London Gazette,23April1948,No.38269,pp.2581–83.

138 Ibid.,pp.2583–84.
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the 3rdWest African Brigade should be included in this division as soon as
possible.139

 Conclusion

IntheArakan,during1942–43,theBritishandIndiantroopswereagainout-
thought, outmanoeuvred and outfought by a numerically inferior lightly
equipped Japanese force. Nevertheless, the defeat in the Arakan was not as
disastrous as the previous defeat in south and central Burma in 1942. The
BritishandIndiantroopsdidnotpanicandengageinaheadlongretreat.When
obstructedintheiradvance,theystalledandthenretreatedmethodically.This
wasbecauseofsometraining(itsbeginningscouldbetracedbackinthe14th
Indian Division in mid-1942) and the increasing availability of air assets.
However,theharshrealitywasthat,despitepossessingnumericalsuperiority
and a logistical network (far better than what the IJA had in the Arakan),
Wavell’stroopsweredefeated.TheCommonwealthfailureintheFirstArakan
Offensiveprovedthatmaterialsuperiorityaloneisnotenough.Materialsupe-
riority needed to be blended with well-thought-out tactical concepts and
realistic training. The campaign in the Arakan witnessed innovation in
Japanese tactics.UptoDecember 1942, the Japaneseexhibitedtheir tactical
skill inoffensivefighting. Inearly1943, incertainregions intheArakan,the
JapanesewereonatacticaldefensiveandbluntedtheattacksoftheBritish-
Indiantroops.Inthenextphase,theIJAwentontoattacktheBritish-Indian
soldiers.Untillate1943,theBritishandIndiansoldiersandtheircommanders
hadnoanswertotheoffensiveanddefensivetacticspractisedbytheJapanese
intheArakaninparticularandinBurmaingeneral.

However, from late 1943 onwards, as this chapter has shown, the Com-
monwealthforces,byadoptingcertainnewtechniques,adaptedtoJapanese
thrusts.Thenewtacticalformatinvolvedtheestablishmentofdefensiveboxes
supported by field artillery. The boxes in turn were sustained by a riverine
(smallcraft),ground(mules,jeepsandlorries)andaerialsupplysystem.The
newtacticaltechniquesinvolvedtheuseofflamethrowers,tanksandground
supportaircraftforsupportingtheadvanceoftheinfantryandtheuseofartil-
lery, tanks and fragmentation bombs for blasting the Japanese bunkers.
AggressivepatrollingtoharasstheJapaneseandalsotogaininformationabout
their strength and for reconnaissance of the ground was another technique

139 FromCommander-in-ChiefIndiatotheWarOffice,Telegram,24Jan.1945,No.008346,
p.151,L/WS/1/1511.
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pursuedbythesepoys.Byearly1945,thesepoyswerebeatingtheNipponesein
makingoutflankingmovesandcuttingthelatter’sLoCsandrearcommunica-
tions.Andbythistime,theIndianinfantryhadlearnttocooperatewithaircraft
andnavalcraftwhileengagingthehostilegroundforces.Theadoptionofnew
techniqueswaspossibleduetobettertrainingoftheinfantry,well-thought-out
concepts and the availability of larger amounts of material resources (both
lethallikearms,artillery,aircraft,tanks,munitionsandnon-lethallikemedi-
cine,jeeps,etc.).ThenewtacticalproceduresoftheIndianArmywereusedto
containtheJapanesethrustintheArakaninearly1944andthentopursuethe
retreatingJapanese.ThetransformedIndianArmy’snewtacticalformatwas
thenappliedsuccessfullyagainstthemainJapaneseadvance intheImphal-
KohimaregionandalsoduringtheraceforRangoon,thesubjectofthenext
twochapters.
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Chapter9

Imphal and Kohima: March–July 1944

 Introduction

InearlyJanuary1944,IGHQorderedthe15thJapaneseArmy’sthreedivisionsto
destroy the Commonwealth forces near Imphal and occupy strategic points
alongtheBurma-Indiaborder.Simultaneously,the33rdJapaneseArmy(three
divisions)wastodrivetheChineseoutofnorth-eastBurma.The28thJapanese
Army (with two divisions and one division in reserve) was to attack on the
Akyab front in order to draw the Allied reserve from Imphal. The Japanese
objectivewasnotconquestofIndia(exceptcertainborderpoints)buttoham-
per the Allied preparations for re-conquest of Burma.The 5th Japanese Air
DivisionwasalreadyweakenedduetocontinuoustransferofaircrafttoNew
GuineaandthePhilippines.Andmanyengineerunits,whichwererequiredto
buildandrepairroadsandbridges,werealsotransferredtoNewGuinea.1As
the IJA geared up for its last offensive along the Burma-India border, the
Commonwealthtroops’battlefieldeffectivenessregisteredaslowandsteady
riseduetobetterhardwareandtraining.Thisisthesubjectofthefirstsection.
ThesecondsectiondescribesinanarrativeframeworkcombatintheImphal-
Kohimasectors.Thefocusisbothonbigandsmallscatteredactions,which
togetherconstitutedthedynamicsofcombatinBurma.Dueattentionisgiven
totheterraintohighlighttherelationshipbetweentacticsandgeography.The
thirdsectionputsthemilitaryoperationsofBurmain1944withinabroader
perspective.

 Training, Equipment and Force Structure

GHQIndiaemphasizedthesettingupofthetraininginfrastructuretotrainthe
recruitsenteringthe14thArmy.Inmid-1944,theKitchenerCollegeatNowgong
wasreconstitutedasaPre-CadetSchoolalongthelinesofHFTCDunbar.The
Tactical Training Centre was set up at Dehra Dun. It absorbed the Tactical
School,thePlatoonCommandersandBattleSchools.Ittaughtcommontacti-
caldoctrinebasedonlessonslearntandexperiencegainedbythe14thArmyin

1 EdwardJ.Drea,Japan’s Imperial Army: Its Rise and Fall, 1853–1945(Lawrence,Kansas:University
PressofKansas,2009),pp.236–37.
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Burma, Assam and the AIF in the South-West Pacific. An officer from the
Australian Army was lent to the staff of the Tactical Training Centre. The
Tactical Training Centre had headquarters and comprised a Senior Tactical
School,JuniorTacticalSchoolandBattleSchool.ThelatterhadaRiflePlatoon
Wing,MortarPlatoonWingandArmouredFightingVehicle(AFV)Wing.The
firstcourseoftheBattleSchoolstartedon15May1944andterminatedon10
Juneofthesameyear.TheSeniorTacticalSchoolopenedon26June1944.The
TacticalSchoolatPoonawasclosedandtheentireestablishmentwasabsorbed
intothenewTacticalTrainingCentre.InJune1944,theJungleWarfareSchool
atSevokewasclosedandtheentireestablishmentwastransferredtothe14th
ArmySchoolatShillong.2

W.Murraynotesthatfriction,horrorandthechaosofcombatmadeitdif-
ficultforamilitaryorganizationtodrawclearandunambiguouslessonsfrom
combat which could then be turned into coherent training programmes for
thosewhowereexposedattheFEBA.3TheIndianArmyhadcertain lessons
to learn and simultaneously certain lessons to unlearn. The training cur-
riculumwascontinuouslyupdatedtoreflectthechangingnatureofcombat.
Adaptationtonewcombatconditionsalsorequiredunlearningsomeofthe
pastlessonstaughttoamilitaryorganization.OnthetransferofthePlatoon
CommandersSchoolandtheBattleCoursefromtheInfantrySchoolinSaugor
(incentralIndia)tothenewTacticalTrainingCentre,thesyllabuswasrevised.
For the programme of 1944–45, several courses that were followed during
1943–44wereomitted.Thecoursesthatwereomittedwereasfollows:Platoon
Commanders Course, Battle Course, Battle Inoculation Course, 2-pdr. Anti-
Tank Course, 4.2-inch Mortar Course and the Carrier Course.4 The recruits
fortheIndianartilleryweretrainedatMehgaonnearJubbulpore.5TheISF’s
mountainartilleryrecruitsweretrainedatAmbala.AJOSHteamvisitedthe
princely states to advise on the inculcation of aggressive spirit among the
infantryoftheISF.TheISFofficerswerealsotaughtfieldcraftandminortactics
andselectedofficersweresenttotheTacticalSchoolcourses.6

2 Correspondence,LiaisonLettersfromDMTIndiatoDMTWarOffice,LiaisonLetterNo.14,15
June1944,pp.4–6,L/WS/1/1302,IOR,BL,London.

3 WilliamsonMurray,Military Adaptation in War: With Fear of Change(Cambridge:Cambridge
UniversityPress,2011),p.120.

4 LiaisonLetterNo.14,15June1944,p.5.
5 TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia,9Aug.1944,Appendix6,p.15,L/WS/1/441,

IOR,BL.
6 TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia,19May1944,IndianStatesForces,Appendix

14,p.97,L/WS/1/441.
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The average monthly recruitment of the Indian technical ORs between
September1943andJune1944cametoroughly7,785.7GHQIndianotedthat
the educational standard of Indian Infantry NCOs sent to the Army Signal
Schooltoundergotraininghaddeteriorated.Asaresult, thenumberofstu-
dents obtaining Q2 qualifications had declined. In response, the Indian
InfantrySyllabusattheArmySignalSchoolhadbeenrevisedandinstructions
concentratedonthefollowingessentials:wireless, lineandvisualsignalling.
Individualinstructionofstudentswasemphasized.In1944,anewpublication
entitled Battle Bulletin was issued to the Army in India which contained
accounts of operations in eastern India’s frontier for the troops who were
undertraining.Thispublicationwasespeciallyaimedatthejuniorleaders.8In
mid-1944,theMilitaryTrainingPamphletNo.8(India)PartV,dealingwithsup-
ply by air to the army, and Part VI, dealing with air transported formations,
wererewritteninthelightoftheexperienceofthegreatadvancemadeonthe
ground.Thus,weseeadialecticalrelationshipbetweenthetheoryandpraxis
ofwarfare.Thesyllabuswasbeingmaderealistictoaidtheofficersinactual
battle.9 Two exercises, named TORCH and ORANGE, were carried out in
February1944bythe14thand23rdIndianInfantryBrigadesofSpecialForcein
order toassess theconcentrationofassault troopsandattacksondefended
localitiesbyLongRangePenetration(LRP)units.Amphibiousandjungletrain-
ingwerecarriedoutatPoona/Pune,Bombay,Ahmadnagar,Coimbatoreand
Coconada.10

From1April1944,theSEACtookovertheresponsibilityofthewelfareofthe
Britishtroops, butthewelfareoftheIndiantroopsremainedtheresponsibility
ofGHQIndia11(probablybecausethelatterorganizationhadknowledgeofthe
customs of the different communities of the subcontinent).The authorities
paid much attention to the motivation of the military personnel. A British
journalistnamedFergalKeaneinhisaccountofthecombatatKohimawrites
thattheyoungmendidnotjointhe4thBattalionoftheQueen’sOwnRoyal
West Kent Regiment with any illusions of gaining glory. He continues that
this observation applies in general for the new generation of young men
who joined the British Army during World War II.12 Arthur Campbell, the

7 India’s Part in the Sixth Year of War(NewDelhi:GoI,n.d.),p.63.
8 LiaisonLetterNo.14,15June1944,pp.5,27.
9 TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia,19May1944,AirborneTroops,Appendix

12,p.94,L/WS/1/441.
10 LiaisonLetterNo.14,15June1944,pp.5,27.
11 TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia,9Aug.1944,WelfareandMorale,Appen-

dix21,p.40,L/WS/1/441.
12 Fergal Keane, Road of Bones: The Siege of Kohima 1944, The Epic Story of the Last Great 

Stand of Empire(London:Harper,2010),p.60.
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Intelligence Officer of the 4th Battalion of the Royal West Kent Regiment,
noted that in the case of this territorial unit, combat motivation, especially
underthestressofbattle,dependedontheCO’shandlingofthesituation.As
regardsleadershipinthesectionallevel,Campbellwritesthatalance-corpo-
ral’ssectioncomprisedeightmen.Andthelance-corporalhadtotakecareof
themenunderhim;hehadtoprovidethemwithclothing,foodandammuni-
tionsothattheycouldfight.13

Incaseofthesepoys,theirloyaltywasdirectedtowardstheirunitsandnot
totheViceroyoftheBritishKingEmperor.14TheIndiansoldiersconsidered
the increase in proficiency pay as inadequate, and its late implementation
causedfurtheruncertaintyamongthesepoys.Theywouldhavepreferredan
increase inbasicpay. Inadequate leave,highpricesofbasiccommodities in
theirvillages,etc.causedanxietyamongthesepoys.15Itislikelythat‘Bill’Slim’s
charisma somewhat motivated the sepoys. Correlli Barnett and Duncan
AndersonwritethatSlimdisplayedhumanity,humourandfirmnessinsharp-
ening and strengthening the sepoys’ will to combat. Slim had the linguistic
skillstoconversewiththeGurkhasinGorkhali,inPushtuwiththePathansand
withtheothersepoysinUrdu,theIndianArmy’slinguafranca.16

HowdidtheindividualsintheCommonwealthforceperceivetheirJapanese
opponent?Asregardstheiropponents,theIJA’ssoldiers,Campbell,theIntelli-
genceOfficeroftheRoyalWestKent(whohadfoughtatAlameinin1942and
intheArakanin1943andlateratKohimain1944)notedinhismemoirs:

Allwere incredibly tough,welldisciplined,well trained.Nonehadany
fearofdeath.Bothsoldiersandleaders,whengivenorders,wouldcarry
themouttothelastletter,eventhoughthebattlesituationmightrequire
achangeofaction.Idiscoveredthatthesebravemenwerefrightenedof
onlytwothings,themanimmediatelyseniortothemandcapture.17

13 ArthurCampbell,The Siege: A Story from Kohima(London:GeorgeAllen&Unwin,1956),
pp.20,25.

14 Keane,Road of Bones,p.87.
15 TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia,9Aug.1944,WelfareandMorale,Appen-

dix21,p.40.
16 CorrelliBarnett,‘Field-MarshalLordSlimandtheBurmaCampaign’,inRichardCobbold

(ed.), The World Reshaped, vol. 2, Fifty Years after the War in Asia (London: Macmillan,
1996), pp. 3, 7; Duncan Anderson, ‘TheVery Model of a Modern Manoeuvrist General:
WilliamSlimandtheExerciseofHighCommandinBurma’,inGarySheffieldandGeoffrey
Till(eds.),The Challenges of High Command: The British Experience(Hampshire:Palgrave
Macmillan,2003),p.77.

17 Campbell,The Siege,p.19.
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CampbellaccusedtheJapanesesoldiersoftacticalinflexibilitybutcongrat-
ulated them on their bravery. The Japanese soldiers’ bravery was also
appreciatedbytheIndianofficers.SukhwantSingh,acompanycommanderin
the14thBattalionofthe13thFFRhadencounteredtheJapaneseatImphal.He
noted in his autobiography: ‘The Japanese fought most fanatically; he was
undoubtedlythetoughestindividualfighterintheWorld.Suchcoldcourage
hasseldombeenseeninthehistoryofmankind’.18TheJapaneseofficersdid
notvaluethelivesoftheirownsoldiersinfightingtothedeath.Similarly,they
showedcontemptforthelivesoftheirfoes.Thisfactortoagreatextentexplains
the brutality of the Japanese towards their Commonwealth opponents. Eric
BergerudclaimsthattheastoundingphysicalcourageshownbytheJapanese
soldierswasmostlyvoluntaryandcamefromtheinside.Deathinbattlefora
Japanesesoldierwasportrayedasanhonourtothefamilyandatranscendent
actonthepartoftheindividual.Surrenderwasadisgracetothesoldierandhis
family. Some elements of coercion and deliberate misinformation (a sort of
propaganda)werealsoinvolved.TheJapanesesoldiersweretoldbytheiroffi-
cersthattheirenemywouldbutcherthemiftheywerecaught.Bergerudwrites
that it isnotclearhowmanyJapanesesoldiersactuallybelievedthispropa-
gandabytheirofficers.19However,thereseemstobesomeelementoftruthin
suchJapanesepropaganda.Lance-CorporalJohnHarman,sonofanengineer,
wasdraftedtotheRoyalWestKentsduringthewar.HeconsideredtheJapanese
tobe‘wildbeasts’andkillingthemwasafairgame.20

BetweenOctober1943andMay1944,8,322Britishsoldiersweresenthome
andsome8,789replacementswerereceived.Allofthemhadcompletedfive
years’ service beforebeing repatriatedhomeasper the requirementsof the
PYTHON Scheme.21 Between January and May 1944, the demands for British
recruitsinthe14thArmywere6,234men,and6,577menwerereceivedinthe
sameperiod.Theextra343menfilledupthedemandsforJune1944.The14th
Armywasmaintainedwithfourmonths’normalwastage(24percent)inthe
front.Allthejungle-trainedmenwereusedupinfillingtheranksofthe14th
Army.AsregardsIndianmanpower,theproblemwasnotanoverallshortageof
manpower but the exact types of communities required in the ethnically

18 BrigadierSukhwantSingh,Three Decades of Indian Army Life(Delhi:SterlingPublishers,
1967),p.94.

19 Eric Bergerud, Touched with Fire: The Land War in the South Pacific (1996, reprint,New
York:Penguin,1997),pp.130–31.

20 Campbell,The Siege,pp.23,25.
21 To the CIGS London from GS Branch GHQ India, 9 Aug. 1944, Repatriation and POWs,

Appendix22,p.42,L/WS/1/441.
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diverse Indian regiments. The net result was that some communities were
over-representedattheexpenseofothercommunities.Thisethnicmixuphad
anadverseeffectonthecombatethosoftheIndianinfantrybattalions.22

However,theIndiansoldiersbelievedinvictoryinthenearfuture.TheAxis
defeat in Italy and the good performance of the 4th Indian Division (nick-
namedtheBallofFireDivision)hadraisedtheconfidenceofallthesepoys.In
1940,the4thIndianDivisionunderGeneralWavellparticipatedinthevictory
marchagainsttheItaliansinCyrenaica.Then,itagaintookpartinthevictori-
ous campaign against the Italian Army in Ethiopia. In mid-1941, the same
division from Palestine occupiedVichy Syria.The 4th Indian Division came
backtoAfricaandfoughtagainstGeneralfeldmarschalErwinRommel’sAfrika 
Korpstillthelatter’sfinalsurrenderinTunisiainmid-1943.However,thefam-
ineinBengalduring1943hadcausedsympathyandempathyforthesufferings
oftheircountrymen.AndtheIndiansoldierscontributedtotherelieffunds.23

The Indian Army experienced gradual specialization and modernization.
TheIEMEbranchcameintoexistenceon1May1943.Bytheendof1944,this
branch comprised 2,500 officers and 70,000 Indian ORs. Between April and
November 1944, the IEME inspected and repaired more than 3,100 vehicles,
3,000 armaments and small arms, and 2,700 instruments of the 20th Indian
Division.24From31December1943toJune1944,theholdingsofvehiclesand
lorries under GHQ India (including SEAC) rose from 117,200 and 125,500 to
147,000and155,800(analmost25percentincrease)respectively.25

Despite motorization and massive use of air supply, mules remained the
principal carriers of the 14th Army, and even the IJA, in Burma.The Indian
Army’smountainbatteries’lightgunsweredismantledandthencarriedonthe
backofthemules.Amulewasacrossbreedofhorseanddonkeywithgreater
intelligenceandendurancethaneither.Themulesusedtobrayinthejungles,
whichalertedtheJapanesepatrols.So,the14thArmycutthevocalchordsof

22 TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia,9Aug.1944,Infantry,Appendix9,p.22,
L/WS/1/441.

23 MoraleReports,IndiaandSEAC15July–15Oct.1943,PartII,IndianTroops,Para1,p.9,
L/WS/2/71, IOR,BL;DanielP.Marston, ‘AForceTransformed:TheIndianArmyandthe
SecondWorldWar’,inDanielP.MarstonandChandarS.Sundaram(eds.),A Military His-
tory of India and South Asia: From the East India Company to the Nuclear Era(Westport,
CT:Praeger,2007),pp.103–05,108.

24 India’s Part in the Sixth Year of War,pp.26–27.
25 TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia,9Aug.1944,IEMEWorkshop,Appendix11,

p.26,L/WS/1/441.
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these unfortunate beasts.26 Between March and July 1944, 464 mules, 467
poniesand653bullockswereacquiredfromIndiaforthe14thArmy.However,
thisdidnotfilltherequireddemand.Duringthesameperiod,800horseswere
broughtfromAustralia,2,581ponies,mulesanddonkeyswerepurchasedfrom
SouthAfricaand1,230muleswereobtainedfromtheUSAaspartoftheLEND
LEASEAgreement.Anorderforanother9,000ponies,mulesanddonkeyswas
placedwithAustralia.27Orderswereplacedfor12handsmulesfromAbyssinia.
InSouthAfrica,anorderwasplacedforthepurchaseof20,000mulesanddon-
keysand3,000poniesbetweenFebruaryandApril 1944.Attemptswerealso
made to purchase ponies from Afghanistan.28 The use of animals was not
uniquetojunglewarfareinBurma.Animalswereusedfortransportationpur-
posesnotonlyinunderdevelopedBurmabutalsoontheEasternFront.The
pointtobenotedisthateventheWehrmachtwhileconductingBlitzkriegwas
heavily dependent on horse transport in the Eastern Front.The Wehrmacht
duringOperationBARBAROSSAtook625,000horsesaswellas600,000motor
vehicles.DuringOperationBLAU,the6thGermanArmy’sartilleryandmedical
units were mostly dependent on horses. In late October 1942, between Don
BendandStalingradonthebankoftheVolga,the6thGermanArmyhadsome
150,000horses,aswellasanumberofoxenandcamels.29TheWehrmachtwas
notanexceptionasregardsthemilitaryuseofanimalsintheEuropeantheatre
ofwar.Inlate1942,southofStalingrad,the4thand13thSovietmechanized
corpsplusthe4thSovietCavalryCorpshadabout160,000soldiers,550guns
430tanksandmorethan10,000horses.30

The11thArmyGroupofGeneralGeorgeGiffardbasedatDelhicameunder
the SACSEA at Kandy.The 14th Army under Lieutenant-General (later Field-
Marshal)BillSlimatComillacontrolledthe15thCorpsunderChristisoninthe
Arakan, 4th Corps under Lieutenant-General G.A.P. Scoones at Imphal, and
33rdCorpsunderLieutenant-GeneralM.G.N.StopfordatDimapur.TheSpecial
ForceunderWingateandtheNCACofStilwellwereautonomousofthe14th

26 Keane, Road of Bones, pp. 92–93; Max Hastings, Nemesis: The Battle for Japan, 1944–45
(London:HarperCollins,2007),p.90.

27 TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia,9Aug.1944,Animals,Appendix16,p.33,
L/WS/1/441.

28 TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia,19May1944,Animals,Appendix16,pp.
101–2,L/WS/1/441.

29 Antony Beevor, Stalingrad, The Fateful Siege: 1942–43 (1998, reprint, London/NewYork:
Penguin,1999),p.209;EvanMawdsley,Thunder in the East: The Nazi-Soviet War 1941–45
(2005,reprint,London:Hodder,2007),p.26.

30 Beevor,Stalingrad,p.227.
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Army.31The4thandthe33rdCorpsunderScoonesandStopfordrespectively
wereontheImphal-KohimaFront.The4thCorpscomprisedthe17thIndian
Light Division, 5th, 20th and the 23rd Indian Divisions plus the 50th Indian
Parachute Brigade. The 33rd Corps comprised the 7th Indian Division, 2nd
BritishDivision,268thIndianLorriedInfantryBrigadeand23rdLRPBrigade.32
An Indian lorried infantry battalion comprised a battalion headquarters, a
headquarterscompany,supportcompanyofanti-tankgroup(eight6-pound-
ers)andaMMGgroup(eightguns),threeriflecompanieseachofthreerifle
platoonsandone3-inchmortarsection.33

The17thIndianDivisionwascommandedbyMajor-General‘Punch’Cowan
fromearly1942onwards.Major-GeneralDouglasGracey’s20thIndianDivision
(32nd,80thand100thbrigades)wasraisedin1942andarrivedinManipurin
November1943.ItstaskwastoguardtheChindwin.The23rdIndianInfantry
Division, comprising some 10,000 men in the 1st, 37th and 49th brigades,
guarded Imphal from 1942 onwards. This division was commanded by the
41-year-old Major-General Ouvry Roberts. Major-General Roberts was CO of
the23rdIndianDivisionfromAugust1943tillMarch1945.Itwassupportedby
the254thTankBrigadewhichwasequippedwiththeAmerican-builtStuart
(theBritishcalledthemHoney)lighttanksofthe7thIndianLightCavalryand
60LeeGrants(US-built)ofthe3rdCarabiniers(ThePrinceofWales’sDragoon
Guards).34 For close cooperation with the infantry, armoured brigades were
formed.Hence,the44thIndianArmouredDivisionwasbrokenup.The255th
Indian Armoured Brigade became an independent unit for operation with
infantrydivisions.35Table9.1showsthevarioustypesoftanksandarmoured
carsatthedisposalofGHQIndiawhichwereusedforequippingthearmoured
unitsof the14thArmy.Against them,theJapaneseused37-mmand47-mm
anti-tankguns.Thelatterweighedlessthanatonandfiredashellweighing
aboutthreepounds.ItwasabletoknockoutmediumtanksliketheLees.36

31 Major-GeneralIanLyallGrant,Burma, The Turning Point: The Seven Battles on the Tiddim 
Road which Turned the Tide of the Burma War(1993,reprint,SouthYorkshire:LeoCooper,
2003),p.228.

32 GeneralGeorgeJ.Giffard,‘OperationsinAssamandBurmafrom23rdJune1944to12th
November1944’,Supplement to the London Gazette,No.39187,30March1951,p.1713.

33 TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia,March1944,Infantry,p.34,L/WS/1/4411.
34 Robert Lyman, Japan’s Last Bid for Victory: The Invasion of India 1944 (SouthYorkshire:

PraetorianPress,2011),pp.5–7.
35 TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia,19May1944,Appendices3&4,pp.64,66,

L/WS/1/441.
36 Grant,Burma, The Turning Point,p.236.
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TheBurmaAreaArmy(BAA)underMasakazuKawabe(b.1886)inRangoon
came under the Southern Army Headquarters of Count Terauchi. Kawabe
assumed command of the BAA in March 1943. The BAA controlled the 28th
Japanese Army under Sakurai in the Arakan and south Burma, the 15th
JapaneseArmyunderLieutenant-GeneralRenyaMutaguchi(b.Oct. 1888)in
theCentralFrontandthe33rdJapaneseArmyunderHondainnorthBurma.
Mutaguchi assumed command of the 15th Japanese Army around the same
timeasKawabe,hissuperior.The33rdJapaneseArmywasformedon8April
1944torelievethe15thJapaneseArmyofthetaskofdealingwiththeChindits
andoperationsinnorthBurma.Mutaguchi,theprincipalarchitectoftheUGO
Offensive,hadledthe18thJapaneseDivisionduringtheinvasionofMalayain
1942.His inspired leadershipearnedacongratulatorymessagefromGeneral
Yamashita,the‘TigerofMalaya’.37The15thJapaneseArmycomprisedthe15th

37 Ibid.,p.229;Keane,Road of Bones,p.106;A.J.Barker,The March on Delhi(London:Faber
andFaber,1963),pp.271–72.

Table9.1 Tanks and armoured cars in India in March 1944

Type of vehicles Number

Tanks
Stuarts 843
Lees 458
Valentines 366
Shermans 211
Grants 136
BridgelayingTanks 82
Scorpions 12

Armoured Cars
HumbersI,IIandIII 319
HumbersIV 136
IndianMKIII 295
GeneralMotors 293
Daimler2-pdr 193
Daimler3-inchhowitzer 1
SouthAfricanArmouredCar 138

Source: To the CIGS London from GS Branch GHQ India, March 1944, Appendix 3, p. 144,
L/WS/1/441,IOR,BL,London.
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Japanese Division under Lieutenant-General Masafumi Yamauchi (b. 1892,
d.6Aug. 1944),31st JapaneseDivisionunderKotuku/KotokuSato(b.March
1893,d.March1958)andthe33rdJapaneseDivisionunderMotozoYanagida
(b. Jan 1893). The 33rd Japanese Division had the 213th Japanese Infantry
RegimentunderMiyawaki, the214th JapaneseRegimentunderSakuma, the
215th Japanese Infantry Regiment under Sasahara and a mountain artillery
regiment.38

A Japanese division was commanded by a lieutenant-general but had a
major-generalastheinfantrygroupcommander.Thelatterwasthesecondin
commandandhadhisseparatestaffandwasoccasionallygivencommandof
independent missions. The 31st Japanese Infantry Division’s Infantry Group
Commander was Miyazaki and the 33rd Japanese Division’s Infantry Group
CommanderwasYamamoto.Theinfantryregimentwascommandedbyacol-
onel.Ineachregiment,therewerethreebattalionsnumbered1,2and3.Rifle
companieswerenumberedthroughouteachregimentfrom1to12.AJapanese
infantryregiment,besidesthreebattalions,alsohadaregimentalheadquarters.
The regimental headquarters included command and staff (15), intelligence
company(155personswitheightradiosandtelephones),ammunitionplatoon
(60men),cavalryplatoon(30menand30horses),infantryartillerycompany
(154menwithtwo75-mmguns)andmedicalplatoon(50).Thetotalstrength
cametoabout558personnel.AJapaneseinfantrybattalioncomprisedabat-
talionheadquartersof80men,fourinfantrycompaniesandoneMGcompany.
TheMGcompany included180menwithtwo70-mmgunsandeightMMGs.
Eachinfantrycompanyhad150menwithsixLMGsandsixgrenadedischarg-
ers.Thetotalpersonnelstrengthofthebattalioncametoabout860.39

ThemountainandfieldartilleryregimentsoftheIJAhadthreebattalions,
eachwith12guns(butsixinthecaseoftheImphal-KohimaCampaign).Due
tothedifficultterrainwhichthe15thJapaneseArmyhadtocover,thenumber
ofgunscarriedbyeachinfantrydivisionwasreduced.Thisreductioninorganic
firepoweroftheJapaneseinfantrydivisionlaterhadanadverseeffectonthe
IJA’sinfantry’scapabilitytodestroythedefensive‘boxes’oftheCommonwealth
infantry.Themountaingunswerepacktransportedandthefieldandmedium
gunsweretowedbytractors.ThecountertotheJapanesemountaingunwas
theBritish3.7-inchhowitzerwhichfireda20-poundshellandhadanelevation
ofupto75degrees.Themaximumelevationof the Japanesemountaingun
wasonly40degrees,whichwasahandicapinthesteep,mountainousImphal-
Kohimaregion.TheJapanese105-mmFieldGunModel92firedaheaviershell

38 Grant,Burma, The Turning Point,pp.229,234;Barker,The March on Delhi,pp.272–76.
39 Grant,Burma, The Turning Point,pp.229,234–35.



312 Chapter9

foralongerrangecomparedtoaBritish25-pounder.ButtheJapanesegunwas
lessmobileanditsangleofelevationsmallerthanitsBritishcounterpart.The
Japanese150-mmMediumHowitzerModel96was inferiorcomparedtothe
British5.5-inchgunasthelatterwasmoremobileandhadabetterrange.The
Japanese also used 250-mm (9.8-inch) Spigot Mortars. Each weighed 900
poundsandthrewa674poundshellwitharangeof800yardsandhadagreat
blasteffect.ItwasusedintheChinHillsandintheImphalPlain.Sometimes,
theywerecarriedonthebackofelephants.40

AlltheCommonwealthdivisionswereequippedwiththeirfullcomplement
ofartillery.Inthe23rd,25thand26thIndianDivisions,theanti-tankregiments’
conversion intoAAregimentswasnotcomplete. Ineachof these regiments
twoanti-tankbatteriesweretobeconvertedintolightAAbatteries.Untilthis
conversionwascomplete,thedemandsforanti-aircraftrequirementswereto
be met from non-divisional light AA artillery. The 1st and 8th Indian Field
Regimentswereearmarkedto jointhe4thand15thCorpsbyFebruary1944.
Each of the corps was assigned one medium field artillery regiment for use
especially against the Japanese bunkers. In fact, GHQ India was considering
deployment of more medium artillery for the destruction of Japanese field
defences.The18thFieldArtilleryRegimentwasarmedwith105-mmSPGs.And
the123rdFieldRegimentwasequippedwith25-pounders.Eightfieldartillery
regiments were converted into jungle field artillery regiments. In 1943, the
decision was taken to establish jungle field artillery regiments. Each such
regiment was to comprise two batteries: one equipped with eight 3.7-inch
howitzersandtheotherwith163-inchmortars.Theconversionoffourofthem
(the28th,114th,139thand160th)wascompletedbyDecember1943.Thecon-
versionoftheremainingfourwascompletedbyFebruary1944.Thejunglefield
artillery regiments were equipped with 25-pounders, South African 3.7-inch
howitzersandmortars.Theprincipalshortageofthefieldartilleryregiments
was3.7-inchhowitzers.Therewasalsoashortageoftrailersforthesehowit-
zers.Themortarbatteriesofthe21stand29thLightMountedRegimentswere
notyetfullytrainedforwar.Therewasashortageofsignallersandmuledrivers
intheIndianMountainArtilleryregiments.41

The planning for the Imphal-Kohima Operation could be traced back to
1943.On7August1943,theSouthernArmyissuedanordertotheBAA:‘TheBAA
willcompletepreparationsforacounteroffensive…tooffsetapossible large

40 Ibid.,pp.235–36.
41 To the CIGS London from GS Branch GHQ India, March 1944, Artillery, pp. 16–18,

L/WS/1/441;History of the Regiment of Artillery Indian Army(DehraDun:Palit&DuttPub-
lishersinassociationwiththeDirectorofArtilleryArmyHeadquartersNewDelhi,1971),
p.64.
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scale enemy offensive’.42 The BAA was ordered to move into the western
Chindwinarea,destroythehostileelementsintheImphalregionandestablish
astrongdefence.Theoperationwassupposedtostartinearly1944withsome
seven Japanese divisions in Burma. In actuality, only three to four divisions
participatedintheImphal-KohimaOperation.TheSouthernArmyfearedthat
the Commonwealth forces might launch an offensive before the projected
Japanese invasion of Imphal.43 So, for the Japanese, the Imphal-Kohima
Operationwasoffensiveonatactical-operationallevelbutdefensiveinnature
onastrategiclevel.

From22to26December1943,the15thJapaneseArmyheldaconferenceto
discussthepossibilityoflaunchingtheUGOOperationanddevelopeddetailed
missionsforeachdivisionwhichwouldparticipatebymeansofawargame.
Lieutenant-GeneralNaka,ChiefofStaffof theBAA,andLieutenant-General
Ayabe,Vice-ChiefofStaffoftheSouthernArmy,alsoattendedtheconference.
GeneralAyabeconcludedthatbothfromstrategicandtacticalpointsofview
itwasessentialforthedefenceofBurmatoholdalinearoundKohimaandthe
high ground west of Imphal. And though there was some risk (certainly an
understatement) in conducting U GO, it ought to be taken. Field-Marshal
Count Terauchi, Commander of the Southern Army, accepted the views of
AyabeandinearlyJanuarysenthimtoTokyotogetthesanctionoftheIGHQ
fortheproposedoffensive.44TheIGHQdidnotwastemuchtime.On7January
1944, it agreed to the proposed offensive. On 15 January 1944, the Southern
ArmyorderedtheBAAtoproceedwiththeoffensive.On19January1944,the
BAAissuedthefollowingorder:‘TodestroytheenemyatImphalandestablish
strongdefensivepositionscoveringKohimaandImphalbeforethecomingof
therainyseason’.45

On25January1944,the15thJapaneseArmyCommander,Mutaguchi,sum-
monedthechiefsofstaffofthedivisionsunderhiscommandtoaconference.
ItwasdecidedthattheChindwinRivershouldbecrossedwithmotorandrow-
ingboats,bamboorafts,etc.The31st JapaneseDivision,underKotukuSato,
wasorderedtocrosstheChindwinRiveratseveralpoints.Oneelementofthe
31stJapaneseDivisionwouldcrosstherivernearTamanthiandthemainforce
nearHomalin.Then,the31stJapaneseDivisionwastocrossthe8,000-feet-high
mountainandthehumidjunglevalleysandfinallyreachKohima,allwithin20

42 Japanese Monograph No. 134, Burma Operations Record, 15th Army Operations in Imphal 
Area and Withdrawal to Northern Burma, Revised Edition (1957, reprint, Books Express
Publishing,2011),p.37.

43 Ibid.,pp.37–38.
44 Ibid.,pp.76–77.
45 Ibid.,p.78.
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days.EachJapanesesoldierwasgivenarationof25kgriceandsomesalttill
theycouldcaptureBritishsupplies.46Accordingtothe15thJapaneseArmy’s
order issuedon11February, the31st JapaneseDivisionwastomovethrough
Fort Keary and Layshi. A powerful element of this division was to strike at
KohimaalongtheUkhrul-KohimaRoad.Thisdivision,aftercapturingKohima,
wastocutoffenemyreinforcementsexpectedfromDimpaurandthuscover
theflankandrearofthe15thJapaneseDivisionwhoseobjectivewastocapture
Imphal.The15thJapaneseDivisionwastostarttheoffensivebetweenHomalin
andSittaung.Themainforceofthe15thJapaneseDivisionwastocrossinthe
vicinityofPaungbyin.Thisdivisionwastomoveintothemountainousregion
north-westoftheImphalPlainandthenrushtotheregionwestofImphal.At
thattime,apartofthedivisionwouldbeusedtocuttheKohima-ImphalRoad
andtheBishenpur-SilcharRoad.The33rdJapaneseDivisionwastolaunchan
offensivealongtheTiddim-MoirangandTamu-Palelroads.The33rdJapanese
DivisionwastoadvancethroughtheedgeoftheChinHillswestofKalemyo
andnearYazagyointheKabawValley.WhileImphalwouldbeattackedbythe
15thJapaneseDivisionfromthenorth,the33rdJapaneseDivisionwouldattack
fromthesouth.OnD+7,the33rdJapaneseDivisionwastostartitsoffensive
drive towards Imphal along the road connecting Fort White, Tonzang,
Churachandpur,BishenpurandImphal.Astrongdetachmentwithheavyfield
artillery,tanksandanti-tankgunswastorushthroughtheKabawValleyand
advancetowardsTamu.ThecaptureofImphalwastobecompletedbymid-
April.Then,adefensivelinewastobecompletedalongthemountainranges
eastofDimapur,SilcharandtheChinHills.Generally,therainyseasonlasted
fromthemiddleofMaytotheendofSeptemberandreacheditspeakduring
JulyandAugustwhenall theriversoverflowedandvehiculartrafficbecame
impossible.ItwasexpectedthatduetobadweathertheCommonwealthforces
would be able to launch only sporadic air attacks and not any large-scale
ground attacks in May. And thus the Japanese defensive line would hold. A
Japanese attack before March 1944, the 15th Japanese Army Commander
argued,wouldenabletheCommonwealthforcestolaunchamassivecounter-
attackbeforetheonsetoftherainyseason.47Hence,theJapaneseconcluded
thatthebestoptionforthemwastostarttheoffensiveonlyinthesecondhalf
ofMarch.

Inadditiontothethreeabove-mentionedJapanesedivisions, theBAA for
the U GO Operation also used the 1st INA Division which comprised some
10,000Indianpersonnel.Thisdivisioncomprisedheadquarters,fourguerrilla

46 Keane,Road of Bones,p.148; Japanese Monograph No. 134,p.79.
47 Japanese Monograph No. 134,pp.80–83.
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regiments,anengineercompany,aMTcompany,etc.Theguerrillaregiments’
personnel were armed with captured British weapons and dressed like the
sepoysof theIndianArmy.Ahugechunkof theINApersonnelwereIndian
civiliansfromBurmawhosetrainingwasnotcomplete.However,thecoreof
theINAcomprisederstwhileSikhandPunjabiMuslimPOWs.48Severalarmies
in World War II used such auxiliary ‘vassal’ armies. For instance, in mid-
November 1942, the 6th German Army at Stalingrad Kessel counted 51,700
Hiwis (Russianvolunteers).49 Itwasplannedtoadvancethe1st INAInfantry
RegimenttoHakaandFalamtofeignanattackonAijal.Thismovewascalcu-
latedtofooltheCommonwealthcommandersintothinkingthattheJapanese
objectivewastoattackChittagong.Troopmovementswerecarriedoutinthe
hoursofdarknessandmaximumconcealmentwasachievedbydispersionand
utilizingthecoverprovidedbythedensejungle.50

 Japanese Defeat in Imphal and Kohima: March–July 1944

TheImphalPlain isa flatalluvialbasinsome2,500 feetabove thesea level.
Fromnorthtosouth,itisabout40milesandfromeasttowestsome20miles.
Theplainissurroundedbyjungle-coveredhills.Imphalwasbadlyconnected
withthesurroundingregions.Asingle-trackroadwhichwassome138miles
longconnectedtheDimapurBaseintheBrahmaputraValleywithImphal.It
wasdeveloped intoa twin-trackmetalled road inearly 1943.By jeep it took
sevenhourstotravelfromDimapurtoImphal.However,theroadwassubject
toregularmudslidesandduringthemonsoonwasfrequentlyclosedtotraffic
while repair work was being undertaken. A mule track over the mountains
fromSilcharinAssamalsowenttoImphal.Imphalwasnotaverydefensible
position. The low-lying areas around Imphal were prone to flooding during
rainfall,causingariseinthewatertableandfloodingofthetrenches.51

While Imphal at that time was considered very unhealthy, Kohima in
contrast was considered quite healthy. There were no swamplands around
Kohima.52Itliesatthesummitofapassatanaltitudeof4,700feet,whilethe

48 TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia,9Aug.1944,Appendix2,p.8,L/WS/1/441;
WarDiaryofthe20thIndianDivision,IntelligenceSummaryNo.6,0800hrs20May1944,
TheJapLoC,Para29,FileNo.601/25D/WP/Part2,MODHS,NewDelhi.

49 Beevor,Stalingrad, p.281.
50 Japanese Monograph No. 134,p.85.
51 Lyman,Japan’s Last Bid for Victory,pp.1–2,4.
52 Keane,Road of Bones,p.32.
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surroundinghillsreachaheightofbetween8,000and10,000feet.Thispasswas
theonlypracticablehighwaybetweenAssam, ImphalPlain inManipurand
theChindwinRiverinBurma.Precipitousslopesanddensesub-tropicalforest
at the lower altitudes made the pass difficult to approach except along the
establishedtracks.53KohimacontrolledtheroadtotheCommonwealthtroops’
supply base at Dimapur.54 In early 1944, Imphal was the scene of Scoone’s
headquarters.TheImphalPlainwasstuddedwithseveralsupplydumps,hos-
pitals,workshopsandairfields.55

The 48th and 63rd brigades of the 17th Indian Division were positioned
southofImphal.InNovember1943,thisdivision’sunitshadreachedTiddim,
whichwas164milessouthofImphalintheChinHills.Tiddimwasconnected
withImphalbyaroadwhichforquitealongstretchremainedadonkeytrack.
At the southern end of Tiddim was the ‘Chocolate Staircase’ which rose to
about3,000feetforsevenmiles.56

Gracey’s20thIndianDivisionwasat60milessouth-eastofImphalatTamu.
FromImphal,ametalledroadwenttoPalel,whichhadanairfield.Palelwas25
milesfromImphal.FromPalel,theroadrosetotheShenamMountain(6,000
feet), which separates the Imphal Plain from the Kabaw Valley. From the
ShenamSaddle,theroadrantoNipponHill,threeandahalfmilesfurthereast.
FromNipponHilltoTamuwasanother25milesbyroad.Ajeeptooksixhours
totravelfromImphaltoTamu.Duringthemonsoonrain,landslidesclosedthe
roadforabout24hours.57

The4thCorps with the 17th IndianLight Division and the20thand23rd
IndianDivisionsdefendedtheImphal-TiddimregionoftheCentralFront.The
20th Indian Division under Gracey was relieved by the 11th East African
Division in Ceylon.The former moved to Ranchi and then to the 4th Corps
area.Inthe4thCorpsarea,itrelievedthe23rdIndianDivisionunderMajor-
GeneralRoberts.The23rdIndianDivisionconcentratedinImphalandbecame
the4thCorps’reserve.The20thIndianDivision’s100thBrigadedisposedabat-
talionatBombiandtherestofthebrigadewasintheKabawValleysouthof
Tamu.The80thBrigadewasalongtheYuRivereastandnorth-eastofTamu.

53 JamesButler(ed.),History of the Second World War United Kingdom Military Series,Major-
GeneralS.WoodburnKirbywithCaptainC.D.Addis,BrigadierM.R.Roberts,ColonelG.T.
WardsandAirVice-MarshalN.L.Desoer,The War against Japan,vol.3,The Decisive Battles
(London:HMSO,1961),p.299.

54 John Shipster, Mist on the Rice Fields: A Soldier’s Story of the Burma Campaign and the 
Korean War(2000,Barnsley,S.Yorkshire:Pen&Sword,2002),p.53.

55 Lyman,Japan’s Last Bid for Victory,p.5.
56 Ibid.,pp.5–6.
57 Ibid.,p.7.
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ThemoveintotheKabawValleywasnotopposedbytheJapanesewhocontin-
uedtoholdthelinealongYazagyo-Mawlik.58

TheJapaneseadvancestartedon4MarchbutSlimexpectedthatitwould
startrollingon15March.59GeoffreyEvanswritesthaton13March,Scoones
wasconvincedthattheJapaneseinvasionhadbegunandorderedCowanto
withdraw to Imphal. Scoones ordered Roberts to send a brigade of the 23rd
DivisiondowntheTiddimRoadtohelpthewithdrawalofthe17thDivision.60
ThefailureoftheAlliedhighercommandtoordertheretreatofthe17thIndian
Divisioninatimelyfashionresultedinacrisis.RobertLyman,anardentSlim
supporter, asserts that ‘Bill’ realized the necessity of 17th Indian Division’s
requirement for withdrawal earlier but did not press the issue because he
deferred to the divisional commander. This was because Slim followed
Auftragstaktikwhichwasnecessaryduetothelongdistancesoverwhichhis
14thArmywasspreadoutandthebadcommunicationsnetworkintheregion
of its deployment. Correlli Barnett is rightly harsh on Slim and asserts that
insteadoforderinghisforwarddivisionsbackingoodtimeinordertofighthis
defensivebattleatImphalPlain,Slimlefttheissueofwithdrawaltohiscorps
commander,Scoones.AndScooneslefttheissuetohisdivisionalcommander,
Cowan,whowasdilatoryinorderingthe17thIndianDivisiontomoveback.61

Cowan,ofcourse,couldbepartlydefendedbecausehelackedtheoverall
viewoftheoperationalscenario.Withtheadvantageofhindsight,onecould
say that Slim should have communicated the ‘big’ picture much more thor-
oughlytohisdivisionalcommandersthroughthecorpscommanderandought
tohavelefttheactualtimingandmodusoperandioftheretreatofthethree
divisionstothedivisionalCOs.Slimgenerouslyacceptshisroleinmessingup
thewithdrawalorderinhisautobiography.TheBritishArmy’scommandsys-
tem was yet to absorb the full implications of the smooth functioning of
Auftragstaktik.ThejuryisstilloutasregardstheissueofhowfarSlimhimself

58 Kirby,et.al.,The Decisive Battles,p.41.
59 Brian Bond, ‘The Army Level of Command: General Sir William Slim and Fourteenth

ArmyinBurma’,inBrianBondandKyoichiTachikawa(eds.),British and Japanese Military 
Leadership in the Far Eastern War: 1941–45(Oxon:FrankCass,2004),pp.47–48.Theexact
dateforthebeginningofUGOOffensiveremainsdebatable.DanielMarstonwritesthatit
started on 9 March. Marston, ‘A ForceTransformed:The Indian Army and the Second
WorldWar’,inMarstonandSundaram(eds.),A Military History of India and South Asia,
p.117.

60 Geoffrey Evans, Slim as Military Commander (1969, reprint, Dehra Dun: Natraj, 1977),
p.153.

61 Barnett,‘Field-MarshalLordSlimandtheBurmaCampaign’,inCobbold(ed.),The World 
Reshaped,vol.2,pp.10–11.
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or his divisional commander were responsible for this crisis. Great generals
makemistakes.However,theimportantthingishowquicklytheyareableto
seethroughitandrectifythemistakeasthe‘fogofwar’descendsonthebattle-
field.Atthisstage,MutaguchihadanadvantageoverSlim.WhetherSlimwith
thewell-trainedandwell-equippedsepoysandTommiesunderhiscommand
wouldbeabletocheckandthenpursuetheaggressiveandnimbleJapanese
remainedtobeseen.

Duringthenightof13March,the37thBrigadeofthe23rdIndianDivision
was hastilywithdrawn froma trainingexerciseand thrown intobattle.This
battleinhistoryisknownastheBattleofTiddimRoad.Theaimwasthatthe
newly inducted 37th Infantry Brigade would exert pressure on the Japanese
troopswhowerepreventingtheretreatofthe17thIndianDivision.Whenthe
orderformovingthe37thInfantryBrigadeintothebattlefieldcame,itshead-
quarterswasscattered.The3rdBattalionofthe5thRGRwastrainingtolaunch
amorningattack.Andacompanyofthe3rdBattalionofthe10thGRprovided
acompanyasenemyinthetrainingexerciseandnumerousNCOsandofficers
asumpires.Afterreceivingtheorder,theunitsconcentratedindarknessand
the officers studied maps of the Tiddim Road. The men started gathering
stores,ammunition,rationsandequipmentbeforemovingon.62

On 14 March, the 3rd Battalion of the 10th GR advanced. This unit was
orderedtochecktheJapanesepenetrationnearM.S.100inordertoenablethe
17th Division to continue its withdrawal. On the same day, Brigadier H.V.
Collingridge(COofthe37thIndianInfantryBrigadefromMarch1942tillJune
1944)metRoberts,COofthe23rdIndianDivisionforgatheringfurtherinfor-
mation about enemy strength and their possible moves. Roberts told
Collingridgethatthe9thJat,aMGBattalionandalotofadministrativetroops
wereengagedinconfusedfightingbetweenM.S.102and109.Robertsinformed
Collingridgethattheimmediateorderforthe37thIndianInfantryBrigadewas
toreachM.S.82andpushonfromtherefurther forwardinorderto linkup
with the retreating 17th Indian Division. Roberts was not sure whether the
JapanesewerepresentornotatM.S.82.AndiftheIJAunitshadevenreached
M.S.82,itwasnotcleartohimwhethertheywerepresentinstrengthorthere
weremerelysomedetachedunitsatthatpoint.63

WhenCollingridgereachedM.S.82,he foundthat the Japanesewerenot
present in large numbers. However, the scenario was not at all bright. The
Commonwealthadministrativeunitswerestrewnacrosstwomilesalongthe

62 Lieutenant-ColonelA.J.F.Doulton,The Fighting Cock: Being the History of the 23rd Indian 
Division, 1942–1947(1950,reprint,Uckfield:Naval&MilitaryPress,n.d.),p.83.

63 Doulton,The Fighting Cock,pp.83–84.
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roadandtheadministrativepersonnelweremovingalonglikeamob.Moreover,
theywerespreadingtherumourthataJapaneseattackwasimminent.Asdark-
nessfell,Collingridgewaitedfortherestofhisbrigadetomovein.Theflowof
reinforcementsstoppedduetotheextremelybadconditionoftheroad.The
lorrieshadtroubleinnegotiatingtheloosesurfaceandsteepgradient.Further,
theguntractorsofthe6thBatteryofthe3rdIndianFieldArtillerygotstuckin
themudandfurtherobstructedthetraffic.64

Onlyat2000hoursdidthe3rdBattalionofthe10thGRappearinstrengthat
M.S.82afteranuncomfortablejourneyof110milesintightly-packedlorries.
The 3rd Battalion of the 5th RGR was 20 miles further back at M.S. 62.
Meanwhile, Roberts informed Collingridge that a company of the Jats was
hard-pressed at M.S. 100 and the former had to be relieved at all costs.
Collingridgedecidedthatinthemorninghewouldsendthe3rdBattalionof
the 5th RGR (less one company which was functioning as the escort of A
Squadronofthe7thCavalry)andonetroopoftankstorelievetheJats.65

Aplatoonofthe3rdBattalionofthe10thGRwassentoffatthedawnof15
Marchinordertomakeareconnaissanceofthebattlearea.Later,Lieutenant-
ColonelJ.F.Marindin,theCOofthe3rdBattalionofthe5thRGRappearedand
tookcommand.Thisunit’srearheadquarterswasestablishedatM.S.98and
protectedbythreetanks.Atthattime,theJapaneseattacked.Leavingapla-
toon of the D Company to hold off the attack, Marindin moved forward to
relievetheJatsontheeastoftheroad.WhenhefoundtheJats,thelatterwere
at the last gasp.Their ammunition was running low and the perimeter was
buckling. It was 1730 hours and an hour of daylight remained to evict the
Japanese.TheBCompanygearedupforlaunchinganattack.Aquarterofan
hourlater,theleadingplatoonassaultedinawesterlydirectionacrosstheroad.
TheinfantryattackwascoveredbytheJatmachine-gunners.Infantryadvance
underMGsupportwassomethingwhichtheIndianinfantryhadlearntinlate
1914 in Flanders when they had launched assaults against the German-held
trenches.HalfoftheGurkhaplatoonwaswipedoutbyJapaneseMGfireand
grenades. The survivors were pinned down. The company commander led
fromthefront.Leadingfromthefrontbyjuniorofficersinordertomotivate
thesepoystofightanddieinthebattlefieldwasanestablishedtraditioninthe
IndianArmy.Despitethe losssufferedbytheGurkhaplatoon, thecompany
commander ordered the second platoon to attack.This time the attack was

64 Ibid.,p.84.
65 Ibid.,pp.84–85.
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successfulandtheJapaneseleft,leavingbehind15dead.Then,theACompany’s
GurkhasattackedandtheJapanesefled.Theperimeterwasrestored.66

Lieutenant-ColonelMarindinorderedatroopoftanksfromrearheadquar-
terstoassistinafurtherattackthenextday.Thethreetankshadmovedforward
foramilewhenthe leadingtankwasstoppedbyaroadblock.TheJapanese
openedfireonthearmouredcolumnandtheescortinginfantrywasannihi-
lated.Theinfantryoughttohavetakenmorecarewhileadvancingalongthe
road to avoid marching into the ambush zone.The Indian Army was yet to
learnrigorous infantry-tankcooperation.Asthe first tankfailedtoclear the
roadblock,thetroopcommanderdecidedtoreturntothebase.However,he
madeamistakeandhistankfellintoaditch.Onetankwentbacktotherear
headquarters.Astherearheadquarterswasunderattack,itcouldnotdetach
anyfurtherinfantryescortforthearmouredcolumn.Meanwhile,theJapanese
launched mortar attacks on the two tanks which destroyed their tracks. Of
thesetwoimmobilizedtanks,onewasstillabletofire.Thecrewsofthetank
which was firing heard voices outside and thought it was Gurkhali. So, the
crewsopenedthehatch.InsteadoffindingGurkhas,thecrewswerestunnedto
findJapanesesoldierspeeringdownonthem.TheJapanesesoldiersthrewa
grenadebeforethehatchcouldbeclosed.Thecrewsthentriedtoabandonthe
tanks.AllwerepickedupbytheJapaneseexceptonewhowasabletoescape
andrecount theharrowing taleof the tanks.67 Itwasevident that theham-
handedapproachbythecrewswasresponsibleforthetanksgettingbogged
down.However,withouttrainedinfantryescortpartiescapableofcommuni-
catingandthuscoordinatingtheirfireandmovementwiththetanksindifficult
terrain against tenacious and ferocious Japanese infantry attacks, the
Commonwealthforcesdidnothavemuchofachance.Itis,however,doubtful
whether even Hitler’s panzers supported by motorized infantry could have
doneanythingbetter in theroadlesshillyandswampy junglesofBurma. In
the next chapter, it will be seen that during the advance to Meiktila, the
Commonwealthinfantrywasabletocooperateefficientlywiththetanks.

Meanwhile, the 37th Indian Infantry Brigade was getting some reinforce-
ments.Asquadronoftanksarrivedintheeveningof15March.Asusual,the
Japaneselaunchednocturnalattackson15/16March.Theattackonthe37th

66 Ibid.,p.85;GeorgeMorton-Jack,The Indian Army on the Western Front: India’s Expedition-
ary Force to France and Belgium in the First World War(Cambridge:CambridgeUniversity
Press, 2014), pp. 220–27; Kaushik Roy, Brown Warriors of the Raj: Recruitment and the 
Mechanics of Command in the Sepoy Army, 1859–1913 (New Delhi: Manohar, 2008),
pp.190–222.

67 Doulton,The Fighting Cock,pp.86–87.
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BrigadeHeadquarterslastedforthreehours.However,the3rdBattalionofthe
5thRGRandthe3rdBattalionofthe10thGRwereabletoholdofftheattacks
bydintofrapidshooting.The5thBattalionofthe6thRajputanaRiflesreached
M.S.82at0700hourson16March.However,thebrigadewasrunningshortof
supplies as the units had started originally with three days ration only. An
attempttosendasupplycolumnwasheldupbyaJapaneseroadblock.Later,
the4thCompanyofthe3rdBattalionofthe10thRGR,supportedbytanks,was
abletocleartheroadblock.68Theabove-mentionedbrigade-levelactionshows
thattheJapaneseroadblocks(asinMalaya)stillmenacedtheIndianArmy’s
supply lines. However, joint infantry-tank cooperation could overcome the
roadblockswithmuchexpenditureoftime,energyandblood.Overall,the37th
IndianInfantryBrigade,byslowinguptheJapaneseadvance,notonlyallowed
the17thIndianDivisiontoescapefromtherapidlyclosingNipponesejawsbut
also disturbed the tight Japanese timetable. The escape of the 17th Indian
Division was also possible because the Allied fighter-bombers blasted the
JapaneseroadblocksandtheDakotassuppliedtheretreatingsepoyswithall
essentials.By18March,astheJapanesenearedtheoutskirtsofUkhrul,only
onebattalionofthe50thParachuteBrigadehadarrived.On26March,the50th
ParachuteBrigaderetreatedfromUkhrulnearSangshaktoImphal.69Butthey
had been able to seriously delay the Japanese advance. On 29 March, the
JapanesecuttheImphal-DimapurRoadatMS107.70ThecrisispointforSlim
hadarrived.IftheJapanesenowmovedtowardsalmostundefendedDimapur,
themainsupplydepotforImphal-Kohimawouldbegone.

On2April1944,Stopford(Commanderofthe33rdCorps)assumedopera-
tionalcommandofallthetroopsinAssamandtheSurmaValley.Slimordered
himtocheckJapaneseinfiltrationinthisregionandalsointheLushaiValley.
Further,StopfordwastokeepopentheLOCofthe4thCorpsbetweenDimapur
andKohima.Stopford’soveralltaskwastostopanddestroyalltheJapanese
forcewestoftheChindwin.Stopfordexpectedtohavethe2ndBritishDivision,
the 33rd and the 161st brigades from the Arakan, and the 23rd LRP Brigade
alongwiththeLushaiBrigade.StopfordfearedthattheJapanesecouldattack
Kohimaon3Aprilandby11ApriltheJapanesemightmoveintotheDhansiri
ValleyandthreatenDimapur.71

68 Ibid.,p.87.
69 Evans,Slim as Military Commander,pp.156,169;Wings of the Phoenix: The Official Story of 
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70 Wings of the Phoenix,p.72.
71 Kirbyet.al.,The Decisive Battles,p.297.
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TheJapaneseobjectivewastoadvancefromtheChindwinRiveracrossthe
NagaHills,adistanceofabout110milesandoccupyKohima.The31stJapanese
DivisionunderLieutenant-GeneralSatowasgiventhistask.Mostofitssup-
plies were carried on foot and mules. The Japanese requisitioned available
livestockalongtheirlineofmarch.Eachsoldiercarriedabout15days’ration,
whichincludedriceandtinnedfish.TheJapanesehopedtocapturethesupply
depots at Kohima.72 On 28 March at Jessami, the 124th Japanese Regiment
encounteredthe1stAssamRegiment.73

Kohimaisonaridgethatranalongsideandattimesastridethemainroad
for a distance of about three miles. From north to south, the main features
were Naga Village, the Treasury and Government Offices, the District Com-
missioner’sBungalow,theTennisCourt,theHospital,theFieldSupplyDepot
(FSD),theJail,GarageandtheWorkshops.Inaddition,therewaslimitedbar-
rack accommodation available for the military personnel. At that time, the
garrisonatKohimacomprisedthe4thBattalionofQueen’sOwnRoyalWest
Kent Regiment and a battalion of the 1st Assam Rifles Regiment.74 The 4th
BattalionoftheQueen’sOwnRoyalWestKentRegiment’sofficersweresonsof
lawyers,stockbrokers,wealthyfarmersandteachers.Therankandfilecame
fromfactoryworkers,farmlabourers,apprenticetradesmenandsomeaspirant
working-class boys who had the ambition for acquiring white collar jobs or
evenuniversityeducation.75Someexamplesoftheofficersofthe4thBattalion
of the Queen’s Own Royal West Kent Regiment need to be given. Tommy
Kenyon,aged33,commandingtheACompany,wasavolunteercitizensoldier
formanyyearsbeforethewar.JohnWinstanley,theBCompanyCommander,
was a 26-year-old medical student. Harry Smith, commanding the Support
Company, was a schoolmaster.76 Arthur Campbell, Fergal Keane and David
Rooney(butnotA.J.Barker)claimthatthe4thBattalionoftheQueen’sOwn
RoyalWestKentRegimentcomprisedthebackboneofdefenceatKohima.77
Theiraccountsattimestendto ‘degenerate’ intotraditional ‘bloodandguts’
regimentalhistorywriting.The4thBattalionoftheRoyalWestKentRegiment
hadtakenpartincombatintheArakanaspartofthe5thIndianDivision.On
29March1944,thisbattalionwasflowntoDimapurandon30Marchreached

72 Shipster,Mist on the Rice Fields,pp.53–54.
73 DavidRooney,Burma Victory: Imphal, Kohima and the Chindit Issue, March 1944 to May 

1945(London:ArmsandArmour,1992),p.75.
74 Shipster,Mist on the Rice Fields,pp.53–54;Keane,Road of Bones,p.58.
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Kohima.Lieutenant-ColonelJohnLaverty,theCOoftheRoyalWestKents,was
an Irish regular officer.78 Initially, the garrison at Kohima, under Brigadier
Warren, comprised 1,500 soldiers backed by some 1,000 Indian non-combat-
ants.79TheKohimaGarrisonHeadquarterswasdugdeepinthebunkerswith
trenchesrunningneartheDistrictCommissioner’sBungalow.80

Stopford ordered Major-General Ranking (Area/Garrison Commander) to
considerthedefenceofDimapurasthefirstpriorityandthedefenceofKohima
asthesecond.Ranking, inresponse,orderedWarren,commandingthe161st
Brigade (4th Battalion of the 7th Rajput Regiment, 1st Battalion of the 1st
PunjabisandtheRoyalWestKentRegiment),tomovehistroopsfromKohima
toNichugardPassatthesouthernapproachesofDimapur.Rooneyclaimsthat
Slimwasagainstmovingthe161stBrigadefromKohimatoDimapurbutbowed
toStopford’sdecision.81

Meanwhile,oneregimentofthe15thJapaneseDivisionwasintheSangshak
areaandabattalionofthe33rdJapaneseDivisionwasontheTamuRoad.The
58thInfantryRegimentof the31st JapaneseDivisionwasorderedtocutthe
Imphal Road near Mao. Sato’s task was to capture Kohima to prevent help
reachingImphalfromtheAssamValleybywayoftheImphalRoadbuthehad
not been authorized to enter the AssamValley.The 138th Japanese Infantry
RegimentintheJessami-KharasomareawasgiventheregionnorthofKohima
as its objective. Moving behind the 138th was the 124th Japanese Infantry
Regiment,whichwasSato’sdivisionalreserve.82

On3April1944,thefirstJapaneseunitreachedKohima.Onthesameday,
theAssamRegimentandtheAssamRifles,withsome250personnel,reached
Kohima.83AccordingtoBarker,on3April,theKohimaGarrisoncomprisedthe
1stAssamRegiment,sevenplatoonsofthe3rdAssamRifles,theShereRegiment
(onloanfromtheNepalArmy),twoGurkhacompanies,onecompanyofthe
5th Burma Regiment, one company of the 1st Garrison Battalion Burma
Regiment,twoplatoonsofthe5thBattalionofthe27thMarathaLightInfantry,

78 Rooney,Burma Victory,pp.71–72.
79 RussellMiller,Uncle Bill: The Authorized Biography of Field Marshal Viscount Slim(Lon-
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detachments of V Force, 200 BORs from reinforcement camps plus one
25-pounder.Intotal,thereweresome2,500personnel.84

GeoffreyEvans, inhisbiographyofSlim,assertsthat4April1944wasthe
turning point of the battle when Slim gained the upper hand against the
Japanese. If the Japanesehadmoved intoDimapurbefore2Aprilwhenthe
firstelementsoftheBritish2ndDivisionstartedarriving,thenthetrajectoryof
thebattle(butnotthewar)mighthavebeendifferent.85LeslieEdwards,inhis
bookentitledKohima(whichtodateremainsthemostdetailedaccountofthe
siegeanditssubsequentrelief),writesthat5Aprilwastheturningpointofthe
battle.Miyazaki,theCOofthe31stDivisionInfantryGroup,thoughtthatthe
3rdBattalionofthe58thJapaneseRegimenthadseizedtheGarrisonHillby
nightfall. Hence, he ordered this battalion to move forward to occupy
CheswemaontheMeremaTrack.Miyazakihimselflateradmittedthatitwas
thebiggestmistakeofhiscareer.IfthebattalionhadnotleftKohimaonthat
datethentheKohimaRidgemighthavefallentotheJapanese.86Thewhole
conceptof‘turningpoint’,aswellastheprecisedatewhentheImphal-Kohima
OperationturnedagainsttheJapanese,isopentodebate.However,onething
isclear.TheJapanesestillhadlotoffireremainingwithinthem.Andslowly
butsteadily,theyinchedforwardagainsttheKohimagarrison.On5April,the
RoyalWestKentswereorderedtoreturntoKohima.Initially,whentheRoyal
WestKentsarrived inBombayafter theirvictoryover the Afrika Korps atEl
Alamein, theywerecontemptuousof theJapanese fightingability.However,
theirsojournintheArakanforsixmonths,startingfromOctober1943,taught
themrespectfortheJapaneseinfantry’sfightingcapabilities.87

On5April,theJapanesestartedinfiltratingalongthewesternendoftheGPT
Ridge and started sniping from the Aradura Spur.The Japanese placed four
75-mmgunsattheWorkshopRidge(twokilometresfurthersouthandacross
theothersideoftheDimapur/ImphalRoad)andfiredoveropensightsatthe
GPT Ridge, which was defended by a platoon of the Assam Regiment and a
Gurkhacompany.TheGPTRidgewaslostandthentheJapaneseturnedtheir
attentiontoJailHill.88
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The58thJapaneseInfantryRegimentmovedtowardstheAraduraSpurand
drove back the Manipur State troops. Further, the Kohima Garrison
Commander,ColonelH.U.Richards(appointedon22MarchbyScoones),was
notongoodtermswithWarren,whowastheCOofthe161stBrigade.89Personal
animosityamongtheBritishfieldcommandersratheradverselyaffectedthe
strengthofCommonwealthdefence.However,thankstotheavailabilityofair
transportation,theImphal-KohimaSectorgotreinforcements,whichinturn
easedthesituationfortheAlliessomewhat.The161stBrigadeofthe5thIndian
DivisionwasflownfromtheArakantoDimapurinMarch1944andimmedi-
ately pushed towards Kohima.90 This sort of rapid aerial transportation of
CommonwealthtroopswasnottakenintoaccountbyMutaguchiwhileplan-
ningtheImphal-KohimaOperation.

TheKohimagarrison,however,hadenoughtroublesofitsown.Theprimary
onewasinadequatewatersupply.WaterwaspipedintoKohimafromastream
sometwomilesawayintheRifleRangeAreawestoftheGPTRidge.Thiswater
supplylinewasdisruptedbytheJapanese.Further,medicalsupportandsup-
plieswereinsomewhatshortsupplyduetotheincreasingnumberofwounded
personnel.91 On 6 April, the Japanese attacked and occupied Jail Hill. The
counter-attack by the Assam Regiment failed. The occupation of Jail Hill
allowedtheJapanesetodominatetheGeneralPurposeTransport(GPT)Ridge
andtheFieldSupplyDepot(FSD).Onthesameday,the1stBattalionofthe1st
PunjabRegiment,4thBattalionofthe7thRajputRegimentand24thIndian
MountainRegimentofthe161stBrigadereachedJotsoma.Warrenestablished
adefensiveboxatJotsomafromwhereagoodobservationoftheKohimaRidge
wasavailable.Thegunswereestablishedonareverseslope,whichprovided
firepowersupporttotheKohimaGarrison.92S.P.P.Thorat,anIndiancommis-
sioned officer, was ordered to join the 4th Battalion of the 14th Punjab
Regiment, which was a component of the 114th Brigade of the 7th Indian
Division. It was trying to clear the Japanese from the Naga Hills. However,
because of the Japanese threat to the Dimapur-Imphal Road, Thorat was
obligedtowaitintheReinforcementCampinDimapurtillitwasreasonably
safefortheconvoystoreachKohima.93
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On8April,the138thJapaneseInfantryRegimenthadmovedtothenorthof
KohimaandcuttheDimapur-KohimaRoadatZubza(M.S.36)whichresulted
in the severance of communication between the Kohima Garrison and the
161stBrigadeatJotsoma.Bythistime,theRoyalWestKentshadduginsidethe
Kohima perimeter. Sometimes, the distance between the Japanese trenches
andthetrenchesoccupiedbytheIndianandBritishsoldierswasonly10to15
yards. On 10 April, Grover ordered Brigadier Hawkins and the 5th Brigade
(Worcesters, Dorsets and Cameron Highlanders) to advance from Zubza
towardsKohima.94

The2ndBritishDivision,whichwasonthemovefromDimapur,destroyed
the Japanese roadblocks and on 15 April established contact with the 161st
Brigade.ThestubbornJapanesewouldmakesomemoreminimalgainsagainst
theKohimaGarrisonbutgiventheirricketysupplysituation,lackofreinforce-
mentsandabsenceofairsupport,theirgamewasup.15Aprilwasprobablythe
turningpointasfarasKohimawasconcerned.On17–18April,thedefendersof
Kohima lost theDetail IssueStoreandtheKukiPicket to the Japanesewho
werefightingdoggedly.Atthisstageofthecampaign,eveniftheJapanesewere
abletocaptureKohima,theywouldnotbeabletoholditforlongduetothe
gradualadvanceofthe2ndBritishdivision.Nevertheless,theJapanesesoldiers
offered great resistance when the newly arrived Commonwealth reinforce-
ments tried to push them out of their dugouts. A series of ‘mini Verduns’
occurred among the scattered Japanese trenches and dugouts across the
mountainous ridge of Kohima. On 4 May, crossfire from cleverly positioned
JapaneseMGspreventedelementsofthe2ndBritishDivisionfromcapturing
theFSD.Japanesefieldcraftwasbyallmeansmasterly.AsintheArakan,theIJA
soldiers in Imphal cleverly camouflaged their bunkers and slit trenches.
Further,manybunkersweresitedonthereverseslope.TheJapanesesoldiers
setupMGsbothintheflanksandindepthbehindtheirfortifiedpositions.And
theJapanesesoldiers’interlockingfiremadeitsuicidalfortheCommonwealth
infantrytoapproachthem.Hence,thesebunkerscouldnotbedestroyedeasily
by artillery and mortar fire. When the British and Indian big guns fired on
them, the Japanese lay low. And once the artillery fire stopped, then the
JapanesecameoutandharassedtheCommonwealthsoldierswithsmallarms.
It required a direct hit on each Japanese bunker. Grant tanks were used to
destroy the bunkers. While the main gun of the tank shelled a bunker, the
Browning automatics sprayed bullets among the Japanese defenders who
attempted to flee the bunker. In addition, Hurribombers bombarded the

94 Rooney,Burma Victory,pp.77–78,80;Lowry,Fighting through to Kohima,p.231.
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Japanesedefensivepositions.95TheJapaneseinfantryhadnorealantidoteto
the Allied tanks and aircraft. Superior ground and aerial firepower finally
enabledtheCommonwealthtroopstodestroytheJapanese.However,itwasa
time-consumingandbloodyprocess.

By16May,the14thPunjabhadclearedPotsangbam(alongtheTiddimRoad)
andinflictedsome300casualtiesontheJapaneseandcapturedfiveoftheir
gunsandtwoSpigotmortars.By20May,the48thIndianInfantryBrigadehad
drivenawaythe33rdJapaneseMountainArtilleryRegimentand6thCompany
ofthe154thJapaneseRegimentfromMoirangvillage.Bythistime,Mutaguchi
realizedthatImphalwouldnotfalltohisforcelikearipeplum.Hisplanthat
theIJAshouldquicklycapturetheAlliedsupplydumpsatImphalandsurvive
on the captured rations (as was the case of Japanese Malayan Blitzkrieg
depending on captured Churchill rations) was unravelling. Mutaguchi took
somehalfmeasures inordertoprovideminimumsuppliestohisembattled
troopsscatteredindetachmentsofvariousstrengthallalongthejungle-clad
hillsandvillagesaroundImphal.ForbringingsuppliesacrosstheChindwin,
theJapaneseusedlocalferries.However,theCommonwealthaircraftattacked
these ‘native’ boats vigorously. The Japanese made an attempt to use the
Sittaung-Tamu-PalelandtheTiddimRoadastheirLoCstoImphal.By20May,
the Japanese had been able to construct a road capable of taking three-ton
vehiclesontheeastbankoftheChindwinfromSittaungtoKundaw.Theroad
fromSittaungtoGandamagyaungwasrepaired.By28May,thesectionofthe
roadfromTamutoKyauksediwasalsorepaired.Afewbashaswerealsocon-
structed for their supply personnel along the roads. However, these flimsy
Japanese roads were soon washed away by monsoon rainfall. As the tracks
becamewaterlogged, theJapanese failedtobuilddiversions.Toaddtotheir
woes,theCommonwealthairforcescarriedoutairreconnaissanceandthen
blasted the already overburdened Japanese supply tracks.TheTiddim Road
washeavilybombedbytheCommonwealthstrategicairforce.96TheJapanese
losttheraceinthebuildingupofthelogisticalinfrastructureduetolackofair
superiority,lackofmaterials(cement,bulldozers,adequatetrainedmanpower
includingsappersandengineers)andinadequateattentionbyMutaguchi.

TheJapaneseweredownbutnotout.Theymadedesperatelocalattacksto
break in to Imphalandtoholdonto theenvironsofKohima.During20–21
May, at the Tenugopal Sector (south-east of Imphal), the Japanese were
exhaustedandcouldonlylaunchattacksbyjitterparties.Atthisstageofthe
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war,theJapanesejitterparties’effectonthewell-trainedandwell-equipped
BritishandIndiansoldierswasnegligible.On21May,the1stBattalionofthe
214thJapaneseRegimentmovedsouthoftheSilcharTrack,crossedtheTiddim
RoadatNingthoukhong,movednorthandattackedtheCommonwealthtroops
who had defensively organized themselves into the Bishenpur Box. The
JapaneselackedthestrengthtoattacktheboxfromthewestsideoftheTiddim
Road.TheJapaneseattackfailedagainsttheboxformation.Some160Japanese
werekilledinthisaction.Close-quartercombatinthetrenchesconstructed
on top of the spurs of the hills broke out. Between 23 and 24 May, the 7th
Baluchandthe9thFFRcounter-attackedthehalf-starvedJapaneseandthelat-
terwithdrewfromBishenpurandBuriBazaarvillage.Theadvancedstateof
decompositionof thebodiesof the IJAsoldierspreventedanaccuratebody
countofJapanesecasualties.97

TowardstheendofMay,thebattered33rdJapaneseDivisionwascapableof
launchingattacksoflimitedstrengthalongtheImphal-BishenpurSector.One
couldposeacounterfactualscenario.Whatwouldpossiblyhavehappenedif
theJapanesehadbypassedtheBishenpurBoxandadvanceddirectlytowards
Imphal?However,theJapanesedarednotbypassthewell-defendedBishenpur
Box astride their flimsy LoC while advancing towards Imphal. A possible
option for the Japanese would have been to establish a roadblock north of
BishenpurandlaunchjitterpartiestodistractthegarrisonoftheBishenpur
Box.Andtakingadvantageofit,theJapanesecouldhavemovedalargepartof
theirtroopsalongtheTiddimRoadtothewestofBishenpurandattackImphal
fromthewesterndirection.98ItwasnotthattheJapanesecommanderswere
foolish to launch only frontal attacks. At this stage, the Japanese lacked the
logisticalwherewithaltomovelargenumberoftroopsacrossthemountains
overgreatdistances.SuchmoveswouldhavebeenobservedbyAlliedrecon-
naissanceaircraftandtheirfighter-bombers(HurribombersandVengeances)99
would have licked the hell out of the Japanese detachments. Moreover,
Japanese roadblocks north of Bishenpur would not have worked. The
Commonwealth infantry-tank combination, working in tandem with heavy
artillery and fighter-bomber swoops, would have destroyed such Japanese
roadblocks.1944Burmawasdifferentfrom1942.

SeriouspressurebetweenNagavillageandtheAraduraSpurcontinuedto
be exerted till 18 May by the 124th and 138th Japanese Regiments. North of
Imphal, the15thJapaneseDivisionwasalsoseriouslyweakeneddueto food
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andammunitionshortagesbytheendofMay1944.Itwasnotinapositionto
launch a serious offensive along the west of the Iril Valley. However, the
JapaneseattemptedtodenytheCommonwealthtroopstheuseof themain
Kohima Road.100 The original role of the 7th Battalion of the 2nd Punjab
Regiment was to act as a reserve. In mid-May 1944, this battalion, under
Lieutenant-ColonelMainprise-King,wasorderedtosendacompanytoKohima
toreinforcethe4thBattalionof the15thPunjabRegimentwhichhadtaken
heavy casualties.101 After the Japanese were cleared out of Kohima, Thorat
wrote inhismemoirsaboutthis towninthe followingwords: ‘… itwas ina
shambles.Theroadswerecutupbyhundredsofcratersandshell-holes,almost
allthebuildingsweredestroyedordamaged,andthestenchofrottingflesh
pervadedtheentirearea’.102

On8June1944,theSACSEAMountbattenissuedadirectivewhichhadthree
parts.The first part demanded that on the Chindwin Front communication
mustbere-establishedontheDimapur-Kohima-ImphalRoadbymid-Julyat
the latest. Next, the Japanese force in the region stretching from Dimapur-
Kohima-Imphal Plain-Yuma-Tamanthi should be cleared. And after that the
troops should be prepared to advance across the Chindwin in the Yuwa-
Tamanthiareaafterthemonsoon.103

The road south fromTamu down the KabawValley was actually a sea of
mud.Themudvariedfromsixto18inchesindepth.Atsomeplaces,corduroy
roadshadtobebuiltforthejeepsand30-cwt.6x6lorriestopass.A6x6lorryis
oneinwhichthepowercanbetransferredtoallsixwheels.TheSittaungtrack
fromPaleltotheChindwinRiverwaspassableforjeepsand4x4vehiclestill
theYuRiver.A4x4lorrywasa fourwheeledvehicleandall thefourwheels
couldbedrivenbytheengine.Then,therewasaferryandbeyondit,packand
portertransportwaspossible.Sincealargeamountofblastingwasrequired,it
wasconsideredimpossibletousebulldozersforclearingatrack.TheTiddim
RoadwasworsethantheKabawValleyRoad.Theformerroadwascommanded
oneithersidebyscrub-coveredhillsupto8,000feethighoneitherside.The
vehiclesusedtoskidonthemuddytrack.104InthethirdweekofJune1944,the
monsooncameinfullfury.Therainfallaveragedabout16inchespermonthin
theKabawValleyandNagaHillsaroundUkhrul.Thetrackswerewashedaway.
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102 Thorat,From Reveille to Retreat,p.54.
103 Giffard, ‘Operations in Assam and Burma from 23rd June 1944 to 12th November 1944’,

p.1712.
104 Ibid.,pp.1712–13.
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TheCommonwealthcombatantshadtodealwithmalariaandleechesbesides
hostile enemy soldiers. In addition to dangerous mosquitoes, the Naga Hills
werealsodangerousfortyphusandjunglesores.105

On20June,Major-GeneralJohnGrover’s2ndBritishDivisionreachedM.S.
85.IthadstarteditspushdowntheroadfromKohimaon4Juneagainstthe
fierceJapaneseresistanceofferedbySato’srearguardcommandedbyMajor-
GeneralMiyazaki.Intheeveningof21June1944,theleadingtroopsofthe6th
Brigade,commandedbySmith,reachedM.S.103.Onlyeightmilesseparated
the2ndBritishDivisionfromthe5thIndianDivision.106On22June,the5th
Indian Division of the 4th Corps from the north of Imphal attacked the
JapanesealongtheroadtoKohima.AfterclearingKanglatobi,itreachedM.S.
109,whereitmadecontactwiththe2ndBritishDivisionofthe33rdCorpsdriv-
ingdownfromthenorth.Atnoon,atM.S.109,theleadtroopsofthe2ndBritish
Division (of 33rd Corps) met the forward troops of the 5th Indian Division
(under4thCorps).TheImphal-KohimaRoadwasfinallyopened.107Around22
June,theattackofthe5thIndianDivisionfromImphaltowardsKohimawas
heldoffbythreeJapanesebattalions,whichweredeployedinthehillseastof
theroad.AnothergroupoffiveJapanesebattalionswhichtriedtoreachImphal
alongtheLitanRoadandtheIrilRiverValleywasobstructedbythe20thIndian
Division. This Japanese contingent then took a position along the Imphal-
Ukhrultrack.108

AftertheJapanesesiegeatKohimawasbroken,Thoratwaspostedtothe9th
Battalionofthe14thPunjabRegimentassecondincommand.Itwaspartof
the20thIndianDivision,whichwascombatingtheJapaneseintheplainsof
Kohima.HeflewinacargoplanetoManipurandthentoImphalwhilethelat-
tertown’ssiegewasstillgoingon.Inordertoreducethepressureonairsupply,
a large number of ‘unwanted’ personnel were sent out of Imphal along the
SilcharandHaflongtracks.The9thBattalionofthe14thPunjabRegimentof
the 20th Indian Division was protecting the Silchar track. This battalion
escortedtherefugees.TheJapanesesubjectedthisroadtolong-rangeartillery
fireandmortarshells.Thoughitdidnotdomuchdamage,theroadwasfullof

105 BisheshwarPrasad(GeneralEditor),Official History of the Indian Armed Forces in the Sec-
ond World War 1939–45,P.N.KheraandS.N.Prasad,The Reconquest of Burma,vol.2,June 
1944–August 1945 (Combined Inter-Services Historical Section[India & Pakistan]: Cal-
cutta,1959,DistributedbyOrientLongmans),p.12;Shipster,Mist on the Rice Fields,p.53.

106 Lieutenant-General Geoffrey Evans and Antony Brett-James, Imphal: A Flower on Lofty 
Heights(London:Macmillan,1962),pp.324–25.

107 Giffard, ‘Operations in Assam and Burma from 23rd June 1944 to 12th November 1944’,
pp.1711,1713.

108 KheraandPrasad,The Reconquest of Burma,vol.2,p.13.
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shell-holesandeverytreewasdenudedofitsbranches.Thoughpostedassec-
ondincommandofthebattalion,Thorat,inordertogetafeelforthebattlefield,
requestedhisCOforcommandofaforwardcompany.Itwasdulygiventohim
andheengagedinseveralsmallskirmisheswiththeJapaneseinfantry.When
his CO was evacuated to Imphal with dysentery (which was rampant in the
battlezone),Thoratreplacedhim.TheJapaneseheldahillwhichwasamaxi-
mumoftwomilesfromThorat’sforwardposition.Inordertoreconnoitrethe
Japanesedefensiveposition,Thoratandhisorderly,dressedasstragglers,orga-
nizedatwo-manreconnaissanceparty.Theycarriedfourdays’dryrationand
werearmedwithaStenGunandakukri.Intheevening,theyslippedoutand
indarknessattemptedtomovetowardstheJapanese-heldhill.Thorat’sorderly
wasorderedthatifeitherofthemwerecapturedthentheotherpersonwasnot
toattempttosavethem.Rather,ifcapturedbytheJapanesetheyweretopre-
tend to be INA personnel. In the starlit night, Thorat was able to note two
sectionpostsoftheenemy.Afterhavingabiscuitandwateratmidnight,they
continuedtheirprobingandduringthedawnhidinthejungle.Inthemorning,
itstartedraining.ThoratwasabletolocatesomeoftheJapanesesentryposts
and a cookhouse.Thorat’s two-man reconnaissance patrol was more daring
thanthenatureofpatrollinglaidoutintheJungleWarfareSchoolatShimoga
whichwediscussedinanearlierchapter.Equippedwiththeknowledgeofthe
Japanesedispositionofsentries,Thoratafewdayslatermountedanattackand
theJapanesewereevictedwithconsiderablecasualties.Then,heorderedhis
mento‘digin’tothehill.109

On22June,the4thCorps’17thIndianLightDivision,withonebrigadeof
the20thIndianDivision,attackedthe33rdJapaneseDivisionintheBishenpur
area south of Imphal. Two battalions and one mountain battery cut the
Japanese LoC about M.S. 33 on the Imphal-Tiddim Road by making a wide
turningmovementfromtheeastandthendrovenorthaboutfourmilessouth
ofBishenpur.ThisboldattackontherearoftheJapaneseconfusedthem.110
Meanwhile,the20thIndianDivisioncarriedoutatwinattackwithits80thand
100thIndianInfantryBrigadesnearUkhrul.The100thIndianInfantryBrigade
wasneartheUkhrulRoadandthe80thIndianInfantryBrigadeconducteda
long sweep and held the upper reaches of the Iril River near Chawai.
Simultaneously,the23rdLRPBreachedthehillsnorthofUkhrul.111

On22June,the20thIndianDivisionofthe4thCorpsengagedtheJapanese
intheUkhrulSector,withonebrigadeinthearea16mileswestofthevillage

109 Thorat,From Reveille to Retreat,pp.54–57.
110 Giffard, ‘Operations in Assam and Burma from 23rd June 1944 to 12th November 1944’,
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111 KheraandPrasad,The Reconquest of Burma,vol.2,p.14.
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alongtheJapaneseLoCandanotherbrigadeontheImphal-UkhrulRoadwhich
cleared the Nipponese from M.S. 17. The two battalions of the 50th Indian
ParachuteBrigadewereinactionsouthoftheUkhrulRoadeastofWangjing.
Onthesameday,the23rdIndianDivisionengagedtheJapanesesomethree
mileseastandsouth-eastofPalel.The7thIndianDivisionofthe33rdCorpson
22JunewasorderedtomoveeastofUkhrul.The2ndBritishDivisionandthe
268th Indian Lorried Brigade were responsible for the protection of the
Kohima-ImphalRoadsouthandnorthofM.S.79respectively.The23rdLRPB
clearedthetracksleadingdowntoUkhrulfromthenorthandcuttheJapanese
routestotheeast.112

The 2nd British Division’s 4th Infantry Brigade held the Dimapur-Imphal
RoadalongKarong.The5thand6thInfantryBrigadesalsoheldstretchesof
thisroad.The114thIndianInfantryBrigadeofthe7thIndianDivisionwasat
Kohima.The161stIndianInfantryBrigade,whichoriginallyformedpartofthe
5thIndianDivision,wasorderedtomovetoImphal. Itrevertedtothecom-
mandofthe5thIndianDivisionandconcentratedatImphalby26June1944.
The89thIndianInfantryBrigadewassentfromImphalandthenrejoinedits
parentdivision,the7thIndianDivision,by27June.113

The 21st Indian Division, comprising the 268th Indian Lorried Infantry
Brigadeand45thCavalry,wasgiventhetaskofmaintainingpatrolsalongthe
trackfromKohimatoJessamiandKharasomandofprotectingtheroadfrom
KohimatoMaram.Andthe2ndBritishDivisionwasgiventhetaskofmopping
up the Japanese troops on both sides of the hills along the Kohima-Imphal
RoadfromMaramtotheboundaryofthe4thCorps.Fromthenorth-west,the
33rdIndianInfantryBrigadeofthe7thIndianDivisionwasorderedtoadvance
on 27 June towards Ukhrul via Oinam and Tallin. The 89th Indian Infantry
BrigadewastoadvancefromKangpokpiintheeasterndirectiontoChawaiand
Khunthak and attack Ukhrul. The 80th Indian Infantry Brigade of the 20th
IndianDivisionwasalreadyintheChawaiarea.114

The33rdIndianInfantryBrigadeofthe7thIndianDivisionwasorderedto
formacolumnandadvanceacrossthecountrytoUkhrulfromthenorth-west.
The7thIndianDivisionwasalsomaderesponsiblefortheprotectionofthe
roadfromKohimatoMaram.The23rdLRPBwastocovertheeasternflankand
the20thIndianDivisionwastoattackfromthesouthalongtheroad.On27
June,the89thBrigadecameundercommandofthe7thIndianDivisionand

112 Giffard, ‘Operations in Assam and Burma from 23rd June 1944 to 12th November 1944’,
p.1713.

113 KheraandPrasad,The Reconquest of Burma,vol.2,p.14.
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the 161st Brigade passed from its control to the 5th Indian Division. It was
decidedthatboththesebrigadesshouldhaveATonlyduetothedifficultter-
raininwhichtheyhadtooperate.Bymidnightof27/28June,the33rdBrigade,
with1,400mules,reachedPurul.The1stQueensremainedatPurulandtherest
ofthebrigadeadvancedtoOinam.TheJapaneseresistancewasnegligible.The
countryaheadwastoobrokenformovingeventhemountainartillery.Hence,
the25thMountainArtilleryRegimentwassentbackfromPurul.On29June
1944,the4thBattalionofthe8thGRreachedMollenandthe1stBattalionof
the 11th Sikh Regiment reached Luinem. On 30 June 1944, the 20th Indian
Division, commanded by Major-General D.D. Gracey, came under the 33rd
Corps. But its 32nd Indian Infantry Brigade remained under the 4th Corps.
However, in compensation, the 152nd and 153rd Parachute battalions and a
MMG company of the 50th Parachute Brigade were placed under the 20th
IndianDivision.115

On8 July,Mutaguchiaccepteddefeatanddecidedthatwithdrawalwasa
necessity.116The33rdJapaneseDivision,comparedtothe15thand31stJapanese
Divisions,wasabletoconductatolerably‘ordered’retreat.Thiswasbecause
the33rdJapaneseDivisionhadthe‘luxury’ofwithdrawingthroughtheTiddim-
Tamu Road. In comparison, the other two Japanese divisions had to retreat
through tracks along the jungle-covered mountains.117 In late July, the 31st
JapaneseDivisionassembledinthevicinityofThaungdut.However,thedisin-
tegrationofmilitarydisciplinedueto lackofsupplypreventedthisdivision
fromconductingdelayingactionsalongtheThaungdut-HumineLine.The31st
JapaneseDivisionwasthenorderedbacktoSittaung.Satowasreplacedandon
2 August 1944, Lieutenant-General Tsuchitaro Kawada arrived at Intabaung
and took command of the division.The flank and rear of the 15th Japanese
DivisionwereexposedtoCommonwealthattacks.The15thJapaneseDivision
movedsouth-easttotheKabawValleyandsomeunitsretreatedalongtheroad
connecting Ukhrul, Sangshak and Humine. The other units of this division
retreated through the steep mountain trail which ran west of the road.
Bypassing pursuing Commonwealth units, this division somehow reached
ThaungdutinearlyAugust.118

TheJapanese‘misadventure’wasover.TheJapaneseretreatbecameasortof
‘junglepathwaytowardshell’,somewhatliketheKokodaTrackinNewGuinea.
Lieutenant-GeneralGeoffreyEvans(whocommandedthe5thandlaterthe7th

115 Ibid.,pp.18–20,27.
116 Miller,Uncle Bill, p.308.
117 EvansandBrett-James,Imphal,pp.328–29.
118 Japanese Monograph No. 134, pp.157–58.
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Indian divisions in Burma) and Antony Brett-James (CO of the 9th Indian
InfantryBrigadeSignalsat Imphal) in theiraccountnoted: ‘Inonehospital,
consistingofafewdilapidatedbashashiddeninthickjungle,deadJapanese
satuporlayonimprovisedbeds,theirbonescleanaftertheredantshadcom-
pleted their gruesome work’.119The few Japanese prisoners who were taken
werehalfnakedandsufferedfrommalaria,dysenteryandberiberi.Malnutrition
further weakened resistance to disease. During the monsoon, there was an
increaseinscrubtyphuswhichrequiredcarefulnursing,anoptionwhichwas
notavailabletotheIJA’ssoldiers.Theclimatevariedfromintensecoldonthe
summitofmountainstohotandsteamyvalleys.Andtorrentialrainduringthe
monsoonfurthermadetheclimatetroublesome.120Allthisfurtheraddedto
thediscomfortofthepatients.

 Assessment

The Imphal-Kohima Campaign represented new elements of warfare in the
contextofWorldWarII,especiallyinrelationtotheSouth-EastAsiantheatre.
Thescaleofairsupplyandairevacuation,directairsupportgivenbythetac-
ticalairforcetotheembattledCommonwealthgroundforcesandassistance
given by the strategic air force in impeding Japanese reinforcements were
innovativeelementswhichalteredthetactical-operationalpicture.Attimes,
thestrategicairforcealsointervenedinthetacticalsphere.However,thelatter
typeofintervention’seffectivenesscanbequestioned.Thestrategicairforce,
though,performedcertainimportantdutieslikephotographicreconnaissance,
air transportationofelementsofgroundforces(especiallybytheAmerican
Air Transport Command) and airborne forces, air evacuation of casualties
andnon-importantpersonnel,airdefenceoftheIndiaBase(Calcuttaandthe
otheradjoiningregionshadairfieldswhichthetacticalandstrategicairforces
used), strategic air offensive against transportation and maintenance facili-
ties of the IJA, etc.The strategic air force gave sterling service in disrupting
JapanesesuppliesbyattackingtheRangoonport,railwaytracksleadingfrom
RangoontoMeiktilaandalsocoastalshippingwhichweregearedforsupply-
ingtheJapaneseunits.121Byearly1944,mostofthelarge-scalemovementof
Japanesesuppliesoccurredduringthenight.Andduringdaylightacomplex

119 EvansandBrett-James,Imphal,p.332.
120 Ibid.,pp.329–30,332.
121 BriefReviewbytheDirectorateofStaffDutiesoftheAirAspectsoftheDespatchbyGen-
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setofcamouflagewasadoptedtokeepawaytheCommonwealthaircraft.122
Allthesemeasuresdelayedandreducedthevolumeofsupplieswhichreached
theJapanesefrontlineunits.

SlimdeservescreditforcloselycooperatingwithBaldwin’s3rdTacticalAir
ForceandBrigadier-GeneralOld’sTroopsCarrierCommand.Andersonasserts
that Slim established an air-land headquarters which to a great extent goes
toexplaintheintimatecooperationandcoordinationbetweenthe14thArmy
and the air forces under the SEAC.123 In fact, Slim can be categorized as an
air-mindedgeneralwhorealized theopportunity toutilizeairpower in fur-
theringhisoperationalaim.Duringthe interwarera,Slimtinkeredwiththe
issueofsupplyingtroopsalongtheNorth-WestFrontierwithaircraft.124One
could say that the use of aircraft for supplying the garrison at Imphal and
transportingtroopsandevacuatingthecasualtiesresultedinahighertempo
andenabledhimtogetinsidetheobserve—orient—decide—act(OODA)loop
ofMutaguchi’scommand.

AirsupplyallowedtheIndiansoldierstopreventrapidJapaneseadvance.In
February1944,the7thIndianDivisionwasentirelysurroundednearButhidaung
butitdidnotretirebecauseitwassuppliedbyair.Thegreatestachievementof
air transportation was the transfer of the 5th Indian Division at the end of
March1944andtwobrigadesofthe7thIndianDivisiontothe4thCorps’front
inMay1944.125On14March,SlimrequestedMountbattentomakeairtrans-
portavailableforbringingthe5thDivisionfromtheArakantoImphal.There
weresixairfieldsaroundImphal,allwithina30by20milesareaoftheImphal
Valley.AtthebeginningofMarch,thereweresixfighterandfighter-bomber
squadronstoprotectthebattlespaceatImphal.Theflyinofthedivisionwas
completedbetween19to29March.If,insteadofusingairtransportation,the
5thIndianDivisionhadcometoImphalfromRazabilintheArakanonfoot
andbylorry,itwouldhavetakenamonth.126Theairtransportationofthe50th

122 MichaelPearson,The Burma Air Campaign: December 1941– August 1945(SouthYorkshire:
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ParachuteBrigade(lessonebattalion) fromIndiatoKohimainearlyMarch
1944certainlybluntedSato’sthrust.127

TheuseofairsupplyandairtransportationoftroopswasnewtotheBurma
theatrebutwasanestablishedfeatureinotherfrontsofWorldWarII.Before
Imphal-Kohima, other armies also attempted air supply when encircled by
hostileforces.Oneexamplewhichcomestomindisthecaseofairsupplyby
theLuftwaffetothebesieged6thGermanArmyofGeneralfeldmarschallVon
PaulusinStalingrad.InlateNovember1942whenthe6thGermanArmywasin
theStalingradKessel,itdemanded700tonsofsupplyperday.Reichsmarschall
HermanGoeringorderedthattheLuftwaffemustprovide500tonsperday.The
Luftwaffe’stransportofficerspointedoutthatamaximumof350tonscouldbe
deliveredperday.Eventhisfiguredidnotmakeanyallowanceforbadweather,
probable enemy action, etc.The Luftwaffe high command did not take into
accountthefactthatmanyoftheairfieldswerewithinreachofSovietartillery.
General von Richthofen argued that six airfields with big runways were
requiredwithinStalingradKessel.Inactuality,therewasonlyonesuchairfield
available. Further, there were several days with zero visibility. During many
days,thetemperaturewassolowthattheaircraft’senginescouldnotbestarted
evenafterlightingafireunderneaththem.Moreover,theSovietnightbombers
provedtobeathreattotheLuftwaffe.TheLuftwaffeusedtheJunker/Ju-52(car-
rying capacity of each aircraft was two tons) and the Heinkel 111 (carrying
capacitywas less thanthe Ju-52).Later the Ju-86(trainingaircraft)wasalso
used.ThebestdayfortheLuftwaffewas19December1942when154aircraft
landedwith289tons.Butsuchdayswererare.128Asapointofcomparison,
between16Apriland22June1944,some13,155tonsofsupplieswereflownin
forthebeleagueredImphalgarrison.129Evansestimatesthatbetween18April
and30June1944,some12,500reinforcementsand19,000tonsofsupplieswere
flownintoImphal.130On23December1942,Major-GeneralVasilyMikhailovich
Badanov’s24thSovietTankCorpsattackedtheGermanairfieldatTatsinskaya.
About72aircraftwerelost(mostlyJu-52s)whichrepresented10percentofthe
Luftwaffe’stotaltransportfleet.AstheLuftwaffehadtooperatefromairfields
furtherawayfromStalingradKessel,Goering’shighcommandindesperation
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usedFockeWulf200CondorsandJu-290seachofwhichwasabletocarrysix
tonsand10tonsloadrespectively.However,theseaircraftlackedthesolidityof
thetri-motorJu-52.131

Incontrast,theCommonwealthairforceshadabettervarietyoftransport
aircraftinlargenumbers.Further,theBritishandAmericanairforcesenjoyed
total air superiority over the battle space of Imphal-Kohima. The Japanese
fighters were characterized by their failure to interdict the Commonwealth
cargoaircraft.Largernumbersofbetteraircraftandsophisticatedaerialtactics
enabledtheAlliedairforcetowrestairsuperiorityduringthecampaignwhich
continued from December 1943 till March 1944. Early in 1944, long-range
American fighters like Lightnings (P-38s) and Mustangs (P-51s) attacked the
JapaneseairfieldsanddestroyedmanyJapaneseaircraftbeforetheycouldget
airborne. During March–April 1944, in north Burma, the American air force
destroyedmorethanonehundredJapaneseaircraftonthegroundandover76
inaerialcombat.132

Theworkhorsesof theCommonwealthair forceswere theC-46sand the
C-47s.AtImphal-Kohima,theSEACusedtheAmerican-builtC-46Commandos
andtheDakotas.133TheDouglasC-47Dakotawasabletocarry6,000lbs(2,722
kg)or28fully-armedparatroopersor18stretchersandamedicalteamofthree
persons.Itsmaximumspeedwas230milesperhour(370km/hour)at8,500
feet. Itsserviceceilingwas23,200 feet(7,071meters)and itsrangewas2,125
miles(3,420km).TheC-46Commandohadaheavierloadcapacitycompared
totheDouglasDakota.TheC-46wasabletocarry7,500 lbs(3,402kg)or40
fully-equippedtroopsor33stretchers.Itsmaximumspeedwas270milesper
hour(436km/hour)anditsserviceceilingwas22,000feet(6,706meters).Its
rangewas1,800miles(2,897km).134DuetotheabsenceofJapanesefighters
andlong-rangeanti-aircraftgunsinthehandsofIJAsoldiers,onlytwoDakotas
and one Wellington were lost during the 80 days when Imphal was under
siege.135Asregardsairtransportation,oneofthelessonslearntwasthatinthe
FarEasttherewasaneedforastandardinfantrydivisionwhichcouldbetrans-
portedeasilybyrail,sea,MTandair.136Wewillseeinthenextchapterthatthis
wasperfectedintheaftermathofthevictoryatImphalandKohimaandused
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to great effect during the thrust at the Japanese jugular at Meiktila in early
1945.

Giffardrightlynotedinhisofficialreport:

Ihavenohesitationinsayingthatneitherinoffencenordefencecould
theArmyhaveachievedthesuccessitdid,haditnotbeenforthecasual-
tiesinflictedontheenemy,andthedisruptioninforwardareasofboth
their land and water communications by the Eastern Air Command.
Further,theeffectonthemoraleofourtroopsbytheobviousevidenceof
ourairsuperiorityhasbeenmostinspiring.Conversely,itsdisheartening
effectontheenemyisevidencedbythestatementsofprisonersandfrom
captureddocuments.137

In a nutshell, secure and steady air supply resulting from air superiority
enabled the Commonwealth forces to operate in regions which were previ-
ously considered inaccessible, and enabled them to hold and defend their
forward positions even when their land-based LoCs were cut by the nimble
lightly-equipped,fast-movingJapaneseinfantry.138TheBritishofficialhistory
oftheairwarinBurma,entitledWings of the Phoenix,rightlyconcludesthatin
the mountainous jungle-covered terrain of Burma, there were virtually no
land-based LoCs. The Allies succeeded because air power enabled them to
manoeuvre far more quickly than the Japanese and to feed their advanced
troopsfarbetterthantheIJA.139

TheImphal-KohimaOperationmustbeputintoawiderperspective.Table
9.2showsthatduringJanuarytoJuly1944,somewherebetween400,000and
500,000BritishandIndiansoldierswerefightingtheJapaneseinBurma.Ifwe
addtheAfricanunitsthenwewillgetanother55,000soldiersduringtheabove-
mentionedperiod.Ofthesesoldiers,abigproportion,organizedintwocorps
(4thand33rd),wereengagedintheImphal-KohimaOperationfromMarchto
July 1944. Mutaguchi threw three divisions at Imphal-Kohima and later one
moredivisionwasused.AnothertwoJapanesedivisionswereintheArakan
conductingasubsidiarycampaign,plustwodivisionsinnorthBurmafighting
theAmericansandtheChinese.Slimhadamaximumofseventoeightdivi-
sionsunderhiscommand.Asapointofcomparison,theWehrmachtstarted
OperationBLAUwithmorethan50divisions.TheGermanshadmorethan200
divisionsintheEasternFrontduring1942to1944.By30November1942,asthe
Soviet Operation URANUS unfolded, 22 Wehrmacht divisions (330,000 men)

137 Ibid.,pp.2–3.
138 Ibid.,p.4.
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wereencircledinStalingrad.Intotal,theSovietsmobilizedtheSouth-Western,
Don,Stalingradfronts(equivalenttoarmies)andtheVolgaFlotillawithsome
1,143,500men,894tanks,13,451artillerypiecesand1,115aircraftagainsttheAxis
forcesinStalingrad.140

CombatcasualtiesinBurma,asTable9.2displays,peakedduringApril-June
1944,whichmeant that the fightingwas intenseduringthese threemonths.
The Japanese invasion had started in early March and the Japanese were
retreatingbyJuly1944.OnecuriousfactisthattheBritishofficersoftheBritish
ArmyinBurmasufferedmorecasualtiesthantheBritishofficersoftheIndian
Army.Therecanbetwoviewsonthis.ThefirstisthattheBritishofficersofthe
British Army displayed a more heroic command in order to motivate the
conscripts,whilethesepoys,beingvolunteersfromtraditional‘martial’com-
munities,didnotrequiresuchaheroicdisplayofcommandfromthesahibs.
ThesecondisthatitislikelythattheBritishofficersoftheBritishArmywere
lesstrainedthantheirlong-servingcounterpartsintheIndianArmy.Forthe
pre-1939era,theIndianofficersgraduatingfromtheIndianMilitaryAcademy
wereconsideredbettertrainedthantheBritishofficerstrainedatSandhurst.141
Furtherresearchisnecessarytoanswerthisquestion.

Asusual,theestimatesregardingcasualtiesvary.Giffardassertedthatthe
Imphal-KohimaOperationresultedinthedestructionoffiveIJAdivisionsand
some50,000to60,000Japanesesoldiersdead.142TwoBritishmilitaryofficers
estimatethatthe15thJapaneseArmysufferedsome30,000casualtiesfromall
causeswhileadvancingandfightingaroundImphalandKohima,andanother
20,000 personnel were lost during the retreat to the Chindwin.143 A British
journalistnotedthatofthe84,000personnelofthe15thJapaneseArmywhich
invadedIndia,halfofthemwerekilled,ordiedduetodiseaseandstarvation.
Sato’s31st JapaneseDivisionstartedthecampaignwith15,000personnel.Of
them,halfneverreturnedandthosewhocamebackwereseriouslyimpaired
forfurtheroperation.144Barkernotesthatofthe85,000personnelofthe15th
Japanese Army, 53,000 became casualties. Of them, some 30,000 (roughly
35percentofthewholearmy)wereKIA.145A.Beevorcalculatesthatsickness
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142 Giffard, ‘Operations in Assam and Burma from 23rd June 1944 to 12th November 1944’,
p.1711.

143 EvansandBrett-James,Imphal,p.336.
144 Keane,Road of Bones,p.xvii.
145 Barker,The March on Delhi,p.250.
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(typhusandparatyphusduetoreducedrationsandcumulativebattlestress)
wasresponsiblefor55percentofthedeathsoftheespeciallyyoungsoldiers
(age group 17–22) in the 6th German Army in late 1942. According to one
Japanese scholar’s calculation, the IJA’s 15th and the 33rd divisions suffered
13,376casualtiesintheImphalOperation.Some7,500woundedJapanesedied
soonafterJune1944.146

TheJapaneseplanofusingtheINA/JIFstoinitiatelarge-scalemutinyamong
thesepoysintheImphal-KohimaFrontfailed.Wedonothaveanypreciseoffi-
cial casualty figures for the INA which was deployed in Manipur. Barker
estimatesthatofthe6,000INApersonnelwhosetoutforImphal,only2,600
returned.Andofthem,2,000hadtobehospitalized.Some1,500diedofdisease
and starvation, 400 were KIA and 800 surrendered. About 715 personnel
deserted and were reported missing in action.147 On 9 August 1944, the CGS
IndiainformedtheCIGSatLondonabouttheINA: ‘Theysufferedveryheavy
casualtiesandwereultimatelywithdrawn.Theydidnot,however,surrenderin
suchlargenumbersaswehadhoped,buttheJapanesedonotappeartohave
muchconfidenceinthisforce’.148

IntheKohimaSector,accordingtoKeane,theCommonwealthforcessuf-
fered4,000KIAandWIA,andthemajoritywerefromthe2ndBritishDivision.149
TwoBritishofficerswhofoughtinBurmaagainsttheJapanesenotedintheir
bookonImphalthatBritishandIndiancasualtiesoftheImphalgarrisonfrom
allcausescametoabout13,000.150Major-GeneralIanLyallGrant,inhisaccount
oftheTiddimBattles,writesthatintheTiddimRoad(Tiddim-KalemyoRoad),
fromNovember1943toNovember1944,theCommonwealthbattlecasualties
cametoabout6,740.Ofthem,the17thDivisionsufferedsome4,134casualties.
ThetotalCommonwealthbattlecasualtiesintheImphalOperationwasabout
13,523, and Imphal-Kohima combined came to about 17,587.151 Barker notes
that British, Indian and Gurkha casualties amounted to 16,700 personnel.
Overall,some250,000menwereemployedintheImphal-KohimaOperation.152

146 KenichiArakawa, ‘JapaneseWarLeadership in theBurmaTheatre:The ImphalOpera-
tion’, in Bond andTachikawa(eds.), British and Japanese Military Leadership in the Far 
Eastern War,p.119;Beevor,Stalingrad,p.211.

147 Barker,The March on Delhi,p.226.
148 TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia,9Aug.1944,p.1,L/WS/1/441.
149 Keane,Road of Bones,p.387.
150 EvansandBrett-James,Imphal,p.336.
151 Grant,Burma, The Turning Point,p.243.LyallGrant,beinganex-officeroftheRaj,suffers

fromtheimperialhangover.HeincludesIndianandothernon-Britishcasualtieswithin
theumbrellatermBritish.

152 Barker,The March on Delhi,p.250.
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Table9.3showsthecombatcasualtiesoftheAlliedforcesinBurmaduring
late 1943 to late 1944. Non-combat casualties are not included in this table.
Again,onecanarguethatduetoexcellentmedicalfacilitiesontheAlliedside
(especiallycomparedtotheIJA’smedicalandevacuationinfrastructure),one
canoverlookthedeficiencyinourdataset.Table9.4referstotheevacuationof
seriouscasualtiesfromthe14thArmySectortoIndia.Largernumbersofless
seriouscasualtieswereevacuatedfromtheFEBAtotherearbutthefiguresare
not included in this table. For instance, between 16 April and 22 June 1944,
some10,000casualtieswereevacuatedfromImphal.Thetotalnumberofcasu-
alties evacuated by air during the first six months of 1944 numbered over
24,000.153 It can be speculated that casualties before March 1943 must be

153 BriefReviewbytheDirectorateofStaffDutiesoftheAirAspectsoftheDespatchbyGen-
eralGeorgeGiffardontheOperationsinBurmaandNorth-EastIndiafrom16November
to22June1944,p.6.Evanswritesthatbetween18Apriland30June1944,13,000casualties

Table9.2 Monthly average of strength of forces employed and battle casualties of the British 
and Indian armies in Burma in 1944

Month Army  Strength Casualties

 Officers ORs Officers ORs

January BritishArmy 2,810 54,524 28 386
IndianArmy 6,660 327,039 23 685

February BritishArmy 2,906 54,916 80 751
IndianArmy 7,753 345,750 27 1,735

March BritishArmy 3,263 61,830 97 1,120
IndianArmy 9,193 379,000 58 2,169

April BritishArmy 4,109 78,441 163 1,817
IndianArmy 10,053 408,634 128 5,261

May BritishArmy 4,515 85,927 238 3,250
IndianArmy 10,231 413,132 77 3,214

June BritishArmy 4,204 77,895 152 1,732
IndianArmy 10,345 414,265 107 4,047

July BritishArmy 3,864 72,086 42 683
IndianArmy 10,144 407,620 34 1,769

Source:Burma-AssamOperation,AnnexureA,14Feb.1945,pp.139–40,L/WS/1/1511,IOR,BL,
London.
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negligible.Takingintoaccountbothtables9.2and9.3,onecanarguethatmost
ofthecasualtiesoccurredduringMarch–July1944whenfightingeruptedalong
the Imphal-Kohima Sector. For simplicity’s sake, it can argued that the
CommonwealthcasualtiesduringthefivemonthsoftheUGOOperationcame
toabout50,000personnel.Andthebruntofthefightingwasbornebythe14th
Army,whosecompositionwasmorethan70percentIndian.The14thArmy
comprisedunitsoftheIndianArmyandBritishArmy,aswellasAfricanforces.
The Indian Army comprised British officers and Indian personnel who suf-
fered0.8percentand41.6percentofthetotalcasualtiesrespectivelyduring
theabove-mentionedperiod.TheChineseArmy,aboutwhichalltheAmerican
andBritishhistorianshaveonlynegativeremarks,suffered26.7percentofall
thecasualties.TheBritishArmysufferedsome23.9percentofthetotalcasual-
ties.The East andWest African Armies were like the Indian Army.The ORs
wereAfricanswhowereledbythesahibs.IntheEastAfricanArmy,theBritish
personnelsuffered0.1percentcasualtiesandtheAfricans1.3percentofthe
totalcasualtiesinBurma.IntheWestAfricanArmy,onlyfourBritishpersonnel
werecasualtiesbuttheAfricanpersonnelofthisforcesuffered2.6percentof
thetotalcasualtiesinBurma.LetusalsoconsidertheAmericangroundforces
innorthBurmaaboutwhommanybookshavebeenwritten,especiallyabout
theirover-hypedofficerJosephW.Stilwell.Between16November1943and22
June1944(whentheManipur-ImphalRoadwasreopenedaftertheJapanese
defeatatKohima),theAmerican-ChineseforcesunderStilwelldroveoutthe
JapaneseforcesfromnorthofKamaing,MogaungandMyitkyina.154Thewhite
component (US Army units) of his force suffered some 2.4 per cent casual-
ties.155Table9.2showsthatproportionatelytheBritishtroopssufferedmore
casualties than the Indian soldiers. Barker notes that in terms of physical
endurance, Gurkhas were better than other Indian soldiers. And the Indian
troops in general had better physical endurance than the British soldiers in
Burma’senvironment.Further,thejunglecraftoftheIndianswasbetterthan
thatoftheirBritishcounterparts.156This,toanextent,explainstheproportion-
allygreatercasualtiesonthepartoftheTommies.Toanextent,ontheAllied
side,Indianbloodstemmedthetide.NextcametheChinesecontributionand

and43,000non-combatantswereflownbackfromImphaltotheinteriorofIndia.Evans,
Slim as Military Commander,p.162.

154 BriefReviewbytheDirectorateofStaffDutiesoftheAirAspectsoftheDespatchbyGen-
eralGeorgeGiffardontheOperationsinBurmaandNorth-EastIndiafrom16November
to22June1944,p.2.

155 Battle Casualties of Imperial Forces in Burma from 15 Oct. 1943–30. Nov. 1944, Burma-
AssamOperation,p.138,L/WS/1/1511,IOR,BL.

156 Barker,The March on Delhi,p.251.
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onlythentheBritish.AfterthatcametheAfricansandonlythentheAmericans.
On the other side, the only casualties were the Japanese themselves. To an
extent,Burmacanbetermedasan‘Indiantheatre’withintheAsianWar.Itis
timefortheIndiansandtheChinesetoretrievetheirhistoryofWorldWarII.

OperationRING,whichledtothedestructionofPaulus’6thGermanArmy,
resulted in 147,000 KIA, 90,000 POW, and the Soviets suffered half a million
casualties.LiketheIJA, theRedArmy’smedical infrastructurewasprimitive
and at times even non-existent. Between 19 November 1942 and 2 February
1943, at Stalingrad, the Soviets suffered 154,870 battle casualties but 330,865
casualtieswereduetobadsanitarydisciplineofthesoldiersandabsenceof
propermedicalfacilitiesintheRedArmy.157

TheImphal-KohimaOperationintermsofthescaleofcasualtiesmaynot
becomparedwiththegigantickillingmatcheswhichoccurredintheEastern
FrontbutcanbeprofitablycomparedwithsomeofthePacificbattleswhich
occurredbetweentheIJAandtheUSforces.AtNewGuinea,Japaneselosses
numberedsome12,000men.AtGuadalcanal,some31,358Japanesehadlanded
sincetheearlysummerof1942.About,10,665wereevacuatedlaterinFebruary
1943.Probably12,507JapanesepersonnelwereKIA.ThetotalJapanesedeaths
fromallcausesvariedbetween20,800and21,138personnel.158TheUSinvasion
ofSaipanstartedon 15 June 1944.By theendof July 1944, the30,000-strong
Japanesegarrisonwasalmostwipedout,buttheAmericansalsosufferedsome
14,000 casualties. However, several Pacific battles were bigger in scale and
intensity than the Imphal-Kohima Operation. In late October 1944, some
174,000menofthe6thAmericanArmymovedtowardsLeyte.InthePhilippines,
Japan lost some 9,000 aircraft and there were 320,000 casualties, including
7,000surrenders.159

The animals (mules, donkeys, horses and elephants) were next in impor-
tancetothemenforcombatinBurma.Moredetailedaccountsofthecasualties
suffered amongst the animals harnessed by the 14th Army are needed. The
swampsandmudbecamedeathtrapsforthemules.160From1January1944to
31May1944,7,735casualties(ofthem2,749werebattlecasualtiesandtherest
due todiseaseetc.)occurredamongtheanimals.Themonthlywastagerate
was6.6percentinthecaseofhorsesand5.5percentforthemules.161Inthe

157 GlantzandHouse,When Titans Clashed,pp.141–42.
158 William Bruce Johnson, The Pacific Campaign in World War II: From Pearl Harbour to 

Guadalcanal(2006,reprint,London/NewYork:Routledge,2010),pp.285–86.
159 MeirionandSusieHarries,Soldiers of the Sun: The Rise and Fall of the Imperial Japanese 

Army(NewYork:RandomHouse,1991),pp.431–33,435,437.
160 EvansandBrett-James,Imphal,p.330.
161 TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia,9Aug.1944,Animals,Appendix16,p.33.
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winterof 1944, the14thArmyhad147elephantsacross theChindwinunder
Lieutenant-Colonel Bill Williams. They were especially required for bridge
building.ManyelephantsusedbytheJapanesebecamecasualtiesduetothe
RAF’saction.Between1942and1945,about4,000elephantsdiedinBurma.162

Itwouldbehistoricallyerroneoustoover-emphasizeImphal-Kohimaatthe
cost of marginalizing the military operations in China during 1944. In early
May1944,the20thChineseArmyGroup(16divisions)inYunnan(Kunming),
known as the Y Force, crossed the Salween River about 100 miles east of
MyitkyinaandattemptedtoopentheBurmaRoadfromthenorth-eastbyforc-
ingbackthe56thJapaneseDivision fromLongling.Theultimateaimof the
20thChineseArmyGroupwastolinkupwiththeXForceinBhamo.163

162 Hastings,Nemesis,pp.90–91.
163 Drea,Japan’s Imperial Army,p.244.

Table9.3 Battle casualties of the Allied Forces in Burma from 15 October 1943 to 30 November 
1944

Army

14th Army Special Forces NCAC Total

Killed 8,970 1,032 4,982 14,984
Wounded 25,090 2,305 12,535 39,930
Missing 2,662 441 134 3,273
Total 36,722 3,778 17,651 58,151

Source:BattleCasualtiesofImperialForcesinBurmafrom15Oct.1943–30.Nov.1944,Burma-
AssamOperation,pp.138–39,L/WS/1/1511,IOR,BL,London.

Table9.4 Evacuation of casualties from the 14th Army to India from 2 April 1944–23 June 1944

Mode of Nationality of troops evacuated

Evacuation British troops Indian troops West African troops Total

RiverSteamer 3,576 8,127 137 11,840
HospitalShip 3,564 6,028 706 10,298
Aircraft 672 2,811 72 3,555

Source:TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia,9Aug,1944,EvacuationofCasualties,
Appendix1,p.6,L/WS/1/441,IOR,BL,London.
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TheICHIGO(NumberOne)offensiveundertakenbytheChinaExpeditionary
Armybetweenmid-April1944andearlyFebruary1945wasthelargestmilitary
operation in the IJA’shistory.Approximately20divisions(some500,000sol-
diers), which meant almost 80 per cent of the China Expeditionary Force’s
troopssupportedby800tanks,1,500artilleryguns,240aircraftand15,500vehi-
cles,aimedtodestroytheAmericanB-29airbases inChinaandtoopenan
overland route from Pusan in Korea to Indo-China. However, many of the
JapaneseunitsbroughtfromManchuriatocentralChinawerepoorlyequipped
andseveralunitssufferedfromashortageofrifles.Asaresult,manyofthem
useddiscardedChineseweapons.164

UnliketheKMTforce,theCommonwealthforces,aswehaveseen,earlier
enjoyed air superiority in Burma. Air supply and air transportation allowed
Imphaltobereinforcedandtosustainthegarrison.However,theCommon-
wealthgroundtroopsinclose-quartercombatfirstrequiredtowithstandand
secondtopushbacktheIJA.Thisbecamepossibleduetoimprovedandrealis-
tictraining,tacticsandprocedures(TTP),asdevelopedbytheCommonwealth
troops.TheCommonwealthtroopsintheImphal-KohimaSectorestablished
defensiveboxesasintheArakan.Theboxsystemcomprisedtrenches,bunkers
andartillery.Theseboxeswereabletoholdoutagainstthefrontalattacksby
thelightly-equippedJapaneseinfantryandjitterparties.165

OneIndianinfantryofficerstationedinNewGuineanoted:‘…thelocalrat-
ingoftheJapliessomewherebetweenascaredanimalofdirtyhabitsanda
wopwhocanrunbackwardsatriflefasterthanournewcobelligerents.’166This
attitudedevelopeddueto JapanesestalemateatNewGuinea fromlate 1942
onwards. On 13February, the 18th Japanese ArmyHeadquarters ordered the
withdrawal of the Japanese detachment from Wau in New Guinea. On
26February1943,theJapanesewithdrewfromWautoMubo.167TheBritishand
IndianofficersintheBurmaFrontwerenotthatconfidentoftheinferiorityof
theJapanesesoldiersin1943.However,fromearly1944,thesepoysgainedcon-
fidencevis-à-vistheirJapaneseopponent.TheIndiansoldierslearntthatdense
vegetation,whichlimitedvision,madeconventionaltacticsredundant.Under
goodjuniorleaders,thesepoyslearnttheskillofinfiltrationandencirclement.
Theyunderstoodthateveniftheywereoutflankedandtheirrearwascut,the
battle was not lost. All-round defence of a position became essential. Every

164 Ibid.,p.244.
165 Wings of the Phoenix,p.77.
166 InfantryLiaisonLetterNo.5,Para1,21March1944,L/WS/1/778,IOR,BL.
167 Phillip Bradley, The Battle for Wau: New Guinea’s Frontline 1942–1943 (Cambridge:

CambridgeUniversityPress,2008),pp.232,240.
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soldier when under fire from a Japanese mortar or artillery learnt to dig a
trenchsome30inchesdeepandsixfeetlong.168GrahamDunlopwritesthatin
thesummerof1944,theBritishandtheIndiansoldierslearnedhowtostand
and fight supplied by air when cut off by the classic Japanese outflanking
movement and allowed mobile reserves to destroy the attacking Japanese
forces and break the encirclement.169 At the ground level, combat often
involvedapartyoffivetosixCommonwealthsoldiersattemptingtodestroya
Japanesefoxhole.170Thiswaspossibleduetoairsupplyandbettertrainingof
theinfantry.Lieutenant-ColonelA.J.F.Doulton,thehistorianofthe23rdIndian
Division, rightly noted: ‘… the fighting in the Imphal battle where the close
countrypreventedthedeploymentoflargebodiesoftroopsandmademany
anactionacompanyaffairwherethedeterminationandcourageofeachindi-
vidualturnedthescale’.171Similarly,inWaualso,mostoftheactionsinvolved
platoons and companies of Australian soldiers against the Japanese.172 So,
evenintheAgeofTotalWar,manyactionsweresimilartotheSmallWarwhich
theArmyinIndiafoughtalongtheNorth-WestFrontierbefore1939forthelast
onecentury.Toanextent,thisobservationalsoappliesfortheAustralianforces
inNewGuinea.

 Conclusion

U GO was a comparatively smaller affair compared to Operations SATURN,
URANUSandBAGRATIONetc.,whichunfolded intheEasternFrontbetween
1942and1944.Eveninmid-1944,theIJAhadmoretroopsinChinaandalarger
numberofaircraftinthePhilippinescomparedtoBurma.AndICHIGOwas
abiggeroperationthanUGO.However,intermsofairsupplyandairtrans-
portation, Imphal-Kohima can be ranked as a world-class campaign. The
CommonwealthairbridgetoImphal-KohimawasbetterthantheLuftwaffe’s
flimsyairbridgetoStalingradKessel.Thiswasduetoseveralfactors.TheRAF
andtheUSAAFhadlargernumbersofheaviertransportationaircraftintheFar
EastcomparedtotheLuftwaffeontheOstfront.Second,unliketheLuftwaffe,

168 Hastings,Nemesis,p.83.
169 Graham Dunlop, ‘British Tactical Command and Leadership in the Burma Campaign:

1941–45’,inBondandTachikawa(eds.),British and Japanese Military Leadership in the Far 
Eastern War,p.99.

170 Lowry,Fighting through to Kohima,p.243.
171 Doulton,The Fighting Cock,p.86.
172 Bradley,The Battle for Wau,pp.191–209.
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theRAFandtheUSAAFgainedairsuperiorityoverthezoneofoperations.And
unlikeSovietAAgunsandfighters,Japanesedeploymentofthesetwoweapons
alongtheBurma-IndiaFrontwasnegligible.Evenwithairsupplyandairtrans-
portation,theBattleofImphal-Kohimawasindoubt.Thankstoairsupplyand
airreinforcement,Imphalwassecured.ButcouldtheIJAsoldiersbedefeated
and destroyed? This issue depended on the combat capacity of the ground
troops.Betterequipment,thoroughtrainingandrealistictacticsenabledthe
CommonwealthgroundforcestoturnbacktheIJApersonnelfromthejungle-
cladvalleysandmountainsaroundImphal-Kohima.

Mid-1944waspaybacktimefortheJapanese,bothintheSWPAandBurma.
Thehunterhadbecomethehunted.AstheJapanesehaddoneinMalayaand
Burma in 1942, by mid-1944, the Indian troops were conducting encircling
movementsattherearoftheJapanese.The‘student’hadfinallydefeatedthe
‘master’.TheJapaneseintelligenceagenciescompletelyfailedtoprovideatrue
pictureoftheCommonwealthformationswaitingforthemintheArakanand
Assam.TheJapanesecommandersbelievedthattheirfoesremainedlikethe
British-IndianformationstheyhadencounteredinMalayaandBurmaduring
1942.ThelackadaisicalperformanceoftheCommonwealthformationsinthe
Arakan in 1943,asexplained in theearlierchapter further strengthened the
conviction of the Japanese commanders. So, when U GO was implemented,
the lightly-equipped Japanese infantry failed to overcome the retrained and
reorganizedBritishandespeciallyIndianinfantry.Further,theJapanesecom-
mandersneverunderstoodthatairpowergaveunprecedentedmobilityand
firepower to theCommonwealthground forces.Superiorairmobilityof the
IJA’senemiesbecameapatternthroughouttheAsia-Pacifictheatre.Theairlift
ofthe17thAustralianBrigadebytheUSAAF’stroopcarrierstoagreatextent
resultedinthefailureoftheJapanesetocaptureWauduringJanuary1943.173A
similarprocessofairtransportationofCommonwealthgroundtroopsoccurred
aboutalmostayearlateratImphal.ThetraditionalJapanesetacticsofestab-
lishingroadblocks,whichsucceededagainstuntrainedrawtroopsin1942–43,
failedagainstthetrainedBritishandIndianinfantrywhofurtherreliedonair
supplyandalsoonaerialfirepower.Asregardsthescaleandscopeofairsup-
ply, the Imphal-KohimaOperationcouldbeclassifiedasoneof thegreatest
air-landbattles(ifthistermcanbeusedatallinthecontextofWorldWarII)
foughtanywhereinWorldWarII.TheJapaneseinfantrylackedairpowerand
heavyartillerytoblastthedefensivepositions(boxes)oftheCommonwealth
groundforces.AndtheIJAalsolackedadequatenumbersofAAandanti-tank
guns to cope with Allied armour and aircraft. Last, operating on a logistical

173 Ibid.,p.241.
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shoestringwhenthemonsooncameinmid-1944,themuchvauntedJapanese
invasioncollapsed.

Two debates as regards Imphal-Kohima have resurfaced in recent times.
First,ifthe17thIndianDivisionhadbeencutoffbytheJapaneseduetoSlim
andhisdivisionalcommander’sfailuretoorderitsretreatearlier,whatmight
havehappened?Nothingmuchwouldhavechanged.EvenifthisIndiandivi-
sionhadbeenwipedout(highlyunlikelyduetoitshighstateoftrainingand
availabilityofairsupply),the11thArmyGroupcouldhavetransferredfurther
divisionsbyrail,roadandairandstabilizedthesituation.Second,thedebate
astowhetherSato,COofthe31stJapaneseInfantryDivision,wasafoolornot
bynotgoingforDimapur.InApril1944,Dimapurwasguardedby500combat-
antsandtherewere45,000non-combatantsworkinginthedepots.174Whowas
to be blamed—Sato or Kawabe? Field-Marshal Slim and Arthur Campbell
delivered negative judgements about General Sato.175 Keane makes a heroic
attempt to rehabilitate Sato by arguing that he was a sensitive, gifted com-
manderwhocaredaboutthesoldiersunderhiscommandbutwasletdownby
the overbearing, narrow-minded Japanese military leadership in Burma. In
recenttimes,KawabetoalesserextentandMutaguchitoagreaterextenthave
beenemergingasthevillainsonJapaneseside.176Onethingisclear,Satofailed
to display ‘creative disobedience’ in the mould of ‘heaven born warriors’ as
Generalfeldmarschall Erwin Rommel had done repeatedly in the Western
Desert by disobeying the German high command’s decision to keep up the
momentumagainsttheenemybyexploitingopportunitiesastheyemerged.
EvenifSatohadcapturedDimapur,theJapanesewouldnothavewonthewar.
Insuchascenario,in1945,theCommonwealthforceswouldhavebeenfight-
ingandpushingbacktheJapaneseinnorth-eastIndiaratherthanincentral
BurmaacrosstheIrrawaddy.GeoffreyEvansandAntonyBrett-James,intheir
monograph on Imphal, say that such a scenario would have resulted in the
plummetingofmoraleofthe14thArmy.True,buttheirargumentthatcapture
ofImphal-KohimabytheJapanesewouldhaveseriouslyimperilledthesecu-
rity of India is questionable.177 Such a scenario would not have drastically
alteredthetrajectoryofWorldWarII inAsiabecauseevenavictorious15th
JapaneseArmywouldhave lacked themanpowerand logistical reach(even
aftercapturingDimpaur)tomovedeepinsideIndia.

174 Miller,Uncle Bill,p.293;Evans,Slim as Military Commander,p.157.
175 Campbell,The Siege,pp.38–39.
176 Barker,The March on Delhi,p.248;Keane,Road of Bones.
177 EvansandBrett-James,Imphal,pp.337–38.
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Chapter10

Endgame in Burma: August 1944–15 August 1945

 Introduction

ThedominantviewisthataftertheJapanesedefeatatImphalandKohima,the
IJAasapotentcombatinstrumentwasfinishedandwhatfollowedwasamop-
pingupoperationbythevictoriousCommonwealthair-landforces.Thereality
wasabitmorecomplex.Thepost-Imphal-Kohimaperiodcouldbesubdivided
intothreeinterrelatedphases:thebattlesforMandalay,andMeiktilaandthe
raceforRangoon.TheJapanesecommandersnamedthisstruggleastheBattle
oftheIrrawaddy.AstheBritishcommanderspreparedtopursueanddefeat
theretreatingIJAintheaftermathofImphal-Kohima,theformertookstockof
themilitaryeffectivenessoftheforcesattheirdisposalandtheiropponents.
The first section of this chapter analyzes the combat effectiveness of the
Commonwealth forcesand itsopponent.Andthenext twosectionsportray
thenatureofcombatincentralandsouthBurma.Thelastsection,inorderto
putthings inaglobalperspective,attemptsanassessmentof thescopeand
intensity of the Mandalay-Meiktila-Rangoon Campaign in comparison with
thegargantuanbattlesoftheOstfront.

 Combat Effectiveness of the British and Indian Armies 

WilliamsonMurraywritesthatduringwarthereislittletimetounderstandthe
behaviour of the interactive, adaptive opponent. However, feedback from
combatresultscansuggestsomenecessaryadaptationsonlyiftheproperles-
sonsareidentifiedandthenlearnt.1TheCommonwealthmilitaryorganization
attempted to initiate the above-mentioned process. In November 1944,
BrigadierI.E.M.StewartassessedtheJapanesestrengthsandweaknessesinthe
followingwords:‘Itstillrequiresaconsiderablesuperiorityinmentotakeon
theJapinclosecountry.Heisoutstandingindefenceandinattackbymaneu-
ver,butpoorinassault.’2Japanesedoctrineemphasizedtheovercomingofthe

1 WilliamsonMurray,Military Adaptation in War: With Fear of Change(Cambridge:Cambridge
UniversityPress,2011),p.2.

2 BrigadierI.M.Stewart,ShortDescriptionofIndo-BurmaCountryandMainCharacteristicsof
Fighting,AppendixC,p.20,L/WS/1/777,IOR,BL,London.
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weightofhostilefirepowerthrough‘spirit’.TheJapaneseattempttooffsetthe
materialsuperiorityof theAlliedsidewastheirwillingnessto fightanddie.
ThewarriorcodesofBushidoandSenshididnottoleratesurvivalfromalosing
battle.3Stewartwarnedthatforthisreason,theCommonwealthtroopsshould
alwaysfight incircumstanceswheretheycouldbringforwardtheirmaterial
resources and the need for manpower was kept at a minimum. If possible,
attacks by manoeuvre should be undertaken and direct assault were to be
avoidedbecause the Japanesewereat theirbest indefendingstrongpoints.
Themanoeuvreattackinvolvedprincipleswhichinmanycasesweresimilarto
those used by the IJA at Malaya and Burma during the heady days of 1942.
StewartnotedthattheobjectofmanoeuvreattackwastoinducetheJapanese
toattacktheCommonwealthtroopsongroundofthelatter’schoosing.This
couldbedonebyseizing,ifpossiblewithoutfighting,somefeaturesofJapanese
communicationsorplacesoftacticalimportance.Theobjectivewasalwaysto
movetothehighground.Itcouldbedonebymarchingroundtheirdefensive
positionsorinfiltratingthroughorjustflyingoverthetop(thelastoptionwas
not available to the Commonwealth forces in 1942). This would force the
Nipponesetocounter-attackinordertodriveofftheCommonwealthtroops.
TheJapanesewereboundtocounter-attackwithanineffectivefireplandueto
inadequateartilleryattheirdisposal.4Aswillbeseenlater,SlimatMeiktiladid
exactly that. And the IJA also responded by launching frontal attacks with
inadequateheavyartillery.

Duringtheattack,notedStewart,tanksshouldbeused,astankfireforclose
support of infantry was vital. A sort of combined arms approach involving
tanks,engineersandinfantrypaiddividends.5Thiswasactuallypractiseddur-
ing the dash to Meiktila. From June 1944, dive bombing demonstrations to
studytheeffectofdivebombingattacksonfortifiedpositionswerecarriedout.
ThetargetswereindicatedtotheaircraftinvolvedbyacombinationofR/Tand
mortar smoke bombs. This method was considered most effective. Mortar
smokebombsprovedveryeffectivealsoinattackingentrenchedGermanposi-
tionsalongthemountainousterrainofItaly.However,theoperationofwireless
setsbytheregimentalsignallersandespeciallytheIndianrecruits(probably

3 William Bruce Johnson, The Pacific Campaign in World War II: From Pearl Harbour to 
Guadalcanal (2006, reprint,London/NewYork:Routledge,2010),p.286;TarakBarkawi,
‘Peoples,Homelands,andWars?Ethnicity,theMilitary,andBattleamongBritishImperial
ForcesintheWaragainstJapan’,Comparative Studies in Society and History,vol.46,no.1(2004),
p.151.

4 Stewart,AppendixC,pp.20–22.
5 Ibid.,p.21.
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duetotheiragriculturalbackgroundand lackofeducation) leftmuchtobe
desired.6

Thefocusonacombinedarmsapproachwasnottounderratetheimpor-
tance of the infantry, which remained the queen of the battlefield. Stewart
emphasized that all personnel in the non-infantry branches should also be
trainedasinfantrybecauseinfantryinrequisitenumberscouldnotbedetached
for localprotectionofthepersonnelofotherbranches.Stewartemphasized
thatitwouldbeerroneoustothinkthattheshapeofthebattlewouldbedeter-
minedbyCommonwealthinitiative.HewarnedthattheJapanesewouldnever
beinactivebutwouldalwayslaunchlocalcounter-attacksagainsttheflanks
and rear of the Allied troops. Sudden offensives against the LoCs of Allied
troopsmightalsobeundertakenbytheJapanese.EnemyattacksagainstLoCs
wereno longer regardeddangerousby theCommonwealth unitsdue to the
availability of air supply. Stewart recommended tight perimeter defence
againstpossibleJapaneseinfiltration.Theperimeterdefenceshouldbetighter
thanthoseinEuropeanfighting.Aboutone-thirdofthetroopsshouldbekept
outside the perimeter. Supply and non-combatants, including rear echelon
elements, should be kept within the administrative boxes.7 So, Stewart was
reiterating the importance of box formations, which had proved successful
against Japanese infantry attacks in the Arakan and in Imphal, and would
againbepractisedindefendingMeiktilaagainstJapanesecounter-attacks.

Stewart noted that in close country, control over the dispersed groups of
soldierswasextremelydifficult.So,trainingshouldconcentrateonpatrolling,
attackbymanoeuvre(whichinvolvedreconnaissanceandapproachbyground,
airandwater),improvisedrivercrossingandquickperimeterdefence.Thesol-
diersshouldbepsychologicallypreparedforthefactthattherewouldbeno
fixedfrontline(afarcryfromBritishtacticalthinkinginMalayain1942)and
thateveniftheircommunicationswerecutthenwiththeaidofairsupplythe
troopsshouldbeabletoconductaggressiveoperations.Also,themenshould
beacclimatizedtotheterrainandclimateofBurma.Battledrillwasconsid-
ered essential for strengthening the soldiers’ efficiency, both physically and
psychologically.Asregardsminortactics,theBurmaStudyTeamnotedthefol-
lowingimportantpoints:defenceofOPsandgunpositions,useofaminimum
numberofvehiclesandmarchingasmuchaspossible(areminderofthedisas-
ter at Malaya), close shooting, extensive use of 3-inch mortars, use of air

6 Correspondence,LiaisonLettersfromDMTIndiatoDMTWarOffice,LiaisonLetterNo.14,15
June1944,pp.3,5,L/WS/1/302,IOR,BL.

7 Stewart,AppendixC,pp.21–22.
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transportandwaterproofingofequipment.8Manyof thesetechniqueswere
successfully implemented while crossing the Irrawaddy and attacking
MandalayandMeiktila.InthecontextofthecampaignatWauduring1942–43,
PhillipBradleywritesthatthejungle-covered,mountainousterrain,withsev-
eralcreeksandstreams,inNewGuineachannelledmovementalongnarrow
supplytracksandlimiteddeploymentsinthefrontlinetocompany-sizedunits
formostofthetime.Bradleycontinuesthatinsuchcircumstances,themost
successfultroopswerethosewhowereabletoadaptandoperatethroughthe
terrain around the undefended flanks of the enemy.9 This observation to a
greatextentwasapplicableinthecaseofBurmaalso.

Thedivisionalartilleryofthe17thIndianDivisioncomprisedthe21stIndian
MountainRegiment.By15January1945,thisunitwasconcentratedatWanjing
in the Imphal Plain. It then participated in a training programme named
DANTE.It involvedademonstrationofthefullfirepowerofthedivisionina
set-piece attack. About 48 field guns, 12 mountain guns, 72 mortars and 36
MMGsfiredconcentrationsontheorderoftheCRAtosupportabrigade-sized
attack. Then, the division concentrated on studying the dry belt of Burma
whereitplannedtofightitsfuturebattles.Airphotographs,mapsandvolumi-
nouslecturesandnoteswerepreparedbythosewhoknewcentralBurmato
updatethesoldiersandtheirofficerswhowerepreparingtomovefromthe
IrrawaddytotheShanHills.Mobilityandsurprisewereacceptedas thekey
principlesforfightingbattlesinthenearfuture.10

InearlyNovember1944,thetrainingrequirementsoftheM9A1andM11A1
grenadesweresubmitted.Thesetypesofgrenadeswerenewtothetroopsof
the14thArmy.Hence,adequatetrainingwasconsideredessential.Operational
experienceconvincedtheseniorofficersoftheneedformorerobustandreli-
able man pack flamethrowers.The GHQ India demanded larger numbers of
betterflamethrowersforthepursuitoperationwhichwastostartfromJanuary
1945.Anotherproblemwastheflamethrowerfuel,whichhadtobeimported
fromtheUKbecauseofinadequateproductionofaluminiumstearate(oneof
thecrucialcomponentsoftheflamethrowerfuel) inIndia.On19November
1944, GHQ India demanded the following equipment for the forthcoming
operations: 2.5 million hand grenades and 1.2 million rifles with grenade

8 Ibid.,p.22;AppendixE,ArtilleryNotes,L/WS/1/777.
9 Phillip Bradley, The Battle for Wau: New Guinea’s Frontline 1942–1943 (Cambridge: Cam-

bridgeUniversityPress,2008),p.242.
10 17thIndianDivisionOperation,Irrawaddy-Rangoon,Feb.–May1945,p.5,CAB106/31,PRO,

Kew,Surrey,UK.
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dischargers.11 In November 1944, the target production of 3.7-inch howitzer
shellswas26,000roundspermonth.12

TheGHQIndiacontinuedtoexperimentandmanufacturenewweaponsfor
raising the combat effectiveness of the troops. Flashless cordite for the
25-poundergunsand3.7-inchhowitzerswasintheprocessofbeingdeveloped.
Being flashless, thiscorditewascoolerandreducedbarrelwearand tearby
half.Theflashlesscorditewasobtainedfromreworkedcorditeandtheflash
wasimperceptibleindaylight.Anattemptwasmadetomanufacturelightened
rifles.TheUKPatternNo.5MK1andtheCanadianLongBranchLightenedNo.
4wereexamined.TheUKPatternwasfavouredand200wereorderedforfur-
ther trials with the troops. The indigenously manufactured No. 1 Rifle was
lightened and fitted with a new type of flash eliminator, which at the same
timewasalauncherfortheAmericanM9A1Grenade.TheBrenLMGwasmodi-
fiedtoreduceitsweight.AndtrialsfromtheInfantrySchoolatSaugorshowed
thatthismodificationdidnotadverselyaffecttheweapon’sperformanceupto
400yards.13

Camouflageofthetroopsforadaptingtotheterrainwasemphasized.John
Crossjoinedthe1stGRin1945.Henoted:

In 1941,during theretreat inMalaya,wearingkhaki-coloureduniforms
andheavyhobnailedboots,British troopsalsocarriedgreatcoats, steel
helmetsandrespirators inadditiontopacks,haversacks,groundsheets
andblankets.BythetimeIjoinedmyGurkhabattalioninBurma,every-
thing that could be green was. I was particularly impressed by green
towels,greenunderwearandgreentoiletpaper.14

Initially,inNewGuinea,theAustraliansoldiersalsocarriedlotsofextraequip-
ment.Soon,theydiscardedthesteelhelmets,respirators,etc.15

Theorganizationofastandardinfantrydivisionwasasfollows.Thestrength
ofarifleplatoon(includingbattalionheadquartersplatoon)wasfixedatone
officerand40ORs.Thescaleof2-inchmortarswasreducedfrom12tofourand

11 FromARMINDIAtoWarOffice,AirMail,3Nov.1944,p.190;FromARMINDIAtoTROOPERS,
5Nov.1944,FastAIRMAIL,10306/M01,p.180;FromARMINDIAtoTROOPERS,FastAirMail,
19Nov.1944,p.170;Burma-AssamOperations,L/WS/1/1511,IOR,BL.

12 TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia9Aug.1944,Ordnance,Appendix11,p.25,
L/WS/1/441,IOR,BL.

13 Ibid.,p.25.
14 J.P.Cross,Jungle Warfare: Experiences and Encounters(Barnsley,SouthYorkshire:Pen&

Sword,2008),p.51.
15 Ibid.,p.51.
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allotted only to the headquarters of the rifle company. The M9AI Grenade
replacedtheanti-tankrifleandwasallottedonthescaleofoneperriflepla-
toon headquarters. Machine carbines were increased from 90 to 136. The
infantrydivision’sMGbattalioncomprisedfourcompanieseachof12andnot
16 MMGs. The 4.2-inch mortar was not included in the new establishment.
Eachcompanyhadthreeplatoons.TransportoftheMGbattalioncomprised
60jeepswithtrailers.Itwasdecidedtoprovidethereconnaissancebattalionof
adivisionwithamoregeneroussupplyofwirelesssets.Eachinfantrybattal-
ion’stransportwasfixedat41mulesand12jeeps.Allthemuledriversandjeep
driverswereinfantrypersonnelastheRIASCpersonnelwerenotavailableeven
fortheBritishbattalions,whichwerefacingamanpowercrunch.Themotor-
ized division’s transport company consisted of one three-ton four by four
vehicleandone jeep.Thecarriercompanyhadthree jeepsandoneplatoon
carrier.Trailerswereprovidedfor50percentofthethree-tontrucksand100
per cent of the jeeps. The reconnaissance battalion had jeeps but was also
trainedtooperateon foot.Thestrengthofan infantrybattalionwas847all
ranks. Each division had one field regiment of 3.7-inch howitzers drawn by
jeeps.16InFebruary1945,theorganizationofastandardIndiandivisioncom-
prised 25 to 30 per cent British personnel. In general, there was one British
battalionineachbrigadeandoneBritishfieldregimentinthedivisionalartil-
lery.ThedivisionalsignalsalsohadasmallproportionofBritishpersonnel.At
times,duetoalackofBritishreinforcements,theinfantrybrigadeswerefully
Indian.17

TheprincipalIndiandivisionswhichparticipatedinthiscampaignwillnow
be discussed at length. The 19th Indian Division (nicknamed the Dagger
Division)ofMajor-GeneralT.WynfordReesplayedtheimportantroleofcap-
turingMandalayandunfurlingtheUnionJackatFortDufferin.The19thIndian
Division,alongwiththe25thIndianDivision,wasraisedinlate1941withthe
originalobjectiveofdefendingsouthIndiaagainsttheJapanesein1942.The
firstCOofthe19thIndianDivisionwasBrigadierJ.G.Smyth,whosewifedevised
the ‘Dagger’divisionalemblem.Thisdivisioncomprised the62nd,64thand
98thIndianInfantryBrigades.EachofthebrigadeshadaBritishbattalionand
aGurkhabattalion.The62ndandthe64thIndianInfantryBrigadeshadthe
4thBattalionof the6thGRand1stBattalionof the6thGR,aswellasother
units.The6thGRwasGeneralSlim’sregiment.Andthe98thIndianInfantry

16 FromCommander-in-ChiefIndiatoWarOffice,Telegram3July1944,No.97742,p.250,
L/WS/1/1511;TotheCIGSLondonfromGSBranchGHQIndia,9Aug.1944,InfantryOrgani-
zation,Appendix9,p.21,L/WS/1/441.

17 Lieutenant-ColonelRutherford,AAandQMG,Feb.1945,WS33609,L/WS/1/777.



355EndgameinBurma

Brigadehadthe4thBattalionof the4thGR.Generally,eachIndianinfantry
brigadecomprisedthreebattalionsandoneofthebattalionswasBritish.For
instance,the62ndIndianInfantryBrigadecomprisedthe2ndBattalionofthe
WelshRegiment,3rdBattalionofthe6thRajputanaRiflesand4thBattalionof
the6thGR.The7thCavalry(andfrom1April1945the8thCavalry)comprised
the divisional cavalry. Besides British anti-tank gunners, the division had
MadrasandBombaysappersandminers.18

TheotherimportantdivisionwhichplayedavitalroleinthecentralBurma
operation was the 17th Indian Division. The 99th Indian Infantry Brigade
joinedthe17thIndianDivisionwith6thBattalionofthe15thPunjabRegiment,
1st Sikh Light Infantry, 8th Battalion of the 8th Punjab Regiment and 17th
Rajput.The17thIndianDivisionbecameGHQReserveinJuly1944afteritcom-
pleteditstrainingatRanchi.DuetotheshortageofGurkhali-speakingBritish
officers,the1stBattalionofthe4thGRfromthe63rdIndianInfantryBrigade
and2ndBattalionofthe5thRGRfrom48thIndianInfantryBrigadewerewith-
drawnandsenttotheNorth-WestArmyforNorth-WestFrontierdefence.The
7th Baluch remained with the division as the reconnaissance battalion.
Numerouspersonnelofthe1stBattalionofthe7thGRandthe1stBattalionof
the10thGRwentforleave.NewdraftsstartedjoiningatRanchi.19

The6thBattalionofthe7thRajputRegimentwaspartof the17thIndian
Division,whichwaspartofthe4thCorps.The17thIndianDivision’sshoulder
flashwastheBlackCat,whichwaswornbyalltheranksaspartoftheidentity
formationprocess.Adistinctidentityprovidedspirittothepersonnelofthat
formation. The 17th Indian Division comprised the 48th, 63rd and the 99th
IndianInfantryBrigades.The6thBattalionofthe7thRajputRegimentwasthe
divisional reconnaissance battalion. The above-mentioned battalion’s total
establishmentoftraineddriverswas24.Thisbattalionhad1215cwtChevrolets,
onewatertankmountedona15cwtFordchassisandtwojeeps.Besidesthe
officialdrivers,someNCOs,VCOsandofficersknewhowtodrive.20

Between1Septemberand7October1944,the17thIndianDivisionwaswith-
drawnfromthe14thArmyanditspositionwastakenoverbythe19thIndian
Division.The17thIndianDivisionwasorderedtotrainintensivelyforjungle

18 Dagger Division: Story of the 19th Indian Division (Bombay:WarDepartment,GoI,n.d.),
ORBAT,pp.3,5,7–8.

19 Appendix A 17th Indian Division, Provisional Leave Programme, 10 Oct. 1944, p. 239,
Burma-AssamOperations,L/WS/1/1511.

20 Stuart Ottowell, ‘Chhe-Saat’: Memoir of an Officer of the 6th/7th Rajput Regiment (New
Delhi:Manohar,2008),pp.62–65.
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warfareatRanchi.21Infact,the14thArmyduringJune1944emphasizedthat
therecruitsshouldreceiveintensivetrainingasregardsjunglewarfare.22Both
the 14th Army and GHQ India thought that a series of hard slogging battles
between the IJA and the Commonwealth armies would occur between the
Chindwin and the Irrawaddy. Actually, in the aftermath of their defeat at
Imphal-Kohima,theIJAretreatedtotheeasternbankoftheIrrawaddyandthis
Indiandivisionfought inthedryplainofcentralBurmain1945.Duringthe
dashfromMeiktilaandMandalaytowardsRangoon,incontrasttoBrigadier
Stewart’sstricture,the14thArmy’sunitswerelavishlyre-equippedwithmotor-
ized units. This was because then the campaign became mobile instead of
being a quasi-static jungle warfare one. And the sepoys were able to adapt
quicklytothelandscapeofcentralBurma.

However, the reorganized British and Indian armies were facing some
problems.Asregardsequipment,therewasashortageofmulti-barrelsmoke
projectors.23 In a telegram dated 16 August 1944, the War Office in London
warned the Commander-in-Chief of India of ‘Our inability to meet require-
mentsforadditionalBritishinfantryduetocommitmentsinNWEuropeand
scopeofPYTHON’.24Allthegreatpowerswereindeedsufferingfromthestrains
of shortages of military manpower. By 1945, the Soviet rifle division’s ration
strengthwas11,700menbutitoftenhadlessthanhalfthatnumberpresentfor
duty.25

There was no shortage of Indian recruits for the combatant branches. In
fact,during1944–45,therejectionrateoftherecruitsfortheIndianArmywas
22.85percent.26ThoughIndianrecruits,bothforthetechnicalandcombatant
branches,wereflowingsmoothlyintotheIndianArmy,theinadequatenum-
berofBritishpersonnelhamperedtheexpansionandmaintenanceofcertain
specialistIndianformations.Bytheendof1944,theIndianSignalCorpsnum-
bered some 59,135 personnel. Recruitment of the non-technical Indian
personnelrosefromtheaveragemonthlyfigureof25,304in1944to27,723in

21 GHQIndia,GSBranch,N.Delhi,ToNWArmy,SouthernArmyandEasternCommand,26
July1944,p.237,L/WS/1/1511.

22 LiaisonLetterNo.14,15June1944,p.3.
23 GHQIndia,NewDelhi,25June1945,ConfidentialNo6829/2/MT3(a),L/WS/1/781,IOR,BL.
24 FromWarOfficetoCommander-in-ChiefIndia16Aug.1944,TelegramNo.68594,p.382,

L/WS/1/1511.
25 DavidM.GlantzandJonathanM.House,When Titans Clashed: How the Red Army Stopped 

Hitler(Lawrence,Kansas:UniversityPressofKansas,1995),p.278.
26 AnirudhDeshpande,‘HopesandDisillusionment:Recruitment,Demobilisationandthe

EmergenceofDiscontentintheIndianArmedForcesaftertheSecondWorldWar’,Indian 
Economic and Social History Review,vol.33,no.2(1996),p.207.
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1945.Andinthetechnicalbranch,theaveragemonthlyrecruitmentofIndian
personnelbetweenSeptember1944andJune1945was7,197.27On24January
1945, the Commander-in-Chief of India informed the War Office in a
telegram:

All available British manpower required complete and maintain units
alreadyinoperations,shortageBritishreinforcementsandeffectPYTHON
are making formation, 1st Airborne Division matter of great difficulty.
SpecialForcelimitedbyorganizationandtrainingtoonerole.Inthisrole
itsustainshighrateofwastage.Inmanycasesthisreached90percentof
strengthfor6monthsops.28

The Indian Airborne division required one para brigade group.The existing
50th Para Brigade had one Indian and two Gurkha battalions. GHQ India
decidedthatitwasdesirablethateachparabrigadeshouldhaveatleastone
British battalion besides two Gurkha/Indian battalions.The 2nd Kings Own
allottedtothe14thIndianAirLandingBrigadewasbadlyaffectedduetothe
PYTHONscheme.Hence,thisbattalionwasexchangedwiththe6thBattalion
ofthe16thPunjabRegiment.BritishbattalionsintheSpecialForce,notedthe
Commander-in-ChiefofIndia,couldbeusedtocompletetheformationofthe
Indianparabattalion.TheSpecialForceinJanuary1945comprisedeightregu-
larandoneTABritish infantrybattalions.29Despite the fact that the Indian
andGurkhaunits’combateffectivenesswasequal to, ifnotbetter than, the
Britishunits,thehighcommandstill followedsucharaciallydiscriminatory
policyduetopastracialprejudiceandalsotopreventanypossibleanti-British
mutinyinanall-Indianformation.Suchanattitudehamperedtheexpansion
andmodernizationoftheIndianArmy.

Besideshardwareandtraining,combateffectivenessalsodependedonnon-
tangibleaspectslikedisciplineandmoralewhichwerealsopartlylinkedwith
tangibleaspects.Field-MarshalSlimwroteabouttheJapanesesoldierfighting
inBurmainlate1944:‘TheindividualJapanesesoldierremainedthemostfor-
midablefightinginsectinhistory’.30Regardlessoftheuseofanimalimageryby
Slim, this statement shows that the military effectiveness of the Japanese
troops was very high. Even when the Japanese soldiers were exhausted and

27 India’s Part in the Sixth Year of War(NewDelhi:GoI,n.d.),pp.22–23,63.
28 FromCommander-in-ChiefIndiatotheWarOffice,Telegram,24Jan.1945,No.008346,

p.151,L/WS/1/1511.
29 Ibid.,pp.151–52.
30 CampaignoftheFourteenthArmy1944–45,p.3,SerialNo.7-A,MODHS,R.K.Puram,New

Delhi.FrominternalevidenceitisclearthatthisunpublishedaccountispennedbySlim.
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hungry,theywerefanatical.OneBritishRAofficernotedthateveninhopeless
situations,theJapanesesoldiersnevergaveupbutwenttobattletodieinan
almostsuicidalmannerfortheirEmperor.31

StephenHartwritesthatin1944,Britainwassufferingfromwarweariness.
TheciviliansfoundittoughtoenduretheGermanVweapon’sonslaught.He
makesacasestudyofBernardMontgomery’s21stArmyGroupinNormandyin
mid-1944.HewritesthatthemoraleoftheBritishArmywasmorefragilerela-
tivetotheWehrmacht’shighandresilientmorale.Thiswaspartlybecausethe
BritishArmy,atthisstage,wasamass-conscriptedcivilianforcewithasprin-
klingofthetinypeacetimecadre.Thepersonnelcamefromasocietywithno
particularlystrongmartialtraditionandsotheylackedthefanaticismandwill-
ingnesstoriskdeathwhichcharacterizedtheWehrmacht.32Thischaracteristic
oftheWehrmachtcouldbeappliedtoagreaterextenttotheIJA.Inthecaseof
the Indian Army, the bulk of the combatants came from traditional warrior
communities(dubbedasmartialclasses).Further,theyvolunteeredforimpe-
rial(ifnotnational)militaryservice.TheJapanesesoldiers’ ‘willtowar’was
alsotheproductofaharshtrainingregime,inhumandisciplineandtheexten-
sive indoctrinationof the juniorofficers,whichplayedan important role in
inculcationofoffensivespiritamongthepersonnel.33

SeveralfaultlinesappearedinthemoraleoftheBritishsoldiers.MostBritish
personnel considered the war against Japan as of secondary importance.
ServiceinIndiaandBurmawasunpopularwiththeBritishtroops.However,
someBritishpersonneladjustedtotherealityintheFarEast.Successinthe
European theatre had aroused universal enthusiasm among the British per-
sonnel.NewsofvictoriesovertheAxisforcesresultedinhighconfidenceand
the fighting spirit was indeed high.34 Further, the recent victory at Imphal-
KohimaalsoraisedthemoraleoftheBritishsoldiersinIndiaandattheSEAC.35

But the British soldiers lacked faith in the good intentions of the senior
politicalauthorities(includingtheGoIandtheLondonGovernment).36The

31 WilliamPennington,Pick up your Parrots and Monkeys and Fall in Facing the Boat(Lon-
don:Cassell,2003),pp.361–62.

32 StephenHart, ‘Montgomery,Morale,CasualtyConservationand “ColossalCracks”:21st
ArmyGroup’sOperationalTechniqueinNorth-WestEurope,1944–45’,Journal of Strategic 
Studies,vol.19,no.4(1996),pp.135–37.

33 Barkawi,‘Peoples,Homelands,andWars?Ethnicity,theMilitary,andBattleamongBritish
ImperialForcesintheWaragainstJapan’,p.151.

34 Secret India Command, Inter-Service Morale Summary for the period Aug.–Oct. 1944,
Para2,L/WS/2/71,IOR,BL.

35 ArmyinIndiaMoraleReportforthreemonthsended31Oct.1944,BritishTroops,Para1,
p.1,L/WS/2/71.

36 Ibid.,Para2(b),p.2.
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BritishArmypersonnelconsideredtherequirementsoffiveyears’servicefor
repatriationastoohigh.37TheBORsblamedlengthyoverseasserviceforthe
infidelityoftheirwives.Onanaverage,ineverycompany,everysixthmarried
manhadfamilytroubles.TheEnglishnewspapersspokeofarecordnumberof
10,000divorcesin1943,and3,000illegitimatebirthinSalisburyHospitalinthe
sameyear.Suchnewsfurtherheightenedtheanxietyofthetroopsabouttheir
wives’possiblesexualbehaviourduringtheirabsencefromhome.38Pilfering
fromparcelssentfromtheUKandthedelayininternalmailalsoirritatedthe
Britishtroops.TheBritishtroopsalsoconsideredtherecentincreaseinpayas
inadequate,especiallywhencomparedwiththeearningsoftheciviliansinthe
UK.BoththeBritishandIndiantroopscomplainedaboutthehighpriceofliv-
ing and the difficulty of saving anything from their pay.39 The ‘Tommies’
dislikedthesoyarationandenviedtheAmericantroops’ration.Lackofpublic-
ityfortheBritishforcesincomparisontothatgiventotheAmericantroops
alsoirritatedtheformer.Theauthoritiestookstepstoimproveworkingrela-
tionsbetweentheBritishandAmericansoldiers.Further,mostoftheBritish
troopswerealsoanxiousaboutpost-warresettlementplans.40

Britishofficersattachedwith the Indianunits,especially thosewhowere
marriedandhadfamiliesintheUK,resentedthefactthattheyweregranted
leave for only two months. Travelling was time-consuming, difficult and
expensive.There were problems of late return due to the difficulties of rail
transportation.BoththeBritishandIndiantroopscomplainedaboutthelack
of accommodation, filthy compartments, lack of feeding arrangements and
longdelaysatthemainrailwayjunctionslikeCalcuttaandDelhi.41

AnirudhDeshpande’sassertionthattheIndiansoldierywasinfluencedby
turbulentanti-colonialnationalistpolitics42cannotbesustained.Toanextent,
theIndiansoldiersremained‘apolitical’.Rather,thetangibleincentivesofmili-
tary service and the welfare of their families motivated the Indian soldiers.

37 TotheCIGSWarOfficefromCGSIndiaNewDelhi,9Aug.1944,p.2,L/WS/1/441.
38 ArmyinIndiaMoraleReportforthreemonthsended31Oct.1944,BritishTroops,Para4,

p.3.
39 Secret India Command, Inter-Service Morale Summary for the period Aug.–Oct. 1944,

Para6&7.
40 TotheCIGSWarOfficefromGSBranchGHQIndiaNewDelhi,9Aug.1944,Welfareand

Morale, Appendix 21, p. 40, L/WS/1/441; Secret India Command, Inter-Service Morale
SummaryfortheperiodAug.–Oct.1944,Para2.

41 ReportontheMoraleofBritish,Indian,andColonialTroopsofALFSEAforthemonthsof
Aug.,Sept.,andOct.1944,PartII,IndianTroops,Miscellaneous,p.14,L/WS/2/71.

42 Deshpande, ‘Hopes and Disillusionment: Recruitment, Demobilisation and the Emer-
genceofDiscontentintheIndianArmedForcesaftertheSecondWorldWar’,pp.175,181.
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DanielMarstonnotesthatthetraditionalattractionsofesprit de corps,family
and village connections and a comparatively ‘high’ (in the context of rural
India) regular salary enticed many men to join the Indian Army during the
war.43Thesepoysdisplayedlittle interest intheM.K.Gandhi-M.Jinnahtalk
anditsultimatefailure.Thepossibilityofremainingintheservicesafterthe
war (unlike the British troops who expected demobilization after the war)
attractedlotofrecruitsintheIndianArmy.44ThefightingspiritoftheIndian
troops was high and the anti-Jap feeling was growing. However, inadequate
leave,highpricesofbasiccommoditiesinthevillages,rationingproblemsand
victimizationoftheirwivesintheirabsenceinthevillages,weresomeofthe
anxietiesoftheIndiantroops.45Thesepoys’complainedthatthelocalcivilian
officialsalwaysattemptedtomakeaprofitattheexpenseofthesoldiers’fami-
lies,especiallyintheabsenceofthemalemembersatthefront.Notonlydid
thefamilymembers(mostlywivesoroldmothersandfathers)havetotravela
longdistancetogetrationsfromtherationshops,butalsotheofficialscheated
ontheamountofrationsthatwasduetothesoldiers’families.Further,mostof
thesepoyswerefromthecultivatingfamilies.Duetothepresenceofthemale
membersatthefront,thefamilylandremainedfallow.Thisnotonlyreduced
theindividualfamily’scollectiveincome,butunscrupulouslocalstookadvan-
tageofthesituationandpursuedlitigation.Thiswasespeciallyproblematic
forthesoldiers’familiesasmostoftheirfemalememberswhoremainedback
inthevillageswereilliterate.Worse,thepostalservice’sofficialschargedacer-
tainpercentagewhiledeliveringmoneyorderssentbythesoldiersfromthe
frontback to their families in thevillages.46The Indianpersonnelexpected
thatinviewoftheextremelyhighpricesoffoodstuffs,thegovernmentshould
provide assistance in supplying food to their families.47 The Indian soldier
remainedafamilyman.Areportdated31October1944noted:‘Itisstillevident,
however,thatthesepoy’smaininterestisinthewelfareofhisfamilyandhis
village.Theusefulnessofhisserviceinthearmycaninfactbesaidtodepend

43 Daniel P. Marston, Phoenix from the Ashes: The Indian Army in the Burma Campaign 
(Westport,Connecticut/London:Praeger,2003),p.235.

44 Secret India Command, Inter-Service Morale Summary for the period Aug.–Oct. 1944,
Para3–4.

45 TotheCIGSWarOfficefromCGSIndia,NewDelhi,GHQIndia,9Aug.1944,p.2.
46 Army in India Morale Report for the three months ended 31 Oct. 1944, Part II, Indian

Troops,General,Para4(a)&(c),p.55,L/WS/2/71.
47 SecretIndiaCommand,Inter-ServiceMoraleSummaryfortheperiodAug-Oct.1944,Para
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ontheextenttowhichheconsidersthathisownpersonalproblemsarereceiv-
ingattention’.48

ItwasnotedthattheIECOswerenotveryenthusiasticabouttheirservicein
theIndianArmy.TheICOscomplainedaboutlowpayandthelackofafamily
allowance.TheyexpectedapayequivalenttothatoftheBritishofficers.The
deductionofacertainsumfromtheirpayduetothemaintenanceofservants
wasasourceofcomplaint.49AmongtheVCOs,therewasafeelingthattheir
payhadnotincreasedcommensuratelywiththepayriseofotherranksand
theincreaseinthecostofliving.50MarstonandTarakBarkawiwritethatthe
British ECOs were able to establish a better working relationship with the
IndianArmybecausethelatterhadnopreconceivednotionaboutIndiaand
theIndians.ThiswasbecausetheBritishECOsfromthemiddle-classfamilies
hadlittledirectexperienceofempireandhadfarlessprejudicethanthetradi-
tionalregularBritishofficercorps.51

Discipline was a component of morale. Good discipline generally means
goodmorale.Onepartofdisciplinewastheissueofdesertion.Marstonnotes
thatdesertionsoftheIndiansoldiersduring1942–43inBurmaweretheprod-
uctofthepoormoraleoftheIndianArmy,whichwasafunctionofitstactical
inability to deal effectively with the Japanese jungle tactics. The desertions
werenotduetorisingpoliticalawarenessoftheIndiansoldierstofightforan
independent India.52 Desertion among the Indian soldiers increased during
August, September and October 1944. However, most of the deserters were
technicalpersonnel.Theyhadjoinedwiththeassumptionthatthewarwould
beoverquicklyandthatafterthewartheywouldgetmorelucrativejobsinthe
civilianspherecomparedtothe lesseducateddemobilizedIndianORs from
the combatant branches. Cases of desertion and re-enlistment under false
nameswerenumerous.Amongthecombatantbranchpersonnel,overstaying
of leave (AWOL) was the most common disciplinary offence. It was in most
casescausedbytheirdesiretosetfamilyaffairsrightratherthananydeliberate

48 Army in India Morale Report for the three months ended 31 Oct. 1944, Part II, Indian
Troops,General,Para1.

49 Ibid.,Para2&5.
50 ReportontheMoraleofBritish,Indian,andColonialTroopsofALFSEAforthemonthsof

Aug.,Sept.,andOct.1944,PartIIDiscipline,IndianTroops,Para70(b).
51 Marston,Phoenix from the Ashes,p.233;TarakBarkawi,‘CultureandCombatintheColo-

nies:TheIndianArmyintheSecondWorldWar’,Journal of Contemporary History,vol.41,
no.2(2006),p.334.

52 Marston,Phoenix from the Ashes,p.235.



362 Chapter10

attempt to avoid service in the unit.53 In the 21st Army Group of Bernard
Montgomery in Normandy during mid-1944, desertions among the frontline
infantrywereduetobattlestress.Deathofaclosefriendorfamilyproblems
likeseriousillnessofacloserelative,inadequatetrainingortransfertoanew
unit with a consequent lack of identification were the root causes behind
desertionsandgoingAWOL.54

However,overall,thedisciplinarytenoroftheIndianArmyremainedgood.
Forinstance,betweenMayandJuly1944,themonthlyaveragenumberofcourt
martialtrials(excludingsummarycourtsmartial)per1,000officersandVCOs/
ORsoftheIndianArmypersonnelunderIndiaCommandwere0.56and0.13
respectively.ForAugusttoOctober1944,thepercentageswere0.85and0.12.
BetweenMayandJuly1944,themonthlyaverageofcourtsmartial(excluding
summarycourtsmartial)per1,000oftheBritishofficersandBORsunderIndia
Commandwere0.52and1.04respectively,andforAugusttoOctober1944,0.59
and 1.01.55Thus,onecanconclude that the IndianORswerebetterbehaved
thantheBORs.Inthe21stArmyGroupofMontgomery,courtmartialconvic-
tions (mostly due to desertions and troops going AWOL) were 0.077 per 100
meninMay1944anditroseto0.189per100meninAugust1944.56Onecan
concludethatthefigureswerehigherincaseofthe21stArmyGroupcompared
totheIndiaCommandbecausetheformersufferedmorecasualtiescompared
tothelatterorganization.Onecansaythatinmostofthecircumstances,the
dropinmoralewasproportionaltotheincreasinglethalityofwarfare.

Disciplineandmoralealsodependedonthequalityofrations.Tinnedfish
wasnotappreciatedbytheIndiansoldiers.Fishwasnotpartofthedietofthe
northIndianandPunjabisoldiers.Thereductionofthemeatrationfromsix
ouncestotwoounceswasnotlikedbythetroops.Itistobenotedthatmeat
comprised an important element of the diet of the Punjabis, Pathans and
Gurkhas.Tinnedmilkwasalsonotappreciatedbythesepoysasthemilkwas
neitherfreshnorsweetened.Thetroopscomplainedaboutthequalityofrice
andattagiventothem.TheIndiansoldierslikedV,NeptuneandLondonbrand
cigarettes,whichtheygotonlyoccasionallyinsteadofbidis(tobaccowrapped

53 Army in India Morale Report for the three months ended 31 Oct. 1944, Part II, Indian
Troops,GeneralOpinions(b).

54 David French, ‘“Tommy is no Soldier”:The Morale of the Second British Army in Nor-
mandy,June–August1944’,Journal of Strategic Studies,vol.19,no.4(1996),p.159.

55 Army in India Morale Report for the three months ended 31 Oct. 1944, Part I, British
Troops,3(a),PartII,IndianTroops,General,Discipline,Para3.

56 French, ‘“Tommy is no Soldier”:The Morale of the Second British Army in Normandy,
June–August1944’,p.158.
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inpalmleaves).57TheBritishtroopscomplainedthatthecanteenservicerun
bythecontractorswascharacterizedbyhighprices,poorqualityofgoodsand
unavailabilityofcertaincommodities.58

Moralewasalsolinkedwithentertainment.Concertpartiesandfilmshows
were demanded by the Indian soldiers. Again, the authorities realized the
importanceofqualitativeandquantitative improvementsof the filmshows
whichwereheldfortheIndiantroops.59TheBritishtroopscomplainedthat
thefilmsshowninthecinemasrunbythecontractorswerebad.Liveenter-
tainmentandtoursofprofessionalfootballteamswereverypopularamongst
theTommies.60

The authorities aimed to strengthen the morale of the Indian troops by
emphasizing publicity. One report stated: ‘Publicity continues slowly to
broadenthesepoy’soutlooktowardsthewarasawhole….Germanynowbeing
withherbacktothewallisthattheIndiansoldierisbecomingmoreawarethat
the Japanese are the real enemies of his country’.61 Propaganda made the
CommonwealthsoldiersawareofthefactthatafterItalyandGermany,Japan,
thethirdandlastAxispowermustbedefeated.ItwasnotedthatthoseIndian
soldierswhohadseenactiveoperationsinBurmaandItalyhadreturnedto
Indiaconfidentoftheirabilitytodefeattheenemywherevertheyshouldmeet
himandwereeagertogointoaction.Thosewhowereyettoseeactionwere
encouragedbysuccesseswonbyotherunitsoftheircorpsandregimentsand
weregenerallykeentoemulatethem.However,unitsdetailedfortheNorth-
WestFrontierandinternalsecuritydutiesfounditmoredifficulttomaintain
enthusiasmandexpectedmoreinterestingemployment.62TheJapanesewere
alsoawareof the importanceofpublicity inunderminingthe loyaltyof the
enemysoldiers.However,Japanesepropagandabroadcastshadnosignificant
effectonthesepoysatthisstageofthewar.63

57 ReportontheMoraleofBritish,Indian,andColonialTroopsofALFSEAforthemonthsof
Aug.,Sept.,andOct.1944,PartIIDiscipline,IndianTroops,Para6(b).

58 Army in India Morale Report for the three months ended 31 Oct. 1944, Part I, British
troops,Para6(d),p.5.

59 ReportontheMoraleofBritish,Indian,andColonialTroopsofALFSEAforthemonthsof
Aug.,Sept.,andOct.1944,PartII,IndianTroops,WelfareandEntertainment,Para6.

60 Army in India Morale Report for the three months ended 31 Oct. 1944, Part I, British
Troops,Para6b&c,p.4.

61 Ibid.,PartII,IndianTroops,General,Para1.
62 Ibid.,PartII,General,Para1.
63 ReportontheMoraleofBritish,Indian,andColonialTroopsofALFSEAforthemonthsof

Aug.,Sept.,andOct.1944,PartIIDiscipline,IndianTroops,Miscellaneous,Publicity,Para
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 Planning and Deployments of the Commonwealth and Japanese 
Armies

GrahamDunlopwritesthattheBritishweregenerallymoreateasewiththe
environmentofthedrycentralplainofBurma,wheretheirsuperiorityinair
power, armour, artillery and mechanized transport were used with greater
effect.Inthisregion,theircapabilitytomanoeuvre,outflankJapanesedefence
andsevertheirLoCsandconcentrateoverwhelmingcombatpoweratthedeci-
sivepoint,almostatwill,wonthecampaign.64Butbeforethat,the14thArmy
hadtomakeasmoothtransition.Field-MarshalSlimwrote:

For two years Fourteenth Army formations had fought in jungles and
amongst hills. They were now about to break out into open country,
largelyflat,withunobstructedview,andinpartsalmostdesertlike.Not
onlywouldthelaborioustacticsofjunglehavetobereplacedbyspeed,
mechanization,andmobility,butcommandersandtroopswouldhaveto
adjusttheirmentalitytothechangedconditions.65

Inordertoadapttotheconditionsofopenwarfareintheplains,themilitary
organizationhadtoadoptcertainnewtechniques.Howthecampaignunfolded
inreality,isdiscussedbelow.

By the end of August 1944, General Kawabe was replaced by General
Heitaro/Hyotaro Kimura as commander of the BAA.66 His Chief of Staff,
Lieutenant-General Shinichi Tanaka, was responsible for day-to-day opera-
tions and was known as a person of steely determination.67 Initially, Slim
believedthatKimurawouldbeahard-headedgeneralwhowouldfightobsti-
natelyintheregionbetweentheChindwinandtheIrrawaddy.Andthis,Slim
hoped,wouldenablehimtodestroytheJapanesegroundforcesinagreatdeci-
sive battle in the Shwebo Plain by employing fast-moving armoured and
mechanizedunitssupportedbyinfantry.68Kimuradecidedthatanyattemptto

64 Graham Dunlop, ‘British Tactical Command and Leadership in the Burma Campaign:
1941–45’,inBrianBondandKyoichiTachikawa(eds.),British and Japanese Military Lead-
ership in the Far Eastern War: 1941–45(Oxon:FrankCass,2004),p.103.

65 CampaignoftheFourteenthArmy1944–45,p.6.
66 DavidFraser,And We Shall Shock Them: The British Army in the Second World War(1983,

reprint,London:Cassell,2002),p.364.
67 RussellMiller,Uncle Bill: The Authorized Biography of Field Marshal Viscount Slim (London:

Weidenfeld&Nicolson,2013),pp.330–31.
68 MichaelPearson,Endgame Burma: Slim’s Masterstroke at Meiktila(SouthYorkshire:Pen&

Sword,2010),p.23.
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defendtheChindwinRiverwouldbefutile.So,theIJAfellbacktotheIrrawaddy
River.69 Kimura’s objective was to allow the Commonwealth forces to move
deep into Burma, where their LoCs would be extended, while his own LoC
wouldremainshort.AndasSlim’sforceattemptedtocrosstheIrrawaddy,he
wouldsmashthemusingthe15thand33rdJapanesearmies.70Thiswasabril-
liant move by Kimura which made Slim’s strategic-operational plan of
destroyingtheIJAbeforetheIrrawaddyobsolete.However,Slimalsoshowed
flexibilityandrevisedhisoperationalplantokeepKimuraonthebackfoot.

InSeptember1944,Kimura’sBAAhadthreeJapanesearmiestodefendthe
countryof240,000squaremiles.71Kimura’sdefensivelineranalongtheKachin
Hills,northofLashiothroughMongmittoMandalay.The33rdJapaneseArmy
underGeneralMasakiHonda,withtwodivisions(the18thand56th),wasin
north Burma. The 33rd Japanese Army was fighting the American-Chinese
forceandtheChineseSalweenArmy.The2ndJapaneseDivisionwaslentto
thisarmytemporarilybutthenwenttothegeneralreserve.The15thJapanese
Army,underGeneralShihachiKatamura(whohadreplacedMutaguchi)with
fourdivisions(the15th,31st,33rd,and53rd),defendedMandalaydownsouth
toPakokku.AstrongreservewaskeptatMeiktila.Behindthe15thJapanese
ArmyweretheMonglongMountains,behindwhichemergedtheShanPlateau.
The28thJapaneseArmy,comprisingtwodivisions(the54thand55th)andtwo
independent brigades under Lieutenant-General Sakurai, defended the oil-
fieldsofYenangyaung,theIrrawaddyDeltaandtheArakan.The49thJapanese
DivisionwasjustarrivinginsouthBurma.Intotal,theBAAwascomposedof10
divisionsandtwoindependentmixedbrigades.72Inaddition,theBAAhadone
tankregiment, twoINAdivisionsandsevenbattalionsof theBNA.EachINA
division had about 6,000 soldiers. The INA and BNA troops were lightly
equipped.TheINA’sobjectivewastounderminetheloyaltyofthesepoys.The
combatvalueoftheINAandtheBNAwasbelowstandard.Inaddition,theloy-
altyoftheBNAwasquestionable.Further,mostoftheJapanesedivisionswere
understrength.InSeptember1944,therewereprobablysome80,000combat-
antJapanesesoldiersinBurma,backedupby100,000LoCtroops.Thelatter’s
combat value was much inferior compared to the combatants. The average
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monthlyreplacementsofJapanesecombatsoldiersdeployedinBurmanum-
bered7,000.73

Plan KAN 2 was formulated by the 28th Japanese Army Headquarters for
operationswhichmightoccurinthenorth-eastpartofthe28thArmyzone.
DuringearlyOctober1944,intheMinbuDistrictthegarrisonconsistedofthe
153rd Infantry Regiment (less 1st Battalion) of the 49th Japanese Division,
known as the KATSU Force, and was transferred from the 15th to the 28th
JapaneseArmy’scontrol.AtaconferenceheldinRangooninNovember1944,
the Yenangyaung area was placed under the 28th Japanese Army. In accor-
dance with the KAN Operation Plan, the oilfields area of Yenangyaung and
ChaukandsomekeypointsontherightbankoftheIrrawaddyinthevicinity
ofSeikpyuweretobedefendedbytheKATSUForce.On17December1944,a
newformationknownasthe72ndIndependentMixedBrigadewasformedto
assistinthedefenceofYenangyaung.ItwasgiventhecodenameKANETSUand
placed under the 28th Japanese Army. The KANETSU Force, under Major-
GeneralTsunoroYamamoto,includedthe187thand188thInfantryBattalions
fromthe53rdJapaneseDivision,the542ndand543rdInfantryBattalionsfrom
the 61st Japanese Infantry Regiment, 72nd Independent Mixed Battalion
Artillery Unit, 72nd Independent Mixed Battalion Engineer Unit and 72nd
Independent Mixed Battalion Signal Unit and lastly Headquarters 72nd
Independent Mixed Brigade (from Headquarters 33rd Japanese Division
InfantryGroup).TsunoroYamamotohadexperienceoffightingatImphal.He
had actually led the column which advanced towards Imphal through the
KabawValleyandTamu.InJanuary1945,the72ndIndependentMixedBrigade,
however,numberedonly850menandofficers.74

Towards the end of 1944, Japanese intelligence speculated that a Com-
monwealthlandingonalargescalemighttakeplaceinthesouthernpartof
FrenchIndo-China.Hence,theSouthernArmyCommanderdecidedtotrans-
ferthe2ndJapaneseDivisionfromBAAtothePhnompenhareaontheMekong
River.JapaneseintelligencewasnotawarethattheSEAClackedanadequate
numberoflandingcraftandaircraftcarrierstoconductsuchanamphibious
operation.So,whentheBAAoughttohavebeenreinforced,especially in its
CentralFront(centralBurma),infacttheoppositewashappening.Theunits
ofthe2ndJapaneseDivisionstartedmovingfromToungooon27January1945.
Atthistime,the33rdJapaneseArmyhadstoppedtheadvanceoftheChinese
Yunnan armies near Namhpakka and Wanting on the Burma-China border.

73 CampaignoftheFourteenthArmy1944–45,Informationonthemapafterp.2.Seealso
p.3.

74 28thArmyOperations,KAN2&3:Dec.1944–April1945,C517750,pp.709–10,CAB44/203,
PRO,Kew,Surrey.
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TheSouthernArmyalsodecidedtotransferalmosttheentire5thJapaneseAir
DivisionfromBurmatoIndo-China.75

KimurawasbadlyservedbytheJapaneseairunits.InSeptember1944,there
wereonly80JapaneseaircraftinBurma.UntilOctober1944,theJapanesehad
some450operationalaircraft inSouth-EastAsia.Of them,some150(70per
cent among them fighters) were earmarked for use in Burma andThailand.
Therestweredisposed inMalayaandSumatraandcomprisedmainly float-
planesandbomberswhichwererequiredforshippingescorts,anti-submarine
duties and defence of the Sumatra oilfields. When MacArthur invaded the
Philippines, then some 100 aircraft were withdrawn by the Japanese from
South-EastAsia.76Incontrast, theCommonwealthforceshadmassivenum-
bersofhighqualityaircraftattheirdisposal.Hurricanes,Spitfires,Lightnings
and laterThunderbolts and Mustangs gained air supremacy (not merely air
superiority)overtheskiesofBurma.77

Meanwhile,theCommonwealthcommandwasalsoreorganized.InAugust
1944,theNCACwasseparatedfromSlim’scommandofthe14thArmy.Therear
areaofthe14thArmywasconstitutedasaLoCCommanddirectlyunderthe
11thArmyGroup.The15thCorpsintheArakanwasalsoseparatedfromSlim’s
14th Army. The NCAC had one British and three Chinese divisions. Slim
expectedthatKimurawouldkeeponeandahalfdivisionsintheArakan.And
he could throw five Japanese divisions, one tank regiment and 40,000 LoC
troopsatthe14thArmy.The14thArmycomprisedthe2nd,5th,7th,17th,19th
and20thDivisions,the268thBrigadeandthe28thEastAfricanBrigade,and
the254thand255thTankBrigades.78

Early in November, General Giffard gave up command of the 11th Army
Group.ItstitlechangedtotheAlliedLandForceSouth-EastAsia(ALFSEA)and
Oliver Leese (who had commanded the 8th Army in Italy) took over com-
mand.79Slim’sobjectivewastocaptureMandalaywiththe33rdCorps,under
Lieutenant-GeneralMontagueStopford.Andwhile the Japanese forcescon-
centratedtodefendMandalay,the4thCorpsunderLieutenant-GeneralFrank
Messervy was to cross the Irrawaddy further south and attack Meiktila

75 Ibid.,p.711.
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(Operation EXTENDED CAPITAL). Meiktila was the major supply depot and
communicationscentreoftheJapaneseincentralBurma.Withitsfiveairfields
and attendant ammunition dumps, hospitals and other depots, it sustained
the15thand33rdJapaneseArmies.AlltheJapanesereinforcements,supplies
andarmsandmunitionscamebyshiptoRangoonandthenthroughroadand
railnetworkswerepushednorth toMeiktila.The4thCorpswasdirected to
captureMeiktila,whichwoulddenytheJapaneserations,ammunitionandthe
facilitiesofabigfieldhospital.80The4thCorpscomprisedGeoffreyEvan’s7th
and ‘Punch’ Cowan’s 17th Indian Divisions, 255th Indian Tank Brigade
(equippedwithShermantanks),theLushaiBrigadeandthe28thEastAfrican
Brigade. And the 33rd Corps included the 2nd British, 10th and 20th Indian
Divisions,the254thTankBrigade(equippedwithLee-GrantandStuarttanks)
and the 268th Brigade.81 In Slim’s framework, the 33rd Corps at Mandalay
wouldfunctionastheanvilandthe4thCorpsatMeiktilaasthehammerto
crushtheJapanesegroundforcesinbetweenthem.Slimexplainedthisnew
plan to Messervy and Stopford on 18 December and issued the plan on 19
December1944.82Manoeuvrewarfarerequirestheapplicationoftwoforces:
theholdingforceandthemanoeuvreforce.83Inthiscase,the33rdCorpscom-
prisedtheholdingforcewhilethe4thcorpscomprisedthemanoeuvreforce.
The line of advance between the Chindwin and the Irrawaddy opposite
Mandalaywasthroughevergreen,jungle-cladmountainranges,andthrough
theMuandMazeRiversandnumeroussteep-sidedchaungs.84

On26November1944,RichardPeirserelinquishedcommandoftheAllied
AirForcesinSouth-EastAsiaandthentemporarycommandwasassumedby
AirMarshalGuyGarrod.DuringAugust–September 1944, theHurribombers
provedmosteffectiveinprovidingclosesupportinjunglecountryespeciallyin
driving the Japanese troops from theTiddim Road.The Japanese evacuated
Tiddim on 18 October 1944. Kalemyo fell to the advancing Commonwealth
units on 15 November. On 2 December 1944, Kalewa was captured by the
Commonwealthunits.85Thejunglewarfarephasehadendedandthebattlefor
plainsofcentralBurmawasabouttobegin.
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The 4th Corps crossed the Chindwin near the region of Tamu and then
moved south to Pakkoku.86 In November 1944, the 19th Indian Division on
boats and rafts, with more than a thousand vehicles and the guns, moved
acrosstheChindwinatSittaungintwocolumns.GeneralReessplithisdivision
intotwocolumns.Onecolumnwasorderedtocapturetheroad junctionof
Pinlebuandthesecondcolumnwastolinkupwiththe36thBritishDivision.
On16December1944,Pinlebuwascaptured.87Itwasanimportantcommuni-
cation centre as the motorable road from Thaungdut on the Chindwin to
Wunthopassedthroughthiscity.ThesecondcolumnreachedBanmaukon18
December1944andlinkedupwithpatrolsoftheRoyalScotsFusiliersofthe
36thBritishDivision.88The36thDivisionhadcapturedHopinon7September
andby10December1944reachedthevicinityofIndaw.89On19December,the
36thBritishDivisionestablisheditselfattheeasternbankoftheIrrawaddyat
KathatothenorthofThabeikkyin.90TheNCACofStilwell(andlaterLieutenant-
GeneralSultan)wasthuslinkedwiththeCentralFrontofSlim.On8December
1944,commandofthe4thCorpswastakenoverbyMesservy.91The4thCorps
capturedWunthoon20December1944.92

On6January1945,theGOCofthe19thIndianInfantryDivisioninformedhis
subordinate commanders that if Japanese activity was noted along the east
bankoftheIrrawaddy,thenairsupportwouldbeavailable.Further,theunits
weretoarmheavilywithPIAT,25-poundersand3.7-inchguns.On8January
1945,the1stAssamwasorderedtomoveinMTtoMyothitviaKongyiandreport
tothe64thBrigade,whowoulduseadditionalunitstoblocktheenemyescape
routestotheeastandsouthfromShwebo.Onthesameday,the11thSikhs’MG
BattalionwasorderedtomoveonecompanyinMTtoKongyi.Thisunitwas
placedunderthe62ndBrigade.AndtheMGBattalion,lesstwocompanies,was
orderedtomovethroughKin-Uandwastocomeunderthecommandofthe
98thBrigade.93
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Around this time, Kimura was convinced that the main Commonwealth
attackwouldcometowardsMandalay.94Inaconferenceheldbetween7and9
January 1945, the Japanese generals attempted to evaluate the threat which
wasdevelopingalongthefrontofthe15thJapaneseArmyincentralBurma.
The Japanese military leadership took stock of how and where to fight the
expected‘IrrawaddyBattle’.On5January,theJapaneselosttherailheadatYe-U
andShweboon7January.GangawwaslostbytheJapaneseon12January1945.
The55thJapaneseDivisionarrivedinBurmainOctober1944.Bytheendof
January1945,theSakuraDetachmentrejoinedthisdivision.The143rdJapanese
Infantry Regiment (less 1st Battalion) guarded the coast from Sandoway to
Gwa,andthe144thJapaneseInfantryRegimentwasdeployedalongthePagoda
Pointand the IrrawaddyDeltaZone.The55thMountainArtillery Regiment
(less1stBattalion)guardedThabaung,KyungonandPantanaw.95

ThedispositionoftheKANTESUandKATSUforcesinlateJanuary1945was
as follows: the 2nd Battalion of the 153rd Infantry Regiment (less one com-
pany), 188th Independent Infantry Battalion and one company of the 35th
FieldAABattaliondefendedChauk,the542ndIndependentInfantryBattalion
was at Seikpyu, one company of the 2nd Battalion of the 153rd Japanese
InfantryRegimentwasatLanywa,andthe3rdBattalionofthe153rdJapanese
InfantryRegimentwasatSaw.YenangyaungwasdefendedbytheHeadquarters
ofthe72ndIndependentMixedBrigade,187thIndependentInfantryBattalion,
543rdIndependentInfantryBattalion,brigadeartillery,signalsandengineer
unitsplusthe35thFieldAABattalion(lessonecompany).96

Table 10.1 shows the minimal casualties suffered by the Commonwealth
forcesduringtheiradvanceuptothebanksoftheIrrawaddyaftercrossingthe
Chindwin.This reflected the fact that the IJA was conducting only delaying
and harassing tactics against the advancing British, Indian and American
troops.Wouldthischangeinthenearfuture?

 Mandalay-Meiktila and the Race for Rangoon

Successfuladaptationbyamilitaryorganization,writesMurray,isdependent
onanhonestandintelligentstudyofthepast.97Adaptationtonewconditions
of warfare requires acknowledgement of past mistakes and rectification of

94 Pearson,Endgame Burma,p.34.
95 28thArmyOperations,KAN2&3:Dec.1944–April1945,pp.711,713–14.
96 Ibid.,p.710.
97 Murray,Military Adaptation in War,p.5.
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defects,plustheabsorptionofnewlessonstoagreatextentinordertoadapt
tonewconditions.Thisprocessistheproductofanopenmind,whichresults
inaflexibleapproach.ThiscameoutclearlyintheorderissuedbyRees,GOC
19thIndianDivision,dated13January1945.TheSpecialOrderoftheDayissued
byhimtoalltheranksfollows:

Wehavehadoccasionswhenwedidwell,andwehavealsomadeour
mistakes.WeareacquiringmoreandmorebattleexperienceagainstJAPS
fightingus fromgroundandair.Letusprofit fromourexperienceand
graft itontoall thetrainingwehavegonethrough.Becomethecanny
fightersthatIwantyoutobe,whilekeepingupthefightingascendancy
youhaveestablishedovertheJAPS.Youhavenowmauledtwodifferent
Japanesedivisionswehavecomeacross,andshownquiteclearlythatyou
areverydefinitelyontopofthem.98

On14January1945,the19thIndianDivisionestablishedthebridgeheadonthe
rightbankoftheIrrawaddyatThabeikkyinandthenextdayatKyaukmyaung.
Thelatterplacewas45milesnorthofMandalay.TheBattleofKyaukmyaung
lastedfor20days.British,GurkhaandIndianbattalionsfoughthardtocapture
andretaindefensivepositionslikePearlHill,MinbanTaung,etc.99Thedefence

98 WarDiaryofthe19thIndianDivision,SpecialOrderoftheDaybyMajor-GeneralReesto
alltheranks,13Jan.1945,AppendixB,p.14.

99 Dagger Division,pp.3–4;Pearson,Endgame Burma,p.33.

Table10.1 Burma battle casualties: 1 December 1944–13 January 1945

Name of the Army Officers Other Ranks

Killed Wounded Missing Killed Wounded Missing Total

14thArmy 16 34 1 125 494 38
15thIndianCorps 4 18 117 330 8
NCAC 1 1 3 11 4
TotalCasualtiesof
theIndianArmy

289

GrandTotal 1,205

Source:BurmaBattleCasualties,20Jan.1945,WS27314/244,p.151,L/WS/1/1511,IOR,BL,London.
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of Kyaukmyaung cost the Japanese 2,000 KIA.100 On 22 January 1945, the
JapaneseweredrivenoutofMonywa.101On24January1945,theCommander-
in-Chiefof India told theWarOffice: ‘Infantry innormal formationshaving
proper artillery and other support are defeating Japs and sustain far fewer
casualties’.102On28January,the4thBrigadeattackedKyaukseandcaptured
thetownwithairsupporton4February.103The15thJapaneseArmy’scounter-
offensiveagainsttheCommonwealthbridgeheadsatSinguonthebankofthe
Irrawaddy(northofMandalay)failedtowardstheendofJanuary.104

On3February1945,the6thBattalionofthe7thRajputRegimentreached
Palel.105Then,thebattalionmadeforPaukandcrossedtheIrrawaddy.On27
January,theJapanesehadlostPauk.The6thBattalionofthe7thRajputInfantry
Battalionwas‘married’withProbyn’sHorse(5thLancers)whichwasequipped
withShermantanks.106Inthewordsofacompanyofficer:‘Wepracticedthe
“drill”ofclimbingontoanddroppingofftheShermansandtryingtheimpos-
sible,namelycommunicatingwiththeindividualtankcommandersthrough
theiroutsidetelephonesaffixedtotherightreartrackguard’.107Thiswasan
improvementcomparedtothelackadaisicalcooperationbetweenthesepoys
ofthe3rdBattalionofthe10thGRandthetanksduringmid-March1944.The
3rdBattalionofthe214thJapaneseBrigadewaswelldugintothehighground
oftheKanhlacrossroadsabouteightmilesfromPakkoku.Theyweredislodged
bythe114thBrigadeon10February1945.108On12February1945,the33rdCorps
crossedtheIrrawaddyatNgazun.ThisresultedinKimuradeployingthebulk
of his force to defend Mandalay. Slim’s objective now was to push another
corps across the Irrawaddy 50 miles to the south-west at Pakokku and then
pushitintheeasterndirectiontowardstheJapanesejugularatMeiktila,the
vitalroadjunctionbehindKimura’sfront.ThiswouldallowSlimtoseverthe
Japaneseformations’LoCs.109The7thIndianDivisioncrossedtheIrrawaddy
betweenPakokkuandNyaunguon13February1945.110Seikpyuwas40miles

100 Dagger Division,p.5.
101 28thArmyOperations,KAN2&3:Dec.1944–April1945,p.711.
102 FromCommander-in-ChieftotheWarOffice,24Jan.1945,Telegram,p.151.
103 Pearson,Endgame Burma,p.38.
104 28thArmyOperations,KAN2&3:Dec.1944–April1945,p.711.
105 Ottowell,‘Chhe-Saat’,p.66.
106 28thArmyOperations,KAN2&3:Dec.1944–April1945,p.711;Ottowell,‘Chhe-Saat’,p.66.
107 Ottowell,‘Chhe-Saat’,p.66.
108 Pearson,Endgame Burma,p.37.
109 Hastings,Nemesis,p.346.
110 GrahamDunlop,‘TheRe-captureofRangoon,1945:TheLastandGreatestVictoryofthe

BritishIndianArmy’,inAlanJeffreysandPatrickRose(eds.),The Indian Army, 1939–47: 
Experience and Development(Surrey:Ashgate,2012),p.143.
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downstream from Pakokku. The 542nd Infantry Battalion of the KANETSU
Force was able to ward off an attack by the Commonwealth force (an East
African Brigade) on 8 February. On 14 February, the KATSU Force sent from
Yenangyaunglaunchedacounter-attackatSeikpyu.TheCommonwealthforce
wastemporarilypushedbackbeyondGwebin.111On14February1945,the7th
IndianDivisionclearedtheactualcrossingsiteatNyaungu,southofPakokku.112
Nyaungu was halfway between Seikpyu and Pakokku. On 15 February, this
place was defended by the weak 2nd INA Division.The Irrawaddy here was
three-quartersofamilewide.FromNyaungu,goodroadsledsouth-west,south
andeast.TheINAsoonmeltedawayandthecounter-attackbythe2ndBattalion
ofthe153rdJapaneseInfantryRegimentoftheKATSUForcefailedagainstthe
Commonwealth bridgehead at Nyaungu. On 21 February, a Commonwealth
mechanized force moved from the bridgehead towards Meiktila.113 Kimura
wascaughtcompletelyoffguard.Slimwasabletopractisemilitarydeception
onsuchalargescalebecauseofthecompleteabsenceofJapaneseaerialrecon-
naissance. And Kimura lacked transport in adequate quantities to redeploy
units against the Commonwealth thrust at Meiktila quickly. Not only did
Kimura’sunitsarriveatMeiktilaindribsanddrabs,buttheyalsolackedheavy
weaponstocrushtherapidlybuildingCommonwealthforceatthere.114

ThetacticallyimportantMountPopawasinthe15thJapaneseArmyzone.It
isanextinctvolcanoandrisestoabout5,000feet,henceissuitedfordefence.
TowardstheendofJanuary1945,theconstructionofdefencesstartedinthis
zone.TheBAAbecameinterestedindefendingthiszoneon2February1945.
TwoengineercompaniesandsomeINApersonnel,plustheKANJOForce,were
involvedinconstructingdefensiveworks.Evenatthisstage,theJapanesemili-
tarycommandinBurmafearedthattheCommonwealthtroopsmightconduct
anamphibiousoperationalongthesouth-westcoastofBurma.Hence,the28th
JapaneseArmywasnotrelievedofitsroleofguardingthecoastlineofBurma.
On15February,theBAAdecidedthattheboundarybetweenthe15thand28th
JapaneseArmiesalongtheIrrawaddywouldbethroughthePakokku-Letpabya
region.TheKANJOForcewascommandedbyColonelFuruya,COofthe112th
Japanese Infantry Regiment. In early February, it was formed from the 55th
JapaneseDivision.ItarrivedatMountPopaon22February1945.Thisdetach-
mentcomprisedthe112thJapaneseInfantryRegiment(less3rdBattalion),1st

111 28thArmyOperations,KAN2&3:Dec.1944–April1945,p.715;Hastings,Nemesis,pp.350–
51.

112 Ottowell,‘Chhe-Saat’,p.64.
113 28thArmyOperations,KAN2&3:Dec.1944–April1945,p.715.
114 Hastings,Nemesis,p.346.
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Battalionof5thHeavyFieldArtilleryRegiment(lessNumber2Battery),one
platoon of the 3rd Heavy Field Artillery Regiment and a detachment of the
55thTransportRegiment.The2ndINADivisionwestofMountPopawasput
underKANJOForce.115

The48thBrigade,withascreenofarmouredcars,movedtoKamye.Itwasa
town about nine miles west ofTaingtha.The 1st Indian Field Regiment dis-
perseda Japanesepartywhotried tooppose theadvance.The63rdBrigade
movedsouthtoSeikteinandthenadvancedtowardsWeiaung.Inthenightof
23/24February1945,the63rdBrigadewasatEywa,avillagethreemilessouth
ofWeiaung.TheJapanese,withafew75-mmguns,attemptedtoobstructthe
advance of this brigade.The 129th Field Regiment provided continuous fire
supportwhenthisbrigadewasonthemove.Aclassiccombinationofinfantry,
artilleryandarmourwasprovingpotentagainstthefanaticalbutdisorganized
Japanese opposition. Fire and movement became the cardinal principles of
combatforthe17thIndianDivision.By24February,thestagewassetforan
attack onTaungtha from both the western and southern directions.The 1st
Indian Field Regiment and the 247th Medium Battery moved in the early
morningonthewestbankofthechaung.TheSindewaChaungwas1,000yards
widewasdryandsandy.Butthesappersworkedallthroughthenightof23/24
Februaryandmadeitfitforthepassageofwheeledvehicles.At0900hourson
24 February, an air strike occurred. Then, the artillery started firing heavy
explosiveshells.TheJapanesemadeanunsuccessful laststandonthenorth
edgeofTaungtha.116

On23February1945,Lieutenant-GeneralS.Tanaka,theChiefofStaffofthe
BAA,heldaconferenceofdivisionalandstaffofficersatMeiktilatodecidehow
toconductthe‘IrrawaddyBattle’.Lieutenant-GeneralT.Numada,ChiefofStaff
SouthernArmyalsoattended.Theconferencedecidedthattheprincipaloffen-
siveattackwastobelaunchedbythe15thJapaneseArmyfromSagaingtowards
Myinmu. Simultaneously, a secondary attack should be launched from
MyingyantoMyinmu.Itwasdecidedthatthesetwoattacksshouldbelaunched
on10Marchwiththe15th,18th,31st,33rd,and53rdJapaneseDivisionsplusthe
1st and 3rd Battalions of the 16th Japanese Infantry Regiment. However, the
Japaneseplanswereoverthrownbyrapidlychangingevents.Whilethisconfer-
encewasbeingheldatMeiktila,theJapanesecommanderscametoknowthat
astrongmechanizedcolumnfromNyaunguhadmovedeastandreachedthe
airfieldwestofMeiktilaon26February.TheplannedJapaneseoffensivewas

115 28thArmyOperations,KAN2&3:Dec.1944–April1945,pp.711–13,716.
116 17thIndianDivisionOperation,Irrawaddy-Rangoon,Feb.–May1945,p.7.
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cancelled.117OnecouldarguethatSlim’s4thCorpshadgotinsidetheJapanese
militaryleadership’sdecision-makingcycle.

On 26 February, the Commonwealth tanks and the 17th Indian Division’s
infantrywentthroughMahlaing,supportedbythefirefrom1stand2ndbatter-
iesofthe1stIndianFieldRegiment.Onebatteryofthe129thFieldRegiment
attackedtheairfieldwithself-propelledguns(SPGs),tanksandinfantry.The
JapaneseinfantryhadnocountertotheCommonwealthtanks.On27February,
thetankswerereplenishedwithPOLfromanairdrop.Aroundmidday,thefly
inofthe99thBrigadestarted.Thearmouredcarsofthe63rdBrigade,while
probingforward,bumpedintoaJapaneseroadblockatMile8.5.Theposition
wasdugandwiredupto150yardsoneithersideoftheroadandthebridgewas
blown. Mines were planted in the chaung and the minefields were covered
withLMGsandMMGssupportedby75-mmgunsandsnipers.The63rdBrigade
and the 5th Horse, with artillery support from the 129th Field Regiment,
attacked the Japanese roadblock twice. A forward artillery officer accompa-
niedtheattackingparties.Duringthefirstattack,theCommonwealthtroops
establishedaroadblockbehindtheJapaneserear.Itwasasophisticatedtactic
indeedandthehunterswerebeingfencedinforbeinghuntedgradually.The
secondattackontheJapaneseroadblockwasconductedbyaninfantrybat-
talion.About90Japanesediedinthesetwoattacksandtwooftheir75-mm
gunswerecaptured.Duringthenight,the63rdBrigadetookpositionfivemiles
fromMeiktilaandsent‘commandopatrols’inordertogetinformationabout
theJapanesepositionsinsidethetown.ThepatrolsreportedthattheJapanese
wereburningtheirdumps.118Theunpublished17thIndianDivision’sdivisional
historynotes: ‘…viewedfromadistancenorthofthetown…largefireswith
blackcolumnsofsmokepillaredskywards’.119

TheJapanesedefencewascrumbling,butattimesandincertainplacesthey
were still desperate. For instance at Oyin village, the Japanese snipers tied
themselvestothebranchesofthetrees.Asaresult,theywentonfiringeven
whentheywerewounded.TheShermansusedcanisterroundstoblowaway
boththesnipersandthetrees.120Between28Februaryand1March1945,the
48thBrigadeattackedMeiktilafromthenorthandthe63rdBrigadefromthe
south of the town. Intense combat broke out with the fanatical Japanese
troops.121Thedivisionalhistoryofthe17thIndianDivisionrecords: ‘TheJap

117 28thArmyOperations,KAN2&3:Dec.1944–April1945,p.717.
118 17thIndianDivisionOperation,Irrawaddy-Rangoon,Feb.–May1945,p.8.
119 Ibid.,p.8.
120 Ottowell,‘Chhe-Saat’,p.68.
121 17thIndianDivisionOperation,Irrawaddy-Rangoon,Feb.–May1945,p.9.
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foughtfanatically,dyingwherehefoughtwithoutevacuatinganyofhisposi-
tions.Manywereburiedinbunkersdestroyedbytanks,airandartillery;gun
crewsdiedintheactoffiringtheirguns’.122TheJapanesecommanderinthe
Meiktila region was Major-General Kasuya. He had at his disposal 12,000
troops, 1,500base troopsandhospitalpatients inside thecity.Evenpatients
whowereregardedfittocarryariflewerepressedintobattle.123Asapointof
comparison,theWehrmacht andWaffenSShadabout45,000regularsoldiers
and40,000volkssturm insideBerlin.124The63rdBrigadethreatenedMeiktila
fromthewestandthe48thBrigademovedtothenorth-eastofthetown.And
the 255th Tank Brigade with two infantry battalions and a self propelled
25-pounder battery moved to the east of Meiktila.125 The Battle of Meiktila
lasted from28Februaryto5March1945.On3March, theJapanesemilitary
leadership in Burma accepted that they had lost Meiktila. On 5 March as
Meiktilawascleared,the6thBattalionofthe7thRajputRegimentwasordered
to defend Point 799 and part of the administrative box.126 On 8 March, the
Chinese troops occupied Lashio and the Japanese retreated to the Shan
States.127

Asearlyas26February1945,the28thJapaneseArmy’scommanderordered
the54thJapaneseDivisiontomovetheKOBADetachmenteastoftheArakan
Mountains. This detachment, comprising the 1st and 2nd battalions of the
154thJapaneseInfantryRegimentand1stBattalionofthe54thFieldArtillery
Regiment,leftKolanforMinbuwhereitcameunderKANETSUCommand.On
10March,YamamotoorganizedtheKANETSUGroupintothreecolumns.The
188th Japanese Infantry Battalion, which formed the Right Column, was
orderedtomovefromGwegyothroughTetmatoNyaungu.The542ndJapanese
InfantryBattalion,whichformedtheCentralColumn,wastomovefromChauk
toNyaungu.AndtheLeftColumn,whichhadtheKATSUForce(2ndand3rd
battalionsofthe153rdJapaneseInfantryRegiment)wastoadvancealongthe
westbankoftheIrrawaddythroughMyitchetoPakokku.OperationKAN2was
intheoffing.The543rdJapaneseInfantryBattalionwasorderedtoholdthe
Chauk-SeikpyuareaandtheKANJOForce(1stand2ndbattalionsofthe112th

122 Ibid.
123 Lyman,The Generals,p.328.
124 EvanMawdsley,Thunder in the East: The Nazi-Soviet War 1941–45(2005,reprint,London:

Hodder,2007),p.392.
125 Lyman,The Generals,pp.328–29.
126 Ottowell,‘Chhe-Saat’,pp.69–74;28thArmyOperations,KAN2&3:Dec.1944–April1945,

p.717.
127 Park,‘AirOperationsinSouthEastAsiafrom1stJune1944totheOccupationofRangoon,

2ndMay1945’,p.1969.
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JapaneseRegiment)toremainintheMountPopaarea.Theleftflankwastobe
protectedbythe187thJapaneseInfantryBattalionatKawton,18mileswestof
Seikpyu.On12March,theJapaneselostMaymyo.On17March,thethreecol-
umns reached the line Milaungbya-Letse. Then, at Milaungbya, the 542nd
Japanese Infantry Battalion was annihilated by combined attacks of
Commonwealth infantry supported by tanks and aircraft. The above-men-
tionedJapanesebattalionhadonly10survivors.TheKOBAForce(1stand2nd
battalions of the 154th Japanese Infantry Regiment) arrived in Kolan from
Minbuon11MarchandwasthenorderedbyYamamototoLetsetohelpthe
LeftColumn.TheKOBAForcewasalsoorderedtodestroytheCommonwealth
bridgeheadatPagan.On18March,theKOBAForcesurprisedtheCommonwealth
units.Onthenightof19/20March,theKOBAForcelaunchedanattackonthe
CommonwealthadministrativeboxnearLetse.However,Commonwealthair,
artilleryandtankfirepowerdefeatedtheJapanesecounter-attack.TheJapanese
attack against Nyaungu had failed.128 Thus, it is seen that at this stage, the
British and Indian troops followed a mix of offensive-defensive tactical for-
matswithintheoverallplanoflaunchinganoffensiveagainsttheJapaneseat
theoperationallevel.WhilethebasesoftheCommonwealtharmieswerepro-
tected by adopting the box formation against desperate Japanese infantry
attacks, Commonwealth pursuit columns consisting of infantry, tanks and
mobileartilleryconducteddeeppenetrationandinfiltratedbehindtheenemy
rearguards.

InthePromeandTharrawaddydistricts,theJapanesefearedahostileair-
bornelanding.Hence,aspecialforceknownasSHIN-Iwasformedfromthe
55th Japanese Division in late January 1945. This force comprised the 55th
Reconnaissance Regiment (less one company), 1st Battalion of the 143rd
InfantryRegiment,1stBattalionofthe55thMountainArtillery(lessonebat-
tery),oneplatoonofthe3rdHeavyFieldArtilleryRegiment,oneplatoonofthe
55thEngineerRegimentandadetachmentof the55thTransportRegiment.
ColonelSugiyama,COofthe55thReconnaissanceRegiment,wasappointed
forcecommanderandinearlyMarch1945tookoverthedefenceofAllanmyo
fromtheKANETSUForce.On14March,theAdvanceHeadquartersofthe28th
JapaneseArmymovedfromTaikkyitoAllanmyo.129

On the 15th Japanese Army’s front, the Commonwealth breakthrough at
Nyaungu and the capture of Meiktila was a serious blow to the Japanese
defence.Therewasadangerthatthewhole15thJapaneseArmymightcollapse
after3March1945.The33rdJapaneseArmyinnorth-eastBurma,havinglost

128 28thArmyOperations,KAN2&3:Dec.1944–April1945,pp.718–20.
129 Ibid.,pp.713,718.
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twodivisionsduetoreshuffling,washavinggreatproblemsinholdingontoits
defensivezonewithonlythe56thJapaneseDivision.On14March,thedesper-
ateKimuraorderedanotherreshuffleofhisweakandinadequateforces.The
33rdJapaneseArmyCommanderwasorderedtotakecommandofthe18th,
49th and 53rd Divisions, the SAKURA Detachment (214th Japanese Infantry
Regiment)andmostoftheavailableartillery,andrecaptureMeiktila.The15th
JapaneseArmycommander,with the 15th,31stand33rd JapaneseDivisions,
wastoconductaholdingoperationincoordinationwiththeprojected33rd
JapaneseArmycounter-offensive.The56thJapaneseDivisionwasorderedto
protect the Japanese right flank on the Shan Plateau. However, the 33rd
JapaneseArmy’scounter-offensivefailed.130Thiswaspartlybecauseoftheair
transportationofCommonwealthtroops.On17March,atSlim’sorder,the5th
Indian Division was air transported to Meiktila.131 As in Imphal, air power
again allowed Slim to concetrate superior forces at decisive points at a rate
withwhichtheJapanesejustcouldnotcompete.

By21March,duetothedeterioratingsituationatMeiktila,the28thJapanese
ArmycommanderorderedYamamototocounter-attacktheCommonwealth
troopsfloodingintoMeiktila.YamamotodecidedtousetheKANJOForce(the
1st and 2nd Battalions of the 112th Japanese Infantry Regiment) to attack
PyinbinandtheKOBADetachment(1stand2ndBattalionsofthe154thJapanese
InfantryRegiment)toattackSeiktein.Major-GeneralCowan,GOCofthe17th
Indian Division set up six ‘boxes’ (‘harbours’) around Meiktila town. From
theseharbours,mobilestrike formations (combined infantry-tankcolumns)
werelaunchedtoseekoutanddestroytheJapanesepartiesgearinguptocoun-
ter-attack Meiktila. When a strike column was launched, each harbour was
protectedbyacompany-sizedunitsupportedbymortarsandMMGs.132By29
March 1945, the Japanese counter-attack against Meiktila was thrown back
withheavycasualtiestotheattackers.133

Meanwhile, defeat stared the Japanese in the face north of Meiktila.
Mandalay was a city with 400,000 inhabitants, spread over more than four
miles.Mostofthepopulationhadfledbythistime.Thetwostrongpointsin
MandalaywereMandalayHillandFortDufferin.FortDufferincoveredanarea
of about 2,000 square yards. Its massive 30-foot-wide and 20-foot-high walls

130 Ibid.,p.720.
131 Lyman,The Generals,pp.329–30.
132 Marston,Phoenix from the Ashes,p.193.
133 Lyman,The Generals,p.330.
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were surrounded by a 75-yards-wide moat.134 Mandalay Hill was 760 feet
high.135On11March,theCommonwealthtroopsengagedincombatwiththe
JapaneseinthehousesandthepagodasofMandalay.The19thIndianDivision
capturedMandalayinthenightof19/20March1945.136Superiorfieldartillery
(especially25poundersand105-mmguns),plusCASbythefighter-bombers,
destroyed the 6,000-strong Japanese garrison of Mandalay which was fero-
ciously engaged in close-quarter combat.137 Myingyan was captured by the
Commonwealth forces on 22 March and Kyaukse on 31 March.138 Between
February and March 1945, at Meiktila, the Commonwealth forces suffered
8,099casualties (including835 KIA).TheCommonwealthcasualty figure for
Mandalay was 10,096 (including 1,472 KIA).139 In taking the city of Berlin,
Zhukov’s 1st Belorussian Army Group (908,000 men) and Konev’s 2nd
BelorussianArmyGroup(551,000men)sufferedsome38,000and28,000casu-
altiesrespectively.140

AfterthelossofMandalayandMeiktila,theJapanesedefensivelinealong
theRiverIrrawaddycrumbledandtheroadtoRangoonwasnowwideopen.
OnceMeiktilafell,SlimorderedhistwocorpssouthwardstowardsRangoon.
The33rdCorpsontherightwastoadvancealongtheIrrawaddyValleythrough
Prome and Henzada, and the 4th Corps (2nd British Division and the 20th
Division)ontheleftbytherailwayroutetoSittangValleythroughToungooand
Pegu.141

TheKANJOForceattackedinthePyinbinareafrom28Marchto4April.The
KOBADetachmentcrossedtheIrrawaddynearChaukon23Marchandcon-
centratednearKyaukpadaungon25March.Itthenadvancedon4Apriland
encounteredaCommonwealthbrigadeaccompaniedby40tankswhichwas
approaching Legyi from the direction of Welaung on the Kyaukpadaung-
SeikteinRoadnorthofMountPopa.TheJapanesedetachmentlackedanti-tank

134 Ibid.,p.331;ColonelL.J.L.Hill,‘“TheForgottenArmy”andtheCaptureofMandalay8–20
March1945’,inRichardCobbold(ed.),The World Reshaped,vol.2,Fifty Years after the War 
in Asia(London:Macmillan,1996),p.18.

135 Miller,Uncle Bill,p.348.
136 Dunlop, ‘TheRe-captureofRangoon,1945:TheLastandGreatestVictoryoftheBritish

IndianArmy’,inJeffreysandRose(eds.),The Indian Army, 1939–47,p.142;Hastings,Nem-
esis,p.354.

137 Hill,‘“TheForgottenArmy”andtheCaptureofMandalay8–20March1945’,inCobbold
(ed.),The World Reshaped,vol.2,p.22.

138 28thArmyOperations,KAN2&3:Dec.1944–April1945,p.720.
139 LouisAllen,Burma: The Longest War(1984,reprint,London:PhoenixPress,2002),p.638.
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gunsandfellback.NearLegyi,the1stBattalionofthe154thJapaneseInfantry
Regimentfounditselfsurrounded,partlybecausetheINAbattaliononitsright
surrendered. On 9 April, the KOBA Detachment was withdrawn from the
MountPopaareaandsentacrosstheIrrawaddytorelievethe187thJapanese
InfantryBattalionintheSidoktaya-Salin-Thaywaarea.142

TheKANJOForcewasorderedtodefendMountPopaandtheKATSUForce
Chauk. Mount Popa, being 5,000 feet high, offered a good target for the
Commonwealth air force, which dominated the sky over Burma. And the
defending Japanese units lacked air cover and AA guns. Kyaukpadaung due
eastofChauk,beingatthecentreofanetworkofroadsnorthtoSeiktein,east
to Meiktila and south to Yenangyaung, was vital for the Japanese defence.
KyaukpadaungwasalsotheterminusofabranchrailwaylinefromPyinmana
onthemainRangoon line.This townfell to theCommonwealthunitson13
April.TheKANETSUGroup(187th,188th,542ndand543rdJapanesebattalions)
wasorderedtodefendtheYenangyaung-Gwegyoarea.AlltheJapaneseunits
werebelowstrengthandthetroopswereindireneedofrestandrecuperation
due to continuous fighting and moving for several weeks. On 14 April, the
JapaneselostGwegyoandon18AprilChaukandSeikpyu.143On18April,the
33rdCorpsoccupiedMagwe.144

InearlyMarch1945,theBAAcommanderorderedthemainbodyofthe55th
JapaneseDivisiontomovetoPyinmanaandthentoToungootopreparedefen-
siveworksontheToungoo-RangoonRoadat theorderof the33rd Japanese
Army.Theadvanceparty,comprisingthe3rdBattalionofthe144thJapanese
InfantryRegimentwithsomeengineersandanti-tankpersonnel,movedbyMT
toToungoointhethirdweekofMarch.Theremainingunitsweredividedinto
threecolumns:Right,CentreandLeft.TheRightColumn(1stand2ndbattal-
ionsofthe144thJapaneseInfantryRegiment)movedbywatertransportfrom
BasseinthroughRangoontoDabein.TheCentreColumnwasdividedintotwo
echelons.Themainunitsofthe1stEchelonoftheCentreColumncomprised
the3rdBattalionofthe112thJapaneseInfantryRegimentand2ndBattalionof
the55thJapaneseMountainArtilleryRegimentandoneAAguncompany.Both
the echelons moved by rail and road through Letpadan-Taikkyi-Paunggyi to
Pegu.TheLeftColumnmovedbyrailandroadthroughLetpadanandPaungde
toToungoo.145

142 28thArmyOperations,KAN2&3:Dec.1944–April1945,p.722.
143 Ibid.,p.723.
144 Park,‘AirOperationsinSouthEastAsiafrom1stJune1944totheOccupationofRangoon,
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Toungooairfieldfellon22April1945.On29April,the17thIndianDivision
attackedPegu.By1May,theJapanesewereclearedfromPeguandtheBritish
and Indian troops started bridging the Pegu River. On 2 May, the monsoon
brokeandalllarge-scalelandcampaignsinBurmafortheyear1945ceased.146
CaptainWilliamPennington,anRAOfficerofthe2ndBritishDivision,noted
inhismemoirs:‘WehadracedsouthfromMeiktila,althoughrunninglowon
suppliesandbeingservicedbyairdrops;sostrongwasourdesiretobetherefor
thefinalbattlethatwesacrificedfoodforammunition’.147However,Rangoon
fellnottothe4thCorpsbuttothe15thCorpswhenaGurkhabattalionwas
parachuted to Elephant Point on 2 May 1945.The next day, the 26th Indian
Division, as part of the amphibious operation named DRACULA, took the
city.148 Rangoon city was occupied by the Commonwealth forces on 3 May
1945.149 Fighting around Rangoon stopped on 5 May.150 On 6 May, the 1st
Battalionofthe7thGRofthe48thIndianInfantryBrigadejoinedforceswith
the1stLincolns(whichhadlandedaspartofOperationDRACULA)some27
milesnorthofRangoon.151OnecansaythatRangoonfellnotwithabangbuta
whimper.

 Assessment

OneBritishRAofficernotedinhisautobiographythatsomeGurkhasexecuted
the wounded Japanese soldiers. They were repaying the previous inhuman
treatmentof theJapanesetowardstheCommonwealth forces.TheJapanese
medical facilities were almost non-existent and whatever was present was
destroyedbybombingsandtheravagesofwar.TheJapanesewoundedwere
lefttodieastheCommonwealthmedicalinfrastructurewasbusytreatingtheir
ownwoundedsoldiers.152Mostof the Japanesesoldiers suffered fromacute
beriberi due to the lack of Vitamin B in their diets.153 In some cases, the
Japanesesoldierssubsistedonmonkeyanddogmeat.154ByMarch1945, the

146 Fraser,And We Shall Shock Them,p.375.
147 Pennington,Pick up your Parrots and Monkeys and Fall in Facing the Boat,p.365.
148 Ibid.,pp.365–66.
149 Park,‘AirOperationsinSouthEastAsiafrom1stJune1944totheOccupationofRangoon,

2ndMay1945’,p.1965.
150 Pennington,Pick up your Parrots and Monkeys and Fall in Facing the Boat,p.366.
151 Miller,Uncle Bill,p.355.
152 Pennington,Pick up your Parrots and Monkeys and Fall in Facing the Boat,pp.360,366.
153 Miller,Uncle Bill,p.318.
154 Hastings,Nemesis,p.348.
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Japanesesoldierswereallmixedupandbecamestragglers.Theywerewithout
food,artillery, fuelandsuppliesandwerecutdownin largenumbers inthe
HenzadaareaandintheirattempttocrosstheSittangRiver.155Inthesummer
of 1945, Sakurai’s 28th Japanese Army in the Pegu Yomas numbered 30,872
men.Duringthebreakout,theJapanesesufferedabout50percentlosses.156

ThepopulationofBurmain1945was17million.Ofthem,some66percent
wereBurmese.About100,000wereIndiansand150,000Chinese.TheJapanese
raisedtheBIAliketheINAinlate1942.TheBIAincludedBamartribeswhowere
theprincipalvolunteers.TheKachinsandtheChinswhoformedadispropor-
tionateshareoftheBurmeseunitsunderBritishruledidnotjointheBIA.The
leadershipwasprovidedbythethakins,whoweretrainedinJapan.BaMaw
(aged 48) was given nominal power to administer Burma under Japanese
supervision.On1August1943,theJapanesegrantedBurmanominalindepen-
dencewithBaMawasheadofstate.157Inmid-1945,some1,508PBF(thenew
nameoftheBIA)personnelwith561firearmssurrenderedtotheSEACmilitary
administration.158LiketheINA,theBIAhadnomilitaryvaluefortheJapanese
buthadhugepoliticalimplicationsforpost-WorldWarIIAsia.

TheIndianArmydeservespraise foradaptingto fight inchangingcondi-
tions,fromthethickjunglesandsteephillsofnorthBurmatotheflatpaddy
fieldsofcentralBurma,duringthe firsthalfof 1945.TheIndianArmy’sbat-
talions,writesMarston,implementednewtacticsliketheformationof‘boxes’,
aggressivereconnaissance,launchingfightingpatrols,infiltrationattacksand
theestablishmentofroadblocks.Bothbattalion-andcompany-sized‘box’for-
mationsweresetupand fromthese ‘boxes’attackpartieswere launchedto
breakupJapanesecounter-attacks.WhenJapanesedefensivepositionswere
heavilymanned,theIndianbattalionsattemptedtoinfiltratewithheavysup-
porting weapons, and at times with tanks.159 This effective tactical format,
which became standard, is described in the unpublished history of the 17th
IndianDivisioninthefollowingwords:‘Artilleryandtankswouldblitzavillage
offeringopposition,inwouldgotanksandinfantrydestroyingadazedenemy
andthenontothenextone,thefieldbatterysteppinguporleapfroggingas
occasion demanded’.160 Successful forays against the enemy were character-

155 Pennington,Pick up your Parrots and Monkeys and Fall in Facing the Boat,p.361.
156 Allen,Burma,p.640.
157 Pennington,Pick up your Parrots and Monkeys and Fall in Facing the Boat,p.357;Major

Waterfield,NoteonBurma,p.72,L/WS/1/1511.
158 FromSecy.ofStateforBurmatoGovernorofBurma,Rangoon,24Oct.1945,Telegram,

B3481/45,p.73,L/WS/1/1511.
159 Marston,Phoenix from the Ashes,pp.181,184,190,195.
160 17thIndianDivisionOperation,Irrawaddy-Rangoon,Feb.–May1945,p.7.
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izedbythesupportgivenbytheSPGstothearmouredbrigadeswhichinturn
provided back-up fire to the assaulting infantry. Communications through
wirelessandlineworkedwellandW/Tdrillimproved.Protectionofthegun
boxes against Japanese gun-busting parties required close cooperation with
theartillery.The5.5-inchgunsandthe7.2-inchhowitzersprovedofimmense
valueindisruptingJapaneseinfantryattacks.Somebatteriesduringthesiege
of Meiktila also got good results by using the technique of flash spotters.
Finally,theAirObservationOfficerswereinvaluableinprovidingtimelyfire-
powerstrike.161

Further,theCommonwealthunitshadaircraftwhichprovideddataabout
theJapanesetroopmovements,whiletheIJAduetolackofaircoverwasfight-
ingblindly.Additionally,Slim’sforcehadatitsdisposalaerialartillerywhich
providedheavyandaccuratefirepowerin‘real’time.TheJapanesewerecom-
pletelyoutclassed,outmanoeuvredandoutgunnedintheair.InMay1945,they
hadonly250aircraftinSouth-EastAsiaandofthemsome100werestationed
inMalayandSumatra.Buttheywereirrelevantforshapingthedynamicsof
battlewhichunfoldedinBurmabecauseoftheirsmallnumbersandduetothe
vastdistance that separated themfromthebattlefield. Inactuality, toavoid
destruction, these few remaining Japanese aircraft were withdrawn from
Burma.Between1June1944and2May1945inBurma,about165Japaneseair-
craftweredestroyedonthegroundandintheairwithanother47probable,
and152aircraftweredamagedinaerialcombat.AirChiefMarshalKeithPark,
who assumed command of the Allied Air Forces in South-East Asia on 23
February 1945,claimedthatbesidesbeing inanumericallydisadvantageous
position,theJapaneseaircraftfollowedafaultytacticalpolicy.Insteadoffrit-
tering away their effort in infrequent low-level attacks against forward
Commonwealthtroops,theJapanesefightersshouldhaveconcentratedagainst
theAlliedsupplyaircraft liketheDakotasandtheCommandos.Therapidly
advancingCommonwealthtroopswereheavilydependentonthecargocarri-
ers.InMay1945,therewerenineBritishand16Americantransportsquadrons
involved.Fighterescortswerenotalwaysavailabletothesesupplyaircraftand
thelatterwouldhaveprovedeasymeattotheJapanesefighters.162Thanksto
Commonwealthsupremacyinairpower,thetideturnedagainsttheIJA.

Nevertheless,seriouscrackswereappearinginthemoraleofespeciallythe
BritishelementswithintheCommonwealthforces.Onecouldarguethatwar
weariness had finally spread among the British soldiers stationed in Burma

161 Ibid.,p.4.
162 Park,‘AirOperationsinSouthEastAsiafrom1stJune1944totheOccupationofRangoon,

2ndMay1945’,pp.1969–71.
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andIndiaduring late 1944andearly 1945.TheBritishsoldiersweregrowing
impatientandwantedtogohomeatallcost.Incontrast,thesepoys(whowere
volunteers,unliketheBritishconscripts)werehappytoexchangeanuncertain
futureincivilianlifefor‘lucrative’militaryservice.163Itistobenotedthatmili-
taryserviceintheIndianArmyhadalwaysbeenlong-term.

TherecruitssentbytheALFSEAweredeficientinweaponstraining.164The
SEACexpressedanxietyabouttheleveloftrainingamongtheBritishcombat-
ant soldiers. The British infantry’s fieldcraft skills were considered below
standard.Besideshandlingsmallarms,theBritishinfantryconsideredallother
forms of training unnecessary. In the parade grounds, some British soldiers
wereskilledmarksmen.But,intheFEBA,theiruseoffireonthetargetswasless
thansatisfactory.Theirtrainingingrenadethrowingwasconsideredelemen-
tary. Further, the ‘Tommies’ also lacked knowledge about setting up heavy
infantrysupportweapons.AmongtheIndianNCOs,mapreadingwasunsatis-
factory due to their low educational standard.165 The United Kingdom was
askedtofurnishstaffforoneRACTrainingregimenttotrainthecrewsofthe
tanks.Aboutnineweeksoftacticaltrainingwererequiredforthecrewstobe
trainedintheChurchillsandShermans.TrainedBritishtroopsrequiredspe-
cialist training before being deployed on the Burma Front. Moreover,
experiencedinstructorswhohadseenserviceinBurmawerehardtocomeby
fortheBSTEduetocombatrequirementsinthefield.AttheBSTE,theBritish
reinforcementswent foraminimumof threeweeks’ training.TheBSTEwas
capableofhandlingonly4,800infantryrecruitsineverythreeweeks.166Not
onlydecliningstandardsbutanacuteshortageofBritishtroopscausedanxiety
amongtheCommonwealthmilitaryauthorities.

ComparisonswiththeEasternFrontbattleswillputthingsinperspective.
AccordingtooneBritishjournalist’sestimate,some305,000Japanesesoldiers
foughtinBurmain1945.167Table10.2showsthattheCommonwealthhadmore
thandoublethatnumberoftroopsinBurma.InAugust1944,whenOperation
BAGRATIONandOperationOVERLORDwereinfullswing,2.1millionGerman
soldierswereontheEasternFrontandonemillioninFrance.168ThreeSoviet

163 GeneralTrainingDirective,GHQIndia,NewDelhi,Secret,No.8810/48/MT1(a),28Aug.
1945,L/WS/2/71.

164 Major-GeneralBatemantoCGS,No.6829/2/MT3(a),25June1945,L/WS/2/71.
165 SEAC,Reinforcements,No.13317/GT,13June1945,L/WS/2/71.
166 British ReinforcementTraining in India, 12 March 1945; From Commander-in-Chief of

India to War Office, 30 May 1945, Cipher Telegram, No 046442; From Commander-in-
ChiefofIndiatotheWarOffice,2June1945,CipherTelegram,No.032305,L/WS/1/781.

167 Miller,Uncle Bill,p.355.
168 GlantzandHouse,When Titans Clashed,p.283.
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armygroupsparticipatedintheBerlinOperationduringmid-April-earlyMay
1945.Theyincluded2.5millionmen,6,250tanks,7,500aircraftand41,600guns
and mortars. The Soviet formations numbered 171 divisions and 21 mobile
corps.TheSovietswereopposedbythe9thGermanArmy(14divisionswith
344fieldguns,400AAgunsand512tanks),3rdPanzerArmy(11divisionsand
242tanks)andthe12thGermanArmy(sevendivisions)activatedon21April
1945.OverallSovietlossesduringtheBerlinOperation,whichlastedoverthree
weeks,included917aircraft,2,000tanksand2,108gunsandmortarsplus78,000
troops.169ThecrossingoftheIrrawaddyandtheMandalay-Meiktilabattlesin
1945resultedin12,913casualtiesamongtheJapaneseandofthem,some6,513
died. During the breakout Battle of Sittaung, the IJA suffered another 16,919
casualties (including 1,401 POWs). From January to August 1945, the IJA in
Burma suffered 106,144 casualties and the Commonwealth force during the
sameperiodsuffered71,244casualties.170BetweenJanuaryandApril1945,dur-
ing operations in East Prussia, the Red Army suffered 126,000 casualties.
Between February and April 1945, the Soviets in East Pomerania suffered
another53,000casualties.TheSoviets foughtnumerousothercampaignson
theEasternFrontbetweenJanuaryandMay,likeLakeBalaton,UpperSilesia,
ViennaandPrague,whichcausedmorecasualtiesinadditiontothoselisted
above.171

Mandalay-MeiktilawillbecomparedwithaSovietcampaigninAsia,i.e.the
Soviet-JapaneseWarinManchuria,inthissection.Bythesummerof1944,the
KwangtungArmyinManchuriahadshiftedfromastrategicoffensivetoastra-
tegicdefensive.ThebestunitswerewithdrawninthePacifictheatreandsome
ofthegarrisondivisionshadbeensenttoChina.On9August1945,theSoviets
attackedtheJapaneseatManchuria.Theroadswerepoorinthisregion.The
distancefromthenortherntipofManchuriatotheYellowSeaisalmostthe
same as the distance from Normandy to Minsk.The 6th GuardsTank Army
comprised25armouredand44motorizedriflebattalionswith1,019tanksand
SPGs. In three days it covered 450 km. Its lead element was the 9th Guards
MechanizedCorpswhoseLENDLEASE-suppliedShermantanksbrokedown
alongtheswampypassesoftheGreatKhinganMountains.Duringthe9–20
August1945manoeuvre-orientedManchurianCampaign,theSovietssuffered
12,031KIAand24,425WIA.172

169 Mawdsley,Thunder in the East,pp.390,392.
170 Allen,Burma,pp.638,643.
171 Mawdsley,Thunder in the East,p.316.
172 GlantzandHouse,When Titans Clashed,pp.277–81.
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 Conclusion

Towards theendof 1944,as thedisorganizedanddefeated Japaneseground
units, which were outgunned and outnumbered, attempted to defend the
IrrawaddyRiver,theycameupwithmixedunitsnamedafterindividualcom-
manders. The growing British manpower problem resulted in further
‘Indianization’oftheBurmatheatrewhichwasdominatedbyvastnumbersof
sepoysduringthewar.Despitesomeminorholdups,incontrasttotheprevi-
ous campaigns in the Arakan (1943–44) and Imphal-Kohima (1944), the
campaignin1945canbecharacterizedasawarofmovementratherthanawar
ofposition.Thetraditionalclichéisthatdefenceisthreetimesstrongerthan
offence. At times this statement may be true but certainly not always! The
Japanese,beingonastrategicdefensive,werenotsureaboutwhichregionof
BurmawouldbeattackedbytheCommonwealthformations.Asaresult,they
hadtospreadtheirgroundforcesthroughoutthecountry:alongthecoastline
andallalongthe Irrawaddy.Andthe Japanese fearedairborne landingsand
amphibiouslandings,aswellasattacksbymechanizedgroundforcesallalong
these regions. Hence, unlike the Commonwealth forces, the Japanese had
spread their forces everywhere and as a result was strong nowhere. The
Japanesedilemmawas furtherexacerbatedby the fact that their fewrecon-
naissanceaircraftcouldnotflyduetotheabsenceoffightercover.Duringthe

Table10.2 Allied troops in Burma in August 1945

Nationality and branch Numbers

Ground Troops
Indians 700,000
British 175,000
WestAfricans 77,000
EastAfricans 48,000
Americans 18,000

Air Force
RAF 50,000
USAF 23,000
RIAF 10,000

Source:Telegram,FromGOIWarDepartmenttoSecy.ofStateforIndia,19Aug.1945,Burma-
AssamOperations,L/WS/1/1511,IOR,BL,London.
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CommonwealthadvanceincentralBurma,infantry-tank-artillerycooperation
becameafeature.Inthepost-Stalingradera,theSupremeHeadquartersofthe
Soviet Armed Forces (STAVKA) ordered the formation of new tank armies
whosemultiplecorpswereable toconduct jointoperations togreatdepths
againsttheWehrmacht.173UnlikeontheRusso-GermanFront,largebodiesof
infantry did not cooperate with hundreds of tanks. Rather, at the company
level,smallinfantryunitscloselyandefficientlycooperatedwithsmallnum-
bersoftanks.ThesewerethecharacteristicsofthelaterphaseoftheBurma
CampaignwhichdifferentiateditfromthecampaignsontheEasternFrontor
France.RobertLymanrightlystatesthattheJapaneseatthisstageofthewar
hadnoeffectivecounter to the 14thArmy’suseofarmourandallarmstac-
tics.174Besidesthisfactor,airpoweralsoplayedanimportantroleinaccelerating
thedisintegrationoftheIJA.AirChiefMarshalKeithParkrightlyemphasized:
‘This achievement has been made possible by air power, which not merely
took an intimate share in the ground attack, but also isolated the enemy’s
forcesinthefield’.175ThetacticalandoperationalmobilityoftheIJAwasseri-
ouslyhamperedbytheBritishandAmericanairpower.Continuousharassment
oftheIJAduetotheCASprovidedbytheRAFincreasedthebattlefatigueofthe
Japanesesoldiersandalsopreventedthemfromconsolidatinganydefensive
positions.Conversely,airpowerprovided firepowersupportandmobility to
theCommonwealthgroundforces.176

WasaJapanesedefeatattheBattleofIrrawaddyinevitable?Probablynot!
Therearepotentiallylotsof‘ifs’.IfKimuracouldhaveheldoutabitlongerorif
hehadrealizedthatoneoftheprimeobjectivesofthe14thArmywasMeiktila
and not only Mandalay, or if Slim’s deceptive measures of moving the 4th
Corps towards Meiktila had been found out by Japanese intelligence, or if
theUSChiefsofStaffhadagreedtoChiangKai-Shek’srequestandorderedthe
transfer of air units from Burma to China before 1 June 1945,177 then the

173 Ibid.,p.140.
174 Lyman,The Generals,p.329.
175 Park,‘AirOperationsinSouthEastAsiafrom1stJune1944totheOccupationofRangoon,

2ndMay1945’,p.1965.
176 Ibid.,p.1966.
177 On23February1945,ChiangKai-ShekdemandedtheredeploymentofalltheAmerican

and Chinese forces in the NCAC to China and that the American transport squadrons
shouldflythemout.Suchadevelopmentwouldnotonlyhaveincreasedthesupplyprob-
lemofSlim’sforcebutwouldhaveallowedKimuratoturnHonda’sfullforceagainstMei-
ktila. However, due to requests by Mountbatten and the British Chiefs of Staff, the US
ChiefsofStaffagreedtoretaintheairunitstill thecaptureofRangoonor1 June1945,
whicheverwasearlier.Lyman,The Generals,p.328.
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CommonwealthtroopswouldnothavebeenabletoreachRangoonbeforethe
onsetofthemonsoon.Strandedhalfwaythroughoutthelengthandbreadthof
centralBurmaandbereftofairsupplyandairsupportduetotropicalshowers,
thingswouldhavebeenmessyforSlim.Further,theBritishcomponentofthe
14thArmywasshowingsignsofbattlefatigueandtheflowofmanpowerrein-
forcementsfromBritainwasdryingup.Inthewinterof1945,the14thArmy
wouldnothavebeeninapositiontoconductattritionalwarfare.

However,suchaseconddegreeofcounterfactualscenarioswouldnothave
alteredthecourseofWorldWarII.TheIJAwasbeingdefeatedbythepartly
transformedIndianArmy.BetweenFebruaryandApril1945,theIndianArmy
wasabletounlearnthelessonsofjunglewarfareandquicklyadapttothedry
plains of central Burma by adopting certain new tactical procedures. The
JapaneseairforceandtheIJNweredefeatedandalmostdestroyedattheLeyte
Gulf.ThegrandfinalecamewhenanatombombwasdroppedonHiroshima
on 6 August 1945 and another on Nagasaki on 9 August. Meanwhile, on 8
August 1945, Soviet Russia declared war against Japan. Emperor Hirohito
requestedhissubjectstobeartheunbearableandtheformalsurrenderdecla-
rationwasannouncedon15August.178

178 Pennington,Pick up your Parrots and Monkeys and Fall in Facing the Boat,pp.364,366.
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Conclusion

Thecombat/militaryeffectivenessofanarmycanbedescribedasthecapabil-
ityofthatinstitutiontosustainitself inthebattlefieldagainsthostileforces
andtoinflictcasualtiesontheopponentbyadaptingtochangingconditions
and adopting certain techniques. Combat effectiveness depends on several
factors,likerecruitment,thecombatmotivation/loyaltymechanism(anamal-
gam of morale and discipline), tactical procedures, the training system, the
hardwareatthedisposalofthemilitarymachine,thelogisticalinfrastructure,
etc.LetusevaluatetheseelementsintheIndianArmy,especiallyfortheperiod
between1941and1945.

First,letusanalyzethecombatcontributionoftheIndianArmy.Winston
ChurchillandOrdeWingatebothhadaverylowopinionoftheIndianArmy.1
Howfartheirassessmentsholdwaterneedstobeevaluated.BritishIndiacov-
ered1,630,000squaremiles.Asapointofcomparison,theEuropeanpartofthe
USSRextendedover2,110,000squaremileswithanother6,460,000squaremiles
inAsia.InSeptember1939,Germanyhadapopulationof80million,theUSSR
171million,Italy43million2andJapan100million.3TheIndianArmywasnot
onlythelargestvolunteerforcebutalsothebiggestcolonialforce.Butitssize
pales in comparison with the armies raised by the first class powers during
World War II. Malnourishment in the rural sector, political demands (the
BritishcouldnotdaretoimposeconscriptioninIndiaforfearofadversepoliti-
calrepercussions)andimperialprejudice(theMartialRacetheory)prevented
massiveexpansionoftheIndianArmy.DuringWorldWarII,India,fromapop-
ulationofroughly350million,raiseda2.5million-strongarmedforceswhose
totalcasualtiescametoabout179,935(including24,438KIA,64,354WIA,11,574
missingand79,489POWs).4SotheexpansionoftheIndianArmyduringthe
eraofTotalWarwasnottotal.About4,000Indiansoldierswerecapturedat

1 RaymondCallahan,‘DidWinstonMatter?ChurchillandtheIndianArmy,1940–45’,inAlan
JeffreysandPatrickRose(eds.),The Indian Army, 1939 –47: Experience and Development
(Surrey:Ashgate,2012),p.65.

2 EvanMawdsley,Thunder in the East: The Nazi-Soviet War 1941 –45(2005,reprint,London:
HodderArnold,2007),p.45.

3 GeoffreyEvans,Slim as Military Commander(1969,reprint,DehraDun:Natraj,1977),p.153.
4 PradeepBarua,The Army Officer Corps and Military Modernization in Later Colonial India

(Hull:UniversityofHullPress,1999),p.137.Lieutenant-GeneralS.L.Menezeswritesthatthe
strengthoftheIndianArmyduringWorldWarIIconsistedoftwomillionmenandanother
halfamillionnon-combatants.SeehisFidelity & Honour: The Indian Army from the Seventeenth 
to the Twenty-First Century(NewDelhi:Viking,1993),p.367.
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Hong Kong. Another 32,000 Indian soldiers became POWs in Singapore. In
addition, some 11,000 Indian troops became casualties during the Malaya-
Singapore Campaign.5 The total casualties suffered by the Indian Army in
WorldWarIIwerelessthanthecasualtiessufferedbytheRedArmyandthe
Wehrmachtinasingledecisivecampaign.Forinstance,theRedArmy’slosses
during Operation BARBAROSSA and the Wehrmacht’s casualties during
OperationBLAUexceededthetotalnumberofcasualtiessufferedbytheIndian
Armyonallthefrontsbetween1939and1945.TheSovietmilitarylossesduring
WorldWarIIcametoabout10million(including3millionPOWs).Britishand
Americanmilitarylosseswereabout350,000and300,000respectively.6

TheIndianArmydominatedtheBurmatheatrebyitssheernumbers.The
biggestservice/branchoftheIndianarmedforceswastheIndianArmy.And
the bulk of the Indian Army personnel were in the 14th Army, which at its
height comprised some one million men, and of them about 700,000 were
Indians.Whenthewarendedthereweresome13,000IECOsandsomeofthem
had experienced command at brigade and battalion levels.7 By 1945, there
were7,546Indianofficersinthecombatarms.Includingthemedicalservices,
thetotalnumberofIndianofficerscametoabout16,000.8

Between1941and1943,around75percentoftheGermanlandandairunits
weredeployedontheEasternFront.During1942,onlysixGermandivisions
were in North Africa.9 In World War II, only four British infantry divisions
foughtinSouth-EastAsia:the18thsurrenderedatSingapore,the70thwasused
asSpecialForceunderOrdeWingate,the2ndwasatKohimaand,finally,the
36thwasunder theSEAC.10Some303,501 Japanesesoldiersserved inBurma
between 1941 and 1945 and of them, 118,352 returned to Japan after the war.
About185,149JapanesediedinBurmaand241,000werekilledbyUSbombing
raidsinJapan.LouisAllenestimatesthatBritishandCommonwealthcasual-
tiesinBurmanumbered73,909.Ofthem,38,803casualties(or52.6percentof

5 India’s Part in the Third Year of War (NewDelhi:GoI,n.d.),p.1.
6 Mawdsley,Thunder in the East,p.404.
7 Barua,The Army Officer Corps and Military Modernization in Later Colonial India,pp.138,

149,152.
8 Daniel P. Marston, Phoenix from the Ashes: The Indian Army in the Burma Campaign

(Westport,Connecticut/London:Praeger,2003),p.227.Accordingtoanothercount,atthe
endoftheSecondWorldWar,therewere32,750Britishofficersandsome14,000Indian
officersintheIndianArmy.Menezes,Fidelity & Honour,p.367.

9 DavidM.GlantzandJonathanHouse,When Titans Clashed: How the Red Army Stopped 
Hitler(Lawrence,Kansas:UniversityPressofKansas,1995),p.149.

10 Callahan,‘DidWinstonMatter?ChurchillandtheIndianArmy,1940–45’,inJeffreysand
Rose(eds.),The Indian Army, 1939 –47,p.63.
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thecasualties)weresepoys.Some14,326BritishandCommonwealthsoldiers
werekilledinBurmaandofthem6,599Indians(46percentofthetotal)died.11
Hence,intermsofexpansionandcasualtiessufferedbytheIndianArmyinthe
courseofWorldWarII,itcanbeconcludedthatincomparisontothearmies
ofthefirstclasspowers(liketheUSArmy,RedArmy,IJAandtheWehrmacht),
theformer’sexperiencewaslimitedandnottotal.

In thenewmillennium,several scholarsarearguing that ‘Bill’Slim intro-
ducedmanoeuvrewarfareinBurma.Theyclaimthatduring1944–45,the14th
Army(theIndianunitscomprised70percentofthisarmy)conductedmanoeu-
vrewarfareagainst the IJA.Manoeuvrewarfare is theoppositeofattritional
warfare.Theattritionalapproachischaracterizedbytheapplicationofsupe-
riorfirepower,concentrationofforceandlittlemobilityoncebattleisjoined.
Manoeuvrewarfare,characterizedbyanon-attritionalapproach,attemptsto
overcome the enemy through physical and mental manoeuvres. One of the
characteristicsofmanoeuvrewarfareisactingfasterthantheenemycanreact.
Thisresultsintheraisingofthetempoofbattle.Tempoistherateorrhythmof
activityrelativetotheenemy.Hightempoisachievedbycraftingafastdeci-
sion-action cycle known as the OODA loop: observe, orient, decide and act,
fasterthantheenemyinordertogetinsidehisdecision-makingcycle.Thisin
turnrequiresdecentralizedcommand,whichmakeshightempopossible.A
decentralizedcommandsystemtakesadvantageofthefluidandchaoticbat-
tlefield.Incontrast,aforcewagingattritionalwarfarehasacentrallycontrolled
highly structured hierarchical command system.12 J.J.A. Wallace writes that
manoeuvre warfare theory is similar to Captain Basil Liddell-Hart’s indirect
approach. However, not merely geographical indirectness but also psycho-
logicalindirectnessisrequiredtoupsettheenemy’sbalance.Acombination
of speed and surprise results in the disintegration of the cohesion of the
enemy.13

RobertLymangoesontoarguethatSlimwasinfluencedbyLiddell-Hart’s
indirectapproachandSlim’shandlingofoperationsforeshadowedthebirthof
manoeuvrewarfare.ForSlim,itwasnotthephysicaldestructionoftheenemy
forcesbutthebreakingofhiswilltofightwhichwastheprincipalobjective.
Further,Slimpushedforacombinedair-land-seapoweroperationalformatto

11 LouisAllen,Burma: The Longest War, 1941 –45(1984,reprint,London:PhoenixPress,2002),
pp.640,642.

12 JohnKiszely,‘TheBritishArmyandApproachestoWarfaresince1945’,Journal of Strategic 
Studies,vol.19,no.4(1996),pp.179–81.

13 J.J.A. Wallace, ‘Manoeuvre Theory in Operations Other than War’, Journal of Strategic 
Studies,vol.19,no.4(1996),pp.208–9.
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overwhelmtheenemy.So,forLyman,theseprinciplesarethecharacteristics
ofmodernwarfare. Itwouldbeahistorical toagreewithLymanandRussell
Miller that Slim introduced modern warfare, especially the doctrine of
manoeuvrewarfareinBurmabetween1943and1945.14Whattheprinciplesof
modernwarfareareandwhen theywere first introduced is stillamatterof
livelydebateamonghistoriansandpoliticalscientists.Whilesomehistorians
claimthattheWesternFrontduringWorldWarIexperiencedtheemergence
ofmodernwarfare,othershavetracedthegenesisofmodernwarfarebackto
theFrenchRevolutionandNapoleonBonaparte.15

ExceptduringthedashtoRangooninApril1945,warinBurmaremainedan
infantry-orientedcombat.Ofcourse,fromlate1943,fighters,fighter-bombers,
andlong-rangeheavybombersmadetheirdebutinBurma.Nevertheless,they
remainedauxiliariestothemencarryingrifles,semi-automatics,automatics
andmortars.Fieldartilleryandtankswereusedinpennypacketstosupport
sections, platoons and companies attempting to negotiate difficult terrain
infestedwithhostileinfantry.TheCommonwealthinfantryandIJAengagedin
close-quartercombatfromtheirtrenchesandbunkers.Inmanyways,thewar
inBurmawasanattritionalinfantrycombatsupportedbysomeparaphernalia
(toolsofwar)usedforconductingmanoeuvrewarfareintheWesternDesert,
WestEuropeandtheOstfront.Hence,thewarinBurmawasnotanewsortof
war,i.e.manoeuvrewarconductedbyacompletelytransformedIndianArmy
but rather in many ways was a continuation of SmallWar and the slogging
infantry-orientedconfrontationsofWorldWarIfoughtbyapartiallymodified
IndianArmy.

14 RobertLyman,Slim, Master of War: Burma and the Birth of Modern Warfare(2004,reprint,
London:Robinson,2005).Seeespeciallypp.2,254.RussellMiller,Uncle Bill: The Autho-
rized Biography of Field Marshal Viscount Slim (London:Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2013),
p.356.

15 StephenBiddleinMilitary Power: Explaining Victory and Defeat in Modern Battle(Prince-
ton/Oxford:PrincetonUniversityPress,2004)assertsthatmodernwaremergedonthe
WesternFrontduring1917.Incontrast,Major-GeneralJ.F.C.FullerinhisThe Conduct of 
War 1789 –1961(1961,reprint,London:Methuen&Co.,1979)andDavidA.BellinThe First 
Total War: Napoleon’s Europe and the Birth of Modern Warfare(London:Bloomsbury,2007)
claimthattheseedsofmodernwarcouldbetracedbacktotheFrenchRevolution.Indus-
trialRevolutionandmassnationalismtransformedmodernwarintoTotalWarbyearly
twentiethcentury.SeveraleditedvolumesbyRogerChickering,StigForsterandothers
publishedfromCambridgedealwiththistransformationandtheutilityoftheheuristic
device of Total War. See especially Roger Chickering, Stig Forster, and Bernd Greiner
(eds.),A World at Total War: Global Conflict and the Politics of Destruction, 1937 –1945(Cam-
bridge: German Historical Institute Washington DC and Cambridge University Press,
2005).
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Itisnotworthwritinghistorywithoutmakingconjectures.TheJapanesedid
not realizehowclose theyhadcometo totalvictory inmid-1942.Accepting
thattheJapaneseforceswereoperatingattheendoftheirlongLoCs,thelogis-
tical conditions of the British-Indian forces were still worse. The military
supplyscenarioinAssamwashorrendous.TheChinesewerewithdrawingin
northBurmaandwereinnopositiontostageanoffensive.WhiletheJapanese
wereflushedwithvictoryandhadhighmorale,theBritishandIndiansoldiers
wereunder-equippedandunder-trained.Worse,continuousdefeatsinMalaya
andBurmahadsappedtheirmorale.Toaddtoit,theJapaneseruledtheskies
ofBurma.Onemorepushandtherag-tagmilitaryforceofWavellcouldhave
disintegratedcompletely.Duetosocialandeconomicreasons,Indiawasseeth-
ingwithanti-Britishsentiment.Soon,itburstforthastheQuitIndiaMovement
undertheIndianNationalCongress.TheGoIcrushedthemovementwiththe
aidof56battalionsdrawnfromtheIndianArmy.AJapanesemilitaryvictory
withinIndia,withanIJNthrustalongtheundefendedIndianOceanandthe
nationalist movement occurring simultaneously, would have spelt doom for
theRaj. It isdifficulttobesurewhetheritwouldhavebeenpossibleforthe
BritishandtheAmericanstostageacomebackinSouth-EastAsiawithoutthe
Indianbaseattheirdisposal.May1942wasprobablytheAxispower’s finest
hour.Itwasoneoftheprobableturningpointsofhistorywhenhistoryrefused
toturn.Atthatcrucialjuncture,theIJAwentonastrategicdefensiveinBurma
and the IJN sailed towards Midway Island to meet its watery grave in the
CentralPacific.TheJapanesewouldgambleonanadvanceintoIndiainearly
1944butitwasalmosttwoyearstoolate.

During1943and1944,Japanesetacticsatrophiedtoanextent.Therewasno
advancement beyond the outflanking movements, infiltrations and ‘hooks’
whichtheIJAhadimplementedinthejunglesandcreeksofMalayaandBurma
during1942.Massivesuccessin1942andevenin1943didnotstimulatetheIJA
commanders to innovate at the tactical field. In contrast, from late 1943
onwards,theIndianandBritishtroopsexperiencedalmosta‘renaissance’in
the fields of tactics (construction of defensive boxes, aggressive patrolling,
launching of pursuit columns comprising tanks, infantry and mobile guns,
cooperationwiththeairarmforaerialsupplyandaerialtransportation,etc.)
and training (advanced basic training, specialized jungle training and com-
bined arms training involving integrationof infantry, tanks,artillery andair
power).FacedwiththeaggressivetacticalcultureoftheIndianArmy,theIJA
resortedtotheconstructionofstaticdefensivesystembasedoncleverlycam-
ouflaged bunkers. However, the British and Indian infantry, equipped with
flamethrowers, mortars, MGs and supported by tanks, artillery and fighter-
bombers,wereabletodestroytheJapanesebunkersandpillboxesslowlybut
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steadily in the Arakan and in Imphal-Kohima. Besides providing firepower
support,theaircraftactedasthe‘aerialeyes’ofthegroundforcesandprovided
rapidmobility throughair transportationandsustenance indifficult terrain
throughaerialsupply.Overall,fromearly1944onwards,theIJAfacedapartly
‘new’CommonwealtharmyinBurma,supportedbymaterialsuperiorityespe-
ciallyinaircraft,tanks,fieldartilleryandlogistics.

DanielMarstonclaimsthatthepacesetterintacticalreformsintheIndian
ArmywasGHQIndia.Auchinleck(asCommander-in-ChiefofIndiafromlate
June 1943) supported the process of tactical reformation.16 In May 1943, at
Tunisia during the Battle of Medjerda, the British units refused to launch a
nightattack.AccordingtoFrancisTuker,COofthe4thIndianDivision,launch-
ingnocturnalattackswasastandardprocedureoftheIndianunits.17The4th
IndianDivisionwasprobablytheonlydivisioninthe8thArmywithexperi-
enceinmountainfighting.18Bylate1944,theIndianelementsinthe14thArmy
hadgainedmountainwarfareexperienceaswellas theconfidence toblunt
Japanese nocturnal attacks. Barua notes that in the Western Desert under
Auchinleck, the Indian Army learnt an offensive-defensive infantry-artillery
doctrine.19 During the dash to Rangoon after the Battle of Meiktila in late
March1945,theIndianArmydisplayedinfantry-artillery-tankcombinedarms
doctrine.TukernotesthatinNorthAfrica,‘Monty’practisedatightgripover
hissubordinateofficers.20Incontrast,theIndianArmywascomfortablewith
senior officers allowing the initiative to the junior and mid-level officers. In
fact,inBurma,SlimpractisedasortofAuftragstaktik.Givingsomeleewayto
thejuniorofficerswasalsopartofthepre-1939IndianArmy’scommandcul-
ture.DuringcombatintheNorth-WestFrontier,decentralizedcommandhad
tobepractisedinordertoallowjuniorofficerstocommandthedispersedcol-
umnsandpicquets.Thedecentralizedmission-orientedcommandsystemwas
systematizedfrom1943onwardsinBurma.Thedecentralizedcommandcul-
turealsoaidedwithcontrollingthetroopsdispersedinthejunglesofBurma
withpoorcommunications.

BoththeGermansandtheRussiansemphasizedhatepropagandatomoti-
vatetheirsoldiersandmobilizethecivilians.Germanpropagandaspokeofthe

16 Marston,Phoenix from the Ashes,pp.217,219.
17 Barua,The Army Officer Corps and Military Modernization in Later Colonial India,p.143.
18 ChrisMann,‘TheBattleofWadiAkarit,6April1943:4thIndianDivisionanditsPlacein

8thArmy’,inJeffreysandRose(eds.),The Indian Army, 1939 –47,p.92.
19 Barua,The Army Officer Corps and Military Modernization in Later Colonial India,p.148.
20 Mann, ‘TheBattleofWadiAkarit,6April1943:4thIndianDivisionanditsPlacein8th

Army’,inJeffreysandRose(eds.),The Indian Army, 1939 –47,pp.106–8.
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barbaricBolshevikthreattoGermanyinparticularandtoEuropeingeneral.
SovietpropagandafocusedonthebarbaricGermanpolicytowardstheSlavs.
FearofBolshevism,writesEvanMawdsley,kepttheGermansfightingstifflyin
theEasternFrontfrom1944onwards.IfOmerBartovistobebelieved,heavy
combatcasualties intheEasternFrontresulted intheshatteringofprimary
groupswithintheGermanmilitaryunits.Ahighdoseofpoliticalpropaganda
kepttheGermansoldiersgoingintheharshbattlefieldconditionsofRussia.21
On28July1942,theSTAVKAissuedtheorder:‘Ni Shagu Nazad’(Notastepback)
justwhenOperationBLAUwasunfolding.

TheIJAdidnotrequiresuchstiffeningorders.Itwasalwayslikethatfrom
theverybeginningofWorldWarII.22Faceslappingwasthedailydisciplining
routine in the IJA. The IJA’s officers shared every hardship with their men.
Duringtheevening,officersandmenmettogetheranddiscussednewsfrom
home. Many IJA regiments, like the Indian Army regiments, recruited men
fromthesamedistricts.TheIJAwasgoodasregardsvaccinationandtherewas
little small pox. And all the Japanese soldiers carried quinine. However, the
surgerypracticewascrude.Duringthelaterpartofthewar,theIJA’smedical
infrastructure collapsed, however, its personnel continued fighting. Percival
noted that the basic foundation of the Japanese soldiers’ courage was their
high sense of patriotism.23 A.J. Barker emphasizes the Bushido spirit of the
Japanesesoldiers.ThebasisofBushidowastheSamuraicodeofconductwhich
emphasizeddoordieanddeathbeforedishonour.Thecodeofmilitarycon-
ductdidnotacceptsurrender,whichwasconsideredignominious.Theonly
honourableoptionopentotheJapanesesoldierduringdefeatwastofightto
the death or to die while launching a suicidal charge. Desertion gave a bad
nametothesoldiers’families.ThegreatesthonourforaJapanesesoldierwas
todieforhisEmperor.24EdwardJ.Drea,ontheotherhand,ratherthanfocus-
ing on Bushido, asserts that the IJA utilized the traditional family values of
Japanesesociety.TheIJAbecametheextensionofthepre-warJapanesefamily
with all the trappings of respect for hierarchy and group identification.
Japanese officers and NCOs served as surrogate parents.The company com-
manderbecameastrictfather,theNCOalovingmotherandthelieutenanta

21 Mawdsley, Thunder in the East, pp. 399, 406; Omer Bartov, The Eastern Front 1941 –45, 
German Troops and the Barbarization of Warfare (1985, reprint, Hampshire/New York:
Palgrave,2001).

22 GlantzandHouse,When Titans Clashed,p.121.
23 Allen,Burma,pp.599–611.
24 A.J.Barker,The March on Delhi(London:FaberandFaber,1963),pp.71–72.
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relative.Thesecondyear’sconscriptsbecameanelderbrothertothe‘rookie’
recruit.25Now,whataboutthesepoys’‘willtocombat’?

AnirudhDeshpandeemphasizestheshiftsintheloyaltymechanismamong
the sepoys. He writes that while the sepoys drawn from the martial classes
until1942foughtduetotheirinnatesoldiering/warriorethos,thesepoysdrawn
fromthenon-martialclassesafter1942werepureandsimplemercenaries.The
lattergroupfoughtformaterialbenefits.Deshpandeassertsthatthenon-mar-
tialcommunitieswerepoliticallymoreconsciousandtheylackedthesoldiering
ethosofthetraditionalmartialcommunities.Suchadistinctionissimplistic.
Men do not fight and die for money alone. Deshpande’s assertion that the
senseofloyaltyofthejawanswastransformedduringWorldWarIIduetothe
inclusionofthenon-martialclassesisabitoverstated.Further,hisclaimthat
theIndianArmysufferedfromahighrateofdesertionfrom1942onwards26is
alsounsubstantiated.Thereweresomedesertionsfromtherecruitcamps,but
therateofdesertionamongtheIndianunits in the frontlineremainedvery
low. Of course, there were some stresses and strains when certain war-time
economicmeasuresoftheRajgeneratedgrievancesamongthecultivatorsof
the Punjab and the Sikh soldiery. However, there was no large-scale mutiny
andnolinksbetweenthegrievancesofthecivilsocietyandthesepoysatleast
tillAugust1945.27Infact,theexpansionofthewelfarenetforthesepoysand
theirfamiliesfrom1943onwardsenabledtheBritishhighcommandnotonly
to retain but to strengthen the loyalty bonds between the sepoys and their
officers.

MarstonassertsthatthepoliticalloyaltyoftheIndianArmyduringWorld
WarIIwasneverthreatened.However,thisdoesnotmeanthatindividualsol-
diersandofficerslackedpoliticalopinionsorsympathieswiththenationalist
movement.28Marstonispartlyrighthere.Recruitsfromthe‘non-martial’com-
munitiesjoinedthearmyinordertoacquiresocialmobility.Butthislogicalso

25 EdwardJ.Drea,‘“TrainedintheHardestSchool”’,inEdwardJ.Drea,In the Service of the 
Emperor: Essays on the Imperial Japanese Army(1998,reprint,Lincoln/London:University
ofNebraskaPress,2003),pp.75–90.

26 AnirudhDeshpande,British Military Policy in India, 1900 –1945: Colonial Constraints and 
Declining Power (NewDelhi:Manohar,2005),pp.150–54.

27 TanTaiYong,The Garrison State: The Military, Government and Society in Colonial Punjab, 
1849 –1947(NewDelhi:Sage,2005),pp.281–309;KaushikRoy,‘MilitaryLoyaltyintheColo-
nialContext:ACaseStudyoftheIndianArmyduringWorldWarII’,Journal of Military 
History, vol. 73, no. 2 (2009), pp. 497 –529; Kaushik Roy, ‘Discipline and Morale of the
African,BritishandIndianArmyUnitsinBurmaandIndiaduringWorldWarII:July1943
toAugust1945’,Modern Asian Studies,vol.44,no.6(2010),pp.1255–82.

28 Marston,Phoenix from the Ashes,p.235.
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appliesfortherecruitsfromtheso-calledmartialcommunities.BillSlimcon-
sideredthatquicksurrenderratherthancombatwastheonlycontributionof
theINA.29SlimhadnounderstandingofpoliticsinSouthAsia.Whenthesol-
diersweredemobilizedin1946withoutadequateeconomic incentives, they
turnedagainsttheRajandtheINAprovidedasymbolicfocusforanalternative
loyaltyfortheIndiansoldiery.

Overall, during both World Wars, the combat motivation of the sepoys
remainedmoreorlesssameintheIndianArmy.Hence,wecanarguethatthe
IndianArmywaspartiallyandnottotallytransformedduringthelatterhalfof
WorldWarII.Regardlessofshiftsintherecruitment,thecombatbranchesof
theIndianArmyweredominatedbythe‘martialraces’duringboththeWorld
Wars.Mostofthesepoyswerelong-termvolunteerswhocamefromtherural
areasandweresmallfarmers.Theyjoinedthearmyformaterialbenefitsfor
theirfamiliesandupwardsocialmobility.Regimentalpridefosteredbyethnic
tiesplayedanimportantpartinkeepingintactthesectionsandplatoonsdur-
ingfirefight inthebattlefields.30Thesamelogicmoreor lessappliesforthe
sepoys fromthenon-martialcommunities.Politicswasnotreally important
fortheilliterateandsemi-literatesepoys.However,duringthewar,whenIndia
CommandandtheSEAChadcraftedasubstantialwelfaremechanismforthe
Indiansoldiery,thelatterremainedloyaltotheirBritishmasters.Goodrations
forthefrontlinetroops,medicalfacilitiesforthewoundedsepoys,postalfacili-
ties,provisionofuniforms,etc.wereessentialfortheIndianquasi-mercenary
soldiersduringboththeWorldWars.31Kshatradharma(loyaltytothemilitary
paymaster) somewhat strengthened the loyalty mechanism of the sepoys.32
Andthemiddle-classurbanIndianECOswerealsoabletogelwiththeBritish
controlled military machine, thanks to the training and regimental ethos
between 1939 and 1945.Tarak Barkawi rightly notes that not nationalism or

29 Miller,Uncle Bill,p.343.
30 AsregardsthedominationofthemartialracesinthecombatantbranchesoftheIndian

ArmyduringtheFirstWorldWar,seeKaushikRoy,‘RaceandRecruitmentintheIndian
Army:1880–1918’,Modern Asian Studies,vol.47,no.4(2013),pp.1310–1347.Fortheuseof
primordialties(ethnic,clan,casteandvillagebonds)intheconstructionofregimentsof
theIndianArmy,aprocesswhichstartedinthepost-1857Mutinyera,seeKaushikRoy,
‘The Construction of Regiments in the Indian Army: 1859 –1913’, War in History, vol. 8,
no.2(2001),pp.127–48.

31 ForWorldWarI,seeGeorgeMorton-Jack,The Indian Army on the Western Front: India’s 
Expeditionary Force to France and Belgium in the First World War(Cambridge:Cambridge
UniversityPress,2014),pp.281–98.

32 KaushikRoy,Hinduism and the Ethics of Warfare in South Asia: From Antiquity to the Pres-
ent(Cambridge:CambridgeUniversityPress,2012).
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racialideologybutintensetraininganddevelopmentofnewtacticsenabled
theIndianArmytoholditsgroundagainsttheIJA.33

ItistobenotedthatwhentheIndianArmywasforcedtoexpandrapidlyin
themidstofoverseasdeploymentandrisingbattlecasualtiesduring1941and
1942,theregiments’ethniccompositiongotdisturbed.Andthisinturnreduced
the combat cohesion of the sepoy regiments, resulting in lower combat
effectiveness of these units during the disastrous Malaya-Singapore-Burma
campaigns.JapaneseinactivityalongtheBurma-IndiaFrontfromJune1942till
February 1944 enabled the Indian Army to systematize its expansion pro-
grammeandabsorbthenewlessonslearntfromthedisastrousMalaya-Burma
Campaign of 1941–42 through a reinvigorated training regimen. However, in
theaftermathofWorldWarII,thewelfarebureaucracyoftheRajwasdisman-
tled. And unlike in 1919, after the end of the GreatWar, in 1946, due to the
changingpoliticallandscapeandeconomicdifficultiesoftheBritishEmpire,
theRajwasnotinapositiontoprovidethedemobilizedsepoysandtheirfami-
lieswithvarious incentives like landgrants in thecanalcolonies inPunjab,
jobsintheruraladministration,provisionofessentialcommoditiesatasubsi-
dized rate, etc. The net result was that the demobilized sepoys and the
traditional ‘martial’ communities which provided the bulk of the recruits
turnedagainsttheirerstwhilewhitemaster.34Butthatremainsaseparatestory
altogether.

DuringWorldWarII,intheprimitiveenvironmentofBurma,thecombat
motivationoftheIndiansoldiers(despitethembeingquasi-mercenaries)was
strongerthanthatoftheBritishsoldiers(despitethelatterbeingmembersof
anationalarmy).TwoBritishauthorswritethatcombatinBurmaplacedextra
strain on the British soldiers because the physical environment was more
primitivecomparedto‘civilization’asitexistedinWestEurope.Notonlydid
theyhavetofightforalongperiodinthemountainousjungleenvironment,
worsetheyhadnoopportunitytoseeandtalktowhitewomen.35BothinNew
Guineaduring1942–43andinBurmaduringthesameperiod,casualtiesdueto

33 Tarak Barkawi, ‘Culture and Combat in the Colonies: The Indian Army in the Second
WorldWar’,Journal of Contemporary History,vol.41,no.2(2006),p.329.

34 Deshpande,British Military Policy in India,pp.162–72.RajitK.MazunderinThe Indian 
Army and the Making of Punjab(NewDelhi:PermanentBlack,2003)showstheelaborate
political-patronagenetworkconstructedbytheRajkepttheruralsocietyofPunjab(the
principalrecruitinggroundoftheIndianArmy)satisfiedatleasttill1945.

35 Lieutenant-General Geoffrey Evans and Antony-Brett James, Imphal: A Flower on Lofty 
Heights(London:Macmillan,1962),p.337.
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tropical disease exceeded battle casualties.36 The sepoys who came from a
resource-poorruralbackgroundwerebetteradaptedtomeetthedemandsof
combatinthejungleandhillconditionsofBurma(thanksalsotothepre-1939
trainingandcombatexperienceofthesepoysinSmallWaralongtheNorth-
WestFrontier)comparedtotheirBritishcounterparts.

Thus,theIndianArmyattheendof1945waspartlynewandpartlyold.In
terms of recruitment, combat motivation/loyalty mechanism, logistics and
severalaspectsofthetacticalprocedures,therewasalotofcontinuityfrom
thepre-WorldWarIIera.TheIndianArmyin1945canbecategorizedasaforce
partlytransformed.Toconclude,intermsofsizeandthenumberofcasualties
sufferedbytheIndianArmy,itremainedsmallfryvis-à-vistheWehrmacht,the
USArmyandtheRedArmy.Itisunknownwhetherintheabsenceofnational
ideologyandbrutedisciplinarymethods,theIndianArmywouldhaveheldits
owninfaceofthemassivebloodlettingwhichHitler’sandStalin’sarmiessuf-
feredontheEasternFrontbetween1941and1945.TheIndianArmywaslucky
tomeettheIJAwhichremained,intheend,alightinfantryforce.Andeven
then,fortheIJA,BurmacomparedtoChinawasasecondarytheatre.Theissue
ofthebeginningsofmodern/manoeuvrewarfarein1944–45Burmaisagainan
unwanted debate. This debate is more the product of tussle between the
‘Easterners’(thosewhoemphasizedtheimportanceofFarEast/BritishEmpire
forBritainandadvocatesofSlim)versusthe‘Westerners’(thosewhofocused
on the importance of Western Front against Germany and supporters of
‘Monty’)withintheBritishArmyanditshistorians.Slim’sdashtoMeiktilaand
thentoRangooninthefirsthalfof1945weresmalleraffairsintermsofnumber
of tanks and self propelled artillery used compared to Guderian’s race for
MoscowduringAugust–September1941andZhukov’smarchtoBerlininmid
1945.Rather,thewarinBurmainseveralwayswassimilartothetraditional
infantry-centric Small War at which the Indian Army had always excelled.
Aggressive patrolling, guarding the heights, protecting the convoys from
ambush, layingambushandboobytraps, fightingroadblocks,useofanimal
transportandmountainartillery,sniping,etc.aresomeofthechiefcharacter-
istics of both the Small War and the Burma War. Elements of continuity
betweensomeaspectsof‘SmallWar’inSouthAsiawith‘JungleWarfare’inthe
ageofTotalWarinSouth-EastAsiacanbediscerned.37

36 Jeffrey Grey, A Military History of Australia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1990),p.179.

37 Forthisaspectofcontinuity,seeKaushikRoy,The Army in British India: From Colonial 
Warfare to Total War, 1857 –1947(London:Bloomsbury,2013).
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SignificantelementsofchangewereintroducedbytheGoIandGHQIndia
intheBritish-IndianmilitaryorganizationengagedintheBurmaWarduring
1943–44.Large-scaleaerialsupplyandaerialtransportationofgroundtroops
andmules,closeairsupportfortheinfantry,etc.weredefinitelynewtechniques
introduced by the SEAC and India Command. Despite novel technological
changes to a great extent, the Indian Army fought as an infantry-oriented
forcesupportedbylightartilleryandmulesbothintheNorth-WestFrontier
andBurma.WhatmatteredintheendwasthattheIndianArmydisplayeda
high learning curve under trying conditions and achieved victory. Superior
technology,tacticsandtrainingplusmaterialsuperiorityintheendresulted
inthedefeatofthesoldiersofthecountryofthe‘RisingSun’atthehandsof
Commonwealthsoldiersingeneralandthesepoysinparticular.
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