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‘The reconquest of Burma by the 14th Army under Slim remains a classic in the art of generalship. Only a man of the highest judgement, nerve and skill could have achieved this tour de force. History may well decide that there are more important lessons to be learned from Slim’s handling of this campaign than from some of the larger and more spectacular battles on other fronts . . .’ – Earl Mountbatten of Burma, 15 December 1970
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Introduction



Slim was one of the pre-eminent soldiers of his generation. Tough, wise, accessible to all, he was the epitome of the great commander. Physically imposing, Slim had a prominent square chin that gave him a look of purposefulness and determination. His physical appearance was not deceptive. Slim, against the most formidable of obstacles, helped to transform Allied fortunes in Burma such that profound defeat in 1942 was turned into overwhelming and comprehensive victory in 1945. Lord Louis Mountbatten, who commanded the Allied war effort in the south-east Asian theatre of war from November 1943, concluded that Slim was ‘the finest general the Second World War produced.’1 To a large extent, however, his flame has been extinguished in the popular memory of great British military commanders. While many today have heard of Field-Marshal Montgomery of Alamein, few have heard of Slim. Far from home and far down the priority list, his soldiers in 14th Army were by early 1944 calling themselves the ‘Forgotten Army’. Slim, their commander for close on two years, can aptly be described as the ‘Forgotten Commander’ of this army. Despite the fact that he commanded the only Allied army comprehensively to defeat a Japanese Army on land in the Second World War, rose to the highest rank and position in the British Army – Chief of the Imperial General Staff – and retained the affection and loyalty of his soldiers in a manner equalled only by commanders of the stature of Admiral Nelson and the Duke of Wellington, his contribution to the art of war has largely been forgotten.


Slim’s contribution to eventual Allied victory in the Second World War was not that he achieved outstanding battlefield success, significant though that was. Slim’s real contribution to the art of war was to provide a practical bridge between the original theory of the ‘indirect approach’ expounded by Major-General J.F.C. Fuller, Sir Basil Liddell Hart and other members of the ‘English’ school of military strategy during the inter-war era, and the modern doctrine of ‘manoeuvre warfare’. Indeed, Slim was the foremost British exponent in the Second World War of the ‘indirect’ approach to war and in his conduct of operations in 1944 and 1945 he provided a clear foreshadowing of ‘manoeuvre’ warfare. The common wellspring of both doctrines is the notion that the art of strategy is to undermine an enemy’s mental strengths and his will to win, through the concentration of force to achieve surprise, psychological shock, physical momentum and moral dominance. It is an approach to war that sits in stark contrast to the idea of matching strength with strength, and force with force, and where the goal of strategy is not simply to slog it out with an enemy in an attritional confrontation. A ‘manoeuvrist’ commander, to use the rather jangling modern parlance, prizes above all the virtues of cunning and guile, seeks shamelessly to trick and deceive the enemy and bases his operational plan firmly upon the ruthless exploitation of the enemy’s weaknesses.


Slim’s espousal of these principles and his successful application of them to the prosecution of the war in India and Burma in 1944 and 1945 – and thus his contribution to the development of modern warfare as a whole – has never been properly recognized. This was largely because he developed and practised his ideas on the battlefield – and a relatively obscure battlefield at that – rather than in the classroom or the textbook. Slim has, accordingly, left behind no extensive body of knowledge for successive generations to remember his contribution to modern strategy and his legacy has largely been lost. Liddell Hart himself failed to recognize Slim’s contribution to the practice of war in his History of the Second World War published posthumously in 1970.* This present book is intended to make a start in redressing this balance and to present the unknown Slim, the full-orbed military commander in whom both strategy and humanity were artfully combined. Who was he?


Born into straightened financial circumstances in 1891 – the son of an iron merchant – he had spent his youth in Birmingham dreaming of a military career. Under normal circumstances a boy of his background would have been denied the chance to go to Sandhurst or Woolwich to gain a commission in the Army, as his family had not the funds to support him in what was an expensive endeavour. The First World War gave him this opportunity. He proved to be a good soldier and a natural leader. Service in Gallipoli and Mesopotamia, two wounds, the award of a Military Cross and a transfer, via the West India Regiment, to the Indian Army in 1919 – an opportunity granted to very few – and thence to the 6th Gurkha Rifles in 1920, saw Slim embarking on the career of which he had always dreamed. He loved the Gurkhas, whom he had first met as a subaltern in the Royal Warwickshire Regiment at Gallipoli in 1915, and with whom he would spend the remainder of his regimental life. He was made adjutant of the battalion in 1922.


Despite the slowness of peacetime advancement he had marked himself out as a man of immense ability. There is no doubt that Slim was one of the outstanding talents of the day. He came top in the entrance exam for the Indian Army Staff College at Quetta in 1926, and two years later graduated as the top student. He was universally acknowledged to have ‘gained the respect and friendship of his contemporaries and was without doubt the outstanding student of his time.’2 In 1934 he was selected to be the Indian Army’s representative at Camberley, following his colleague, Lieutenant-Colonel Sir John Smyth VC, and was given the brevet rank of Lieutenant-Colonel in 1935. It was here that he made his first impact on his British peer group. None failed to be impressed. ‘Both his fellow instructors and his students testify to his qualities of stability, keen intellect, down-to-earth manner, keen sense of humour and affability at all times’ affirmed one of his biographers.3


A fellow instructor at Camberley, Lieutenant-Colonel Archibald Nye,* was later to remark that




he was a class by himself and I rated him as probably the best all round officer of his rank in the Imperial Army. One could not fail to respect him since he had two qualities at a very high degree – quality of character which included complete integrity and at the same time the quality of a very good intellect. One does not often come across a man with both these qualities so developed.4





The commandant at the time, Lord Gort, sought Slim’s immediate promotion to Colonel because he was ‘so clearly a commander (and) . . . well above the average of his rank.’5


Slim’s time at Camberley was followed, not by battalion command, but with selection to attend the Imperial Defence College in London, a course designed to equip selected senior officers for higher command. Thus, his period of battalion command arrived somewhat late in life, and was relatively short. Some have assumed that the lateness by which Slim received his appointment to command a battalion (he was forty-six) was indicative of a mediocre peacetime career. This, however, is incorrect.6 The reason for Slim’s appointment to command a battalion coming at such a late age was precisely because his star had taken him to a variety of other high powered appointments in the meantime, appointments which were denied to all but the best in the Indian Army. When it came for his return to India and selection for regimental command the only doubt was whether he needed, at his age and given the high profile of his previous jobs, even to command a battalion. But rules were rules and it was decided that even Slim had to jump through this particular hoop. Not, that is, that he minded doing so. Command of a battalion is what all good infantry officers aspire to, and Slim was no exception, despite the many years he had spent away from regimental soldiering. He was duly given the command of the 2nd Battalion, 7th Gurkha Rifles in 1938, if only for a year before promotion to Brigadier in 1939 to command the Indian Army Senior Officer’s School at Belgaum.


The outbreak of war saw a hurried trip to New Delhi to badger GHQ into giving him a field command. He was rewarded for his persistence with 10 Indian Infantry Brigade, which was forming up in Jhansi at the time in preparation for despatch the following year to the Middle East.


Active service in Eritrea and the Middle East followed, first with 10 Indian Infantry Brigade and then as commander of 10 Indian Infantry Division on promotion to Major-General in May 1941. It might appear that Slim was fortunate to be given divisional command. Commanding his brigade in Eritrea in 1940, he had failed to capture the border town of Gallabat from the Italians, and a battalion of the Essex Regiment in his brigade broke and ran in the face of Italian air attack. Such failure could easily have ended his career. But General Sir Claude Auchinleck, the Commander-in-Chief (C-in-C) India at the time, was convinced of Slim’s potential for high command. He had already appointed Slim as the Brigadier General Staff (BGS) to General E.P. Quinan, commander of the Indian Army force sent to Iraq – Force Sabine. ‘I think his recent war experience ought to be of great value to you’ Auchinleck wrote to Quinan on 10 March 1941.7 Two days later Auchinleck wrote to Wavell, then Commander-in-Chief Middle East: ‘I have nominated Quinan as Commander of the Force and have sent his name home to the War Office. I propose to give him Slim as his BGS and I think the combination should be a good one.’8 Quinan and Slim left India for Iraq together on 4 May 1941.9


Auchinleck had his eye on Slim for even better things. The opportunity came far sooner than anybody expected. On 11 May 1941, Auchinleck wrote to the Viceroy, Lord Linlithgow:




I heard today from General Quinan that Major-General W.A.K. Fraser, the Commander of the 10th Division, who went with the first contingent of troops to Basra, had asked to be relieved of his command on the grounds that he had no longer the confidence of his subordinate commanders. General Quinan recommended the immediate acceptance of his request and added that the strain of the past few weeks had undoubtedly adversely affected General Fraser’s power of command. I have cabled General Wavell asking his concurrence to the replacement of General Fraser in command of the 10th Division by Brigadier Slim, who is Brigadier, General Staff, to General Quinan. I have every reason to expect that Slim’s energy, determination and force of character generally will prove equal to the task.10





Slim accordingly took up the appointment on 15 May 1941 in the temporary rank of Major-General.


Interestingly, the ‘Auk’s’ recommendation to Wavell that Slim be given divisional command brought Slim to Wavell’s attention for the first time. Wavell, of course, was a British Service officer who did not have the detailed knowledge of Indian Army officers possessed by Auchinleck. What Wavell heard of Slim made him seek to bring Slim back from Iraq to be his own Chief of Staff when he swapped places with Auchinleck in June 1941, and became C-in-C India. Auchinleck, however, would have none of this, and argued that neither Slim nor the other officer on Wavell’s short list of candidates had ‘the reputation, personality and experience which would give the Indian Army full confidence in their ability.’11 This must have surprised Wavell somewhat, given Auchinleck’s strong support for Slim the previous month. But Auchinleck had an ulterior motive in making this judgement: he did not want to lose Slim from the Middle East, where his division was to do sterling work both in Iraq and Persia during the following year. Nine months later Auchinleck relented, however, and agreed to Wavell’s proposal to move Slim to the command of Burma Corps in Burma in March 1942.12 It was here that this story begins.





 


_____________


* B.H.Liddell Hart, History of the Second World War (London: Cassell & Co Ltd, 1970).


* Later to become Vice Chief of the Imperial General Staff (VCIGS).
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Poisoned Chalice


It was dusk on 8 March 1942. The Lysander Army Co-operation aircraft of the Indian Air Force drifted over the vastness of the shimmering Irrawaddy River to land at the old civil airfield at Magwe in central Burma. It was high summer. Daytime temperatures reached into 100 degrees Fahrenheit and the scarce shade in this part of the ‘dry belt’ of Burma did little to alleviate the heat. Nights, too, offered little respite and despite the obvious largesse of the Irrawaddy, water was scarce away from the deep-sunk village wells. The monsoon, which struck each year in May, changed all this, of course, but this was still two months away. When it did arrive, the rain fell from the heavens in ferocious torrents to drown the countryside, up to 200 inches in places. Chaungs – rivers beds that lay dry and dormant in high summer – now coursed with both life and destructive power, as roads and tracks were washed away and transport on dry-weather roads was brought to a standstill.


The Lysander had flown that day from Akyab, on the Arakan coast, where the plane’s occupants had been briefed on the fate that had befallen Burma since the Japanese 15 Army had invaded the country from Thailand six weeks before. After a short stay the passengers reboarded the cramped shell of the aircraft and it crawled into the air again, this time changing course to head due east towards Magwe.


The two principal passengers in the aircraft that day were Lieutenant-General Sir Edwin (Ted) Morris, Chief of the General Staff (CGS) of the Indian Army* and his guest, Major-General William Joseph Slim. Morris had a much better idea of the situation in Burma at the time than Slim. This was hardly surprising. Slim had no idea why he was in the aircraft in the first place. About four days before he had been snatched from Iraq where he had been the commander of 10 Indian Infantry Division, and instructed to return immediately to India to prepare for a reconnaissance of Burma. Without asking too many questions he did as he was ordered.†


What little Slim knew about the situation in Burma when he arrived at Magwe he had picked up from Morris in the Lysander as it had made its slow and dangerous journey from Calcutta into the heart of Burma. This was sufficient to inform him of two things. First, Burma was an awful place in which to fight a war. The sheer enormity and diversity of Burma’s physical geography made an immediate impact on Slim as he saw the country for the first time. The distance between its capital, Rangoon, and Imphal, the capital of Manipur state in north eastern India, represents a comparable distance between London and Marseilles: Burma’s 240,000 square miles could easily fill both France and Belgium. The country is surrounded on its northern and eastern sides by rugged mountains and on the western side by sea. The Himalayas guard the northern extremities of Burma and then flow deep into the heart of the country, petering out into a thick belt of high, precipitous and tangled hills. Of these the Naga Hills in the north and the Chin Hills in the centre boast heights of 8,000–12,000 feet while the Arakan Yomas in the south forms a natural barrier between central Burma and the coastal strip to the north and south of Akyab.


Wide prairie-like plains in the centre of the country offer sharp contrast to the tropical jungle in the south and east. A long, thin jungle-entwined finger stretches down from the body of the country into the Bay of Bengal with its southernmost extremity at Victoria Point.‡ This 400-mile stretch of coastline – Tenasserim – which for the most part lies no more than forty miles wide, provided the point of access for the Japanese blitzkrieg into Burma in late January 1942.


Vast rivers – the Irrawaddy, Chindwin, Sittang and Salween – split the country like giant wedges. The Irrawaddy flows more than 1,300 miles from the northernmost reaches of the country and the Salween even further, but while the former was bridged, at Mandalay, the latter was not. The huge distances of this country were made even more formidable by the paucity of strategic routes of communication. In 1941 there were few roads or railways with inland trade and communications largely conducted on the great rivers. The few roads and railways in Burma that did exist tended to run north–south with the grain of the country, following the line of the rivers. Although some effort had been made to build a road from India to Burma from December 1941 (from Imphal via Tamu to Kalewa on the Chindwin) this was not complete when it was required in May 1942. Only one road of significance ran into China (the 1,500-mile-long ‘Burma Road’), and only one road ran into northern Thailand. The few tracks that existed were not suitable for all weather use, particularly by vehicles, and were liable to interruption by floods and landslides during the monsoon.


The lack of a land link between Burma and India meant that the possession of Rangoon, with its port, was key to the defence of the country. Without the port the Burma Army could not be supplied as its line of communication would have to run for more than a thousand miles overland back to either India or China. The prospect of either was daunting.


The second reality pressed upon Slim during his visit was that the defence of the country was unravelling at great speed. The once mighty British Empire in the Far East was collapsing under the onslaught of a Japanese advance that, in terms of its audacity, speed and surprise, matched in every way the Wehrmacht’s blitzkrieg attack on France two years before.


War had come as a considerable shock to Burma. In virtually every sense the country was completely unprepared for invasion. Burma was a colonial backwater, and its very insignificance seemed to guarantee its security. Its forces, both British and Burmese, were weak and poorly equipped. The main part of the peacetime garrison, 1 Burma Division,* was based at Toungoo in the Shan States and consisted of 1 and 2 Burma Brigades together with 13 Indian Brigade. In its ethos, dispositions and training the Burma Army was far from ready for war.1 Prior to the Japanese invasion there had been little effective planning or training for war, troop levels were low and equipment of all kinds was in desperately short supply. When, in December 1941, war with Japan suddenly became a reality, General Sir Archibald Wavell, whose India Command suddenly became responsible for Burma, appointed one of his senior staff from New Delhi to oversee the defences of the country. Lieutenant General Sir Thomas Hutton, CGS of the Indian Army, whom Wavell considered to be a first-rate administrator and just the sort of person Burma required at this juncture, duly arrived in Rangoon on 27 December 1941. Burma’s peace was not considered by most observers to be under immediate threat while Malaya lay threatened, and both Wavell and Hutton expected to have several months to plan the defence of the country, despite the aerial bombing of Rangoon in the days before Christmas. The attack from Thailand into Tenasserim by the 14,000 men of Lieutenant-General Takeuchi’s 55 Division, part of General Iida’s 15 Army* on 20 January 1942 therefore came as a considerable shock. The capable and well-trained Gurkha brigades (16 and 48) of 17 Indian Division† which had arrived in Rangoon by ship in early January to assist in the defence of the country, were immediately engaged, with 2 Burma Brigade, in Tenasserim. Unable to stem the Japanese advance towards Rangoon, however, these makeshift defences crumbled gradually during February. On 23 February 17 Indian Division suffered a devastating blow when the vital bridge over the Sittang River was demolished prematurely, leaving over half of the division on the enemy side of the river. Rangoon, together with the rest of Burma, lay open to the exultant Japanese.


In the weeks that followed confusion and disaster pursued the retreating British. Wavell, directing from afar, became increasingly critical of Hutton’s management of the crisis, and disagreed with him about the ability of the Burma Army to hold Rangoon. Despite the evidence of the previous month, Wavell consistently underrated the abilities of the Japanese and insisted that Rangoon be held, considering any talk of otherwise to be rank defeatism. Disappointed with what he considered to be Hutton’s uninspired performance he asked London for an experienced operational commander to take over the Burma Army. Churchill responded to Wavell’s request by sending out General Sir Harold Alexander, who had commanded 1 Division of the British Expeditionary Force in France in 1940.


It appeared to many British troops in early 1942 that a new type of warfare and a new type of enemy had engulfed them. Tough, frugal and determined, the Japanese were far better prepared and equipped for a savage jungle-based war than the British, Indian and Burmese soldiers who opposed them in 1941 and 1942. Japanese tactics were designed above all to achieve shock and paralysis in their enemy. In this they proved to be resoundingly successful. The seemingly inaccessible jungle, a place of fear for many British and Imperial troops, was used extensively for movement. Commanders sought routinely to disrupt and confuse their enemy. Roads and headquarters were attacked in order to paralyse British command and control arrangements, overload commanders and cause confusion among the troops. The Japanese had a particular penchant for emerging from the jungle far to the rear of a main position and setting up roadblocks on the all-important lines of communication upon which the British relied for movement and supplies. By infiltrating behind and through British defensive positions, they would make the defenders believe that they were cut off with no hope of escape, and by moving quickly through thick jungle to appear far behind the ‘front line’ they would induce panic in rear echelon troops. They moved quickly and lightly, unencumbered with the scales of transport and materiel of war that characterized the Anglo-Indian forces. At the outset of their campaign the Japanese were amazed at the ease with which they could psychologically dominate their opponents, sometimes achieving their objectives without having to do much fighting.2


During their relentless advance through Burma in the first five months of 1942 the Japanese forced the British to play to their tune. The Japanese method of war, their single minded determination to win, together with their savagery and wanton disregard for life, either their own or their enemy’s, came as a brutal shock to the European military tradition and its deeply rooted codes of military conduct and chivalry that still held sway in the Indian and Burma Armies. To the ordinary fighting man – but particularly the British soldier – the Japanese soldier quickly gained fame as a fearsome fighting beast for which none of their training had prepared them. James Lunt, who was a subaltern in 2 Burma Brigade during the retreat, remembered the ‘speed with which they seized the fleeting chance; the exploitation of every weakness; the ruthlessness with which they drove forward across terrain considered impassable; the skilful handling of their mortars; their stamina and, let it be said, their courage.’3 The ferocity of the onslaught Iida launched against them gave the Japanese an immediate psychological advantage over the troops of the Burma Army, and allowed them to dominate the battlefield, creating an aura of invincibility about the Japanese ‘superman’ that was to take two years for the British to erase.


It was not just the Japanese or the British who had an interest in Burma at this time. Both the Chinese and the United States had much at stake in the country. American supplies to the Chinese nationalist forces of Chiang Kai-shek found their way from Rangoon to Yunnan via the ‘Burma Road’. Chiang Kai-shek’s armies were at the time tying down twenty Japanese divisions in China, which amounted to about half of the fighting formations of the Japanese Imperial Army. This was sufficient justification for Roosevelt to lavish many thousands of tons of ‘lend lease’ supplies on the Chinese during 1940 and 1941.4


Roosevelt and Churchill had appointed Chiang Kai-shek to be the Supreme Commander of the China War Theatre, a move designed formally to bind the Chinese into the higher command structure of the anti-Axis alliance. In return Chiang Kai-shek agreed to the appointment of the American General Joseph ‘Vinegar Joe’ Stilwell in March 1942 as his deputy and head of the Chinese Expeditionary Force to Burma. A day after his first visit to Rangoon, on 21 December 1941, Wavell flew to Chungking, Chiang Kai-shek’s mountain stronghold 1,000 miles from Rangoon, to confer with the ‘Generalissimo’. Wavell’s primary objective was to secure the services of the American Volunteer Group (AVG)* for the defence of Rangoon. Chiang Kai-shek offered him the major part of 6th Chinese Army, already on the Yunnan-Burma border, for the defence of Burma, as well as 5th Chinese Army. Concerned not to overburden the Burma Army’s already fragile supply arrangements, Wavell accepted at the time only 6th Chinese Army, although he was later also to accept 5th Chinese Army as well.


However, command and control arrangements between the British and Chinese in Burma proved to be anything but clear. In late March Chiang Kai-shek asked Alexander to assume overall command of the Chinese as well as the British and Empire forces in Burma. ‘Nominally I commanded all the Allied Forces’, wrote Alexander in his Despatch.




General Stilwell commanded the Chinese V and VI Armies but he had to issue all his orders through a Chinese Commander, General Lou. There was, moreover, a system of liaison officers working under the Generalissimo and it appeared that no orders of a major nature issued by myself, by General Stilwell or by General Lou could be carried out unless they had the sanction of the Generalissimo, which had to be obtained through the latter’s Liaison Mission, whose head was General Lin Wei in Lashio, and who in turn had a forward liaison officer in General Hou at Maymno. Such an arrangement was obviously quite unsuitable for modern war since quick decisions for the employment of the Chinese forces were impossible to obtain and this, together with the almost total lack of knowledge of staff duties which existed in the Chinese forces, caused considerable delay in the execution of vital movements.5





The Chinese were a mixed blessing. When they fought at all they fought well. The difficulty lay in persuading their commanders to fight in the first place. Chinese commanders regarded their armies to be their own private fiefdoms: their continued power and prosperity involved retaining these forces, not in frittering them away in battle. The protracted war against the Japanese over the previous decade had forced them to conserve forces and avoid pitched battles. Large scale actions and offensives were fought only when the Chinese, not possessing artillery or air support, otherwise enjoyed overwhelming odds over the Japanese.


To a large extent this explained their notorious unreliability, from which Slim was to suffer on more than one occasion. Although the bravery of their soldiers, once battle had been joined, was for the most part faultless, their campaign style was largely reprehensible. Like the Japanese they had a deep disregard for human life and treated the Burmese with considerable brutality. Supplies that could not be garnered from the British were taken from the local population by force or stripped from the countryside. They were deficient in transport, heavy weapons, trained staff and communications. The latter was a particular problem for Stilwell, as keeping contact with both Alexander and Slim proved extremely difficult throughout the campaign.


In the weeks following the Sittang disaster 17 Indian Division was reinforced with the newly arrived 63 Indian Brigade.* 7 Armoured Brigade† also arrived to join Burma Army just before Rangoon fell. With just under 7,000 troops, 17 Indian Division had less than half its normal establishment. Many units had been completely shattered and were patched up as best they could for the next stage of the campaign. Wavell blamed Smyth for the disaster and replaced him with Major General ‘Punch’ Cowan, who was to command the division until the end of the war.


Alexander flew into Magwe airfield on 4 March 1942, the newly appointed C-in-C Burma, in the midst of what one of his biographers has described as ‘the military poverty and disillusionment of Burma.’6 A day later he arrived in Rangoon in the last plane to land before it fell. He had been travelling for more than a week. As soon as his aircraft touched down he hurried forward to 17 Indian Division’s HQ at Hlegu where he met both Cowan and Hutton, taking command of British forces in Burma at 3 p.m. Hutton remained, rather reluctantly, as Alexander’s chief of staff.


During a brief stop over in Calcutta on 3 March Wavell had impressed on Alexander the need to hold on to Rangoon. The retention of the whole of Burma was equally important, Wavell stressed, to maintain the connection with China, to protect north eastern India with its war industries, and as an essential air base for prosecution of attacks on the Japanese.7 Without the port, Alexander was told, Burma Army could not be reinforced or re-supplied until a land route could be pushed through from India, something that was in hand but which would not be complete for many more months.


These orders remained imprinted on Alexander’s mind, and dictated his conduct of the campaign thereafter. Critically, however, Wavell failed to provide Alexander with an overall mission for the defence of Burma as a whole. Nor did he give him any advice as to what he should do if the unimaginable happened and Rangoon fell.


In the first hours of his arrival outside Rangoon Alexander was confronted with a stark choice. He could accept Hutton’s assessment that the defence of Rangoon was now untenable and immediately withdraw 17 Indian Division from Pegu, evacuate Rangoon and draw back the Burma Army onto the Irrawaddy. Alternatively, he could obey Wavell’s instructions and launch attacks to close the gap that had developed between 1 Burma and 17 Indian Divisions with the intention of defending Rangoon to the last. Mindful of Wavell’s orders and as yet not fully conversant with the realities of the battle situation west of the Sittang, Alexander chose the latter. Against the frantically proffered advice of Hutton, Brigadier ‘Taffy’ Davies, Hutton’s Chief of Staff, and Cowan, he countermanded Hutton’s order for a withdrawal and ordered attacks to be launched by both divisions into the area between Pegu and Waw.


Predictably, the attacks proved abortive. Neither of Burma Army’s two divisions was in any way able to carry out Alexander’s instructions. One Burma Division did not even move. Brigadier Wickham, of the newly arrived 63 Indian Brigade, was severely wounded and all three of his battalion commanding officers were killed in an ambush, rendering the newly arrived and untried brigade virtually helpless.*


This setback convinced Alexander that he had no choice but to risk Wavell’s disapproval and evacuate Rangoon. The alternative, as Alexander now recognised, was catastrophe. As Alexander himself was later ruefully to admit, his decision to disregard Hutton’s advice on 5 March was made on the basis of instructions that differed markedly from the reality of the situation. To his credit, it took him only twenty-four hours to recognise that Wavell’s ambitions for the retention of Rangoon, even to turn it into a ‘second Tobruk’, were wholly unrealistic and, if implemented, would have meant the complete loss of the Burma Army. At midnight on 6 March, therefore, he ordered Rangoon to be evacuated and the remaining demolitions to be blown. The garrison began its withdrawal north towards Prome in the early hours of 7 March.


The narrowness of Alexander’s escape became apparent on 7 and 8 March when, during the withdrawal north, the remnants of the Rangoon Garrison, which included Alexander’s Army HQ and 1 Gloucesters, were halted by a roadblock twelve miles north of the burning city. Lieutenant-General Sakurai had been ordered to attack Rangoon with his 33 Division from the north, advancing on the city to the west of the main road that led to Prome. In order to allow himself an unimpeded advance around the north of Rangoon he placed a block on the road to Prome at the village of Taukkyan. Despite repeated but piecemeal attacks by the withdrawing elements of Rangoon garrison trying to effect their escape northwards throughout 7 March the block proved impossible to break. Thousands of troops, including the new Army commander, and hundreds of vehicles in a nose-to-tail convoy stretching for 40 miles, were trapped.


By luck alone, they managed to escape. It had never occurred to the Japanese that the British would abandon Rangoon without a fight and the regimental commander responsible for establishing the block had been instructed not to get too embroiled in a battle while the bulk of 33 Division crossed the road to the north. In strict observance of his orders, the battalion commander at the block lifted the roadblock at first light on 8 March when 33 Division’s crossing was safely complete. The way was thus clear to allow Alexander and the remnants of the Rangoon garrison to make good their escape.


When Wavell received the message that Alexander had evacuated Rangoon he was incensed that his clear instructions to defend the city had been ignored. He immediately sent a terse telegram demanding to know whether battle had taken place. When he received this cable, on 10 March, Alexander, even more tersely, replied that he and the remnants of Burma Army had escaped only by the narrowest of margins.




The directive I was given was to hold Rangoon as long as possible but not to allow my force to be shut up there and destroyed. This has been accomplished but by a very narrow margin. With part of my force isolated in Pegu and most of it cut off from north there was for some time grave danger of the whole Army being surrounded . . . Most of troops have fought extremely well especially armoured brigade who although their scope was limited by nature of ground have done work beyond all praise . . . You are of course aware of state of force when I assumed command and partially trained 63 Infantry Brigade could not turn the scale.8





Wavell, taken aback by the unexpected vehemence of Alexander’s reply, responded merely by congratulating Alexander on his escape. Wavell never acknowledged how close he had brought the Burma Army to disaster, commenting merely in his Despatch that ‘On balance, I am satisfied that we gained by the delay.’9


On Slim’s return to Calcutta on 11 March following his reconnaissance of Burma he was still unsure of Morris’ purpose for him. His greatest fear was that he was to be made Chief of Staff to Alexander, a prospect that filled him with trepidation. Staff work and administration, even in the field, were not, he believed, his forte. Whatever he was as a field commander, he told himself, he ‘was certainly worse as a staff officer.’ Slim was called to Government House to be interviewed by Wavell. Only at this stage did Wavell tell him that he wanted Slim to command the corps that he intended to form in Burma, thus better to co-ordinate the fight against the Japanese. 1 Burma Division and 17 Indian Division, together with 7 Armoured Brigade, were to form 1 Burma Corps.


It is clear that in giving him command of Burma Corps Wavell continued to believe that the Japanese offensive could be halted. Despite the severe setbacks during the previous six weeks, including the loss of Rangoon, Wavell was convinced that, if its commanders showed more fortitude in battle than they had shown hitherto, Burma Army could yet redeem the situation. Even at this stage Wavell harboured some considerable delusions about the scale of the threat posed by the Japanese and about the ability of his disparate and poorly prepared troops to halt the invaders. But he did recognise, nevertheless, the complexity of the task. Calmly, he told Slim: ‘I want you to go back to Burma to take command of the corps that is to be formed there. Alexander has a most difficult task. You won’t find yours easy. The sooner you get there the better.’


Slim, under no illusions that ‘a command in Burma was more likely to be a test, and a tough one, than a triumph’, but obviously relieved that he was not destined to become a staff wallah in Alexander’s headquarters, responded promptly that he would start off the next morning. As the blistering sun fell finally over the wide and murky waters of the Irrawaddy on the evening of 12 March 1942, the newly promoted Lieutenant-General found himself once again strapped into a Lysander flying into the now familiar Magwe airfield.


Slim formally took command of Burma Corps on 19 March 1942, setting up his HQ in the now derelict Law Courts in Prome, a dusty, straggling river port on the east bank of the Irrawaddy. Of all the strange situations in which he had found himself this, he admitted, beat them all. ‘This was not the first, nor was it to be the last, time that I had taken over a situation that was not going too well. I knew the feeling of unease that comes first at such times, a sinking of the heart as the gloomy facts crowd in . . .’. As he was soon to discover, he could not have been handed a more poisonous chalice.


The one bright spot on arrival was the unexpected discovery that several of his key subordinates were old friends. By some ‘trick of fate’, he recalls, his two divisional commanders were fellow officers from the 1st Battalion, 6 Gurkha Rifles, and his Chief of Staff (the ‘Brigadier, General Staff’, or BGS) Brigadier ‘Taffy’ Davies, had commanded a battalion in Slim’s old brigade. Bruce Scott commanded 1 Burma Division and ‘Punch’ Cowan commanded 17 Indian Division. Furthermore, Brigadier ‘Welcher’ Welchman, a gunner with whom he shared the shrapnel from an Italian mortar bomb in Eritrea, was on the staff of HQ 17 Indian Division. Slim records of Scott and Cowan that ‘We had served and lived together for twenty-odd years . . . I could not have found two men in whom I had more confidence or with whom I would rather have worked. The fact that we were on those terms was more than a help in the tough times ahead.’ He was equally delighted to find Davies by his side. ‘A tall, thin, emaciated Welshman,’ commented James Lunt, ‘he combined driving energy with a first class tactical brain.’10 ‘I had known him for a long time . . .’ writes Slim. ‘If I had been lucky in my divisional commanders I was equally fortunate in my BGS.’ As for Welchman, Slim immediately poached him from Cowan and made him commander of what little corps artillery he possessed.


The loss of Rangoon removed at a stroke Alexander’s ability to sustain his forces for a protracted campaign in central Burma. Hutton had fortuitously stockpiled stores in central Burma during January and February, but these were sufficient to support Alexander for only another two months. Likewise the Japanese capture of the airfields in southern Burma rendered Burma useless in Britain’s wider prosecution of the war in the Far East. Alexander nevertheless realised that his immediate imperative was to prepare defences to the north of Rangoon to prevent Iida’s inevitable exploitation towards Mandalay, given that the Japanese were likely immediately to pour reinforcements into Rangoon from the sea.


Hutton’s original plans to fall back on the Irrawaddy offered a ready-made solution for Alexander. When he had first considered how best to continue fighting if Rangoon had to be evacuated, Hutton had suggested leaving the Chinese to cover the Sittang Valley, assisted by 1 Burma Division, while 17 Indian Division retired on Prome, as a forward defence for the vital oilfields at Yenangyaung. Prome was important for another reason. Much of the large stocks of stores shipped out of Rangoon before the fall of the city, and necessary for the continued sustenance of Burma Army, littered the docks and required back loading up river to Mandalay.


Building on Hutton’s plans, Alexander decided to create a general defence line running from Tharrawaddy in the west through to Nyaunglebin on the Sittang in the east. Successful holding of this line would allow contact to be maintained with the Chinese and provide time for India to build up her defences. There was no thought as yet of a withdrawal to India, although the task now facing the Burma Army was daunting.


The geography of central Burma played a considerable part in determining first Hutton’s, and then Alexander’s, plans. The city of Mandalay dominated, then as now, the centre of the country, and sits astride the mighty Irrawaddy as it traverses due south from the roof of Burma, before turning south west to Yenangyaung and then falling south again towards its mouth at Rangoon. The Sittang, which falls due south to the Gulf of Martaban from its source in the Karen Hills just south of Pyinmana, flows parallel to the Irrawaddy but closer to the Thai frontier. These two rivers are separated by an eighty-mile-wide range of roadless and thickly forested hills called the Pegu Yomas.


The two principal routes to Mandalay from Rangoon in 1942 were by road and rail through the Sittang Valley and by road along the Irrawaddy, to the west and east of the Pegu Yomas respectively. Alexander’s defence of both the Irrawaddy and Sittang valleys was based on the not unreasonable assumption that the Japanese would use both these routes to make their way to Mandalay. Alexander did not know, however, where Iida’s main effort would fall. Consequently he felt constrained to guard against the eventuality of a Japanese advance northwards on both routes. By doing this, however, he accepted that he was dividing rather than concentrating his forces, an issue which was later to strain his relationship with Slim. The plan was simple. Alexander decided to block any Japanese advance by placing the Burma Army in the Irrawaddy Valley and the 5th Chinese Army roughly parallel in the Sittang.


Concerned not to repeat the mistakes which he had seen at first hand in France in 1940, when the German breakthrough had bypassed and marginalised the static French defences, Alexander intended to use defensive tactics similar to those articulated by Wavell in a letter to Hartley, his new Chief of the General Staff, on 23 February. Wavell had proposed an approach based not on a static line defended proportionally by both divisions, ‘but by widely separated mobile brigade groups or even smaller columns operating from railway as base and converging rapidly on any body of enemy between railway and river. By such methods’ he suggested, a ‘wide area can be covered offensively and enemy infiltration tactics defeated by immediate attack often from several directions. Use can be made of natural obstacles to protect flanks and to drive enemy against. We have advantages’ he concluded, ‘of railways, base and better communications.’11


To the newly arrived Army Commander these notions made perfect sense.12 Accordingly, Alexander planned to place Brigade Groups in Prome and Allanmyo, which were to be made defended localities and stocked with supplies and ammunition for twenty-one days. If the Japanese got round these, the garrisons were to remain and fight on. The remainder of Burma Corps were to form mobile groups ready to counter-attack Japanese incursions into the defence zone when required.


Hutton, however, opposed these plans, not because of any criticism of the theory behind Alexander’s approach, but because he was convinced that these ideas simply did not take into account the ragged state of the Burma Army. Alexander would be hard pressed to provide the counter-attack forces with sufficient mobility and striking power, and without the benefits of air supply it would be impossible to supply the defended localities when they were inevitably cut off by Japanese encirclement. Hutton’s concern was that the Japanese would bypass these ‘strong points’ with ease, and then starve them into submission or attack and defeat them in detail once the ‘mobile forces’ had been pushed back.


The viability of Alexander’s initial plans were also dealt a sharp blow by a decision by Chiang Kai-shek not to allow 5th Chinese Army to deploy any further south than the town of Toungoo. The town provided the key bridge over the Sittang river taking the Burma Road through the Shan States and up to Lashio and from thence to China. If the town were lost it would close the Burma Road and turn the whole of the Allied left flank. Not being able to defend forward of the town thus placed a severe restriction on Alexander’s freedom of action, as it forced him to balance his forces on the Irrawaddy with those on the Sittang.


Chiang Kai-shek’s ruling meant that, in order to keep the defending armies on a line roughly level with each other Alexander had no choice but to withdraw 1 Burma Division from the lower Sittang Valley. On 13 March, only minutes after Slim’s first arrival at Alexander’s HQ, he gave orders to 1 Burma and 17 Indian Divisions to withdraw north. 1 Burma Division was to move back through the Chinese and thence withdraw to Prome, some elements crossing the Pegu Yomas to the Irrawaddy Valley while the remainder entrained for Taungdwingyi. 17 Indian Division was ordered to move to Okpo, a village some sixty miles south east of Prome, by 15 March.


Following their fortuitous escape from Rangoon, the garrison and HQ Burma Army had met up with 17 Indian Division north of Taukkyan, withdrawing to the area of Tharrawaddy by 10 March, many troops marching on foot. Thereafter 17 Indian Division attempted to reorganize itself as best it could after the disastrous Sittang River battles. During this time Scott’s division, which was covering the Sittang Valley south of Nyaunglebin, had mounted an offensive south on both sides of the Sittang on 11 March but had achieved indifferent results. The withdrawal to Tharrawaddy was accomplished without a fight, but in the process some eighty miles were sacrificed, and huge quantities of rice stockpiled for the two Chinese armies were lost.


Alexander’s decision to defend both the Irrawaddy and the Sittang Valleys bore out to the full Hutton’s fears that it would encourage the Japanese to use infiltration against the widely dispersed Allied forces, a tactic which they had by now developed to perfection and which, after the battles in Tenasserim, had become such a bogey to the Burma Army. In such circumstances it was simply not possible to be everywhere at once, and the inevitable consequence of Alexander’s decision was that wide gaps were created across the Allied line, easily identifiable to the Japanese from both aerial reconnaissance and local Burmese fifth columnists. In particular, the opportunity existed for the Japanese to attempt to turn either of the flanks by driving a wedge deep through the eighty-mile gap in the Pegu Yomas.


Some have argued that an alternative approach to the defence of the Prome–Toungoo line would have been to place light forces on the floors of both the Irrawaddy and Sittang valleys. These could have blocked any Japanese advance, while mobile strike forces hidden in the tangled mass of the Pegu Yomas itself could have launched attacks upon the advancing Japanese columns. As Alexander’s official biographer, William Jackson, asserts, this ‘would have been the classic manoeuvre’.13 However, for such a plan to succeed Alexander would have had to have been able to prevent the Japanese at the same time from conducting a wide envelopment up either the Irrawaddy to the west or through the Shan States to seize Mandalay from the east, either of which would have served to cut off Burma Army from the possibility of escape. Alexander simply did not have a means of blocking the Irrawaddy and his troops were not trained, equipped or confident enough to operate in this way. Nor, of course, did they have the air support that would have been essential to the success of this strategy. Such an approach was, according to Major-General Ian Lyall Grant, author of a detailed analysis of the retreat, ‘pie in the sky’ in 1942, insisting that the cruel realities of the situation gave Alexander no choice but to attempt to cover both routes northwards as best he could.14


The only other option would have been to give up that part of Burma which lay to the south of Mandalay entirely and adopt instead a defensive posture on the north bank of the Irrawaddy. At the certain risk of losing the Burma Road altogether, this would at least have given the Allies time to recover from the effects of the Sittang disaster. Crucially, it would also have reduced the extreme vulnerability of the RAF and aircraft of the American Volunteer Group (AVG) in the airfields in the Irrawaddy valley and would have drastically shortened the long and rickety line of communication to India. It would also have acted to remove what Slim derided as the ‘rather nebulous idea of retaining territory’, a policy which inevitably led to the dispersion of forces over wide areas and created ‘a defensive attitude of mind’. Such an approach, however, was undoubtedly too radical at the time for Churchill, Alexander, Wavell and Chiang Kai-shek, for whom any further loss of territory to the encroaching Japanese was anathema.


Whatever the merits or demerits of Alexander’s strategic plan, however, Slim was convinced, with Wavell, that offensive action was the only way to wrench the initiative from the Japanese. Slim remained hopeful that Iida might become too confident and over extend himself, and make his divisions vulnerable to sharp and timely counter-attack. If Burma Corps did not attack, Slim reasoned, it would relinquish the initiative, however momentarily and locally, and would therefore always be at the mercy of the Japanese. This was something that he was determined to avoid. He instinctively understood that, in order to defend, he must attack, and his desire for offensive action repeats itself strongly in the pages of Defeat into Victory, Slim’s best selling account of the war in Burma. In order to wrest the initiative from the Japanese it was necessary, he wrote of his first assessment of the problem, to ‘hit him, and hit him hard enough to throw him off balance. Could we do so? I thought so.’ He knew that an army that failed to attack would quickly lose its fighting spirit and as rapidly thereafter succumb to despair and defeat. Fully expecting his left flank in the Prome–Allanmyo area to be turned by Japanese exploitation of the largely unguarded Pegu Yomas, Slim intended to form a powerful reserve to strike and defeat this attack, using his trump card, 7 Armoured Brigade, whenever and wherever the Japanese attack emerged.


Slim gave orders on 22 March for 1 Burma Division to concentrate in the Allanmyo area while 17 Indian Division held the open country lying to the south of Prome. He needed time to gather the scattered elements of 1 Burma Division together after their withdrawal through Toungoo and had hoped to have at least ten days at Prome–Allanmyo to recover, re-equip and re-position his corps. ‘The last thing I wanted’ he wrote, ‘was to commit any portion of it to action before the whole was ready.’


In the event, Alexander’s defensive plans came to nothing. This was in part because of the virtual elimination of the Allied air forces in Burma in late March 1942 after devastating raids on the remaining British air base at Magwe. It was also due to the successful Japanese offensive against 200 Chinese Division at Toungoo, which removed any hope Slim had of fighting his Corps as a single entity because he was forced into a premature commitment of his already weakened forces.


During the first two weeks of March Sakurai rested and replenished 33 Division in Rangoon while 55 Division continued to probe northwards along the Sittang Valley against 1 Burma Division. Possession of Rangoon allowed the Japanese to be substantially reinforced. The 56 and 18 Divisions, along with two tank Regiments, artillery and supporting troops, made available by the fall of Singapore on 15 February, arrived during March and April. The Japanese plan was for 55 Division to advance on the right flank up the Sittang Valley, seize the airfield at Toungoo and then advance on Meiktila. 33 Division was to advance in parallel up the Irrawaddy Valley to Prome with the aim of occupying the Yenangyaung oilfields by mid-April. Thereafter 56 Division was to move through 55 Division to seize Taunggyi by way of Toungoo and Meiktila. Iida was confident that the decisive battle for Mandalay would be over by the middle of May, when the British would be forced to fight with their backs to the Irrawaddy, and that the opening of this door would be followed by the rapid collapse of northern Burma.


The Japanese began to probe forward in strength in both the Irrawaddy and Sittang Valleys on 16 March. Attacks against Toungoo began on 19 March, just as 1 Burma Division was handing responsibility for the town to the 5th Chinese Army. Scott managed to extricate himself safely and make his way to Allanmyo. Although 200 Chinese Division, one of the best equipped and trained divisions in the Chinese Army, fought hard to retain Toungoo, the town was cut off on 24 March by 55 Division and an assault with considerable air support was launched on 26 March. With the situation looking increasingly desperate, Stilwell ordered 22, 55, and 96 Chinese Divisions to counter-attack in support of 200 Chinese Division, but the order was not obeyed. Stilwell, in desperation, asked Alexander to take the offensive in the Irrawaddy Valley to relieve the pressure on Toungoo.


On 28 March Alexander met Chiang Kai-shek at Chungking, and repeated Stilwell’s plea for him to do something to relieve the hard-pressed 200 Chinese Division at Toungoo. The request placed Alexander in an awkward predicament. He knew that Burma Corps was not yet ready to take offensive action, following its withdrawal to Allanmyo–Prome, but he also recognized the strategic necessity to hold Toungoo. At the same time Alexander knew that failing to help the Chinese in their hour of need would allow Chiang Kai-shek an excuse for withholding assistance from Alexander at a time when the British might require it in the future. But how exactly could Burma Corps assist the Chinese Division?


There seemed to be two options. The first was to launch an attack through the Pegu Yomas against the Japanese at Toungoo. But given the state of Slim’s forces and their inherent immobility this option was dismissed as quickly as it was raised. The newly trained Indian formations had only recently been mechanized in preparation for deployment to the Middle East and were still excessively tied to what Slim expressively described as ‘the ribbon of the road’. However hard they tried throughout the withdrawal, he complained, Burma Corps was unable to ‘shake loose from the tin-can of mechanical transport tied to our tail’. This constraint made the British vulnerable not just to constant air attack but also to outflanking actions by the enemy and constant punishment at the hands of the roadblock.


The only other option was to mount an offensive sweep south from Prome in the hope of engaging the forward elements of 33 Division and thereby frustrate their plans to advance deep into Burma, perhaps even of forcing them to relax their grip on Toungoo. This in the circumstances was all that Alexander felt he could do and accordingly he ordered Slim to mount an immediate offensive.


These orders provided Slim with an option of difficulties. From even a superficial evaluation Slim recognized that there was nothing the offensive could conceivably do to assist the Chinese in Toungoo, and there was virtually no information on Japanese movements in the Irrawaddy Valley with which to form a detailed plan. In obedience to Alexander’s orders, Slim decided to launch a thrust southward by 17 Indian Division with the strongest mobile force Cowan could cobble together, with the simple aim of causing maximum havoc to any Japanese advance. The instructions to Cowan were unavoidably vague. Cowan dutifully created a ‘strike force’ based on the 7 Hussars and a total of one-and-a-half battalions of infantry were hastily brought together from the remnants of four depleted battalions. Commanded by Brigadier Anstice of 7 Armoured Brigade, the force set off on 29 March towards Okpo through the villages of Shwedaung and Paungde.


Unbeknown to either Slim or Cowan, who did not now have the benefit of air reconnaissance, the move towards Paungde on 29 March coincided with a Japanese advance up the Irrawaddy to seize the straggling river-side village of Shwedaung. At a stroke this move cut Anstice off from Prome. Rather than becoming a threat to 33 Division, Cowan’s force had been outflanked long before it had the opportunity even to engage the enemy. By evening, after sharp skirmishes around Paungde, news of the Japanese block behind the force reached Anstice. Cowan, recognizing immediately that there was now a very real chance that he would be cut off, promptly ordered Anstice to withdraw to Prome.


In Prome, Cowan was now aware that he was faced by an advancing column up the railway from the south-west and a strong force at Shwedaung which threatened to cut-off his force completely. Accordingly, he placed a block on the railway which led to Paungde and ordered a counter-attack on Shwedaung from the north to assist Anstice’s now retreating troops.


The block at Shwedaung proved to be impossible to break, however. Anstice’s troops threw themselves boldly against it throughout the evening of 29 March in the knowledge that if they could not break through they would otherwise not make good their escape to Prome. That night the Japanese in Shwedaung were further reinforced from the Irrawaddy. The entrapped British column stretched back down the road to Paungde and was attacked throughout the following day. In desperation Anstice launched attacks on the Shwedaung block on 30 March, but these were only partially successful. When it became apparent that bludgeoning their way through was unlikely to succeed in rescuing the whole of the trapped force, and that the cost was ever increasing casualties, units were forced to break off the engagement and escape as best they could across country to Prome.


The Prome offensive was a disaster for Slim’s weak Corps. It suffered just over 400 killed and missing and many more wounded and lost two 25-pounder field guns and ten tanks, all for no real purpose.17 Indian Division was now severely weakened. The First battalion Gloucestershire Regiment and a company of 1 West Yorkshire Regiment were down to 100 all ranks; 1 Cameronians were down to 100 and 2 Duke of Wellington’s Regiment were down to 150. The ‘wasting disease’ affecting Burma Corps was all the more desperate for the fact that there was no cure. As Ronald Lewin comments, the mathematics was inescapable: ‘Next time there would be less armour available, and next time less still. It was a one-way process.’15 Worse still, morale plummeted. Hutton had firmly opposed the idea of an offensive at this time, considering it premature and foolhardy and partly as a consequence asked to be relieved as Alexander’s CGS. In retrospect he was right. There is no doubt that insisting on an offensive with such an ill-defined objective before Burma Corps was in a position to carry it out was a considerable error of judgement. A thousand miles away in Chungking Alexander was simply too far distant to make a valid assessment of the situation, although the pressure applied by Chiang Kai-shek ‘to do something’ to assist the Chinese at this critical juncture of the battle for Burma was undoubtedly considerable.


The whole episode was galling to Slim. Like Alexander, he was convinced that he had to attack if he was ever to gain the initiative but this was not the time or the place for an offensive. Slim blamed Alexander at least in part for the debacle for insisting on an offensive for political rather than military reasons. Although 200 Chinese Division fought doggedly and courageously in the defence of Toungoo, it was the only one of the six available Chinese Divisions to be engaged at the time, and its two sister divisions in 5th Army had flatly refused Stilwell’s orders to go to its assistance. As it was, the Chinese were only two days away from abandoning Toungoo when 17 Indian Division launched its ill-fated thrust south. ‘To maintain solidarity with Chiang, such sops were unavoidable’, comments Lewin, ‘though it is difficult to see how the investment of Toungoo could have been substantially affected by operations at Prome.’16 If action were to be taken at all, it should have been in direct support of the Chinese at Toungoo, which Burma Corps, on the wrong side of the Pegu Yomas, was incapable of offering. Burma Corps was to pay handsomely for this mistake.


As Anstice’s battered force crept back to Prome on 30 March, 200 Chinese Division’s grip on Toungoo on the other side of the Pegu Yomas was itself finally loosened. The newly arrived 56 Division attacked the town of Toungoo from the east after crossing the key bridge over the Sittang on the road north to Lashio, which the Chinese had failed to destroy, following a wide outflanking movement through the Shan States. The Chinese, although having fought well, suffered heavy casualties, lost all of their heavy equipment and were forced to withdraw. Because it served to uncover Alexander’s eastern flank and unbalanced the defence line, Slim came to regard the loss of Toungoo to be ‘a major disaster second only to our defeat at the Sittang bridge.’
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