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A simple stone monolith, similar to a Naga tribal grave marker, serves as the memorial for 2 Infantry Division and the Commonwealth War Graves cemetery at Kohima. Rose bushes and indigenous grasses soften the neat lines of white headstones in this cemetery on the eastern border of India. The monolith stands on a 15-foot dressed stone pedestal, with a small cross carved at the top and a bronze panel inset below.

The panel bears the inscription:
When You Go Home, 
Tell Them Of Us And Say, 
For Their Tomorrow, 
We Gave Our Today





The words are attributed to John Maxwell Edmonds, an English classical scholar, who composed them as an epitaph for the dead of World War I. His inspiration was the Greek lyric poet Simonides of Ceos who, following the Battle of Thermopylae in 480 BC, wrote:
Go tell the Spartans, thou that passes by, 
That faithful to their precepts here we lie.





After the fighting at Kohima Edmonds’s words were chosen for the memorial at the suggestion of another classicist Major John Etty-Leal, an officer in the headquarters of 2 Infantry Division.

The haunting words commemorate the Allied soldiers who died fighting the Japanese Fifteenth Army in March 1944 and have now become a traditional part of the services and ceremonies that remember the cost and sacrifice of war.




FOREWORD

The British Army in Burma was such a multi-national force that to call them ‘British’ is perhaps misleading. Englishmen fought alongside not only Welshmen, Scots and Irishmen, but New Zealanders, Australians, Canadians and South Africans. From the Far East came Chinese, Kachins and Karens who fought side by side with Ghurkas and Indian sepoys. There were soldiers from both East Africa - Uganda, Kenya and the Sudan - and West Africa - Nigeria, the Gold Coast and Sierra Leone.

Together, these men took part in the longest campaign of the Second World War: the desperate fight to push the Japanese out of Burma. They were nicknamed the ‘Forgotten Army’ because they often felt they were last in the queue for supplies and weapons. But then Britain was busy fighting a bitter war in her own back yard; it was therefore inevitable that the war against Japan would take second place.

From the spring of 1942 this huge melting pot of different nationalities was commanded by the charismatic General William Slim, affectionately known as ‘Uncle Bill’. Slim was respected by both his peers and those who served under him, for not only did he get results, but he was also scrupulous about looking after his men.

By the time he arrived in Burma he was much needed. The British had suffered a whole string of defeats at the hands of the Japanese, as had the Americans. Within a few months Japan had conquered most of Southeast Asia, and were even threatening the jewel in the British imperial crown itself: India.

That Slim and his Fourtheenth Army were able to turn this grim situation around is a testament to the tenacity and skill of his men and  commanders alike. When Slim wrote his memoirs after the war the title he chose was Defeat into Victory, which aptly describes the painful and remarkable process the Allies underwent. In We Gave Our Today, William Fowler captures the disastrous retreat to the borders of India, the remarkable stand at Kohima and Imphal, and then the turnaround and the retaking of Mandalay and Rangoon.

His fascinating account is enhanced with some of the most eccentric and brilliant characters of the war. Orde Wingate was a commander who seemed to rejoice in his ability to make enemies amongst his own superiors, and yet he has since been hailed as one of the most inspired tacticians of the war. His American counterpart, Frank Merrill was another pioneer of jungle warfare, who refused to leave his men until he had suffered both a heart attack and a bout of malaria. He in turn served under ‘Vinegar’ Joe Stilwell, a general who had a profound hatred for the Japanese.

Serving under these characters were the likes of the courageous Lieutenant George Cairns of the South Staffordshire Regiment, who led an attack against a Japanese position despite having already had his arm hacked off with a samurai sword. Or Lance Corporal John Harman, who twice charged down Japanese machine-gun positions armed with no more than a bayonet.

It is through the stories of such men that William Fowler brings this conflict to life. He writes with intelligence and compassion about the dilemmas faced by both generals and ordinary soldiers alike, and he has an acute eye for the telling detail. It is also interesting to see how the battles looked from the Japanese point of view. This book is a fitting tribute to the men who fought and died in this most unforgiving of theatres. If at the time they were considered the ‘Forgotten Army’, it is books like We Gave Our Today that ensure they will always be remembered.

 



MAX ARTHUR
2009




PREFACE

To be a schoolboy in the early 1960s was to be taught by remarkable men, many of whom had served with distinction in World War II.

Some were eccentric, many gifted, some scarred by their experiences, while some, like the survivors of the Japanese prisoner of war camps, seemed blessed with quiet wisdom and extraordinary patience. All of them brought a breadth of vision to the education of the stroppy generation of the 1960s that was tempered by experience of a wider and much tougher world.

We were very lucky to have been taught by them.

Holiday jobs brought further contact with veterans. Perhaps reluctant to talk to friends or family they seemed happy to share their experiences with a young, informed and attentive companion working with them for a month or two in the summer.

Among the recollections of those days and subsequent encounters, five men stand out.

In a discussion at school about economics, a former Japanese prisoner of war recalled that when they ‘went into the bag’ at Singapore amongst the kit that more cerebral soldiers packed were copies of the complete works of Shakespeare or the Bible. As the months dragged painfully into years these books ceased to have spiritual and intellectual solace to their owners and took on a new value in PoW camps. The Japanese supplied coarse tobacco for smokers who were prepared to barter food and other valuable commodities for paper to make cigarettes. The pages from the Bible and Shakespeare printed on fine quality paper were perfect for roll-ups.

With a smile he recalled the internal debates that tortured the book owners - what should go first, the minor prophets from the Old  Testament or Shakespeare’s lesser known sonnets? By 1945 even some of the most uplifting and inspiring texts had turned to ash.

Another schoolmaster, who as a colonel in his early twenties commanded a Royal Engineer field squadron, described the work needed to span bridges demolished by the retreating Japanese in Burma. The first task was to clear the wreckage with explosives so that there was no risk of girders and rubble clogging with vegetation and becoming a dam in the heavy monsoon rains.

A young infantry officer arrived as a demolition was about to be fired. The colonel recalled the visitor’s attitude: ‘We front-line soldiers know a thing or two about explosions.’ His disdain verged on contempt, when moments before the demolition was due to be fired, he remained upright, while they wisely took cover. So there was quiet satisfaction as they watched the plunger descend and the blast from the explosion slam the young officer backwards into the jungle scrub.

He was unharmed but his dignity was not.

Another memory came from a conversation one comfortable Christmas evening on the Scottish island of Mull. Our host had joined the army under age and was soon promoted and commissioned, commanding a platoon in a Highland regiment. In 1944 in the hot months before the monsoon, as the Fourteenth Army pursued the Japanese Burma Area Army south towards Mandalay, small front-line actions were often fought to gain access to wells and waterholes. The Japanese would leave behind one or two of their number carefully camouflaged with orders to shoot the first Allied soldier who dashed forward to replenish his comrades’ water bottles. The approach to these water sources therefore became a tense game of cat and mouse.

The platoon had reached the edge of the jungle clearing by a water source and the officer carefully began to scan the surrounding vegetation with his binoculars. Suddenly he became aware of a frenzy of activity at ground level. As he focussed he realised that it was a mortal struggle between a cobra and a mongoose. Immediately he returned to the world of his childhood and the story of Rikki-Tikki-Tavi, the heroic mongoose in Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book.

‘I was fascinated. The war went completely out of my mind and I  watched until the mongoose delivered the fatal bite and then it was back to business.’

A summer work mate and Fourteenth Army veteran, who also recalled the dash to a well or water source, had fought in France, been evacuated at Dunkirk in 1940 and then posted to Burma.

However even here front-line soldiering could have its small pleasures. ‘If we found that there was an Indian unit next to us we would do ration swaps. They would make chapattis, the traditional flat circular bread that were delicious. I would come back with a big pile for the boys and we would sit down and eat them spread with tinned army jam.’

And finally there was one of the giants of the Burma campaign and later an influential authority on counter insurgency and special forces - Brigadier Mike Calvert. He came into our office as a consultant on a publishing project in the mid 1970s. It was hard to reconcile this modest and at times terribly shy man with the ‘Mad Mike’ of Chindit fame. He took over a desk, worked diligently on checking copy, was delighted to sign my copy of Prisoners of Hope, and when the project ended, slipped away as quietly as he had arrived.

These were some of the men, all of them heroes, who by a combination of skill and good fortune returned home to enjoy their tomorrows - remembering friends and comrades who between 1941 and 1945 gave their today.

It was an honour to have met them.

Years later as I researched this book my respect increased. Burma was, and remains an incredibly tough place in which to live, let alone to fight a resourceful and determined enemy and one who was not afraid to die. Many of the young men of the Fourteenth Army were thousands of miles from home and faced the prospect of a war that might possibly end in the 1950s. As the wireless and newspapers reported Allied operations in Europe in detail it was with grim humour that they called themselves ‘The Forgotten Army’.

This is their story.




THE MAN


The famous Fourteenth Army, under the masterly command of General Slim, fought valiantly, overcame all obstacles, and achieved the seemingly impossible

Winston S. Churchill, The Second World War, Vol. VI

 



‘He has a hell of a face’
Churchill on General ‘Bill’ Slim



 



 



 



Leadership in war is both complex and very simple. The background, experience and circumstances that produce great leaders can sometimes be difficult to comprehend. Men blest with the advantages of birth and education can fail when put to the test, while others who have come from humble origins rise to the challenge and triumph.

What successful leaders achieve can be presented as a simple geometric model, a right-angled graph that delineates the two objectives of the Goal and the Group. Ideally a leader directs his operations so that he bisects the angle, giving equal weight to both the personnel under command (the Group) and the mission with which they have been tasked (the Goal).

A slightly more complex model is made up of three circles interlocked within a triangle - the Goal, the Group and the Individual. Here the interests and ability of a subordinate are not swamped by the demands of the commander, nor does the group suffer because of being given an impossible mission - the individual and group work together in harmony and the mission is achieved.

Some successful military commanders won their victories by browbeating and threatening subordinates and achieving their goal at a cruel cost in human life. The Soviet commanders in World War II may have defeated the German armies on the Eastern Front and  beaten the Allies in the race for Berlin, however they achieved this by expending the lives of their soldiers with a cruel profligacy.

Between June 1941 and May 1945 of the approximately 30 million men and women who served in the Soviet armed forces 11 million were listed as killed and missing and many of the approximately 6 million who were captured never returned home from the slave camps of Nazi Germany. Soviet commanders like Marshal Georgi Zhukov may have seen the lives of the men under their command as expendable, but remarkably the tough front-line soldiers or frontoviks felt a real affection for him - because he delivered victories.

In Western Europe and the Mediterranean the British and American Allies produced successful military commanders who achieved less costly victories by using the weight of tactical air power and artillery. However while they achieved their goal at a relatively low cost to the armies under their command often their vanity and ambition meant that many were not interested in the individual. Many British and American commanders, notably Patton and Montgomery, were hostile and their personal ambition put Allied harmony and consequently the prosecution of the war in jeopardy.

It is against this background that General William Slim who commanded the Fourteenth Army in Burma, Britain’s longest campaign in World War II, stands out as a truly remarkable military leader. While he was respected by his peers he was held in real affection by the soldiers under his command.

One such soldier, Patrick Davis, a Subaltern with 3 Gurkhas, remembered that this was universal.

‘General Bill Slim . . . was a man known by repute to everyone. His rise had been rapid since 1939 . . . This did not worry us. He had earned his promotion in the only way an infantryman respects: he won battles. We trusted him not to embroil us in a major botchery. We accepted the possibility of death, and the certainty of danger, discomfort, fatigue and hunger, provided that our fighting was constructive and with a reasonable chance of success. Moreover Slim had been weaned with the 6th Gurkhas, so we had an extra reason for liking him.’1


The Fourteenth Army was the largest Commonwealth army in  World War II. By late 1944 it was composed of nearly a million men. At different periods of the war four corps (IV, XV, XXXIII and XXXIV) were under command. A total of thirteen divisions - 5, 7, 17, 19, 20, 23, 25 and 26 Indian Divisions, 11 East African Division, 81 and 82 West African Divisions, and 2 and 36 British Divisions - passed through its ranks at various times in the war.

Slim was able to work well with superiors, subordinates and soldiers from three continents and different backgrounds. His time in the British and British Indian Army had given him the skill to communicate in the language of the soldiers. After the war was over, veterans of all nationalities and ranks would recall with pride and affection that in Burma they served ‘with’ Bill Slim and not ‘under’ him. He in turn, when addressing the soldiers under his command, would tell them not that ‘I’ or even ‘we’ have won a victory or defeated the enemy, the word he chose was always ‘you’.

This was the Group with which Slim achieved his Goal to defeat the Japanese in Burma. He did so with far fewer resources than those that were available to generals in Europe and with a real care for the lives of the men under his command.

An adjective for Slim not commonly used to describe generals or even senior officers was chosen by Lt Colonel James Lunt.

‘He was extraordinarily simpatico. I was then a very young officer, just 23, and Slim would sit down beside you with a mug of tea and just chat. The thing I loved about him was he was so down-to-earth. He’d say, “You know, Jimmy, we haven’t got a snowball’s hope in hell of beating those buggers - but the point we must make to everyone is that we musn’t give up. Because once we give up, they will just corral us like cattle. We’ve got to fight . . . and maybe, who knows, we may suddenly find their weak spot or something of that nature, that will give us the opportunity, because we’ve still got a lot of fight left in us.” That was what endeared me to Slim.

‘He was a very extraordinary man - hadn’t been to Eton or Harrow. He’d served in the Indian Army - a poor man’s army compared with the British Army. But he was called “Uncle Bill” and it sums him up, really.’2


Australian journalist Roy McKie would say of Slim, ‘He understood  men. He spoke their language as he moved among them, from forward positions to training bases. He had the richest of common-sense, a dour soldier’s humour and a simple earthy wisdom. Wherever he moved he lifted morale. He was the finest of Englishmen.’3


It is a measure of his man management skills that he could win the respect and trust of the peppery American Anglophobe General ‘Vinegar Joe’ Stilwell who presented him with an American M1 Carbine that became Slim’s personal weapon. At the other end of the spectrum he could also work with his superior, the urbane but mercurial Vice Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten the Supreme Allied Commander South East Asia Command (SEAC).

Mountbatten would say of Slim after the war that ‘he was the finest general that the Second World War produced’.

Field Marshal Sir Claude Auchinleck, ‘The Auk’ to the soldiers he commanded in North Africa and later Commander-in-Chief India, was less sweeping but much more perceptive in his analysis of Slim’s character.

‘One of Slim’s chief characteristics was his quite outstanding determination and inability to admit defeat or the possibility of it: also his exceptional ability to gain and retain the confidence of those under him and with him, without any resort to panache. Success did not inflate him nor misfortune depress him.’

William Joseph Slim was above all a soldiers’ soldier. His square jaw and stocky build have led some to characterise him as ‘tough’ - if this means a man prepared to take difficult decisions under terrible pressure, then that is correct. If ‘tough’ means an uncaring or insensitive man, nothing could be further from the truth.

He was a man who had come from humble origins. He was born on August 6, 1891, in Bristol, England, the son of John Slim, an iron merchant. Work took the family to Birmingham at the turn of the century where between 1903 and 1910 William attended St Philip’s School and King Edward’s School, Birmingham, his favourite subject being English literature.

From 1910 to 1914 he was employed as an elementary school teacher and as a clerk at Steward & Loyds, a firm of metal tube  makers, and in the first move in his military career joined Birmingham University Officers’ Training Corps, in 1912.

Life in industry in Birmingham left a lasting memory. ‘I am against the legal minimum wallah every time,’ he would say and in an interview with Colonel Frank Owen for Phoenix the South East Asia Command magazine that appeared in 1945,4 Slim recalled how he had seen ‘Men who were fathers of families cringing before a deputy-assistant-under-manager who had the power to throw them out of their jobs without any other reason than their own ill-temper or personal dislike. That, at any rate, can’t happen in the Army. You don’t have to cringe in the Army, though it’s true some incorrigible cringers do. In the Army you don’t have to go out to dinner with a man if you can’t stand the sight of him.’

Before World War I he had joined a Territorial Army Battalion of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment as a Private. In August 1914 at the outbreak of war his Territorial Army battalion had been assembled for its two week training camp. Like the rest of the Territorial Army (a volunteer militia similar to the US National Guard), the battalion was immediately embodied into the Regular Army, and Slim was promoted to Lance Corporal. In his interview with Owen he recalled the only demotion he ever suffered in his military career.

‘It was a sweltering, dusty day and the regiment plodded on its 20-mile route march down an endless Yorkshire lane. At that time British troops still marched in fours, so that Lance Corporal Slim, as he swung along by the side of his men, made the fifth in the file, which brought him very close to the roadside. There were cottages there and an old lady stood at the garden gate.

‘I can see her yet, she was a beautiful old lady with her hair neatly parted in the middle and wearing a black print dress. In her hand she held a beautiful jug and on the top of that jug was a beautiful foam, indicating that it contained beer. She was offering it to the soldier boys.’

Lance Corporal Slim took one pace to the side and grasped the jug. As he did so, the column was brought to a halt by a bellowed command. The Colonel riding on horseback at its head, had glanced back. Slim was marched up and ‘busted’ back to Private on the spot. As he  demoted him the Colonel bellowed, ‘Had we been in France you would have been shot.’

Slim confided to Owen, ‘I thought he was a damned old fool - and he was. I lost my stripe, but he lost his army.’

Soon after the outbreak of war he was commissioned with the rank of temporary Second Lieutenant, and fought at Gallipoli, where he was seriously wounded in 1915. It was here that he had his first encounter with Gurkha soldiers - men with whom he felt a natural bond and whom he would later command.5


The injuries he had suffered in Gallipoli were severe enough to have him medically discharged. However after recuperating in Britain, he managed to contrive not only to remain in the Army but also to be commissioned into the West India Regiment. He served in Mesopotamia in 1916, where he was awarded the Military Cross and during fighting for Baghdad was wounded again and evacuated to India.

He worked as a staff officer at Army Headquarters, India, from 1917 to 1920, with the rank of temporary Captain in 1917 and temporary Major in 1918. In the language of the class-ridden army of the early twentieth century, these wartime promotions made Slim a ‘temporary gentleman’.

Now with the war over he seriously wondered if he should resign his commission and take a better paid job. The only place it was said that an officer could get by on his pay was in the British Indian Army so, in 1919, he transferred to the Indian Army with the rank of Captain.

He joined 1/6 Gurkha Rifles, who were stationed at Abbottabad in 1920 to 1922, and then Malakand on the North West Frontier between 1922 to 1925, where for three years he served as Adjutant.

In 1926 he married Aileen Robertson and they had a son and a daughter.

Slim was a student at the Staff College, at Quetta from 1926 to 1927 passing out top. He returned to Army Headquarters, India, as a staff officer, from 1929 to 1933, and was promoted to the rank of Major in 1933.

He was the Indian Army instructor at the Staff College, Camberley, Britain from 1934 to 1936, a student at the Imperial Defence College in 1937, and a student at the Senior Officers’ School, Belgaum in  1938. Life on a Major’s pay in Britain was difficult and, in what would now be seen as a very twenty-first-century move, the man, who as a boy had enjoyed English Literature at school, supplemented his Army pay by writing thrillers under the pen name ‘Anthony Mills’.

He was promoted to Lt Colonel in 1938 and took command of 2/7 Gurkha Rifles, stationed at Shillong in Assam. Promotion to Colonel came a year later. He returned to the Senior Officers’ School, Belgaum, as Commandant with the local rank of Brigadier in 1939.

As with so many military careers the outbreak of war in 1939 led to new challenges and responsibilities. In 1940 Slim was given command of the Tenth Indian Infantry Brigade (Inf Bde), part of the Sudan Defence Force under General Sir William Platt that had been ordered to block a threatened invasion of British-administered Sudan by Italian troops based in Eritrea.

This would be Slim’s first action in World War II and it could have been the end of his career - there would indeed be repercussions two years later in Burma in his dealings with Lt General Noel Irwin.

On July 4, 1940 men of the Italian Northern Army under General Frusci crossed the border into southern Sudan and captured the border villages of Kassala and Gallabat. Slim and his brigade (10 Essex, 4/10 Baluchis and 3/18 Garhwal Rifles) were ordered to retake the fort at Gallabat. The Italian garrison at the fort and neighbouring town of Metemma was formidable. It consisted of a colonial battalion reinforced by an extra company with two more stationed in the dry khor. They also had the support of two machine-gun companies of Blackshirts, a platoon armed with captured British Boyes anti-tank rifles, a mortar company, a detachment of artillery and a small banda - a group of Italian-commanded irregulars.

In support of his brigade Slim had a regiment of field guns, six Mk III (A 13) cruisers and six Mk VI light tanks and a mixed force of bombers and fighters.

Slim’s plan was to move his artillery as close as possible to the fort using the cover of the tall elephant grass. Following as heavy a bombardment by air and artillery as was possible the Garhwalis would take the fort with tanks in support, the Essex would pass through them to seize Metemma while the third battalion would secure the flanks.

At dawn on November 6 the air and artillery support worked well and the tanks crushed the wire and thorn scrub obstacles allowing the Indian troops to fight their way into Gallabat against stiff opposition.

As the Essex moved forward the plan started to unravel. The tank commander reported that five of his Mk IIIs and four of his Mk VIs had lost tracks - either to mines or thrown on rocks. It would take four hours for spares to arrive. The second phase of the attack would therefore have to be delayed.

The RAF - whose fighters were inferior to the Italian fighters - had been ordered to operate en masse to compensate for this. Instead two aircraft appeared and were shot down and this was repeated until all the Gladiator fighters had been shot down or crash landed and the brigade had no air cover.

Now the Essex and Garhwal Rifles were bunched on Gallabat hill in an area about 50 yards square with ground so hard that it was only possible to dig a very shallow shell scrape. Under sustained air attack the rear companies of the Essex panicked, seized some vehicles and drove off shouting that the Italians had recaptured the fort and they had been ordered to withdraw. One group encountered Slim to whom they shouted that both their colonel and the brigadier were dead and that they were the sole survivors of the battalion.

At this point Italian bombers hit the truck carrying the spares for the tanks, having already hit an ammunition truck. Under intense bombing Slim’s troops held the fort for 36 hours but on the night of November 6-7 he pulled them back to the safety of the surrounding hills. Though the Italians never re-occupied the fort it could be counted as an Italian victory.6


Slim took responsibility for the failings at Gallabat, but as part of the rebuilding process for the Essex he sacked their commanding officer. Slim could be tough when he knew that it was necessary. Recalling a critical point in the retreat in Burma when he came across a unit in a jungle clearing who were clearly in a bad way he said, ‘I took one look at them and thought “My God, they’re worse than I supposed” then I saw why. I walked round the corner of that clearing and I saw officers making themselves a bivouac. They were just as exhausted as their men, but that isn’t my point. Officers are there to lead. I tell you,  therefore, as officers, that you will neither eat, nor drink, nor sleep, nor smoke, nor even sit down until you have personally seen that your men have done those things. If you will do this for them, they will follow you to the end of the world. And, if you do not, I will break you.’

He would say at the close of the campaign in Burma that ‘the fighting capacity of every unit is based upon the faith of soldiers in their leaders; that discipline begins with the officer and spreads downward from him to the soldier; that genuine comradeship in arms is achieved when all ranks do more than is required of them. “There are no bad soldiers, only bad officers,” is what Napoleon said, and though that great man uttered some foolish phrases, this is not one.’7


Writing less than a year after the campaign in Burma Lt Colonel Frank Owen would say of the general, ‘Slim proves his beliefs by example. The well-being of his troops is his permanent priority. Probably the central pillar in this rock-like character is a loathing of humbug.’8


Slim’s views on courage are a key part of current British Army doctrine that identifies physical and moral courage. Part of the latter is the strength to identify weakness or failure in oneself or the troops under command and being prepared to admit to it and resolve it. This was something Slim believed the Japanese lacked.

‘The fundamental fault of their generalship,’ he explained, ‘was a lack of moral, as distinct from physical courage. They were not prepared to admit that they had made a mistake, that their plans had misfired and needed recasting . . . Rather than confess that, they passed on to their subordinates, unchanged, the orders they had themselves received, well knowing that with the resources available the tasks demanded were impossible.’9


Soon after the action at Gallabat in East Africa, Slim was again wounded when Italian aircraft strafed his vehicle. While recovering from these injuries, he was promoted in May 1941 to the temporary rank of Major General (later Lt General) and given command of 10 Indian Division in Iraq and Syria.

The previous divisional commander Major General W. A. K. Fraser had asked to be relieved of his command because he knew that he no longer had the confidence of his subordinate commanders.

General Sir Claude Auchinleck, Commander-in-Chief (C-in-C) India cabled General Wavell C-in-C Middle East recommending Slim, then a Brigadier on the General Staff, be promoted as Fraser’s replacement.

In a letter to Lord Linlithgow the Viceroy of India, Auchinleck wrote, ‘I have every reason to expect that Slim’s energy, determination and force of character generally will prove equal to the task.’10


The division was in training for North Africa but Slim enjoyed the challenge of the command. In Defeat into Victory he recalled, ‘A division . . . is the smallest formation that is a complete orchestra of war and the largest in which every man can know you.’

Of the division’s operations in the Middle East he wrote, ‘We had scrambled through the skirmishes of the Iraq rebellion, been blooded, but not too deeply against the French in Syria, and enjoyed unrestrainedly the ope’ra bouffe of the invasion of Persia. We had bought our beer in Haifa and drunk it on the shores of the Caspian.’11


The campaign had been triggered by a coup in Iraq on April 1, 1941 by Rashid Ali, a pro-Axis politician who overthrew the regent who reigned in the name of King Feisal II. Iraqi troops attacked the RAF base at Habbiniyah near Baghdad, one of the two that the British had retained after the termination of their mandate in 1930. The 10 Indian Division was among the reinforcements shipped to Basra to help quell the rebellion. An armistice was concluded on May 31 and the regent reinstated.

Following the operations in Iraq, British and Free French forces invaded the French mandate of Syria since the French High Commissioner in Syria had declared loyalty to the pro-Axis French government at Vichy in June 1940.

The German successes in Russia, and the drive towards the Caucasus made the oilfields of Iran a likely objective so to secure these vital supplies 8 and 10 Indian Divisions now invaded Iran.

Slim’s division forced the Pai Tak Pass and advanced through Kermanshah to Hamadan linking up with Soviet troops who had attacked from the north. The Allied invasion began on August 25 and was over in three days when the Shah ordered his troops to cease fire and abdicated in favour of his son.

It was during the operations in Iraq that 5 Field Company of Bengal  Sappers under Major G. Loch and Captain (later Lt General) J. S. Dhillon built a unique Boat Bridge across the Shatt-al-Arab waterway. Using Mohaillas, a local working boat, they constructed the bridge in two sections, one of 970 feet and the other of 830. Construction took a week and when the bridge opened on August 14, 1941 it was recognised as the longest boat bridge in the world.

Three years later the Bengal Sappers would set new records in bridge construction at Kalewa on the Chindwin in Burma.

In March 1942, Wavell, now C-in-C India, requested that Slim be posted from Iran to take command, in a rapidly deteriorating operational situation, of the British-Indian First Burma Corps.

For Slim this change of command was unwelcome and he initially thought that orders to fly to India was a discreet way of breaking bad news.

‘ “Am I sacked?” I asked. 
‘ “No, you’ve got another job.” 
‘ “But I don’t want another job. I want to stay with my division.” 
‘ “A good soldier goes where he’s sent and does what he’s told!” 
‘And the telephone rang off in my ear.’12





CHAPTER 1

RISING SUN

1905 to December 1941


 


‘The toughest war machine in the world’

Colonel ‘Banzai’ Simpson, British Defence Attache’, Tokyo on the
Imperial Japanese Army



 



 



 



 



At 07.55 hours local time on December 7, 1941 at the US Pacific Fleet base at Pearl Harbor, Oahu, Hawaii the course of World War II suddenly lurched in a new and terrifying direction.

On that quiet Sunday morning the first of two waves of 423 Imperial Japanese Navy fighters, dive bombers and torpedo bombers took off from the aircraft carriers Agaki, Hiryu, Shokaku, Soryu and Zuikaku. They were the cutting edge of Plan Z, the attack on the US Navy Pacific Fleet that was intended to neutralise American control of the Western Pacific and give the Japanese time and freedom to realise their imperial dreams.

The first wave of aircraft swung in from the west over the island and the second from the east. By 09.45 hours it was all over. Thick columns of black smoke rose from the wrecked installations, the water was slick with fuel oil and wreckage, and secondary explosions continued to rock the harbour and airfields. As the casualties were collected the death toll mounted. It would reach more than 2,400 US servicemen killed.

For the loss of 29 aircraft, the Japanese had sunk five American battleships, damaged three others, sunk three cruisers and three destroyers, and destroyed 188 US Navy and Army Air Force aircraft on the airfields. They had achieved complete surprise and an overwhelming victory. However they had failed to sink three US carriers that were  at sea and did not launch a third wave to destroy the fuel storage tanks on the island.

Mitsuo Fuchida who commanded the aircraft operating from the Agaki recalled the death of the battleship Arizona. ‘As the first squadron followed us again into a bombing run, there was a huge explosion close to our objective. A deep red flame burst into the sky, followed by soaring dark smoke. Then white smoke, to a height of what looked like 3,000 feet. That must be the magazine! A shock like an earthquake went right through our formation and my aircraft shuddered with the force of it. It was the Arizona going up.’13 Aboard the battleship 1,200 men died.

A day later the United States, Great Britain, Australia, New Zealand, the Netherlands, the Free French, Yugoslavia, several South American countries and China declared war on Japan.

So began the war in the Far East and Imperial Japan’s drive to create an area of influence that embraced the Philippines, French Indo China, the Dutch East Indies, Malaya and Singapore with all their rich natural resources. This was ‘The Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’ as Japanese Foreign Minister Matsuoka Ȳsuke had named the policy in August 1940. Ultra nationalist Japanese had long been advocating what they called the ‘Southern Advance’, as they saw it, to liberate these colonial empires.

In fact Japan had been expanding her empire even before World War I. In 1905 Korea had become a protectorate of Japan and was annexed in 1910 when the king was forced to abdicate. The rice and raw materials from the peninsula would help to feed and fuel Japan’s growing population and industrial programme.

As one of the Allies in World War I Japan had been ceded a mandate by the League of Nations for the German colonial empire in the Pacific. This consisted of the Marshall, Caroline and Mariana groups of islands. As part of the mandate Japan was required to improve the conditions of the population of the islands and prepare them for self-government. In reality, because the League exercised no real supervision over the conduct of the mandated powers, Japan was free to build up and fortify bases on the islands that occupied a strategic position east of the Philippine Islands.

The next move to widen its empire came with the establishment of the puppet regime of Manchukuo in Manchuria. This area had been coming under Japanese influence following the Russo-Japanese war of 1904 to 1905. In 1907 a garrison was established by international agreement to protect the Southern Manchurian Railway and in 1919 it was given independent status as the Kantogun or the Kwantung Army. Though only one division with support troops including military police the Kwantung Army would become the driving force behind Japanese nationalist expansion. Highly politicised, it attracted ambitious young officers including Hideki Tojo who would later be Japan’s ultra nationalist Prime Minister. With its headquarters at Mukden from 1928 the Kwantung Army was almost beyond the control of the Tokyo government. Seeing Manchuria as a source of essential raw materials and an area into which Japan could send its growing population as colonists, the officers of the Kwantung Army became concerned when the Chinese warlord in Manchuria Chang Tso-lin began making overtures to the Chinese Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek. Japanese officers assassinated the warlord in 1928 and three years later engineered what became known as the Manshu jihen or Mukden Incident. An explosion on the Southern Manchurian Railway outside Mukden was blamed on Chinese troops and even though Tokyo attempted to halt the operation the Kwantung Army moved to occupy Manchuria. With no authorisation from central government it even brought reinforcements from the Japanese colony of Korea and by early 1932 had secured the three eastern provinces of Manchuria. In March of that year a puppet state called Manchukuo was established and a year later Jehol province was added.

Eight hundred thousand colonists moved from Japan to this new territory and enjoyed a new and very comfortable life.

Japan’s next move was to make powerful new allies when in November 1936 it signed the ‘Anti-Comintern Pact’, a treaty with Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany binding them to combat the ‘Comintern, the Soviet-controlled system of international Communism. The Nazis’ convoluted theories of Aryan racism made the treaty acceptable when Reich Propaganda Minister Dr Josef Göbbels asserted that ‘the blood of Japan contains virtues close to the pure Nordic’. However three  years later Japan withdrew from the pact after the Russo-German Non-aggression Pact had been signed. This was not the first pact that Japan abrogated. As far back as 1933 she had withdrawn from the League of Nations and a year later the Washington and London Naval Treaties - which attempted to restrict the weight and armament of major warships. In great secrecy Japan would eventually build two huge 64,170-ton Yamato Class battleships the Yamato and Musashi, the largest and most heavily protected battleships in the world.

China was the next land Japanese nationalists planned to invade. Even before they went to war, China was a country riven by conflict. Communist forces under their charismatic leader Mao Tsetung battled with Nationalist troops the Kuomintang led by Chiang Kai-shek. In addition to this local warlords controlled areas that they were determined to defend.

On July 7, 1937 open war broke out between China and Japan following a clash at night between Japanese forces under the future Lt General Tomoyuki Yamashita and Chinese troops at Wanping near the Marco Polo Bridge at Lukouchiao near Peking. Attempts were made to resolve the situation but more crises followed engineered by the Japanese. The offensive launched from Manchuria took Japanese forces into northern China and by the end of the year they had occupied an area that included Mongolia and the cities of Peking and Tientsin.

On August 13 after an incident near the treaty port of Shanghai fighting broke out on a new front. In Shanghai, Tientsin, Canton, Hankow and other treaty ports, Europeans, Americans and Japanese enjoyed special privileges through a series of agreements imposed by force on the Chinese in the nineteenth century. The Japanese presence in these ports also gave them a foothold in China and with the outbreak of war the ability to prevent imports of munitions. It took heavy fighting for the Japanese to capture Shanghai though Japanese losses were estimated at 40,000 and those of the Chinese civilian and military were around 300,000. The Chinese Nationalist government withdrew inland to Nanking but that city fell to the Central China Expeditionary Forces on December 13. What followed came to be now known as The Rape of Nanking as Japanese soldiers embarked on days of killing,  rapine, pillage and looting. However this was not a collapse of discipline but a policy of calculated terror and brutality to cow the Chinese.

The savagery of the war in China would later spill over into fighting with British, Dutch and American forces. In the summer of 1941 in the Yangtze Valley near Chungking a senior Lieutenant confronted Tominaga Sh̄z̄ with a group of candidate officers with ‘a trial of courage’ that would qualify them as leaders.

In front of the regimental commander, Sh̄z̄ and the group were ordered to behead bound and blindfolded Chinese prisoners.

‘I didn’t want to disgrace myself. I bowed to the regimental commander and stepped forward. Contrary to my expectations, my feet firmly met the ground. One thin, worn-out prisoner was at the edge of the pit blindfolded. I unsheathed my sword, a gift from my brother-in-law. Wet it down as the lieutenant had demonstrated, and stood behind the man. The prisoner didn’t move. He kept his head lowered. Perhaps he was resigned to his fate. I was tense, thinking I couldn’t afford to fail. I took a deep breath and recovered my composure. I steadied myself, holding the sword at a point above my right shoulder, and swung down with one breath. The head flew away from the body and tumbled down, spouting blood. The air reeked from all that blood. I washed the blood off the blade then wiped it with the paper provided. Fat stuck to it and wouldn’t come off. I noticed when I sheathed it that my sword was slightly bent.’14


After he had killed the prisoner Sh̄z̄ said that he felt that he had gained strength and respect. One candidate slashed at a prisoner’s head by mistake and the man ran around with his blindfold hanging off, screaming with blood pouring from his face. The candidate failed again and Sh̄z̄ recalled that when it was finally over, ‘Everyone got covered in blood when we butchered him.’

For private soldiers this murderous rite of passage would be less ritualised. Where other armies used straw-filled canvas dummies for bayonet practice Japanese soldiers used the 20-inch Type 30 sword bayonets mounted on their Arisaka rifles against bound Chinese and Allied prisoners.

By the end of 1938 these armies, which combined medieval barbarity with twentieth-century technology, had seized large swathes of  eastern China and the area around Canton and the coast inland from the British colony of Hong Kong.

The war in Europe that broke out a year later would not have an immediate impact on Japan’s territorial ambitions. The Japanese gloried in Germany’s military triumphs and in 1939 swastika flags appeared on the streets of Tokyo. It was the fall of France in June 1940 that would give Japanese nationalists the opportunity to realise greater territorial ambitions.

In July Tokyo demanded that supplies should no longer be sent to China via the Burma Road, a land link that was connected to the Burmese capital and port of Rangoon. The 600-mile-long road ran through very rugged mountainous country. The sections from Kunming to the Burmese border were built by 200,000 Chinese labourers between 1937 and 1938 during the second Sino-Japanese War. Supplies for China would be landed at Rangoon and shipped by rail to Lashio, the start of the road in Burma.

In 1940 with the Battle of Britain raging in the skies over southern England London was in no position to challenge the Japanese demand and now China was isolated. A similar demand was made of the French to close the road and rail link from the port of Haiphong in the French colony of Indo China to Yunnan.

The Vichy government in unoccupied France had directed Vice Admiral Jean Decoux to negotiate with the Japanese. It took about a year for the Japanese, using a mixture of threats and crude diplomacy, to achieve their aim. Nominally still under the control of Decoux, Indo China was now garrisoned by 35,000 Japanese troops with aircraft operating from French airfields. The Japanese Fifteenth Army held the territory around Haiphong and Hanoi in the north and had its HQ in Saigon. Without a fight the country had entered the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere supplying Japan with rice, coal and rubber. To the west the kingdom of Siam was ruled by the pro-Japanese C-in-C and Prime Minister, Field Marshal Pibul Songgram who had renamed the country Thailand.

On October 18, 1940 with support from the United States, Britain reopened the Burma Road. On July 26, 1941 concerned at Japan’s war in China and remorseless expansionism, the United States froze all  Japanese assets and imposed an embargo on oil exports to Japan. Britain and the Netherlands followed suit on August 5. To the Japanese this was seen as a conspiracy by the Americans, British, Chinese and the Dutch - the ABCD countries - to strangle Japan and thwart her legitimate plans for South East Asia.

A month after the embargo was imposed, P-40 Curtiss Warhawk fighters of the American Volunteer Group (AVG), better known as The Flying Tigers, began operating from a British airfield at Toungoo in Burma. The germ of the idea for the force made up of volunteers from the US Navy, Marine Corps and Army Air Force had begun back in 1937 with a conversation with a retired US Army Air Force (USAAF) Captain Claire Chennault and the wife of the Chinese Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek. The role of the fighter group would be to protect the Burma Road. Mme Chiang Kai-shek promised a bounty to pilots with confirmed kills and the men enjoyed very good rates of pay.

By November 1941, when the AVG pilots were trained and most of the P-40s had arrived in Asia, they were assigned to three squadrons: 1 Squadron ‘Adam & Eves’; 2 Squadron ‘Panda Bears’ and 3 Squadron ‘Hell’s Angels’. To cover the Burma Road two squadrons were based at Kunming in China and the third at Mingaladon near Rangoon. At the time of Pearl Harbor the AVG had 82 pilots and 79 aircraft in country, though not all were combat-ready. After the fall of Rangoon, the AVG was redeployed to bases in northern Burma and finally in China.

In the course of their operations the AVG was officially credited with 297 enemy aircraft destroyed, including 229 in the air. However recorded Japanese losses were 115 enemy aircraft in the air and on the ground. Thirteen AVG pilots were killed in action, captured, or posted missing in action and ten killed in accidents.

At the outset of the AVG operations Chiang Kai-shek assured the British that if Burma was attacked the AVG could be employed in the defence of that country - it was a promise that would have significant consequences.

On October 17 the failure of negotiations with the United States over Japan’s expansion into China led to the fall of the government  headed by Prince Fuminaro Konoye. He was succeeded by General Hideki Tojo - the same man who had been a political activist in Manchuria. To informed observers Tojo’s appointment by the Emperor was a sure sign that Japan would become involved in a wider war. In fact attack orders were issued on November 20, with the proviso that operations were not to begin until the outcome of diplomatic negotiations had been reported.

On November 27 Japan rejected the US demand for outright withdrawal from China, but opted to continue talking.

To the youthful Nogi Harumichi, a member of the clandestine Patriotic Students’ Alliance, Japan at last had the strong leader that it had been craving. ‘Japanese youth at that time adored Hitler and Mussolini and yearned for the emergence of a Japanese politician with the same qualities. We wanted decisive action.’15


However there were others who did not share Nogi Harumichi’s enthusiasm for Japan’s increasing belligerence. On November 30 there were still members of the government who questioned the wisdom of war with the United States, but under Tojo’s forceful leadership they were overruled and the decision to attack was made.

Long before the attack on Pearl Harbor the Japanese had been amassing intelligence about their land and air objectives. They were in a unique position to call on the loyalty of a Japanese Diaspora that before the war had seen men scattered across the Pacific and even to the US West Coast in search of work. It would be exploited by Japanese military and foreign office intelligence agencies in a variety of ways. This ranged from gathering information on troop strengths and dispositions, the layout of depots and docks to what today would be described as ‘psychological preparation of the battlefield’.

This was the work of the tokumu kikan or Special Service Organisations that included professionals like doctors, dentists, journalists and businessmen who were in confidential contact with nationalist leaders. The most notorious of the Kikan was the Minamu that organised the Burma Independence Army and the F commanded by Major Fujiwara Iwaichi that fostered the Indian Independence League before the war and sent operatives to foment dissent and gather intelligence before the outbreak of war. ‘F’ had been chosen as its title  since it was the family name of the commanding officer, but could also be interpreted as standing for ‘Freedom’ and ‘Friendship’. Though Japanese operations caused the Allies concern Japanese commanders in the field often did not value the intelligence with which they were provided. When Fujiwara was posted to the Fifteenth Army in northern Burma he had the frustrating experience of seeing its commander Lt General Mutaguchi dismiss his collated intelligence in favour of the abstract idea of seisho or ‘spirit’ to guarantee victory for the Fifteenth Army.

As the United States began to recover from the shock of the attack on the Pacific Fleet, Japan launched the theatre-wide offensive that they had been planning as far back as November 6.

As part of these operations 20,000 men under Lt General Sano Tadayoshi commanding the Japanese 38 Division part of Twenty-third Army crossed the Sham Chun River from China at 08.00 hours on December 8 and attacked the British colony of Hong Kong. They had excellent intelligence from agents who had been operating in the colony including a colonel who had worked as a barber at the Peninsula Hotel.

The outcome of the battle was a foregone conclusion. Major General Christopher Maltby had two British, two new Canadian and two Indian infantry battalions in his garrison supported by 28 guns of the Hong Kong and Singapore Royal Artillery. In addition he had the keen but older men of the Hong Kong Volunteer Defence Corps - some were veterans of World War I and even the Boer War. Maltby also had seven obsolescent aircraft, one destroyer, eight MTBs and four gun-boats. His aircraft were quickly destroyed when Japanese bombers hit Kai Tak airfield.

By the evening of December 9 Japanese forces had reached the 11-mile-long Gin Drinkers’ Line in the New Territories that stretched from Gin Drinkers’ Bay to Port Shelter. Overnight Colonel Teihichi Doi’s 228 Regiment captured the Shing Mun Redoubt and this unhinged the defensive position, forcing Maltby to withdraw to Hong Kong Island. This was completed by December 13.

Heavy bombardment from the land and air damaged the destroyer and two MTBs. The Japanese attempted to cross the 500-yard-wide  Lei U Mun Strait on December 15 but were repulsed. However three nights later they landed in strength between North Point and Aldrich Bay and began pushing south across the island.

On December 19 in fighting around Mount Hill, Warrant Officer Class II John Osborn of 1 Winnipeg Grenadiers, Canadian Infantry Corps would win Canada’s first Victoria Cross of World War II. He had helped organise resistance but would die when he covered a Japanese grenade with his body to save the lives of soldiers in a trench. Led by men like Osborn the resistance was still tough and on December 20 Sano was forced to halt to reorganise. The Governor, Sir Mark Young had a radio link out of the colony to the British Embassy in Chungking and on December 23 the Daily Telegraph reported that he had signalled that he would resist until he was captured. At Churchill’s urging, over five days, the governor had rejected three offers from the Japanese to surrender ‘on grounds of humanity’.

By December 24 the surviving defenders were exhausted. With the loss of the reservoirs water was running out and ammunition was also low. On Christmas Day a cease-fire was arranged and at 19.05 hours Sir Mark Young formally surrendered. In a 15-minute ceremony at the Peninsula Hotel lit only by candles he told Lt General Takashi Sakai commanding the Twenty-third Army, ‘I am here to become a prisoner by ordering the entire British forces to cease all resistance.’

The garrison had suffered 4,400 casualties while the Japanese admitted 2,754. The final days of the campaign and the immediate aftermath were marked by Japanese atrocities committed notably by 229 Regiment commanded by Colonel Ryozaburo Tanaka. Among their crimes were binding and bayoneting captured gunners from an anti-aircraft battery and bayoneting male and female staff and even the bed-bound patients in a medical station. Tanaka would reach the rank of Major General, survive the war and be tried in Hong Kong as a war criminal. He was found guilty and sentenced to 20-years imprisonment.

Hong Kong stands out as a heroic, tragic but ultimately doomed defence. Britain and the United States had greater confidence in the ability of their bases in Malaya and the Philippines to withstand Japanese attacks.

Almost hours after the attack on Pearl Harbor the Imperial Japanese Army had launched a blitzkrieg across the mainland and island groups of South East Asia. Like Germany’s blitzkrieg in Europe the Japanese offensive operations had been carefully planned. However whereas in 1940, Britain and France did not underestimate their enemy, in London, New Delhi and Singapore, British staff officers expressed a low opinion of Japanese military competence and equipment. General Sir Frank Messervy, who from 1942 would command with distinction 7 Indian Division in Burma, remembered a Colonel Simpson of the Royal Scots who among senior officers in the War Office was known derisively as ‘Banzai Simpson’. Simpson who had been the military attach’ in Tokyo for several years asserted that the Japanese Army was ‘the toughest war machine in the world’. The given thought however was that the Japanese would be no match for a modern European army. Recalling the way in which Simpson had been ridiculed Messervy added, ‘At the same time the War Office showed another dangerous tendency, one even more strong in American military thought. It was the tendency to underestimate the human factor and look to machine power to win wars.’16 Worse still the war in North Africa had creamed off the best British and Indian troops and those that remained in India and Asia had until recently been employed as Imperial policemen.

In Battle Tales from Burma John Randle, who served with distinction with the Baluch regiment in Burma, explains that ‘In 1941 the old Imperial Indian Army was going through an enormous and, in hindsight, somewhat imprudent expansion. Regiments which in 1939 consisted of five regular battalions were doubling (and then, after Japan entered the war, redoubling). Pre-war regular battalions were heavily milked of experienced VCO (Viceroy’s Commissioned Officers), Non-Commissioned Officers (NCOs) and senior sepoys; then as soon as newly raised battalions were knitted together, they too were milked to meet the demands of the new wave of expansion, and to replace casualties from the heavy fighting in east Africa and the Western Desert.’
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Map 3 The first Chindit expedition, 1943
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[Map 2 The first Arakan campaign, 1942-43
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Map 4 Imphal and Kohima
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[Map 5 Operations ‘Capital’ and ‘Extended Capital’ ,1944.
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Map 6 The liberation of Rangoon, 1945
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