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  Preface




  A general who has taken part in a campaign is by no means best fitted to write its history. That, if it is to be complete and unbiased, should be the work of someone less

  personally involved. Yet such a general might write something of value. He might, as honestly as he could, tell of the problems he faced, why he took the decisions he did, what helped, what

  hindered, the luck he had, and the mistakes he made. He might, by showing how one man attempted the art of command, be of use to those who later may themselves have to exercise it. He might even

  give, to those who have not experienced it, some impression of what it feels like to shoulder a commander’s responsibilities in war. These things I have tried to do in this book.




  It is a personal narrative, written from the standpoint of a corps or army commander in the field, whose outlook was often limited by his own surroundings. It is based on a short account I wrote

  at the time, a skeleton diary, some contemporary papers, and my recollection. For any inaccuracies and, of course, for its opinions and judgements I only am responsible.




  If in places I have noticed by name individuals, units, and formations, that is usually because I happened to be near them at a particular time and they caught my eye. I am very conscious that

  for every one I mention, there were a hundred others whose doings were just as worthy of record. Named or unnamed, I shall always be proud to have served with them. Victory in Burma came, not from

  the work of any one man, or even of a few men, but from the sum of many men’s efforts. We all, even those among us who may have seemed to fail, did our best. Luckily, that combined best

  proved good enough.




  W. J. Slim F. M.




  Canberra, 1 December 1955
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1 » INTO BURMA





  It was good fun commanding a division in the Iraq desert. It is good fun commanding a division anywhere. It is one of the four best commands in the Service – a platoon, a

  battalion, a division, and an army. A platoon, because it is your first command, because you are young, and because, if you are any good, you know the men in it better than their mothers do and

  love them as much. A battalion, because it is a unit with a life of its own; whether it is good or bad depends on you alone; you have at last a real command. A division, because it is the smallest

  formation that is a complete orchestra of war and the largest in which every man can know you. An army, because the creation of its spirit and its leadership in battle give you the greatest unity

  of emotional and intellectual experience that can befall a man.




  It was especially good to be commanding the 10th Indian Division. We had, as a division, found ourselves. 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 opéra bouffe of the invasion of Persia. We had bought our beer in Haifa and drunk it on the shores of the Caspian.

  We could move, we could fight, and we had begun to build up that most valuable of all assets, a tradition of success. We had a good soldierly conceit of ourselves. Now, in March 1942, in spite of

  dust storms, equipment shortages, obsolete armament, and an overdose of digging strongpoints, it was stimulating to be at what we all felt was a critical spot, waiting for the threatened German

  invasion of Turkey. If it came and the Panzer divisions rumbled over the pearl-tinted horizon, we should be the soft-skinned orange flung in front of the steamroller, but

  meanwhile it was exhilarating to go bucketing about the desert, a hundred miles a day, sweeping our field glasses round a great circle of bare sand. The desert suits the British, and so does

  fighting in it. You can see your man.




  So, when I was called to the telephone at my headquarters in the wrecked flying-boat station at Lake Habbaniyeh, to speak to the Army Commander in Baghdad, and was told to fly to India within

  the next three days, my heart slumped.




  ‘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.




  Constant sandstorms held up my departure for a few days and prolonged the unhappiness of saying goodbye, but at last I was chuffing out into Habbaniyeh Lake to the flying boat. Through the sand,

  still blowing and stinging my face, I watched the half-dozen figures of my divisional staff who had come to see me off fade quickly into the haze, and I felt as forlorn as they looked, hunched

  against the driving sand. The flying boat loomed up; I scrambled on board, bumped my head in the low entrance, as I nearly always do, and heard the crew discussing whether it was too thick to take

  off. However, the pilot decided it was not and up we roared. I cheered myself with the thought of the cable I had sent telling my wife to meet me at Delhi, but I was feeling glum enough at leaving

  my division.




  We came down next day on the shrinking lake outside Gwalior and, after a tedious train journey, I met my wife at Delhi station. Next morning at General Headquarters, India, no one seemed able,

  or at any rate willing, to tell me what my job was to be. The only thing that was definite was that I was to fly to Burma almost at once with Lieut. General Morris, the Chief of the General Staff

  in India, who was visiting the front to get a firsthand view of a not too bright situation. Why I should go in addition I did not know, but this time I was a good soldier, went

  where I was sent, did what I was told, and asked no questions.




  We left early, spent the night in Calcutta, and then flew on to Akyab, a little port on the Arakan coast of Burma. It seemed a very pleasant, peaceful seaside town, much cleaner and better kept

  than similar places in India – as indeed were all Burmese towns and villages. We sat up late discussing the situation with Air Vice-Marshal Stevenson, the Air Officer Commanding in Burma.

  Rangoon had fallen on 9 March, a few days before, and the British force had extricated itself with difficulty, but was now clear and reorganizing. The position, both on the ground and in the air,

  was an anxious one.




  In the air, we had, in the face of great enemy superiority in numbers, been undoubtedly more successful than we had been on land. The importance of air power in any theatre is obvious, but in

  Burma it was from the very start a dominating factor. In plans for the defence of Burma, made before the Japanese attack, great reliance had been placed on the ability of air forces to stop, or at

  least greatly delay, the advance of enemy columns. In effect, too much was expected, for, as both we and the Japanese discovered over the next three years, air attack alone never succeeded in

  stopping the movement of either side. Even if it could, the British–American air forces in Burma were, in 1942, never on a scale seriously to attempt it. Burma was last on the priority

  list for aircraft, as for everything else, and in December 1941 the air forces in Burma were almost negligible. They consisted of only one RAF squadron equipped with Buffaloes, a flight of the

  Indian Air Force with a few obsolete machines, and the Third Squadron of the American Volunteer Group with P40 Tomahawks. There should also have been an RAF bomber squadron, but the aircraft had

  been kept in Malaya and only the men reached Burma.




  The American Volunteer Group, under the dynamic command of Colonel Chennault, had the task of protecting the Burma–China road. Its base was Kunming in China, but Generalissimo Chiang

  Kai-shek, impressed with the importance of Rangoon as the only door opening on that road, had sent the Third Squadron there for its defence. These AVG airmen were hand-picked

  from the American Air Force, had had considerable experience against the Japanese before the United States entered the war, and were as good a collection of fighter pilots as could be found

  anywhere. With our own RAF pilots, they had gained a personal ascendancy over their Japanese opponents that was very marked. But the Anglo-American Forces were contending against great odds.




  It had been estimated that fourteen fighter squadrons, apart from bombers, would be required to meet the Japanese over Burma. Yet, when the Japanese attack began, there were only two fighter,

  one bomber, and two army cooperation squadrons in the country. Later, three squadrons of Hurricanes, mostly worn-out Mark Is, and a Blenheim bomber squadron arrived. The shortage of spares was

  acute. Against this small force the enemy, working from Siamese airfields, produced one hundred and fifty operational aircraft.




  Speaking generally, all the Japanese fighters were inferior in performance to the Hurricane and the P40, with the exception of the Navy 0, which was approximately equal to them. The Navy 0 was,

  however, more vulnerable as neither it nor the Japanese bombers had self-sealing tanks or armour for the pilot. The Japanese, however, had a considerable advantage in range, which was of great

  service to them in a country where distances were vast. The Navy 0, for example, had a radius of 250 miles, or 500 with jettisonable tanks, compared with the 135 miles of the Hurricane II. We were

  thus denied the power of retaliating with fighters against the enemy machines on their airfields.




  Nor were the superior numbers and range of the Japanese aircraft the only handicaps from which we suffered. With the odds against us, an efficient warning system, which would enable us to defend

  our own airfields, was essential if our machines were to escape destruction on the ground. Yet the layout of the Burma airfields made this impossible. They had almost all been sited in a long

  north-south line facing the Siamese frontier, and running from Victoria Point in the extreme south, through Mergui, Moulmein, Rangoon, Toungoo, Heho, and Namsang to Lashio.

  These main airfields, unless our troops advanced far into Siam, which was never contemplated, did not allow of any adequate warning. They should, of course, have been sited in the Irrawaddy Valley,

  where instead we had only the subsidiary airstrips at Magwe, Meiktila, Shwebo, and Myitkyina. The Burma Public Works Department had done a very fine job in constructing these all-weather airfields

  so rapidly and with such small mechanical resources, and it was not their fault that they had been told to put them in the wrong place. Add to the unfortunate location of our main airfields the

  facts that we possessed only one radio direction-finding set, a meagre complement of anti-aircraft artillery, and that the newly raised and hurriedly trained Burma Observer Corps had no

  wireless, and was thus tied to the scanty civil telephone and telegraph system, and it is easy to picture the disadvantage at which our tiny air force operated.




  Rangoon had suffered heavily from bombing, but the two and a half British squadrons and one American squadron defending the city, in meeting thirty-one day and night attacks in the first two

  months, destroyed one hundred and thirty enemy aircraft with sixty probables, and compelled the Japanese to abandon the attacks after the end of February. The majority of the enemy fell to the AVG,

  who not only had in the P40 the better fighter, but were more experienced than most of the British pilots. It was thus possible for the last convoys of reinforcements to enter Rangoon and for the

  demolitions and final evacuation to be completed without serious air interference. At the same time, P40s and Buffaloes – the range was too great for Hurricanes – attacked any enemy

  airfield within reach, and our few bombers ranged far into Siam. Rarely can so small an air force have battled so gallantly and so effectively against comparable odds.




  Such an effort could not be maintained. On 31 January 1942, our operational strength was thirty-five aircraft, against one hundred and fifty Japanese. Appeals for reinforcements were refused;

  Malaya and the Dutch East Indies still had first call. Singapore fell on 15 February, and at once the Japanese air forces began to receive heavy additions. By mid-March, there

  were fourteen regiments of the Japanese Air Force deployed against Burma, a total of some four hundred aircraft with a daily effort of two hundred and sixty. Against this we could produce a daily

  operation average of under forty-five. The odds were growing too heavy, even for British and American airmen.




  Much of this we heard that evening, sitting over our drinks at Akyab. We learnt, too, that with the fall of Rangoon the Air Force had had to be withdrawn into Central Burma. What was left of it

  had been split into two mixed Wings, one at Magwe, one at Akyab. The split was forced upon us largely for administrative reasons – my first acquaintance with the overriding force of supply

  and maintenance factors in Burma. With Rangoon gone, the Air Force, like the Army, must live almost wholly on its hump. No supplies or reinforcements could reach Central Burma overland or by sea;

  only a tiny trickle might come by air. The whole of the Air Force maintenance resources and reserves in Burma were surveyed and calculation of what these could maintain was made. That decided the

  strength of the force at Magwe. The remainder went to Akyab, where it was hoped to maintain them by sea from India. As a result the Wing at Magwe was composed of:




   




  

    

      Improvised Wing HQ




      One Hurricane Squadron, RAF




      One Bomber Squadron, RAF




      A detachment Army Cooperation Flight, RAF




      Pursuit Squadron, AVG




      RDF Station.


    


  




   




  The AVG Squadron was by now very weak and our one ewe lamb of an RDF station on its last legs.




  There were left for Akyab:




   




  

    

      An improvised HQ.




      One Hurricane Squadron (obsolete Mk I).




      A General Reconnaissance Flight.




      A detachment Communication Flight.


    


  




   




  Magwe had been chosen for the Burma Wing, known as ‘Burwing’, for the following reasons:




   




  

    

      (i) It was covered by two lines of telephone, one down the Sittang, the other down the Irrawaddy Valley, along which the Burma Observer Corps could be stationed. Some

      warning might thus be obtained.




      (ii) There was no airstrip south of Magwe big enough for modern bombers or fighters to operate from.




      (iii) It was the only airfield from which the army retreating up the Irrawaddy could be covered.


    


  




   




  With all its faults, Magwe was, therefore, the best, and in fact the only, choice.




  We also learnt that, in addition to the Air Marshal’s responsibilities in Burma, he had been ordered by the Air Officer Commanding, India, under whose command he was, to organize the air

  defence of Calcutta, of the industrial centres of Bengal and Bihar, and of the oil installations at Digboi in Assam. He was to continue offensive bombing from India in support of the Burma Army and

  to reconnoitre and attack enemy vessels in the Bay of Bengal. This new directive would compel him to set up his HQ in Calcutta, and he proposed to move there in a few days.




  Sixteen months before, in the Sudan, I had learnt a sharp lesson on the necessity for the headquarters of the land forces and of the air forces supporting them to be together. I was, therefore,

  rather dismayed to find that for the Burma campaign Air Headquarters at Calcutta and Army Headquarters at Maymyo, near Mandalay, were to be five hundred miles apart by air and unconnected by land.

  Even the Burwing at Magwe was about two hundred miles from Army Headquarters, and until 1945 this pull between the defence of Calcutta and the Burma campaign continued. It was, with the paucity of

  resources, unavoidable, but it hampered the free movement of air support in the theatre, and air commanders were compelled to keep looking over their shoulders.




  Next day we went on from Akyab to Magwe, now our main air base in Burma. We flew over the Arakan Yomas, and I had my first sight of the jungle-clad hills of Burma. Flying over them you can

  realize what an obstacle they are to vision, but you cannot really appreciate what an obstacle they are to movement. To do that you must hack and push your way through the clinging, tight-packed

  greenery, scramble up the precipitous slopes and slide down the other side, endlessly, as if you were walking along the teeth of a saw. I often wished afterwards that some of my visitors, who

  measured distances on small-scale maps, and were politely astonished at the slowness with which I proposed to advance, had walked to my headquarters instead of flown. But all that was to come

  later. Now, as we roared over these endless, razor-edged ridges, covered to their very summits with the densest jungle, they gave the impression of a thick-piled, dull green carpet, rucked up into

  fold after fold. It was a relief to me, my eyes for the past year attuned to the bare desert, to come out suddenly on to the Irrawaddy with its narrow strip of comparatively open country on each

  side of the river.




  At Magwe, after a talk with a very confident local air force commander, Morris and I flew, in a smaller plane, to Mandalay, landing, after some hesitation, on a very rough strip cleared among

  rice fields, a few miles from the town. Here we sat, rather forlorn, until eventually a station wagon appeared, and we drove up the winding road to Maymyo, the summer capital of Burma. It was a

  delightful spot, with English houses in the best Surrey stockbroker style, each in its own spacious garden.




  Army Headquarters, Burma, was moving in, after its hazardous escape from Rangoon, and it was quite evident that some of it had been considerably shaken by that experience. To begin with, Army

  Headquarters, Burma, was neither organized, manned, nor trained as a mobile headquarters to command fighting formations in the field. It was, in fact, a miniature peacetime War Office on the

  Delhi–Whitehall model. Hurried additions and expansions had been made to meet the sudden onset of invasion, but it was very far from being a suitable instrument for the

  direct control of a campaign. The unfortunate Lieut. General Hutton, who took over command in Burma just as the Japanese attack started, was, as commander in the field, terribly hampered by having

  to work through a cumbersome headquarters designed for quite different purposes. Given a little time, I have no doubt that Hutton, with his great organizational powers, would have evolved a more

  suitable instrument, but he was plunged at once into a critical tactical situation when such reforms became well-nigh impossible. One need not be unduly surprised or indignant that we entered the

  war with no superior field headquarters in this theatre. Burma had seemed less likely to be attacked than Britain, and Britain had only a War Office until crisis forced the appointment of a

  Commander-in-Chief, Home Forces, with an adequate headquarters. However, an unsuitable headquarters was only one of several crippling handicaps under which Hutton and his forces started their

  war.




  In Burma our unpreparedness when the blow fell was extreme, and we paid for it. The basic error was that not only did few people in Burma, and no one outside it, expect that it would be

  attacked, but there was no clear or continuous decision as to who would be responsible for defence preparations or for its actual defence if it were attacked. Burma, while politically separated

  from India in 1937, was in every way physically linked to it for defence. Burma was, in fact, a defensive outwork of India; it would depend on India for the bulk of its troops and India would be

  its base. It was essential that the closest ties should be kept without interruption between the two countries. Up to 1937 Burma had been part of India, and its defence, as all its other

  activities, had been a matter for the Indian Government. Then with political separation from India, Burma was made fully responsible for its own military forces. A change came with the outbreak of

  war with Germany. In September 1939, Burma’s forces were placed for operational purposes under the British Chiefs of Staff, but remained for finance and administration

  under their own Government. Suddenly, in November 1940, operational control was transferred to the recently formed Far Eastern Command in Singapore, while administrative responsibility was divided

  between the Burma Government and the War Office in London, which now contributed substantially to the defence budget of Burma. Both Singapore and London had more urgent matters on their doorsteps

  than the needs of distant Burma, and to separate operational from administrative responsibility is to break a rule that I have never seen violated without someone paying a heavy penalty. Indeed, it

  had been quite obvious, and very understandable, that neither of its new masters was taking much interest in Burma, and local commanders and successive Commanders-in-Chief in India pressed for its

  return to India. Just over a year later, on 12 December 1941, when a Japanese attack was seen to be imminent, it was at last passed back to India, but not for long. On the 30th of the same month,

  just as the Japanese attack really started, it was, in spite of protests locally and in India, tossed to yet another rather reluctant master – this time to the new ABDA, as with our passion

  for initials the South-West Pacific Command was called. Under this organization, the Burma front was to be operationally controlled from Java and administered from Delhi. With the rapid break-up of

  ABDA following the Japanese invasion of the Dutch East Indies, back Burma came again to India. Thus in the space of about sixteen vital months there had been five separate superior headquarters in

  turn responsible for the defence of Burma, and for practically the whole of that time administrative had been separated from operational control. These changes alone would have ensured delay,

  neglect, confusion, and a lack of understanding of local difficulties. They led also to little or no progress being made in linking up India and Burma by road, so that when war came there was no

  overland communication between them.




  Added to this was the usual chronic shortage of troops, and of equipment for even the troops we had. The 17th Indian Division, newly arrived with its brigades hurriedly

  collected from other formations, had been trained and equipped, like all Indian Army divisions, for desert warfare in the Middle East. Its transport was mechanical and except in open country it was

  incapable of operating off a road. There are few roads in Burma. The other formation, the 1st Burma Division, contained a high proportion of Burmese units, untried, many raised in a last-minute

  scramble and as yet without tradition. Neither division had battle experience. Their allotment of artillery was far below that of normal divisions and often of obsolete type. An anti-tank battery,

  for example, was equipped with Austrian 77-mm guns, captured by the Italians in 1918 and in turn taken by us twenty-two years later from the Italians in the Western Desert. These museum pieces

  were, it is interesting to note, without dial sights and had 120 rounds per gun as their total ammunition supply. Reinforcements promised from England and Africa had been diverted to Singapore in

  an eleventh-hour effort to save the fortress or, as in the case of the Australian divisions, diverted to hold Ceylon, itself under threat of overwhelming Japanese sea power. As a result, in the

  Japanese first thrust our two ill-prepared divisions, one Indian, one Burmese, supported by the tiny British-American Air Force, were pitted against superior and well-equipped veteran forces of

  jungle-trained troops and against a vastly preponderant air power.




  Geographically, from the first clash we suffered from the fact that our main line of communication, the railway from Rangoon to Mandalay, ran from south to north, parallel and near to the

  Siamese frontier, liable almost everywhere to attack from the east. The original plan of defence, for this reason, tied a large portion of our scanty forces, including most of the Burma Division,

  to the southern Shan States, as it was expected that the main Japanese attack would come via Kengtung direct on to this vulnerable route. Another cause of dispersion was the long thin tail of

  Burma, Tenasserim, running four hundred miles to the south, with an average width of about forty miles. It would, from the Burma point of view, have been better to have

  abandoned this strip of territory, but the airfields in it had a twofold importance. First, they were needed for the air route to Singapore or the Dutch East Indies, and, second, in enemy hands

  they would be a most serious threat to Rangoon. An attempt was, therefore, made to hold it by small scattered garrisons.




  The main Japanese thrust came, not as expected through the Shan States, but over the Kaw Kareik Pass and through Tenasserim on to Moulmein. For fear of offending the neutral susceptibilities of

  the Siamese, we had not been allowed to set up any intelligence organization in that country, and our ignorance of Japanese movements was profound. The attack broke through the detachment holding

  the Pass, and after a fight the enemy advancing from the south took Moulmein, the main body of the 17th Division falling back northward on Bilin. There it fought a gallant action against superior

  numbers, but under threat of encirclement was compelled again to withdraw. Meanwhile the small garrisons in Tenasserim, attacked by air and land, had been evacuated by sea. Then followed, on 22 and

  23 February, the disaster at the Sittang River. The 17th Division, retreating by the jungle track to the river and tied to that track by its motor transport, found that strong Japanese forces

  moving round the flank had cut in between the leading brigade, now across the river, and the remainder of the division. Desperately and gallantly the two brigades still east of the river fought to

  break through to the great Sittang railway bridge, held by their comrades, their only hope of getting their vehicles, and indeed themselves, over the six-hundred-yard-wide stream. Then came

  tragedy. The Divisional Commander was roused in the night to be told that the small bridgehead on the east bank could hold out no longer; that the Japanese were almost on the bridge itself. He had

  to decide whether to risk the bridge falling intact into the enemy’s hands, when they could sweep on to Rangoon, or to blow it up, leaving a large part of his force cut off on the other side,

  but with the great obstacle still between the Japanese and the capital. He gave the order to blow. The bridgehead garrison was withdrawn to the west bank and the bridge

  destroyed. It is easy to criticize the decision; it is not easy to make such a decision. Only those who have been faced with the immediate choice of similar grim alternatives can understand the

  weight of decision that presses on a commander.




  The sound of the explosion was a signal for a sudden lull in battle. Both sides knew what it meant: the Japanese that however fiercely they attacked they could not capture the bridge; the

  British that they were in desperately hard case. With a final effort they broke through to the bank. In horror they saw the broken bridge; it was hopeless to attempt to get vehicles or guns across.

  These were, as far as possible, destroyed, and men and officers individually and in parties stripped themselves and took to the water. A few managed to cross with their arms on rough rafts or

  petrol tins; the majority had to swim for it, helped only by bamboos. It was impossible for any man, even a powerful swimmer, burdened by equipment or arms to get over. Numbers were drowned; some

  were shot while crossing. By the afternoon of the 24th, all that had reached the west bank out of the eight battalions that had been cut off was under two thousand officers and men, with five

  hundred and fifty rifles, ten Bren guns, and twelve tommy guns between them. Almost all were without boots, and most were reduced to their underwear.




  This was the decisive battle of the first campaign. After it, however gallantly our troops fought, there was little hope of holding Rangoon. And when Rangoon went, as it did on 9 March, the

  whole army in Burma was cut off from the outside world almost as effectively as had been the two brigades on the east bank of the Sittang.




  No wonder then that when at Maymyo I first met General Alexander, newly, and by sheer luck, arrived from Rangoon, he was, while as calm as ever, obviously worried about the situation. Hutton,

  his predecessor and now his Chief of Staff, struggling to bring order out of complications and difficulties that threatened chaos, looked far from fit. For the last two months he had been under tremendous strain and only a short while before he had been in a particularly nasty air crash in which his pilot had been killed and he himself knocked about to an extent that

  would have put a less courageous man into hospital for weeks. He was, I think, still feeling the effects of that accident. The plain fact was that first Hutton, and then General Alexander who

  replaced him, had each in turn found himself in the normal position of a British general at the start of a war – called upon to carry out a task impossible with the means provided.




  A moment ago, I wrote that General Alexander had escaped from Rangoon by sheer luck. And it was that. The whole British force from Rangoon, and with it General Alexander and his headquarters,

  would have been destroyed had it not been for the typically rigid adherence to the letter of his orders by a Japanese divisional commander. Coming from the east, by paths through hills and jungle

  in a swoop on the city, he had been told to bypass it to the north and, swinging round, to attack it from the west, the unexpected direction. To cover his flank as he crossed north of Rangoon, he

  put out a strong block on the main Prome road. He thus completely bottled up the British force as it tried to get away. Several attacks were made on the roadblock, but Japanese tenacity proved a

  match for British and Indian valour. The obstacle remained. All the Japanese commander had to do then was to keep his roadblock in position and with the rest of his troops attack the forty-mile

  column strung out along the road. Nothing could have saved the British, tied as they were by their mechanical transport to the ribbon of road. Luckily for them, as soon as his main body had crossed

  on its march west, considering that his flank guard had served its purpose, he withdrew the roadblock. The Japanese division thus entered Rangoon from the west, according to plan; the British,

  finding the cork removed, flowed on, bag and baggage, to the north, also according to plan.




  My interview with General Alexander did not last long. He left to attend a conference with the Governor. I doubt if it can have been a very cheerful one, for the civil picture was no brighter

  than the military. The people of the country were quite unprepared for invasion and, as the British suffered defeat after defeat and the Japanese swept forward, they were

  stunned at the collapse of a Power they had always thought, if they thought about it at all, invincible and part of nature. The vast majority had no feeling that the war was their business; they

  wished only to avoid it. A small minority, mostly soldiers and officials, were actively loyal; about the same number, nationalist politicians, the relics of the old rebels of 1924, students, and

  some political pongyis (Buddhist priests) were actively hostile. These elements were rendered more formidable by the leadership of Japanese-trained Burmans, imported with the invading army,

  and by the flocking to their standards of numbers of dacoits and bad characters attracted by the prospect of loot. As the Japanese advanced, desertion among the police, the subordinates of all

  services, and clerical staffs began to spread. The air raids on towns, with their heavy casualties and great destruction by fire, and the swarms of Indian refugees, flying not so much from the

  Japanese as from the Burmans among whom they lived, all helped in the breakdown of control and communications. The civil administration was crumbling ahead of the Japanese.




  There was, however, one bright gleam on the otherwise murky scene – the Chinese. At Christmas 1941, Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek had generously offered the Chinese V and VI Armies to

  cooperate in the defence of Burma. General Wavell had accepted at once the 93rd Division of VI Army, the most readily available, and moved it into the Shan States; the 49th Division of the same

  army was to be brought through Lashio to the Salween at Takaw. The third division, the 55th, which was scattered and not as ready as the others, was to concentrate at Wanting, there to equip and

  train. At the end of January, when arrangements for their maintenance had been hurriedly made, the Generalissimo, at Hutton’s request, agreed that V Army should take over the Toungoo area.

  This army consisted of the 22nd, 96th, and 200th Divisions, and was considered the best-equipped and trained force in China. During February, the Chinese troops, much hampered

  by lack of transport, moved forward into Burma.




  A great deal of criticism has been directed against the British command for not at once accepting the whole of the Chinese forces offered, but it was then decided, with a great deal of

  justification, that as these armies expected to subsist entirely on the country and had practically no supply or transport services, it would be impossible to move or maintain very large numbers

  until some organization to do so had been improvised. With transport for their move so short and only one road available, it is very doubtful, even if all the Chinese divisions had been accepted at

  once, whether they would have arrived in Burma any quicker than they did. Their maintenance would certainly have been most precarious. In any case, the move of the 22nd and 96th Divisions was

  delayed on the orders of the Generalissimo, while he changed his mind over the command of Chinese troops in Burma. By mid-March 1942, only one division of V Army, the 200th, had reached Toungoo in

  the Sittang Valley, the rest of the army was slowly following up, with VI Army behind it. This would in due course allow General Alexander to transfer the 1st Burma Division from Toungoo across to

  the Irrawaddy Valley to join 17th Indian Division. He would then have two groups, a Chinese and a British, separated by the tangled, jungle-covered hills of the Pegu Yomas.




  To add to General Alexander’s difficulties, command in the Chinese group was somewhat uncertain. In mid-March, the American commander, Lieut. General Stilwell, arrived, in the double

  capacity of commander of all Chinese forces in Burma and Chief of Staff to the Generalissimo. In the first, he was subordinate to General Alexander, but not, of course, in the second. Stilwell was

  much hampered by inadequate staff and signals. Moreover, there was a Commander-in-Chief of the Chinese Expeditionary Force, General Lo Cho Ying, through whom all his orders had to go to the Army

  Commanders. These officers evinced considerable independence in selecting which of the orders they would accept, and even divisional commanders at times showed a tendency to pick and choose. They were able to back up their refusals with some show of legality as Chiang Kai-shek had not actually given Stilwell his official seal as Commander-in-Chief. And, if this

  were not enough, there was, seated at Lashio with a Chinese mission, a General Lin Wei, who as the Generalissimo’s direct representative blandly disclaimed all operational responsibility,

  but, as he modestly put it, ‘exerted influence’. Such was this ‘influence’ that no Chinese Army Commander would carry out an Alexander–Stilwell–Lo order unless

  it had been passed by him.




  A Chinese ‘army’ corresponded to a European corps and consisted usually of two or three divisions. The division itself was not only much smaller than its British or American

  equivalent, having a strength of from seven to nine thousand, but only two-thirds of the men were armed; the other third replaced the absent animal or motor transport and acted as carriers. As a

  result the rifle-power of a Chinese division at full strength rarely exceeded three thousand, with a couple of hundred light machine guns, thirty or forty medium machine guns, and a few three-inch

  mortars. There were no artillery units except a very occasional anti-tank gun of small calibre, no medical services, meagre signals, a staff car or two, half a dozen trucks, and a couple of hundred

  shaggy, ill-kept ponies. Nevertheless, the Chinese soldier was tough, brave, and experienced – after all, he had already been fighting on his own without help for years. He was the veteran

  among the Allies, and could claim up to this time that he had held back the Japanese more successfully than any of the others. Indeed, he registered his arrival in the forward areas by several

  minor but marked successes against enemy detachments.




  In Maymyo, I had talks with many staff officers, often old friends with whom I had served in years gone by, and attended several conferences, including one with a Chinese general who had played

  a great part in the only real victory the Chinese had won against the Japanese up to that time – Changsha. I drew him on one side and listened very carefully, through an interpreter, to his

  account of the tactics of that battle. His experience was that the Japanese, confident in their own prowess, frequently attacked on a very small administrative margin of

  safety. He estimated that a Japanese force would usually not have more than nine days’ supplies available. If you could hold the Japanese for that time, prevent them capturing your supplies,

  and then counter-attack them, you would destroy them. I listened to him with interest – after all he was the only Allied commander I had heard of who had defeated the Japanese in even one

  battle. There were, of course, certain snags in the application of this theory, but I thought its main principles sound. I remembered it and, later, acted on it.




  I was still quite ignorant as to why I had been brought to Burma, and again no one seemed willing to enlighten me. My secret fear was that I was going to be told to take over Chief of Staff to

  General Alexander in place of Hutton, who was going back to India. General Alexander would have been a charming and unselfish master to work for, but, apart from the fact that I could never be in

  the same class as Hutton as a staff officer – he was outstanding in that capacity – I had never fancied myself in that line at all. I had been a second-grade general staff officer in

  India ten years before, and for a short time in early 1941 I had been a Brigadier, General Staff. I had had enough experience, anyway, to convince me, and I think others, that whatever I was like

  as a commander I was certainly worse as a staff officer.




  A day at Mandalay while we waited for an aircraft gave us an opportunity to look around. We saw a number of units and details that had been withdrawn for various reasons from the fighting to

  reform or be used as reinforcements. Gunners who had lost their guns – the most pathetic people in the world – staffs of broken-up formations and evacuated camps, a hotchpotch of bits

  and pieces, odd groups and individuals. The British looked worried, the Indians puzzled, and the Burmese sulky. I had a suspicion that, unless someone very quickly took hold pretty tightly, a rot

  might set in behind the front.




  We started on our return journey to India still without my future being revealed, and I began to fear an even worse fate – I might be destined for some staff job in

  India. However, it was no good worrying. I should have to be told soon. I got no farther than Calcutta. There, immediately after breakfast on the day of my arrival, in the gloomy and, I suspect,

  insanitary Government House, I was sent for by General Wavell. He was standing in one of the visitors’ sitting rooms, in his usual firmly planted attitude. He had seen swept away, in

  overwhelming disaster, Malaya, the Dutch East Indies, the Philippines, and Allied sea and air power in the Far East. He held at that moment the most difficult command in the world – India and

  Burma. Yet it gave one confidence to look at him. I had seen him at the height of dazzling success, and he had stood and looked calmly and thoughtfully at me in the same way as he looked at me now.

  He asked some questions on what I had seen in Burma. When I had answered, he said, ‘I see’, and we lapsed into silence. He broke it by saying without any preliminaries, ‘I want

  you to go back to Burma to take command of the corps that is to be formed there.’




  My heart gave a thump. This was better than a staff job! But I knew enough now to realize that a command in Burma was more likely to be a test, and a tough one, than a triumph.




  As if he knew my thoughts, he went on, ‘Alexander has a most difficult task. You won’t find yours easy.’ Another pause, and then, ‘The sooner you get there the

  better.’




  ‘I’ll start tomorrow morning,’ I assured him.




  ‘I see.’




  A pause.




  Emboldened, I asked him why Singapore had fallen as it did. He looked steadily at me for a moment and then told me. He wished me luck. We shook hands and I left.




  Back in my room, I sat under a slow-moving electric fan, and thought. There was a good deal to think about – what I had heard and seen in Burma and what General Wavell had told me about

  Singapore. With a map on my knees I reflected how little I knew about Burma. I did what I always do in such circumstances – reduced the map to a rough diagram with the distances between

  the main places marked. When you have got such a diagram into your head you have a skeleton of the terrain and can cover it with the flesh and features of further knowledge

  without distortion. I reflected also how very ignorant I was of the Japanese, their methods and their commanders. In 1938, when I was commanding the 2/7th Gurkhas, I had taken the Japanese as enemy

  in my annual battalion training in the hills round Shillong. I had also used some officers and men of the Assam Rifles, a military police force who controlled the tribes of the Eastern Frontier, to

  give us instruction in jungle fighting. Sitting in Government House, I thought with a little spasm of conceit that my unit had been one of the very few in the British Empire that had done

  some jungle training, and I smiled, wryly, when I thought of it now in the desert with my old 10th Indian Division. It is a bit hard always to train British forces for the next

  war as so many voluble advisers urge us! I tried to recall the Japanese organization as I had learnt it for that battalion training, but my knowledge had only been sketchy and my recollection was

  hazy. I really did know very little.




  Then more immediate personal details forced themselves to my attention. I had been travelling light, with not more than twenty or thirty pounds of kit. My baggage with all my camp equipment and

  the rest was somewhere between Baghdad and Bombay. I got hold of an ADC and asked him to produce me an Indian tailor. Within half an hour the darzi had run the tape over me, noted my

  measurements on the edge of a newspaper, and departed with an order to produce three khaki drill bush shirts, three pairs of slacks and shirts by five o’clock the next morning. He swore he

  would – and he did, by dint of sitting up stitching all night.




  That evening, after dinner in the great dining room of Government House, we went in a party to an air-conditioned cinema. Watching the usual inane picture seemed rather a stupid way of spending

  one’s last evening in civilization, but the resources of the city for intelligent recreation were limited, and I did not feel that more thinking in my room would get me anywhere.




  I rose early, packed the fruits of the tailor’s labour in my valise, and prepared to set out. However, as so often happened, an enquiry by telephone made it clear

  that my aircraft would not be ready at the time originally given. I spent a couple of hours, therefore, in shopping for a few extras, accompanied by the helpful ADC. This young man worked hard on

  me, using all his charm – and he had a lot – to persuade me to take him to Burma. Apart from a reluctance to rob my kind host, the Governor, of an ADC, I discovered that the boy had by

  no means recovered from a serious wound got in North Africa. But his heart was all right.




  At the revised time I went to Dum Dum aerodrome, on the outskirts of Calcutta. It was an infuriating place for a passenger, and remained so until Air Marshal Coryton put it in order in 1945.

  After the usual difficulty in finding anyone who knew anything about one’s projected journey, or indeed about anything at all, I eventually located the pilot and the Lysander that were to

  take me to Burma. The pilot was a cheerful young Sikh of the Indian Air Force, who strangely enough had flown me once or twice in Iraq. We strapped on our parachutes and climbed into our seats. The

  aircraft then refused to start. It went on refusing for half an hour. At the end of that time my Sikh, cheerful as ever, started off to find another Lysander. Eventually he did, and we transferred

  to it and took off.




  Petrol capacity compelled us to proceed by a series of hops. At Chittagong swarms of coolies had to be cleared before we could land, and I thought my light-hearted Sikh would write a few of them

  off and possibly us too. But I need have had no fears, he was a most skilful pilot. Time was getting on when, after a cup of tea, we took off again, and flew on over what seemed interminable

  jungle. The sun had set and petrol was getting a bit low when suddenly we saw the glistening Irrawaddy, and crossed it by a white pagoda that showed up in the dusk. My pilot’s navigation had

  been excellent; he had struck the river just opposite our destination, the airfield at Magwe. We circled, waiting for a signal from the ground, but no lamp flickered, so we landed and taxied

  up the runway. No one emerged to guide us, and we halted at the end of the strip. Still no one appeared. Darkness was falling rapidly, and all around us parked closely

  together were aircraft. I got out and walked towards some huts, which were evidently the control station. The door of the first was open. It was an office, but empty; so were the others. My pilot

  joined me, but, as far as we could discover, the airfield and the bulk of the British aircraft in Burma were completely deserted. The Sikh found a telephone but failed to get any response from the

  other end, wherever that was. While he still hopefully went on ringing, I wandered to the road that skirted the airfield, and at last a truck with some Burma Rifles in it came along. I hailed it,

  got the pilot, and we drove into RAF Wing HQ in Magwe, some two or three miles away. There I found everyone in good heart and cheer. When I suggested that it was a bit rash to leave so many

  aeroplanes on a deserted airfield in the midst of a not too reliable population, I was told that it was the Army’s business to look after their safety. Although I knew warning had been sent

  from India, I never discovered whether I had really been expected or not. It was a strange arrival, and not too reassuring as to either the standard of staff work in Burma or the safety of our

  precious aircraft.




  





  




  
2 » FIRST IMPRESSIONS





  Next morning, 13 March 1942, I flew south to Prome, and there met General Alexander and the two divisional commanders, who had been called in for a conference. The 1st Burma

  Division was under Major General Bruce Scott; the 17th Indian Division under Major General ‘Punch’ Cowan. By a trick of fate for which I shall always be very thankful, Scott, Cowan, and

  I all came from the 1st Battalion, 6th Gurkhas. We had served and lived together for twenty-odd years; we – and our wives – were the closest friends; our children had been brought up

  together in the happiest of regiments. 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 these terms was more than a

  help in the tough times ahead. It meant that we understood one another, that each knew how the others would react and that the most searching tests would still find us a team. I have never heard of

  any other occasion on which the corps commander and both his divisional commanders came not only from the same regiment but from the same battalion. So unique a coincidence demanded that the corps

  should be brilliantly successful. Alas, we were thoroughly defeated, but whatever the reasons for that, they were certainly not in the divisional commanders. Both had distinguished themselves as

  young officers in the First World War and they had seen much and successful active service between the two world wars. They were now veterans in fighting the Japanese, and Cowan especially, both as

  Second in Command to Smyth and later as his successor in command of the division, had, I suppose, more experience of their methods and tactics than any other British senior officer. I was fortunate in finding at the heads of my divisions such examples of the able, highly trained, and truly professional younger leaders that the British and Indian Armies had quietly

  produced in surprising numbers, while their countrymen were laughing at cartoons of ‘Colonel Blimp’.




  General Alexander, finding it unnecessary to introduce me to my divisional commanders, began without preamble to issue his directive to 1 Burma Corps. I had driven straight to the conference

  from the airfield and had only a very general idea of what my corps was, where it was, and of the actual situation. Most of the place names even were unfamiliar to me, and I groped over the map for

  them. However, I still had the rough diagram I had made in Calcutta two days before fairly well in my head, and that helped.




  The situation briefly was that the 17th Division, not yet by any means fully re-equipped or reorganized after the Sittang disaster, was re-forming some thirty miles south of Prome, and was at

  the moment out of touch with the enemy. The 1st Burma Division was about Toungoo, some eighty miles to the east and the other side of the jungle hills of the Yomas, holding the Sittang Valley. The

  Chinese V Army was moving in to relieve it, so that it could be transferred to the Irrawaddy front. As the Chinese would not go south of Toungoo, 1 Burma Corps would cover Prome. Thus the Allied

  army would hold a roughly level front right across Burma, while the Chinese assembled and my corps collected together.




  The conference was a short one, and General Alexander left by air immediately after lunch. I had a few words with Scott, who had been completely surprised to see me, and asked him to get his

  division over to join the 17th as quickly as the arrival of the Chinese would let him. Then I turned to have a first look at my corps headquarters.




  It consisted of a handful of officers collected mainly from Burma Army Headquarters, a few clerks, and a small, very small, detachment of Burma Signals with four wireless sets. Altogether not

  more than about sixty officers and men, sitting on their valises and kitbags. I asked about office equipment, messing arrangements, tentage, and transport. There was

  ludicrously little of any of these for the normal set-up of any unit let alone a corps headquarters. The only thing that really reassured me was the Chief of Staff, Brigadier ‘Taffy’

  Davies, who had been with Hutton in the same capacity. I had known him for a long time, and he had commanded a battalion in my brigade at the beginning of the war. He left me to be a staff officer,

  in Iceland of all places, returned from there to India, and so to Burma. If I had been lucky in my divisional commanders I was equally fortunate in my BGS. Taffy Davies was something more than a

  brilliant staff officer; he was a character in his own right. His tall, bony figure grew more and more emaciated as the retreat dragged on while he gave himself no rest, either physical or mental.

  But he got – and kept – that scratch headquarters working. From nothing and almost with nothing, he formed, organized, and infused it with his own spirit. It never reached one-fifth the

  size of any other corps headquarters I have seen, or had one-tenth of its equipment but, possibly because we could not issue or keep much paper, it was I believe really efficient. We were never out

  of touch with our formations; we quickly knew their dispositions and movements, we never failed to feed and ammunition them to the extent possible, and we never failed to get our orders to them in

  time. We were, of course, a tactical battle headquarters only – the whole of our ‘G’ branch, for instance, moved on two jeeps, one truck, and a couple of motorcycles – and

  orders were more often than not verbal. We issued, I think, only four written directives. All things considered, that headquarters was a surprisingly good effort, but it could not have continued

  for more than a few months at the pressure under which it worked; officers and men could not have stood the strain indefinitely. I had got with Davies a small group of key officers who rivalled

  even him in energy, unselfishness, ability, and devotion. Simpson, who as ‘AQ’, was responsible for a nightmare of improvised administration, Patterson-Knight his right-hand man, whom

  nothing ever flurried or dismayed, Montgomery the G.2 who never seemed to need sleep, Wilson the Engineer who achieved miracles and died of sheer exhaustion as we reached

  India. One of the greatest attributes a commander can have is the ability to choose his staff and commanders wisely, but I can claim no credit for the staff I got at Burcorps; that I suspect should

  belong to Hutton. Whoever was responsible, I am grateful to him.




  As I left with Punch Cowan to visit his division, Taffy Davies was shepherding my headquarters into the Prome Law Courts, while the redoubtable Patterson-Knight proceeded to rustle up an

  officers’ mess by the simple expedient of collecting cooking pots, crockery, and cutlery from abandoned European bungalows, and a mess staff from the roadside. A ceaseless stream of Indian

  refugees of all types and classes was pouring into the town. When a man passed who looked as if he might have been a servant, he was grabbed, interrogated, and, if suitable, installed as cook,

  waiter, washer-up, or sweeper. Most of these poor creatures were only too glad to become once more part of some organization that would look after them, protect them, and give them someone to whom

  they could turn. Incidentally, it was thus that Anthony, our mess butler, was procured. I doubt if the British forces would have got out of Burma at all without Anthony. Corps HQ certainly could

  not have kept going. He ran a reasonably decent senior officers’ mess in circumstances of incredible difficulty, and we owed him a great deal. I think he made sure we paid him, but who would

  grudge him that?




  The 17th Division was moving into an area just south of Okpo, and Cowan drove with me there in his armoured wheeled carrier. As we travelled down the main Rangoon road he told me something of

  what had befallen his division in the campaign up to then. The fact that he had anything left that could be recognized as a division at all was a great tribute to his troops and above all to him.

  When we arrived at Divisional Headquarters, in the stilt-raised houses of a Burmese village, almost the first man I met was Brigadier Welchman. I had said goodbye to him in the hospital at Khartoum

  where we had both been taken from Eritrea, after being shot up in the same truck. He had commanded the artillery regiment in my brigade group in East Africa and been my second

  in command, adviser, and chief support. Here he was, cheerful as ever, and still carrying the spear that had always accompanied him in Africa. ‘Welcher’ was, next to Punch Cowan

  himself, the greatest morale-raiser I had ever met. I thought it wrong that one divisional headquarters should have both of them, and as I lacked a commander for the corps artillery, of which

  incidentally there was extremely little, and Welcher was a superb gunner, I deprived Cowan of him.




  We saw a good many of the troops of the 17th Division, British, Indian, and Gurkha. They looked tired, as well they might, and I was shocked at their shortages of equipment and the state of

  their boots and clothing, but considering all they had gone through recently their spirit was surprisingly good. The strengths of units, while they had been made up to some extent after the Sittang

  battle by calling up our last reinforcements, were still disturbingly low, and it was a disquieting thought that, with Rangoon gone, there was no hope of further reinforcements.




  Brigadier Anstice’s 7 Armoured Brigade was also under Cowan’s command, and I was delighted to see it and note its condition. Its two regiments of light tanks, American Stuarts or

  Honeys, mounting as they did only a two-pounder gun and having very thin armour which any anti-tank weapon would pierce, were by no means ideal for the sort of close fighting the terrain required.

  Any weakness in the tanks, however, was made up by their crews. The 7th Hussars and 2nd Royal Tank Regiment were as good British troops as I had seen anywhere. They had had plenty of fighting in

  the Western Desert before coming to Burma and they looked what they were – confident, experienced, tough soldiers. Their supporting units, 414 Battery RHA, ‘A’ Battery 95

  Anti-tank Regiment and the 1st Battalion West Yorkshire Regiment were up to their standard. After seeing as many troops and meeting as many officers, some of them old friends, as I could, I

  returned to my headquarters.




  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; then the glow of exhilaration as the brain grapples with problem after problem; lastly the tingling of the nerves and the lightening of

  the spirit, as the urge to get out and tackle the job takes hold. Experience had taught me, however, that before rushing into action it is advisable to get quite clearly fixed in mind what the

  object of it all is. So now I sat down to think out what our object should be. We had our immediate task – the formation of two groups, Chinese on the Sittang, British on the Irrawaddy, and

  the stabilization of a front across Burma from Prome to Toungoo – but what was the object behind that, the overall aim? Were we going somewhere to stage a last-ditch stand to hold part of

  Burma? Or were we, now that Rangoon was lost, going to concentrate on getting the army, by a series of planned withdrawals, back to India intact? Were we hoping that the Chinese, added to the

  resources we had left, would give us strength enough to counter-attack successfully? On the answers to these questions would depend very much how we carried out any intermediate operation; all

  would be conditioned by the overriding object of the campaign. What that was we did not know. Indeed, it was never, until the last stages, clear, and I think we suffered increasingly in all our

  actions from this.




  Still, whatever our eventual purpose, delay, holding, or advance, from all points of view it was necessary, somehow or other, to wrest the initiative from the Japanese. That meant we must hit

  him, and hit him hard enough to throw him off balance. Could we do it? I thought so. As far as we could make out, our 17th was opposed by the Japanese 33rd Division with possibly some attached

  units, and an unknown number of hostile Burmese. When the 1st Burma Division joined us we should, therefore, for the first time be in at least equal, perhaps superior, strength on our front. The

  Japanese, judging by their form up to date, were bound to attack, and almost certainly at the same time to make a turning movement round our left through the Yomas. If we could collect a mobile

  reserve, let them commit themselves to the attack, and then strike back in real strength, either at the turning movement as it issued from the jungle or straight down the road

  at their vitals, we might give them a considerable jar. I made up my mind, therefore, that our object in Burma Corps should be to concentrate our two divisions with a view to counter-attacking at

  the earliest possible opportunity.




  Within the next day or two, as I moved about among the troops or sat in the judge’s gloomy room, lined with heavy law books, which was my office, several factors – none of them

  reassuring for the success of our plans – made themselves obvious:




   




  

    

      (i) Our intelligence was extremely bad




      

        

          There was no Burmese intelligence organization to give us news from behind the enemy’s lines or even from our own territory. Air reconnaissance was of necessity

          scanty and from the nature of the country almost always negative and therefore unreliable. We had taken no prisoners. Our only source of information was identification of enemy units by

          their dead and by documents found on them. Exploitation of even this source was limited because in the whole corps there was only one officer who could speak and read Japanese

          reasonably well. He laboured day and night, but the inevitable delay in translation often made what he discovered stale news. It is no exaggeration to say that we had practically no useful

          or reliable information of enemy strength, movements, or intentions. Our first intimation of a Japanese move was usually the stream of red tracer bullets and the animal yells that announced

          their arrival on our flank or rear. We were like a blind boxer trying to strike an unseen opponent and to parry blows we did not know were coming until they hit us. It was a nasty

          feeling.


        


      




      (ii) We were ill-trained and ill-equipped for jungle warfare




      

        

          The Japanese were obviously able to move for several days at a time through jungle that we had regarded as impenetrable. This was not only because

          they had local Burmese guides, but they travelled lighter than we did and lived much more off the country. Nearly all our transport was mechanical, and this stretched our columns for miles

          along a single road through the jungle, vulnerable everywhere from air and ground. Our British, Indian, and Gurkha troops were a match for the Japanese in a stand-up fight, but, invariably,

          this being tied to a road proved our undoing. It made us fight on a narrow front, while the enemy, moving wide through the jungle, encircled us and placed a force behind us across the only

          road. The Japanese had developed the art of the roadblock to perfection; we seemed to have no answer to it. If we stood and fought where we were, unless the road were reopened, we starved.

          So invariably we had turned back to clear the roadblock, breaking through it usually at the cost of vehicles, and in any case making another withdrawal.


        


      




      (iii) Combat units were becoming much below strength in men and equipment




      

        

          Casualties, especially in the 17th Division, had been heavy; sickness was on the increase; and there was a fear that the Burmese units, if we were compelled to withdraw

          farther, would desert at an increasing rate. Obviously, these and future losses could not be made up. There was no communication now with India except by air, and we had a negligible number

          of transport aircraft. If a battalion went into action today two hundred men short and lost fifty, it would go into action tomorrow two hundred and fifty men short, and so on until it was

          reduced to impotence. We suffered from an incurable wasting disease.


        


      




      (iv) The local inhabitants were not being helpful




      

        

          There was nothing in the nature of a Burmese Home Guard or even an organization to provide guides or civil transport. I gathered that little had been done to prepare the

          people to cooperate against the invader because it had been feared to create alarm, despondency, and possibly disaffection by admitting the possibility of British

          withdrawal. The hill tribes were almost all actively loyal, but the Burman of the plains, where the bulk of the fighting would take place, was, generally speaking, apathetic and out to

          avoid getting involved on either side. A small minority was actively hostile under Japanese officers or agents. The civil administration behind our front was showing signs of collapse;

          although British officials, and most senior Burmese, stuck to their posts, their subordinates were melting away.


        


      




      (v) There was a wide gap between our forces in the Sittang Valley and those on the Irrawaddy




      

        

          The 1st Burma Division about Toungoo, and the Chinese who were replacing them, were separated from the 17th Division in the Prome area by the eighty-mile stretch of the

          Pegu Yomas. Through these broken and jungle-covered hills there were no roads, and few tracks. Transfer of forces from one to the other would be difficult and slow, yet the gap, unless

          held, would leave the Japanese an opportunity for their favourite tactics of encirclement.


        


      




      (vi) Morale was threatened




      

        

          This was the most serious danger of all. The troops had fought well, but they had had no success. Constant retreats, the bogey of the roadblock, the loss of Singapore

          and Rangoon, and the stories of Japanese supermen in the jungle, combined with the obvious shortages of every kind, could not fail to depress morale. At this stage, the effects of the

          Sittang disaster on the fighting troops were evident but not irremediable, but morale in the administrative areas in our rear did not impress me as good. There were a lot of badly shaken

          people about.


        


      


    


  




   




  It is one thing to know what is wrong; it is another to put it right. I have no doubt whatever that Hutton, if he had been given even a few months in which to prepare,

  would have corrected much of this and a lot more too. But I was to find, as he had, that to retrieve the past in the midst of a fierce and relentless present is no easy matter.




  The first thing to get right was the intelligence organization. Until we could rely on a reasonable degree of warning and information about Japanese moves we could not hope successfully to hold

  off the enemy, let alone judge the moment to strike or even the direction of our blow. Cowan, in the 17th Division, had realized this, too, and had begun the formation of an intelligence screen to

  cover the front, which he christened the ‘Yomas Intelligence Service’. The guiding spirit in this enterprise was Bill Gunn, a senior member of one of the big Burma trading firms, whom

  Cowan had very early made his divisional intelligence officer. Scattered all over the forests of the area were numbers of Burmans who in happier times had been engaged in cutting and extracting

  timber for Gunn’s and other firms. The overseers and more senior men among these became the framework on which we built. Officers we found among the keen young British employees. We began to

  extend this screen across the Yomas, and we were in great hopes of having something at last that would give reliable warning of any Japanese manoeuvre on our flank. To the employees of these firms

  we added government forest officers and rangers, but when I would have introduced certain other civilians I found I had stumbled on a hornets’ nest. X and Y refused point-blank to serve under

  Z! They didn’t like him, had never liked him, and he had been a blight on their otherwise idyllic peacetime life. They had some excuse for frayed nerves, but in war these squabbles were

  silly, unworthy, and most irritating. I am afraid I was a little brusque with one or two, but an appeal to everyone’s sense of duty prevailed and the work went on. I only refer to it as an

  instance of the many and varied difficulties of military–civil improvisations under pressure. Actually, I should say, as a class our best intelligence officers were not the government

  civilians, but the outside upcountry members of the business firms who had a closer knowledge of the country and its people. It was noticeable that parliamentary government,

  which had progressed far in the central government and in local administration, seemed to have forced officials to become more and more office-bound. Business, too, seemed among all grades in Burma

  to have been a better training than government service for initiative.




  The transformation of these young civilians into officers was a simple matter. There was no time for training, nor was it practicable to submit their names through the usual channels and await

  their publication in the Gazette of India. We needed them now. So my divisional commanders and I told them they were officers and allotted them temporary ranks, second lieutenant,

  lieutenant, or even captain, as we thought suited to their age and standing. Such was our poverty of resources that we were hard put to it to provide them with rank badges. One of the young men

  himself solved this problem by producing his black evening socks – which he was not likely to require for some time – and cutting small squares out of them, which, sewn on his shoulder

  straps, adequately indicated his new status. We adopted this as our general method. As may be imagined, there were later certain difficulties over the pay of these somewhat irregularly appointed

  officers, but in the end all was well.




  Our improvised intelligence screen had considerable weaknesses. First it required time to establish itself, secondly it had no means except runners, or at the best ponies, of getting its news

  back to a roadhead, and thirdly it had to stay put. Whether we advanced or retreated, we should lose almost all the Burmans in it because they worked from their homes. Even those who would come

  with us would not be anything like as useful in a new area. Still, if we had a little time and as long as we remained in the area it would be invaluable.




  We, of course, asked urgently for more Japanese-speaking officers or men. We were told that numbers were just starting to learn the language in universities and classes in England and India; as

  soon as they were proficient we should get them. I am afraid the Japanese got us out of Burma quicker than the brightest students got out of their universities!




  Training for jungle fighting was almost as difficult to improve as intelligence. The Japanese ability to move through jungle more freely than we could, added to our road-bound mechanical

  transport system, gave them every advantage – advantages which they had earned and deserved. The remedies were for us to learn how to move on a light scale, to become accustomed to the

  jungle, to do without so much transport, to improve our warnings of hostile movements, and above all to seize the initiative from the enemy. All our tactics up to the present had been dominated by

  the Japanese roadblock, which had already become a nightmare to our troops. A solution to this problem I thought might be found by keeping back a reasonably strong reserve placed where it was

  likely the enemy would try to plant his roadblock, so that he could be attacked at once before he had time to dig in. When the troops were available this proved as good an answer as we could get

  until we were jungle-mobile, but often, with our weakening numbers, we were so pressed in front that such a reserve could not be found.




  The major difficulty in training was opportunity. If troops are to be trained, they must be pulled out of the fight, even if only for a month. We could not do that. Every fighting man we had was

  needed, more and more pressingly, at the front. Experience taught a good deal, but with the Japanese as instructors it was an expensive way of learning. The Jungle Warfare School run by Army

  Headquarters turned out a few theoretically trained officers and men, but they all went to form small ‘commando’ units. It would have been better, I think, to have sent them to ordinary

  infantry battalions to raise the general standard, especially in patrolling – a crying need. The problem of lightening our equipment was to some extent solving itself. Men and units were

  jettisoning more and more as they realized that mobility and survival were synonymous. We could not, however, shake loose from the tin can of mechanical transport tied to our tail, until we were

  both trained to move and live much more lightly and until we had more animal transport. We thought fleetingly of air supply; it was an obvious solution, but still in the dim

  future awaiting aircraft. Divisional and brigade commanders worked strenuously to devise and inculcate new tactical methods. The standard of jungle craft rose a little, but not really appreciably.

  I do not know to this day what more we could have done in the time and the circumstances.




  Few problems are insoluble, but our wasting strength was one. The most we could hope was to slow up the decline. We combed out combatants or potential combatants behind the line but, in a

  theatre where almost all administrative personnel were Burman or lower-grade Indian, little could be scraped up from this source. Army Headquarters cooperated and we speeded up the return of men

  from hospital and of convalescents, but this is a method not without danger. Our medical services were much below what they should have been in establishment, and, even working as devotedly as they

  did, could not reduce the sickness rates. The tendency was, in fact, for sickness to rise as medical supplies grew scantier and men suffered more from prolonged strain, fatigue, and privation.




  In East Africa, where, through the night, we had beaten the Ethiopian emperor’s rallying call on his royal drums to summon his subjects from the Italian regiments back to their allegiance,

  I had thought, ‘How terrible to be an Italian officer and wake each morning to find more of your men gone.’ Now I was learning what it was like. Reports of desertions from Burmese units

  increased. The Indian soldier has three loyalties: to his home, to his religion, and to his regiment and his officers. The Burman soldier, too often, had not had time to develop the third, so the

  fear of leaving their families unprotected in a Japanese-held Burma made men slink off along the jungle paths for home. There was no way of putting that right except by victory and advance.




  As we could not hope to find enough troops to hold the dangerous gap between ourselves and the Chinese, we attempted, in addition to our ‘Yomas Intelligence Service’, to produce a

  few mobile units of the mounted infantry type. The mounted portion of the Burma Military Police, whose men were Indians domiciled in Burma, were to form the nucleus, but there

  was a great shortage of ponies. I remember discussing on one occasion the provision of these ponies with an elderly, tired, and depressed civilian who, in other matters, it seemed to me, had shown

  no great nerve. On this subject, however, he roused himself and became positively animated, ‘Ah!’ he volunteered. ‘Ponies! The man you should have gone to was X. He could lay his

  hand on any number of ponies, exactly the sort you want!’




  ‘Grand!’ I said, thrilled that we were at last getting somewhere. ‘Where is he? Fetch him along.’




  ‘Alas!’ answered my civilian, dropping back to his usual lugubrious tones. ‘Poor X! He died three years ago!’




  These mounted infantry detachments were to be pushed out along such tracks as there were to form watching-posts and centres to which the Yomas Intelligence Service could send their reports by

  runner. It would then be the duty of a dispatch rider to get the news back at the gallop while the rest of the post, calling its supports to its assistance, delayed the Japanese columns by all

  possible means. This for the moment was the best we could devise to close, or at least watch, the gap.




  Hard things have been said and sometimes written about the Civil Services and of the collapse of the administration in Burma. My general impression was that many of the British senior government

  officials were too old, too inflexible in mind, and too lacking in energy and leadership really to cope with the immense difficulties and stark realities of invasion. But before soldiers criticize

  too much, I think they would be well advised to remember that in the defence of Burma, right from the start of the war with Germany, the vital decisions were made by the Fighting Services. It was

  the Chiefs of Staff who decided what forces should be allotted to Burma and the roles they should play, and the various Commanders-in-Chief and their local commanders who decided how these forces

  should be used. The Civil Services could at the best only conform to these decisions and cooperate in them. No doubt some civilians failed, but were the military results achieved such as to allow us soldiers to forget the proverb about people who live in glass houses? My experience was that, with very few exceptions, British civilians, both governmental and

  commercial, and many Burmans stood to their posts with courage and devotion. Nor did we always realize the extent to which, in the districts, the civil officials were hamstrung by the defection of

  their subordinate Burmese staffs. An inspector of police whose constables have mostly disappeared, the president of a municipality whose clerical and public utility staffs have taken to the jungle,

  a deputy commissioner whose subordinates have gone on indefinite leave on urgent private affairs, is liable to appear ineffective to a soldier, who, however difficult the situation, still has

  somebody who will take his orders. It can, of course, be argued that the fact that policemen, clerks, scavengers, and minor officials desert is itself proof of something very wrong with their

  superiors. Nevertheless, when all is said, the real reason the Burman civilian, like his soldier brother, left his post was because he doubted that we, the soldiers and airmen, could hold back the

  Japanese. The only thing we could do to help the civil administration was to keep the closest touch with them so that we could pool our information, give warning of our demands, and provide such

  help as we could in the maintenance of order, the control and evacuation of refugees, and a thousand other things. I asked for a senior but active civil officer to be attached to Corps Headquarters

  to assist this cooperation. I received Mr Denis Phelips, who was invaluable, not only in the work for which he was appointed, but in the effect his courage, energy, resource, and devotion to duty

  had on all of us. He was invariably cheerful, but with the cheerfulness that, far from irritating when things are black, raises the spirit. His laugh was like a battle-cry to us, and, I am sure, to

  the Japanese too, for they must often have heard it. Phelips was the embodiment of the highest tradition of the Indian Civil Service; he was an example to us soldiers.




  Our last and most fundamental danger would be a collapse of morale in our own troops. Morale depends on so many things: spiritual, intellectual, and material. Success is of

  course the easy foundation on which to build and maintain morale – if you have it. Even without success, confidence in their leaders will give soldiers morale. Difficult as it is to attain

  without the glamour of victory, we were better off here. The Army Commander was a great name after Dunkirk, to the British element at least. He showed himself forward freely and lived up to his

  reputation for personal bravery. The greatest assets for morale that we had, however, were the two divisional commanders, who had and held the confidence and indeed affection of their troops,

  British, Indian, and Gurkha, in a remarkable degree. The hard test of battle had brought forward some excellent brigadiers, like Jones and Cameron, who were real leaders, and they too played a

  noble part in keeping up tails that had every reason to droop.




  The most important thing about a commander is his effect on morale. I was known to a number of the more senior officers, especially those of the Indian Army from the rank of battalion commanders

  upwards, but little to the troops. As far as morale was concerned, I therefore started pretty well from scratch, which is not a bad thing to do. It has often happened in war that a fresh commander

  has taken over after a period of ill-success just as the reinforcements, improved armament, and increased supplies arranged by his predecessor are beginning to arrive in the theatre. This, of

  course, in no way detracts from the skill the new leader may show in the use he makes of the increased resources, but it does help him enormously in the fundamental matter of morale. The troops

  naturally identify him with the improved conditions, and he finds a ready-made foundation on which to start building until he can give them a victory, and thus, in the only permanent way,

  consolidate their morale. This advantage neither General Alexander nor I would have. We had to expect the exact opposite. The loss of Rangoon meant not only that our resources and amenities would

  be progressively and drastically reduced, but, combined with the fall of Malaya, that a tide of Japanese reinforcements would sweep in through the port. Clearly I must get about among the troops and see and be seen. Luckily there was no public relations department at my headquarters to greet my arrival with the clumsy beating of the big drum. A commander, if

  he is wise, will see that his own troops know him before the press and other cymbal-clashers get busy with his publicity. All that can be most helpful afterwards.




  The broad conclusion of my survey of the situation was the not very brilliant or original one that what was required for morale and for all our other troubles was a good recognizable victory. We

  had a chance of getting this, I thought, if we could bring over the 1st Burma Division, reorganize the 17th, and carry out the overdue maintenance of our tanks, so that we could hit back with a

  united corps. If neither the pressure of the Japanese on our front nor events elsewhere forced us to undertake comparatively large-scale operations before we had managed to do these things, we

  might reasonably hope that the enemy would offer us an opportunity.




  Our first task was to get the 1st Burma Division into the Prome area as soon as possible. Its move was, of course, dependent on the arrival of the Chinese to replace it. During January the

  Chinese VI Army (98th, 49th, 55th Divisions) had come into the Shan States; the V Army was now moving in south of it, but it would not go beyond Toungoo. This was most unfortunate as it meant that

  the 1st Burma Division, which had been conducting successful offensive operations well to the south, had to pull back, leaving open to the enemy a considerable stretch of the lower Sittang Valley.

  For supply reasons, also, the loss of one of the best rice production areas was serious. The 1st Burma Division had earlier sent some of its units to reinforce the hard-pressed 17th Division, and

  this withdrawal, for which the troops could see little reason, had a depressing effect, especially on the Burmese soldiers, many of whom found themselves abandoning their home districts. The

  Japanese followed up closely; rearguards fought stoutly and inflicted heavy losses, but the division arrived at Toungoo considerably exhausted. Here it passed through the newly arrived Chinese V

  Army, and on 22 March received orders from me to concentrate in the Dayindabo–Kyaukpadaune–Allanmyo area in the Irrawaddy Valley, some fifty miles north of Prome.

  I chose this area, rather than Prome itself or its immediate neighbourhood, for administrative reasons and because it was desirable that the division, which must of necessity arrive piecemeal,

  should be able to collect without interruption. The last thing I wanted was to commit any portion of it to action before the whole was ready. It was difficult to get a firm date for the completion

  of its concentration, but ten days to a fortnight was the estimate.




  Meanwhile, the 17th Division showed its spirit. On 17 March a young major, Calvert, afterwards to become the best known of Wingate’s column commanders, led a daring raid by river on

  Henzada, a port thought to be much used by the enemy. His scratch party of commando men and Royal Marines inflicted heavy losses on a force of hostile Burmese under Japanese officers who were

  holding the town. The 1st Gloucester, at about the same time, surprised a Japanese battalion in billets in the small town of Letpadan, eighty miles south of Prome, inflicted severe losses on it,

  and chased it into the jungle – a most sprightly affair. There was obviously a great deal of fight in the 17th Division.




  After seeing Cowan I decided to pull his division and the armoured brigade closer in to Prome. I did this to get them nearer to 1st Burma Division and to ease the transport situation. I was of

  the opinion, too, that it would lessen the chance of their flanks being turned from either the river or the Yomas, and that the country immediately south of Prome would be equally suitable for

  tanks. I rather hoped, also, that the move would throw out or delay any plans the enemy had for an attack. I was anxious at this stage to gain time for the corps concentration. I think I made a

  mistake. I should have done better to leave the 17th Division forward and to concentrate the 1st Burma Division about Prome. Apart from all else it was a mistake to begin my command by a withdrawal

  if it could have been avoided. However that may be, the 17th Division pulled in. One brigade (63) in Prome itself covered the main road from the south, another (16) in Sinmezwe–Hmawza held

  the south-eastern approaches, and the third (48) was echeloned back in the Wettigan area as reserve and to meet any hostile move round the flank. In rear was 7 Armoured

  Brigade with the reserve brigade, hoping to find an opportunity for tank maintenance. The left flank was protected by the Yomas Intelligence screen, and detachments of the Burma Frontier Force; the

  right by the Marines in their river craft and commando parties on the west bank of the Irrawaddy working with them. Corps Headquarters in Prome was now perhaps rather near the actual front, but I

  had no intention of going back if we could avoid it, so it remained.




  Prome was bombed by Japanese aircraft, usually not in much strength, every other day or so, invariably at breakfast time. I had been bombed often enough before, but never in a town, and I found

  it much more frightening than in the desert or the bush. We had difficulty in controlling the fires that broke out, and even when there were no air raids, fires still occurred. These mysterious

  fires in towns we occupied became an annoying feature of the campaign. Sometimes we caught Burmans in the act of starting them, and they got short shrift, but to the end it was one of the favourite

  activities of the fifth columnists of whom there appeared to be plenty. Prome was, unfortunately, the centre of an area that was notable for its hostility. What with air raids, fires, and refugees,

  it was, in spite of its attractive situation, its bungalows and gardens, not a comfortable place. The thousands of wretched Indian refugees, many with smallpox and cholera, bivouacked all over its

  streets and river wharfs, waiting to cross the Irrawaddy and to trudge down the Taungup track to the Arakan coast, were in pitiable case. They were, in addition, quickly reducing the town and its

  water supply to a state that threatened an epidemic among the troops. The civil authorities with such help as our administrative staffs and units could give – which was not much –

  worked devotedly and passed thousands over the river to eventual safety in Bengal. The cleaning of the streets was a problem, as the municipal conservancy services had melted away under air attack.

  We solved it to a considerable extent by taking gangs of convicts from the local jail and giving them liberty in return for a few days’ work as street-cleaners. We began

  with the least criminal and gradually worked up the scale of guilt. The residue of really bad men, the violent criminals, we finally shipped upstream for confinement in Mandalay. The barge on which

  they were being towed was, however, attacked by Japanese aircraft. Convicts and warders took to the water together; some of the criminals were shot, some drowned, but none, I think, reached jail in

  Mandalay or anywhere else. I hope the survivors were a great trouble to the Japanese during their occupation; I fear they must have been to their fellow countrymen.




  





  




  
3 » A CHAPTER OF MISFORTUNES





  While we had registered only a couple of minor offensive scores on the ground, the Royal Air Force in Burma had achieved a more notable success. Reconnaissance on 20 March

  reported fifty Japanese aircraft, part of the heavy reinforcements now arriving from other fronts, on the airfield at Mingaladon, near Rangoon, and an attack by all available aircraft from Akyab

  and Magwe was staged next morning. The small force of nine British bombers and ten Hurricanes was intercepted by Navy 0 fighters some seventy miles from Rangoon, but fought its way in, bombed and

  machine-gunned the airfield, and fought its way out again. Eleven Japanese fighters were destroyed in the air and sixteen of their aircraft on the ground. All our bombers were hit but all returned;

  our total loss was one Hurricane.




  Thoroughly pleased with itself, as it had every reason to be, our air force was preparing to repeat the dose the same afternoon, 21 March, when Magwe airfield was suddenly attacked by Japanese

  fighters and bombers in overwhelming strength. During the course of the next twenty-five hours six attacks came in. In all, nearly 250 enemy aircraft were employed, of which about 150 were medium

  and heavy bombers. There is doubt as to what, if any, warning was received of the first raids; none was obtained of the later ones. When the first enemy wave came over there were twelve serviceable

  Hurricanes on the landing ground. Some of these got up, intercepted the Japanese and shot down four of them, but the weight of the attack got home. By nine o’clock on the 22nd, after

  successive attacks, only three P40s of the AVG and three Hurricanes were flyable, and of these only the Hurricanes were fit to fight. We paid heavily for our failure to

  provide pens and dispersal areas for our aircraft. The AVG commander reported that, owing to the absence of warning and the scale of attack, he had no option but to withdraw such of his aircraft as

  could still fly, and during the afternoon they left for Loiwing. At half past three the last three Hurricanes went up to intercept an enemy reconnaissance machine. At about half past four, just

  after they had landed again, a Japanese attack by about fifty bombers in two waves with a strong fighter escort came in. This final attack completed the destruction of almost the whole of our

  aircraft. Those that could still fly left for Akyab during the late afternoon, and early next morning, 23 March, Burwing HQ and the personnel of its squadrons left rather hurriedly for Lashio and

  Loiwing. On 23 March, and again on the 27th, the Japanese repeated the Magwe attacks on Akyab, with the same results. Akyab was abandoned. The last of the RAF had left Burma.




  Some hard things were said by the angry soldiery when the Air Force disappeared, especially about the speed and disorder of the abandonment of Magwe. But they would have done well to remember

  that this same small Anglo-American air force had already destroyed 233 Japanese machines in the air and 58 on the ground, of which the AVG accounted for 217 and the RAF 74 at a cost to us of 46 in

  the air and 51 on the ground, or a ratio in the air of five to one in our favour. Even on the ground, with all the odds of range and warning against them, they had destroyed plane for plane.




  From then onwards my corps was totally without air reconnaissance, defence, or support. Any aircraft we saw in the sky was hostile – and we were to see many. We were even blinder than

  before, forced more and more to move at night, and by day to greater dispersion. Buildings became death traps to be avoided: we took increasingly to the jungle. The actual casualties to fighting

  troops inflicted by the Japanese air force, even after it had absolute freedom of the skies, were surprisingly small. The effect on morale, while not as great as might have been expected, at

  first was serious, but later the troops seemed in some way to become accustomed to constant air attack and to adjust themselves to it.




  Now great wedges of silver bombers droned across the sky, and one after another the cities of Burma spurted with flame and vanished in roaring holocausts. Prome, Meiktila, Mandalay, Thazi,

  Pyinmana, Maymyo, Lashio, Taunggyi, largely wooden towns, all of them crumbled and burned. The Japanese used pattern bombing, coming over in faultless formation, giving themselves a leisurely dummy

  run or two, and then letting all their bombs go in one shattering crump. They were very accurate. We always said they had in each formation only one leader capable of aiming, and all took the time

  from him. It was certainly effective, but I personally preferred it to the methods of the Italians when they also had no air opposition. They had cruised round, dropping a few sticks at a time, and

  keeping one in suspense. With the Japanese it was all over quickly; you had either had it or were alive till next time. Whatever the method, it was effective enough with the civil population. The

  police, hospital staffs, air-raid precaution units, public services, and railways collapsed. Labour vanished into the jungle; towns were evacuated. Only a few devoted British, Anglo-Burmans, and

  Burmese carried nobly on.




  We were told that occasionally bombers from Calcutta or elsewhere in India had attacked Rangoon, but that only raised in the troops what stage directions call a ‘bitter laugh’.

  General Wavell had decided that the only sound course was to retain in India such air forces as he could scrape together, so as to build up something capable of defending that country when the time

  came. To commit his pathetically meagre resources on the Burma front, without a warning organization and against overwhelmingly superior strength, would inevitably be to destroy them. The Army in

  Burma must struggle on without an air force. There is no doubt that this was a right decision. But it was cold comfort to us – and it made our chances of taking the initiative by

  counter-attack much more slender.




  With the news of the disappearance of our air force came further disturbing tidings which were to affect not only the plans of Burma Corps but the whole campaign. The

  Chinese 200th Division of their V Army in Toungoo, which up to the present had scored several minor successes, was on 24 March suddenly cut off by the Japanese 55th Division and other troops. The

  nearest regiment of the Chinese 22nd Division, which was following up the 200th Division, was then at Pyinmana, sixty miles away; the rest of the division was in Lashio, over three hundred miles

  distant. The third division, the 96th of V Army, was only just approaching the Burmese frontier. The single road, difficulty in passing through VI Army en route, and other troubles had delayed V

  Army’s move south. The Chinese in Toungoo resisted stoutly, while the 22nd Division pressed on to relieve them. The situation was critical. On 28 March, General Alexander, urged by the

  Generalissimo, ordered me to take the offensive at once in order to relieve pressure on the Chinese. Two of Stilwell’s staff came to see me, also, with a message stressing his need.




  It was quite contrary to the whole idea on which our local intentions were based thus to attack before the corps was concentrated. It was doubtful, too, if anything we could do at such short

  notice would really divert forces already engaged against the Chinese, although it might possibly keep additional troops from being sent to their front. However, General Alexander was in a much

  better position to judge the effects than I was, and it was up to us to do all we could to help our ally.




  Our information was not good enough to stage an offensive properly; this fighting blind was a terrible handicap. Nor was my corps yet assembled, while even the 17th Division was still trying to

  re-equip. The best I could do to carry out General Alexander’s directive was to order Cowan, with the strongest force he could make mobile, to:




   




  

    

      (i) Advance astride the main road and railway on Okpo, some sixty miles south-east of Prome.




      (ii) Establish a detachment at Zigon, fifteen miles north of Okpo to act as a lay-back and to watch the east flank.




      (iii) Secure Nyaungzaye, on the Irrawaddy, twenty-three miles south of Prome, to protect the west flank and prevent the enemy crossing the river.




      (iv) Destroy all enemy encountered in these advances and exploit any local successes.


    


  




   




  The only help I could give him, as he already commanded practically all fighting troops in the area, was to organize a small detachment of Marines, commandos, and Burma Frontier Force to operate

  on the west bank of the Irrawaddy. There had been a report of a Japanese–Burmese force at Tonbo on that side of the river some twenty-five miles south of Prome. We hoped that our detachment,

  plus the small armed flotilla on the river itself and the boom we had built with difficulty under air attack below Prome, would prevent hostile forces crossing behind Cowan to the east bank. There

  was danger of this and of our shipping being shelled from the far side, but we had few troops to spare.




  I had given Cowan rather a vague task, but he tackled it with his accustomed energy. On the day the order was issued the Gloucester, in one of their bold strikes, had attacked and taken Paungde,

  a big village thirty miles south of Prome, killing a number of the enemy. As it was isolated, Cowan had recalled the battalion, but when he received the corps order, he formed a striking force of a

  regiment of tanks, a battery, three infantry battalions and a field company of sappers and miners, under the command of Brigadier Anstice, and directed them to reoccupy Paungde, as a preliminary to

  advancing on Okpo. It was an improvised force, as his division was still sorting itself out, and its battalions were each only the strength of two companies. While approaching Paungde, Anstice

  received a report of a Japanese detachment advancing towards the road behind him. Some of his troops were detached to deal with this threat while the remainder attacked Paungde and found it

  strongly held. A confused fight followed, during which our troops had a partial success, entering Paungde, and inflicting heavy casualties, but ultimately being driven out of

  the village again. A liaison officer returning from Anstice to divisional headquarters received a shock when he found Shwedaung, a town on the main road about ten miles south of Prome, full of

  Japanese, who appeared to have arrived from the south-west. Other parties also were infiltrating behind Anstice, and Cowan ordered him to withdraw. To help Anstice out he sent two Indian battalions

  to clear Shwedaung from the north.




  Shwedaung straggles astride the road for two miles, spreading out for about a mile on each side. It was necessary to force a way through it as there was no other road by which vehicles could go.

  Just after six o’clock in the evening, Anstice’s advance guard attacked a roadblock at the southern end of the town, while the two battalions attacked the northern outskirts. Both

  attacks were held up by heavy fire from houses and bamboo groves. During the night, another attack was put in by Anstice in greater strength, but after making some progress it was stopped by the

  main roadblock inside the town. At seven o’clock this attack was renewed, and during the morning our troops burst through the block. Transport began to pass, but was held up by the block at

  the north end of the town and vehicles jammed up along the road. Shwedaung was now burning fiercely, many trucks took fire, and to make matters worse Japanese aircraft continuously machine-gunned

  the column. The two battalions attacked from the north again, and then the tanks from the south crashed through the block, followed by a string of trucks and ambulances loaded with wounded, but

  many vehicles, disabled by air attack, burnt, or jammed by others, had to be abandoned. Several hundred Japanese and rebel Burmans were caught and killed while trying to escape from the burning

  town.




  Meanwhile, the detachment of Marines, commandos, and Burma Military Police sent to secure the west bank of the Irrawaddy had occupied Padaung village. The villagers welcomed them and brought

  food. A patrol sent out reported no enemy for eighteen miles to the south. Actually, a Japanese force was all the time concealed in the village, and it surprised our men as

  they were resting. They put up a desperate but hopeless resistance. Some escaped, many were killed on the spot by the Japanese or treacherous inhabitants, but twelve British soldiers and Marines,

  all wounded, were kept till next day when they were tied to trees and used by the Japanese to demonstrate bayonet fighting to the admiring villagers. This was only one instance of many bestial

  outrages committed by the Japanese Army against helpless prisoners, British, Indian, Gurkha, and Chinese, throughout the campaign. The fate of a prisoner in the field depended largely on the

  caprice of the officer into whose hands he fell. He might be tortured and brutally murdered, shot or killed by the sword, or merely maltreated, starved, bound, and beaten. There were even instances

  when a prisoner was not seriously maltreated, but these were very rare and almost unknown with British prisoners. The Japanese conduct to prisoners in the field and in their prison camps will

  always remain a foul blot on their record, which those who fought against them will find it hard to forget.




  With the loss of our detachment on the west bank, the enemy began to cross the river in large numbers. Several hundreds of them were Burmans in the blue uniform of the puppet Burma National

  Army, organized into units under Japanese officers. At first they fought in and around Shwedaung fanatically, believing themselves to be invulnerable to bullets, but their ardour cooled as they

  found their error. Nevertheless they were an aggravation to the troubles of our withdrawing force. Casualties on both sides in this action at Shwedaung were heavy. We lost ten tanks, two guns,

  numerous vehicles, and over three hundred and fifty killed and wounded in the infantry alone. These were losses which at our reduced strengths and without hope of replacement we could not

  afford.




  Unpleasant as they were, the effects of the Shwedaung fight were nothing like as serious as the loss of Toungoo on the Sittang front which occurred at about the same time. The Chinese 200th

  Division, cut off in the town, put up a really stout resistance, but first two reserve regiments of the Chinese V Army and then their 22nd Division disregarded

  Stilwell’s orders to attack. There is little doubt this refusal cost us Toungoo, for when the efforts of the 22nd Division failed to relieve it, there was no alternative to starvation or

  surrender except for the garrison to cut its way out. This the 200th Division did, but it had to abandon all vehicles, guns, and most of its equipment, and suffer over three thousand casualties

  while the remnants in small parties made their escape. A general Chinese withdrawal towards Pyinmana followed. The loss of Toungoo was in fact a major disaster, second only to our defeat at the

  Sittang bridge.




  It was now a question whether we should continue to hold Prome. The eastern half of the line across Burma had gone; the town itself, stretching a couple of miles along the riverbank with scrub

  jungle all about it, would need a big perimeter to defend it, and even then could easily be cut off. Already the Japanese were working close up to our positions and had occupied parts of the

  opposite west bank. The state of the town itself was desperate. It had been almost completely burnt after a particularly heavy air raid, cholera among refugees was increasing, and there had even

  been a few cases among the troops. Had it not been for the large dumps of stores, mainly rice, lying on the riverside quays, there would have been little object – and a good deal of danger

  – in hanging on. Army Headquarters appeared to think so, too, as in the last days of March we received orders to back-load all surplus stores. There was no railway out of Prome to the north,

  our available road transport was negligible, and so we had to rely entirely on the river. In normal times Prome handled a vast river traffic, including thousands of tons of rice, but now it was

  more difficult. Civilian steamer crews were not unnaturally loath to come so far south. The river was abnormally low, thus rendering night navigation dangerous, while by day the Japanese air force

  made it infinitely more so. Frequent air raids had dispersed all labour. However, thanks to the energy and ability of Goddard, General Alexander’s chief administrative

  officer, who paid us frequent visits, and of my own staff, considerable progress was made.




  My headquarters moved to Allanmyo on the river, some thirty-five miles north, as Prome was now obviously too much in the front line. At Allanmyo on 1 April I had a visit from Generals Wavell and

  Alexander. After a review of the whole situation, General Wavell decided that a further withdrawal was necessary. I was ordered to speed up the back-loading of stores and to concentrate the corps

  in the area Allanmyo–Kyaukpadaung–Thayetmyo, to defend the oilfields and Upper Burma. I was glad the decision had been taken. Apart from being nervous about the 17th Division’s

  position, I did not think that, even when the corps was concentrated, we should have as good a chance of staging a counter-offensive from Prome as we should from Allanmyo. The 1st Burma Division

  was coming in as fast as Scott could urge it, but it was unavoidably arriving in bits and pieces which had to be put together. I was horrified at its low scale of equipment. It had never been up to

  even the standard of the 17th Division in this respect – the whole division, for instance, could only muster one improvised carrier platoon, instead of one per battalion. It was shockingly

  short of artillery. A considerable proportion of its infantry and administrative units was Burmese. Although the division had acquitted itself well, there had already been numerous desertions, and,

  in spite of many good British and Burmese officers, things were not getting better. As the enemy threat on the west bank was increasing, it was necessary to split the division, a thing I disliked

  doing very much, by sending 2 Burma Brigade over the river to hold south of Thayetmyo, the town opposite Allanmyo.




  On the evening of the day of General Wavell’s conference at Allanmyo, 1 April, the Japanese made their contribution to the question whether we should hold Prome. The 17th Division was

  disposed in three brigade groups, one (63) in the town and ‘south’ of it; another (48) about Hmawza, four miles to the east; a third (16) around Tamagauk, five miles north. The first

  Japanese attack was delivered against the Indian battalion holding south of the town. It was repulsed. A second followed, and during it numbers of enemy infiltrated between

  our positions into the town. Finding itself apparently surrounded in the dark, the battalion fell back into the town, where among the houses it lost cohesion. Attacks on other sectors of the

  brigade had failed, but the gap to the south was used by the Japanese to pour into the town and take the other defenders in rear. After confused fighting, the whole 63 Brigade pulled out of the

  town and fell back towards 16 Brigade at Tamagauk. Meanwhile 48 Brigade had been heavily attacked, but had bloodily repulsed its assailants.




  The enemy pushed through Prome and pressed on, while another strong force was apparently now trying to pass round to the east of Hmawza. 48 Brigade caught this force in flank and inflicted heavy

  losses on it, but shortly afterwards Cowan ordered the brigade to move across to the main road to stop the enemy advancing from Prome. 7 Armoured Brigade and 16 Brigade were sent forward to cover

  63 Brigade and the divisional transport as they fell back on Tamagauk. At 1030 hours that morning Cowan rang me up from his headquarters in the Reserve Forest on the Prome-Allanmyo road, to say

  that he had received reliable reports of a strong enemy force moving round his left on Dayindabo, sixteen miles north behind him, which would cut him off. Was he to hold on where he was or to fall

  back on Allanmyo? I had not a great deal of time in which to think, but if a Japanese force got in between Cowan and me there was nothing to stop it going on to Yenangyaung, except the two weak

  brigades of the 1st Burma Division. My object still was to concentrate the corps; Japanese between its two divisions would not help. I knew the area where Cowan was and there was little to be said

  for holding it either from the point of view of ease of defence or value, and I had already been directed to bring back the corps to Allanmyo. Accordingly I ordered him to continue the retirement

  to that place and sent 1 Burma Brigade to Dayindabo to hold it if threatened and to help the 17th Division through. The brigade was in position by the late afternoon, 2 April.




  Cowan’s men had a trying march. They had been fighting all night and much of the day. It was very hot, very dusty, and there was no water on the route. In addition,

  the Japanese air force gave them no respite, strafing and bombing them constantly. In spite of this, they passed under the wing of the 1st Burma Division on 3 April, complete and in not too bad

  shape. We were lucky the exhausted Japanese had not pressed the pursuit. In spite of the eyewitness statement of an officer’s patrol, it later appeared that no Japanese force had threatened

  Dayindabo. No great damage was done by my acceptance of the report, but it was one of many instances when the total lack of air reconnaissance made it impossible to check rapidly such

  information.




  My corps was now concentrated, not where I had hoped originally, or, for that matter, how I had hoped. Still, concentrated it was, and it now remained to decide how I should carry

  out my task of denying the oilfields to the enemy and defending Upper Burma. The first thing was to choose where we should stand and fight. A reasonable defensive line could have been found running

  from Allanmyo up into the higher ground to the west, but this would have left a gap of many miles between us and the Chinese. To avoid this, General Alexander had ordered me to hold Taungdwingyi in

  strength as the junction point where the Chinese front would meet mine. To hold both banks of the Irrawaddy at Allanmyo and a line to Taungdwingyi fifty miles to the north-north-east would mean

  stretching my two very weak divisions – now not equal in strength to one full one – over some sixty or more miles. It seemed to me that I must shorten my front in the only way I could,

  by moving farther up the Irrawaddy until I was nearer to Taungdwingyi. I decided, therefore, to fall back to just south of Magwe and to hold to the south of the west–east

  Magwe–Taungdwingyi lateral road. I did not like the idea of another withdrawal; we were fast approaching the dangerous state when our solutions to all problems threatened to be retreat, but I

  hoped this would be the last.




  We held south of Allanmyo long enough to demolish the small oilfield on the opposite bank of the river, evacuated the town on 8 April, and withdrew through a lay-back

  position to the final line. The Japanese did not follow up in strength and only minor skirmishes occurred when we got on to the new line. It was clearly no use sitting down, strung out in this way,

  waiting for the enemy to attack; we had somehow to collect a striking force for counter-attack. This was by no means easy. One brigade had to be west of the river and two weak divisions, less this

  detachment, on a forty-mile front held out little hope that we could scrape together for the counter-attack anything really effective. I, therefore, strongly pressed the Army Commander to make the

  Chinese, who were now in and north of Pyinmana, take over the eastern end of my line. He agreed, and Stilwell ordered General Tu, commander of the V Army, to relieve me with a regiment, and later a

  division, in the Taungdwingyi area.




  These were my first active contacts with Stilwell, who had arrived in Burma a few days after me. He already had something of a reputation for shortness of temper and for distrust of most of the

  rest of the world. I must admit he surprised me a little when, at our first meeting, he said, ‘Well, General, I must tell you that my motto in all dealings is “buyer

  beware”,’ but he never, as far as I was concerned, lived up to that old horse-trader’s motto. He was over sixty, but he was tough, mentally and physically; he could be as

  obstinate as a whole team of mules; he could be, and frequently was, downright rude to people whom, often for no very good reason, he did not like. But when he said he would do a thing he did it.

  True, you had to get him to say that he would, quite clearly and definitely – and that was not always easy – but once he had, you knew he would keep to his word. He had a habit,

  which I found very disarming, of arguing most tenaciously against some proposal and then suddenly looking at you over the top of his glasses with the shadow of a grin, and saying, ‘Now tell

  me what you want me to do and I’ll do it.’ He was two people, one when he had an audience, and a quite different person when talking to you alone. I think it amused him to keep up in

  public the ‘Vinegar Joe, Tough Guy’ attitude, especially in front of his staff. Americans, whether they liked him or not – and he had more enemies among

  Americans than among British – were all scared of him. He had courage to an extent few people have, and determination, which, as he usually concentrated it along narrow lines, had a dynamic

  force. He was not a great soldier in the highest sense, but he was a real leader in the field; no one else I know could have made his Chinese do what they did. He was, undoubtedly, the most

  colourful character in South-East Asia – and I liked him.




  The Burma Corps had now entered the ‘Dry Belt’. The country, instead of being green and thickly covered, was brown and bare, with occasional patches of parched jungle. The

  watercourses, worn through the low undulating hills, were dry, and the general effect was of heat and dust. Yet the terrain was too cut up by nullahs and stony hills for the free movement of motor

  transport off roads. We had, as far as we were able, reorganized our fighting troops’ transport. Infantry brigades were now partly on a pack basis, and vehicles with divisions had been

  reduced to meet only their more essential needs. The vehicles thus saved had been formed into a corps pool of mechanical transport, which was held back and allotted as required. Apart from tactical

  reasons, if we were to continue to supply the troops, this reorganization would have been forced on us by our losses in vehicles by air attack, destruction in battle, and above all through lack of

  proper repair facilities and spares. The greater flexibility in rear thus obtained, combined with the increased pack element forward, would, we hoped, enable our striking force, when we had

  collected it, to attack in flank any Japanese columns that might penetrate the front.




  Relying on the Chinese to take over the Taungdwingyi end of the front, we planned to have as striking force under HQ 1st Burma Division, 13 Brigade of that division, 48 Brigade of the 17th

  Division, and 7 Armoured Brigade. Limited water supplies compelled their location in two somewhat widely separated groups. 48 Brigade and 7 Armoured Brigade at Kokkogwa, ten miles west of

  Taungdwingyi, 13 Brigade at Thityagauk, eight miles farther west still. The ‘line’ would have to be held by the rest of the corps, the 17th Division, less its 48

  Brigade, on the left and the two remaining Burma brigades astride the Irrawaddy. Pushed out in front to give warning of hostile approach were detachments of the Burma Frontier Force. The final

  disposition could not be taken up, nor could the striking force be collected until the Chinese arrived at Taungdwingyi. We waited expectantly for them.




  We waited in vain. I kept my headquarters in Taungdwingyi in the attempt to make direct contact with the Chinese. Messages via Burma Army HQ and Stilwell brought vague answers. The regiment was

  on its way. It would arrive next day, two days hence. It was held up by supply difficulties; if we would send rice it would come. Officers were sent out to look for it. It was reported here, there;

  the reports were then cancelled. At last some Chinese were actually contacted and disappeared again. This was repeated. It was rather like enticing a shy sparrow to perch on your windowsill.

  We dumped supplies of rice. Chinamen appeared, collected them, and melted away again. We dumped the rice a little nearer Taungdwingyi each time and at last a Chinese unit did appear there. But,

  alas, it was not the promised regiment, only what was called a ‘guerrilla battalion’ and a very small one at that, quite insufficient and quite inadequately equipped to take over by

  itself any part of the line. So the 17th Division had to remain in and about the town, which was made into a real stronghold. Large parts of it were levelled by controlled burning, not only to

  improve fields of fire and increase freedom of movement, but to avoid the complete destruction such as had befallen Prome. It was as well this clearing was done as air attacks became frequent and

  heavy.




  One raid occurred as divisional commanders and others were assembling at Corps Headquarters for a conference. Some of us were just finishing breakfast when the alarm went. In a group we walked

  towards the slit trenches, I still carrying a cup of tea. Looking up, we could see the usual tight wedge of twenty or thirty bombers coming straight over. The mess servants and others saw them too

  and began to run for shelter. I had been insistent on stopping people running at these times as it had led to panic, so continuing our move at a slow and dignified pace, I

  called out to them to stop running and walk. I remember shouting in Hindustani, ‘There’s plenty of time. Don’t hurry!’, a remark that almost qualified for the Famous Last

  Words series. At that instant we heard the unmistakable scream of bombs actually falling. With one accord two or three generals and half a dozen other senior officers, abandoning dignity, plunged

  for the nearest trench. Scott, being no mean athlete, arrived first and landed with shattering impact on a couple of Indian sweepers already crouching out of sight. I followed, cup of tea and all;

  the rest piled in on top, and the whole salvo of bombs went off in one devastating bang.




  Poor Scott, crushed under our combined weight, feeling warm liquid dripping over him, was convinced that I had been blown into the trench and was now bleeding to death all over him. His

  struggles to come to my assistance were heroic, but almost fatal to the wretched bottom layer of sweepers. We hauled ourselves and them out, and, slightly shamefacedly, returned to our

  conference.




  On 8 April, I moved Corps Headquarters to Magwe, on the other flank, a much better communication centre and not quite so much in the front line, though equally annoyed by air attack. It was also

  on the main road and much nearer to Yenangyaung, where the oilfields were now being prepared for demolition. I spent a good deal of my time on the lateral road from Magwe to Taungdwingyi which ran

  just behind our front, and I do not think I have ever disliked a road more. It was, for most of its course, unshielded from the air, and throughout the hours of daylight the Japanese kept a

  constant patrol of two or three fighters over it. A jeep was the safest vehicle; from it you had a clear view of the sky, and it was easy to spring in one bound from your seat to the ditch. One

  often did! Once when I was visiting his area, Curtis who commanded 13 Brigade went ahead in a closed car with the colonel of the Inniskillings beside him. A Japanese fighter swooped and riddled the

  back of their car. The colonel was killed instantly, and when we came up we found Curtis bleeding from three wounds, all luckily superficial. Bandaged but completely unshaken,

  he took me round his positions without any further reference to the incident. I have rarely seen a better instance of steady nerves.




  It soon became evident that the Japanese were preparing a strong push for the oilfields. From such indications as we were able to get, it looked as if their main thrust would come directly up

  the east bank of the river. Japanese reinforcements, we knew, had been pouring in through Rangoon. Their old formations would have been made up in strength again and there would almost certainly be

  new ones added. The blow, when it came, would be heavy. All this made me more anxious to pull the 17th Division out of Taungdwingyi, even if only to free 48 Brigade for the striking force. The

  promised Chinese regiment, however, showed no signs of turning up, and Army Headquarters were very insistent that the corps should keep a strong force in the town. True, it should have been the

  point of junction between the Allied Armies, but I ought, I think, when I could not persuade Army Headquarters to agree to weakening the garrison, to have done it myself.




  The expected enemy advance began on 10 April, covered by numerous small parties of hostile Burmans and Japanese, disguised as peaceful villagers. These tactics were difficult to counter, as the

  countryside was covered by numbers of genuine refugees trying to escape from the battle area. It was always a toss-up for our men whether the group of Burmese men, women, and children, wandering

  past their positions with their creaking bullock carts, were what they seemed or Japanese with concealed machine guns.




  Early on the 11th, the advanced posts of 1 Burma Brigade were in touch with large, formed bodies of the enemy. A little later, 13 Brigade south of the main road was engaged with a Japanese

  regiment, while 48 Brigade was dealing with parties, sometimes trying to pass as Chinese, attempting to infiltrate north. There was heavy fighting that night when the Japanese real attack was

  fiercely pushed home against both 1 Burma Brigade on our right and 48 Brigade at Kokkogwa. Both attacks were repulsed. That against 48 Brigade was one of the bitterest-fought

  actions of the whole campaign. The enemy attacked fanatically and in strength. It was a pitch-dark night, lightened fitfully by violent thunderstorms. By dawn on the 12th, after fierce hand-to-hand

  fighting that had swayed back and forward in attack and counter-attack, the Japanese were flung back and the tanks moved out to a good killing. Unfortunately, while these attacks, both on 1 Burma

  Brigade and on 48 Brigade, were being repulsed, other considerable Japanese forces infiltrated between our groups and established themselves in positions from which they could fire on the road.

  Throughout the day, pressure up the east bank increased and hostile aircraft constantly struck at any movement.




  I took General Alexander with me when I visited both divisional headquarters, and we saw something of the start of the battle. We were machine-gunned from the air at Scott’s headquarters,

  which although well hidden in a big clump of forest were betrayed, I think, by tracks leading into the trees, or perhaps by Burmese agents. General Alexander, as usual, was quite unperturbed and

  refused to take shelter in a trench, as I did very briskly, preferring to stand upright behind a tree. I was very annoyed with him for this, not only because it was a foolhardy thing to do, but

  because we had been trying to stop the men doing it. We had lost a number in this way. It was all right as long as the hostile aircraft did not come from more than one direction and if they did not

  drop the small anti-personnel bombs some of their fighters carried. If, as often happened, they did either of these things, results were apt to be unpleasant for everyone not in a trench or flat on

  the ground. This was not the only time I found the Army Commander’s courage above my standard.




  Returning from Taungdwingyi late that afternoon, we found 48 Brigade had just cleared the main road of a big Japanese infiltration party that had tried to put a block across it. Our car was held

  up as the fight was still going on about eight hundred yards south of the road, and the enemy, with what appeared to be a single infantry gun, were shelling a bridge over which we had to pass. Their shooting was not very effective, but they might score a bull in time, so I whistled up a couple of light tanks that were standing by and suggested to General Alexander that

  he got into one and I into the other to cross the bridge.




  ‘What about my car and the driver?’ he asked at once.




  ‘Oh, he’ll have to stand on the gas and chance it,’ I replied.




  ‘But it’ll be just as dangerous for him as it would be for me!’




  ‘Yes, but he’s not the Army Commander.’




  ‘All right,’ said Alexander. ‘You go in a tank. I’m staying in the car!’




  So, of course, we both went in the car.




  During the night, 12/13 April, the Japanese resumed their attacks. 48 Brigade again heavily repulsed the one on their front, but we were not so fortunate on our 1 Burma Brigade flank. During the

  12th, Scott, expecting this attack, had ordered the reinforcement of the forward troops on the riverbank while he prepared to strike the enemy assault in flank next morning with his main mobile

  reserve. Unfortunately, his division was lamentably short of signal equipment, especially wireless, while telephone cable was constantly cut by saboteurs and agents. As a result, orders went astray

  and moves were delayed. Meanwhile, in the dark, Japanese dressed as Burma Rifles and as civilians surprised the Burma Rifles and Burma Frontier Force dug in on the riverbank. Strong Japanese forces

  followed up and when our delayed reinforcements, not knowing this had happened, approached next morning they were ambushed. Although they rallied, counter-attacked, and rescued some of the

  prisoners taken in the night, they were compelled to fall back, leaving the way to the north open. Japanese pressure against 1 Burma Brigade increased, there was considerable infiltration by strong

  enemy parties, and certain of our units gave way. The striking force, moving down to counter-attack, became involved in a series of fights with enemy groups, and exhausted itself by marching and

  counter-marching to deal with them. Finally 1 Burma Brigade, in much confusion, fell back to the main road, exposing the whole of our right flank and giving the enemy a clear

  run for Magwe.




  The first news we had at Corps Headquarters was a warning from Scott that the situation on the riverbank was obscure, but that he feared something unpleasant had happened. This was quickly

  followed by the arrival of certain fugitives, who, as is the way of fugitives, described the heroic fight they had put up and assured us they were the sole survivors. I had enough experience to

  know that things are never quite as bad – or as good – as first reports make them, but this was obviously serious. Something had to be done at once to reconstitute our right flank.

  There was very little available; nothing, in fact, except a handful of exhausted units we had pulled out for a short rest. These, hurriedly organized into some sort of a force, were sent off.

  First, in mechanical transport, the 2nd King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry, now very weak in numbers indeed, to hold Myingun and block the enemy advance along the riverbank; following them

  the 1st Cameronians, also only a skeleton battalion, and one of our Indian Mounted Infantry detachments. I also brought a battalion from 2 Burma Brigade back across the river to form a fresh

  reserve.




  Corps Headquarters, somewhat hampered by a couple of air raids, packed rather hurriedly and stood by for a move. It was on these occasions, far too frequent, that we congratulated ourselves on

  the smallness of our staff and lightness of our equipment.




  By the morning of 14 April it was clear that there was a wide gap between our two divisions, the road from Magwe to Taungdwingyi was completely cut, and very strong Japanese forces were astride

  it between 13 Brigade and 48 Brigade. Neither of these brigades was now on the offensive; both were fighting hard defensive battles against superior numbers. I agreed with Scott that there was no

  prospect now of getting his striking force going again. For this reason and because the failure of communication made it practically impossible for Burma Division to control it, I reverted 48

  Brigade to the 17th Division. Immediately south of us the improvised force sent to reconstitute the flank was heavily engaged. The Yorkshiremen were, indeed, surrounded

  – they eventually most gallantly cut their way out – and the remaining units had not the strength to hold the Japanese. There was nothing for it but to pull back this flank to the deep,

  dry watercourse of the Yin Chaung, which, starting just north of Taungdwingyi, meandered from east to west to enter the Irrawaddy some eight miles south of Magwe, and to try with the 1st Burma

  Division to hold that obstacle. If we could not, then our next halt would for reasons of water supply have to be on the Pin Chaung, north of Yenangyaung. In other words, we should lose the

  oilfields.




  It was, in fact, now evident that unless we quickly reunited our two divisions, we could hardly hope to hold the enemy. I was sure the time had now come when it was imperative to draw in the

  17th Division, but General Alexander was loath to do anything that might adversely affect the Chinese. He still insisted on keeping the 17th Division in Taungdwingyi. Luckily, while Corps

  Headquarters had still been there, we had, by removing the lines and planking the bridges of the railway that ran north out of the town to Kyaukpadaung, turned its earth formation into a rough

  road. Had this not been done, it would have been impossible, when the Magwe road was cut, even to maintain the 17th Division. The conversion of a railway to a road had been a fine bit of work by

  the sappers who carried it out under frequent air attack.




  For the next two days the 1st Burma Division pulled back, devotedly covered by tanks of 7 Armoured Brigade, to the Yin Chaung. On the night of 16/17 April, the Japanese attacked 1 Burma Brigade

  along this obstacle. At first the brigade resisted stoutly and inflicted considerable losses by ambushing the leading enemy units, but a battalion of Burma Rifles gave way, thus allowing an Indian

  battalion to be surrounded. The Indians fought their way out, but the whole front was broken. It must be remembered that at this time units were very weak, few battalions having as many as three

  hundred men, and those tired, ill-fed, and lacking equipment. The 1st Burma Division had no option but to save what it could by ordering a retirement of both 1 and 13 Brigades

  across country to the Magwe–Yenangyaung road.




  We had already sent the bulk of our administrative units and a portion of Corps Headquarters back to Yenangyaung. When a mountain battery started firing from just behind my headquarters I went

  out and asked what range they were firing at. An officer told me, ‘Two thousand yards’, but when he added, ‘We’re just reducing to fifteen hundred’, I thought it time

  for the rest of Corps Headquarters to go.
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