
  [image: image]


  PRAISE FOR

  DEFEAT INTO VICTORY


  “Here is a great book worthy to set beside Churchill’s War Memoirs.” —Evening News (London)


  “Slim’s lessons are valuable: They teach the leadership of men.” —The New Yorker


  “A dramatic story, a well-knit and exciting narrative with a sound, strong plot....The boundless scope of this man shines from every page of this book.” —New York Times


  “The best general’s book of World War II. Nobody who reads [Slim’s] account of the war, meticulously honest yet deeply moving, will doubt that here is a soldier of stature and a man amongst men.” —London Standard


  “[Defeat into Victory] is something rare—an autobiography of command and revelation at the same time of as decent and attractive a man as one could meet....Slim writes with grace, humor and verve.” —New York Herald Tribune Books


  “A vivid and deeply moving story of endurance and heroism.” —Observer


  “Of all the world’s greatest records of war and military adventure, this story must surely take its place among the greatest. It is told with a wealth of human understanding, a gift of vivid description, and a revelation of the indomitable spirit of the fighting man that can seldom have been equaled—let along surpassed—in military history.” —The Field


  Defeat into Victory


  Battling Japan in Burma and India,

  1942–1945


  Field-Marshal Viscount William Slim


  KG, GCB, GCMG, GCVO, GBE, DSO, MC


  With a New Introduction by David W. Hogan Jr.


  [image: Image]


  Copyright © 1956 by Viscount William Slim


  Copyright renewed © 1972 by Aileen, Viscountess Slim


  New introduction copyright © 2000 by David W. Hogan Jr.


  First Cooper Square Press edition 2000


  This Cooper Square Press paperback edition of Defeat into Victory: Battling Japan in Burma and India, 1942–1945 is an unabridged republication of the edition originally titled Defeat into Victory first published in London in 1956, with the addition of a new introduction by David W. Hogan Jr. It is reprinted by arrangement with the author’s estate.


  All rights reserved.


  No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.


  Published by Cooper Square Press,


  An Imprint of Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.


  150 Fifth Avenue, Suite 911


  New York, New York 10011


  Distributed by National Book Network


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


  Slim, William Joseph Slim, Viscount, 1891–1970.


  Defeat into victory : battling Japan in Burma and India, 1942–1945 / William Slim.—1st ed.


  p.cm.


  Includes index.


  ISBN 978-0-8154-1022-5


  1. World War, 1939-1945— Campaigns— Burma.2. World War, 1939-1945— Campaigns— India.I. Title.


  D767.6 .S55 2000


  940.54'25— dc2199–05596.


  [image: Image]™ The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences— Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48–1992.


  Manufactured in the United States of America.


  To


  AILEEN

  a soldier’s wife who followed the drum

  and

  from mud–walled hut or Government House

  made a home


  INTRODUCTION


  Today, Field Marshal Sir William Slim is almost unknown in the United States and only slighdy more renowned in Great Britain. The British general who rebounded from the Burma catastrophe of 1942 to form and lead the multinational army that won overwhelming victory over the Japanese in 1944 and 1945 usually receives a few obscure paragraphs in most World War II histories and almost no recognition among the Anglo-American public. Among those who study the war in Burma, however, Slim has earned acclaim as one of the great generals of World War II, and his memoir, Defeat into Victory, has gained plaudits as one of the classics of its genre—possibly, as one reviewer put it, “the best general’s book of World War II.”


  Why has Slim received so litde notice? To be sure, Burma’s status as a “forgotten theater” has been a bit overplayed, given the attention devoted to the region in Allied councils and the American media’s fascination with Lt. Gen. Joseph W. “Vinegar Joe” Stilwell and “Merrill’s Marauders.” But much of this attention began to decline after early 1944, as the Allies advanced in Europe and the Pacific and prospects for an enhanced Chinese contribution to the common effort faded. Also, when Americans have looked at the theater, they have tended to focus their attention on the campaign in North Burma, where the vast majority of their troops were and where they were trying to build a new supply route to China, and not on Slim’s offensive in Central and South Burma, which they viewed as a drive to regain Britain’s Asiatic colonies. Then too, Slim has often been eclipsed by other more arresting figures. The campaigns and personality of Field Marshal Sir Bernard L. Montgomery, the British general Americans love to hate, has left almost every other British military figure of World War II in his shadow. With regard to Burma, the colorful Stilwell has similarly dwarfed all other contenders, especially in American accounts. Of British generals in Burma, the eccentric Maj. Gen. Orde C. Wingate, leader of the Chindit raiders, has been the only individual to receive anywhere near the attention lavished on Stilwell.


  As of early 1944, about the time the Burma theater began to recede in the consciousness of the Allied public, Slim’s career gave litde promise of great success. Born to a lower middle-class family in Bristol in 1891, he was a schoolteacher and later a junior clerk in Birmingham before receiving a commission at the start of World War I. He was badly wounded at Gallipoli and again in Mesopotamia, and then was invalided to India. Facing litde opportunity in the postwar British Army, he transferred to the Indian Army, where he commanded Gurkha units, saw combat on the Northwest Frontier, served as a staff officer, and attended and taught at various staff colleges. He displayed a capacity for analysis in these assignments but gained no special notoriety. At the outbreak of World War II, he was promoted to brigadier and command of the 10th Indian Brigade along the Ethiopia-Sudan border. He badly mishandled the brigade’s attack on the Italian fortress at Metema, but, through good fortune, ended up commanding the 10th Indian Division, where he fared better. In March 1942 he arrived in Burma, in time to lead the Burma Corps in its disastrous defeat and debilitating withdrawal to India. By 1943, Slim was associated with a long string of defeats. Perhaps Prime Minister Sir Winston Churchill was recalling those events when he remarked in 1944, “I cannot believe that a man with a name like Slim can be much good.”


  Such adversity forged the essential humanity that so many have noted in Slim’s memoir. As Duncan Anderson stated, “The reader looked in vain for a ‘Great Captain’ striding across the stage of history, deploying his divisions in accordance with some brilliandy conceived and implemented masterplan.” Instead, Slim freely admits his frequent mistakes in the first Burma campaign: his damaging delay in ordering the withdrawal to the Imphal plain, his near-fatal underestimation of the enemy’s ability to infiltrate to Kohima, and the success of the Mandalay offensive in spite of seeing every assumption with which he had started the campaign proved wrong. He repeatedly attributes his successes to others, notably the support of his superiors, the hard work of his staff, and the “resourcefulness of my subordinate commanders and the stubborn valour of my troops.” He finds numerous opportunities to laugh at himself, from his account of a Gurkha sergeant guffawing over his futile efforts to look brave when caught under enemy fire, to his efforts to cheer his staff after a defeat with the remark, “It might be worse—it might be raining,” only to have the skies open two hours later. Slim is even willing to concede that, in the grand picture, other theaters might have had greater claims to scarce manpower and resources. The contrasts with Montgomery and General of the Army Douglas MacArthur cannot be more striking.


  Slim also could admit frequent struggles with self doubt, as his justifiably famous retrospective on the 1942 defeat shows.


  The only test of generalship is success, and I had succeeded in nothing I had attempted....The soldier may comfort himself with the thought that, whatever the result, he has done his duty faithfully and steadfasdy, but the commander has failed in his duty if he has not won victory—for that is his duty. He has no other comparable to it. He will go over in his mind the events of the campaign. ‘Here,’ he will think, ‘I went wrong; here I took counsel of my fears when I should have been bold; there I should have waited to gather strength, not struck piecemeal; at such a moment I failed to grasp opportunity when it was presented to me.’ He will remember the soldiers whom he sent into the attack that failed and who did not come back. He will recall the look in the eyes of men who trusted him. ‘I have failed them,’ he will say to himself, ‘and failed my country!’ He will see himself for what he is—a defeated general. In a dark hour, he will turn in upon himself and question the very foundations of his leadership and his manhood.


  And then he must stop! For, if he is ever to command in batde again, he must shake off these regrets, and stamp on them, as they claw at his will and self-confidence. He must beat off these attacks he delivers against himself, and cast out the doubts bom of failure. Forget them, and remember only the lessons to be learnt from defeat—they are more than from victory.


  Few memoirs by notable leaders have ever reached such a level of honesty and self-revelation as Slim achieved in this passage. At the same time, one finds none of the self-indulgence or self-pity characteristic of so many reminiscences. Through the self-evaluation, moral courage, and mental discipline shown in this extraordinary section, Slim managed to ward off the demons that beset a defeated general and prepared himself for the challenges facing his successful return to Burma.


  Those challenges were real enough. As described by Slim, the Fourteenth Army’s area of operations consisted of “some of the world’s worst country, breeding the world’s worst diseases, and having for half the year at least the world’s worst climate.” The theater lay at the end of long lines of communication extending halfway around the world from Britain and the United States. That, and strategic priorities, resulted in shortages of nearly every item of supply. Within the theater, operations were hampered by inadequate railroads, poor roads, and a shortage of rolling stock and motor transport. Slim’s army would encounter steep, densely wooded mountain ranges cut by streams and, crossing their line of advance, the Chindwin and Irrawaddy, two of the world’s great river systems. Planners had to take into account the monsoon season, torrential rains that began in May and lasted two to three months, as well as the problem of disease, including malaria, dysentery, and typhus. Most of the population in Burma was indifferent or hostile to the Allied armies. Finally, the Allies themselves were divided by suspicion and diverging interests. The Nationalist Chinese were distrustful of Westerners and eager to preserve their forces for the postwar showdown with the Communists. The British were concerned about the defense of India and recovery of their colonies from the Japanese, while the Americans were suspicious of British imperial designs and eager to build China into a major factor in the war against Japan.


  In Defeat into Victory, Slim cites as the “foundations of victory” building up the theater’s logistical infrastructure and supply reserves, maintaining the army’s health, and rebuilding the army’s morale. None of these would sound especially unusual to the military professional, but in the Burma context, they each assumed special importance. With regard to logistics and health, Slim, of course, faced obstacles common to Western armies operating on the Asian mainland in the mechanized age. He was well aware of the importance of administration and logistics to his success, notably in the case of the decisive batde for Imphal, where he could rely on good lines of communication while the Japanese suffered from elongated and exposed lines of supply. His conscientious attention to logistics and health issues paid dividends to the Fourteenth Army throughout the campaign.


  To meet the logistical challenge, Slim preached frugality and self-reliance, reminding his troops that “God helps those who help themselves.” His resourceful logisticians improvised material for all-weather road surfaces and assembled a flimsy but effective collection of vessels for reconnaissance and support of river and seacoast operations. Air supply in particular made his operations possible, as the Allies developed a highly efficient system of air drops, transport, and evacuation to maintain the Fourteenth Army in the field. Indeed, so great was the demand for parachutes for air drops that his supply officers, lacking enough silk, used jute, common in the Bengal region, to manufacture serviceable chutes. In his memoir Slim acknowledges the crucial role of air transport in his operations but is also careful to point out air supply’s dependence on air supremacy, the key role of the Army as well as the Air Force in arranging deliveries, and air supply’s limitations in sustaining an encircled force over long periods of time.


  In Defeat into Victory Slim also remarks, “The most important thing about a commander is his effect on morale.” Again, this is one of those shibboleths familiar to those steeped in military affairs, but its application is not always so easy. What impresses the reader about Slim is the methodical yet insightful way in which he approaches the subject. He notes the psychological ascendancy that the Japanese held after the 1942 campaign, exacerbated by the hardships of the theater, the sense of distance from home, and, in the case of Commonwealth troops, the lack of enthusiasm to die for the British Empire. Developing a program aimed at the spiritual, intellectual, and material foundations of morale, Slim managed to convince his troops that they were part of a larger team whose mission was to destroy the embodiment of evil, the Japanese Army. Through thorough training, tactical adjustments, and carefully planned operations, his troops became convinced that they could maneuver in the jungle and defeat the Japanese.


  Slim’s personality was crucial to the rebuilding of morale. He displayed a natural talent as a manager of men, choosing the right people and providing steadfast support while allowing them the leeway to do their jobs. Although the reader cannot get the full sense of his personal impact from the memoir, plenty of accounts exist of Slim’s common touch in his frequent personal visits to the troops—the way in which his physical presence and bulldog jaw inspired confidence, and, not least, the effect of his ability to speak English, Gurkhali, or whichever other dialect the occasion demanded. Raymond Callahan describes an astonished British soldier near Meiktila who encountered the army commander, “virtually unaccompanied, carbine slung on his shoulder,” telling him and his companions, without Montgomery’s stagecraft or Lt. Gen. George S. Patton’s histrionics, that the sooner they took Rangoon, the sooner they would be on the “big ships” home. He quickly won the affection and admiration of his men, who called him “Uncle Bill.”


  In his comments about his allies outside his own army, Slim is surprisingly more guarded in his comments on the Americans than on the Chinese, although he praises individuals of all nationalities. While noting the Chinese disregard for time, their bent for theft, and their obsession with “face,” he effusively extols the courage, endurance, and eye for terrain of the Chinese soldier. In contrast, even though he pays tribute to the American logistical effort in constructing the Ledo Road, he points out that “the Americans had available a quantity of machinery that made our mouths water.” One senses, in his account, irritation at the extravagant claims of American ingenuity in the construction of the road at a time when his own troops were building roads in terrain as difficult with much less equipment. Part of his irritation, too, may be attributed to the American focus on building the road through northern Burma at the expense of support for a southern offensive that, in the British view, would have opened a really effective link with China. Slim condemns as a distortion the American suspicion that the British hoped to regain their empire with American lives, but he must have recognized how plausible such a suspicion would be to Americans.


  Notwithstanding his disagreements with Stilwell on many points of strategy, Slim actually appears to like the acerbic American. To be sure, he clearly finds Stilwell to be a bit of a caricature with his stubbornness, his unnecessary prejudices, and his efforts to maintain for press and public the image of a rugged foot soldier, uninterested in the trappings of command. But Slim was impressed with Stilwell’s mental and physical toughness, determination, sincerity, and courage. He evaluates Stilwell as “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.” Obviously, Slim was flattered that Stilwell, after making a long and tenacious argument against coming under the British general who served as Commander-in-Chief of Allied Land Forces for Southeast Asia, suddenly offered to place himself under Slim, his junior and a mere army commander. Stilwell’s action revealed the high regard in which he held Slim as a fighter, a regard he displayed for few other British officers. As early as March 1942, during the disastrous first Burma campaign, Stilwell had written in his diary, “Good old Slim. Maybe he’s all right after all.”


  Slim’s reaction to Wingate was nowhere near as positive as his reaction to Stilwell. While acknowledging the great moral benefits of the Chindits’ first mission and the courage and endurance of the raiders, he denounces the raid as an expensive failure. His regard for Wingate slipped even further during the opening phases of the second great Chindit raid in March 1944, when Wingate, overwrought by reports of obstacles on one of the three crucial Chindit landing zones, became fearful that his troops would be ambushed and thrust on Slim the responsibility for continuing the operation. Part of Slim’s dislike might have come from a discomfort with strongly egotistical, missionary personalities like Wingate and Mac-Arthur, both of whom receive little praise in the memoir. Looking back on the Chindit operations, Slim concludes that special forces are wasteful, taking men and resources that would find better service in more orthodox formations. He insists that he was not opposed to Wingate and indeed agreed with many of the man’s ideas, but most of his discussion gives precisely the opposite impression.


  His animosity toward the Japanese is even more evident. From the time he arrives in Burma, in the best tradition of Sun Tzu, he makes it his business to know his enemy. He praises their fighting qualities and what seems to him to be an almost innate aptitude for night fighting, a skill that comes harder for his white troops from urban backgrounds. But he also finds the Japanese, particularly their leaders, to be predictable and inflexible, at a loss when their initial plans do not work. From a Chinese officer, Slim gains the insight that if one can only hold against the initial Japanese onslaught, waiting until they exhaust their meager supplies, one can eventually counterattack, a lesson Slim used to good advantage at Imphal. One senses, in his view of the Japanese, not only a personal antipathy but also a lack of comprehension, arising not just from the atrocities that the enemy perpetrated against his troops but also their fanatical discipline and seeming penchant for suicide missions. Even when complimenting the Japanese fighting man, Slim views him as essentially subhuman, as in his description of the individual Japanese soldier as “the most formidable fighting insect in history.” Contrary to MacArthur’s wishes, he forces his Japanese counterparts at war’s end to give up their swords, thereby driving home the realization of defeat.


  It took Slim years to receive the recognition he deserved. Even Imphal, though it earned him a knighthood, did not spare him criticism for cautious, unimaginative tactics. In the ensuing drive into Burma during 1944 and 1945, including his brilliant crossing of the Irrawaddy and thrust to Meiktila, he displayed plenty of imagination, even genius. Still, after Slim returned home following the surrender, he received a lukewarm reception. Montgomery and Field Marshal Sir Harold Alexander were the heroes of the hour. Even Churchill gave more credit for the Burma victory to Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten and Alexander than he did to Slim. In 1947, Slim retired to become deputy chairman of British Railways, but he received a measure of recognition when—over the objections of his predecessor Montgomery—he returned to active duty in 1948 as Chief of the Imperial General Staff. Five years later, he became Governor General of Australia. While he was serving in that post, in 1956, Cassell and Company published his Defeat into Victory. The work became an immediate sensation, selling out the first edition of 20,000 within a few days. Slim became a military hero, and his memoir won applause as the classic account of the Burma campaign.


  Although Slim has returned to near anonymity among the general public, Defeat into Victory has retained its luster over the years, as generations of military historians who have read it can attest. It stands as a monument to a great soldier and a better man. Cooper Square Press is to be applauded for making available once more this timeless account, which reminds the reader once more that human beings fight wars and, moreover, that “nice guys” can finish first.


  DAVID W. HOGAN, JR.

  Washington, D.C.

  June 1999


  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 judgments 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,


  1st December 1955
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  CHAPTER I


  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 strong-points, 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 good-bye, 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 the 9th of 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 R.A.F. 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 R.A.F. 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 A.V.G. 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 R.A.F. 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 co-operation squadrons in the country. Later, three squadrons of Hurricanes, mostly worn-out Mark f s, 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 two hundred and fifty miles, or five hundred with jettisonable tanks, compared with the one hundred and thirty-five 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 A.V.G., 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, P4o’s 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 the 31st 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 the 15th 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 H.Q.


  One Hurricane Squadron, R.A.F.


  One Bomber Squadron, R.A.F.


  A detachment Army Co-operation Flight, R.A.F.


  Pursuit Squadron, A.V.G.


  R.D.F. Station.


  The A.V.G. Squadron was by now very weak and our one ewe lamb of an R.D.F. station on its last legs.


  There were left for Akyab:


  An improvised H.Q.


  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 H.Q. 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 wellnigh 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 12th 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 A.B.D.A., 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 A.B.D.A. 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 one hundred and twenty 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 the 22nd and 23rd 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 the 9th 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 by-pass 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 road-block, 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 road-block 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 co-operate 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 A.D.C. 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
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