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OPERATIONS IN THE FAR EAST, FROM I7TH OCTOBER 1940 TO 27™
DECEMBER 1941

The following Despatch was submitted to the
British Chiefs of Staff on 2&lh May, 1942,
by AIR CHIEF MARSHAL SIR ROBERT
-BgOOKE-POPHAM, G.C.V.O., K.C.B.,
C.M.G., D.S.O., A.F.C., Commander-in-
Chief in the Far East.

I.—FORMATION OF GENERAL HEADQUARTERS,
FAR EAST.

1. This despatch, covers the period from the
date of my appointment as Commander-in-
Chief, Far East, the iyth October, 1940, to the
date on -which I handed over to Lieutenant-
General Sir Henry Pownall, the 27th December,
1941.

My original staff consisted of seven, exclusive
of my personal assistant. Of these seven, the
Chief .of Staff, Majpr-General Dewing, the
Senior Royal Adr Force Staff Officer, Group-
Captain Darvall, as well as any personal assis-
tant, travelled out with me.

The Naval Liaison Officer, Captain Back,
met me on my arrival at Singapore, and the
Army G.S.O.i, Colonel Fawcett, met me in
Burma.

Before leaving England I saw the Chief of
the Imperial General .Staff, Chief of the Air
Staff and Major-General Ismay individually,
but did not meet the Chiefs of Staff collectively
at one of their meetings.

2. I left London on Sunday, the 27th
October, and started 'by air from Plymouth on
the 28th October. I spent two clear days in
Cairo, three in Delhi and three in Rangoon,
arriving at Singapore on Thursday,' the 14 th
November. General Headquarters', Far East,
started to operate on .Monday, ; the ' i8th
November, 1940.

During the journey I was able to ses the
working of the Headquarters of both the Army
and Air Force in Cairo, and to consult with the.

Commander-in-Chief, Sir Archibald Wavell,
on the methods of operating has headquarters,
and especially why he found such a big expan-
sion from his original staff necessary.

At Delhi I stayed with the Viceroy, and estab-
lished contact with the Commander-in-Chief,
the Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief, and their
respective staffs, and with certain civil officials.

At Rangoon I stayed with the Governor,
Sir Archibald Cochrane, and reached agree-
ment over the constitutional problems raised by
the appointment of a Commander-in-Chief, Far
East. I met the General Officer Commanding,
Major-General (now Lieutenant-General) Sir K.
McLeod, visited various establishments, includ-
ing the oil refinery at Syriam, and established
contact with many of the civil officials.

Instructions and General Policy.
3. My Directive is given in Appendix A.
On my arrival in Singapore it was agreed

that, should I become a casualty, the Com-
mander-in-Chief, China Station, should take
my place until my successor was appointed.

With reference to paragraph 2 of mj~
Directive, the meaning of the term " operational
control " was explained as being higher direc-
tion and control as distinct from detailed opera-
tional control.

fii addition to this Directive, I had two main
guides for action: first, that if was the policy
of 'His Majesty's Government to avoid war
with Japan, and, secondly, that, uiitil a fleet
was available; our policy 'in the Far East should
be to rely primarily on .ajrjpower'in conjunction
with such naval forces "as could be made avail-
able. The first was confirmed during 1941 in
many telegrams, e.g., in March, " Avoidance
of war with Japan is basis of Far East policy
and provocation must be rigidly avoided,"
and again in September, " Our policy in the
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Far East is still to avoid war with Japan."
The second was. laid down by the Chiefs of
Staff in August, 1940.

4. It was pointed out to me that the require-
ments of Home Defence, the Battle of the
Atlantic, and the Middle East, must take pre-
cedence over those of the Far East; at a later
date Russia also took precedence, and, at one
time, Iraq and Iran. Realising this, it was
obviously our duty to be content with the essen-
tial minimum, to consider what we could do
without rather than what we would like to have,

. and to imake the fullest use of local resources.
But we always regarded the strength of 336

•aeroplanes as an irreducible minimum. {See
para. 79 below.} In January, 1941, we were
cautioned against over-estimate of the Japanese
forces.

I was also informed that the defence organi-
sation in Malaya was apparently not working
smoothly or efficiently, and that this would
necessitate early investigation and action.

5. To carry out the directions outlined above,
it was evident that the following steps were
necessary: —

•(a) To avoid any action that might be
deemed provocative by Japan, but at the
same time to try and convince her that our
strength was too great to be challenged suc-
cessfully;

(6) To strengthen our defences in the Far
East, and especially to build up our air forces,
not only by obtaining new aircraft but also
by making all preparations to ensure mutual
reinforcement in the Far East area;

(c) To ensure effective co-operation in
Malaya, not only between the Royal Navy,
the Army and the Air Force but also between
them and the civil services;

(d) To stiffen the Chinese so that thev
could contain the maximum Japanese effort
(see paras. 70 and 71 below); and

(e) To establish as close co-operation as
possible with the Dutch and Americans, as
well as with Australia and New Zealand, the
main object being to ensure that, should an
attack be made on any part of the Far East
area, all the nations concerned would simul-
taneously enter the war against Japan, thus
avoiding the risk of defeat in detail, as had
happened in Europe.
6. A very brief study of the area comprised

in the Far East Command shows that the
defence of the whole area is essentially one
single problem. Burma, Siain, Indo-China,
Malaya, the Philippines, the Dutch East Indies,
Australia and, to a lesser extent, New Zealand,
all inter-connect and operations or preparations
in any one of these areas affect all the others.
In view of the above, I regarded it as one of
my principal duties to make personal contacts
in these places. During 1941 I visited Australia,
twice, in February and October, Manila three
times and the Netherlands East Indies five
times. I also visited Hong Kong in December,
1940, and April, 1941; and Burma in June and
September, 1941.

Another point that stands out is that the
problem is (fundamentally a naval one, and
that, although the Army and Air Force in com-
bination may defend areas of land and repel
an enemy, his definite defeat cannot be brought
about unless control of sea communications is
obtained. This control will necessitate air
superiority.

The Far East is usually examined on a small-
scale map, so people are rather apt to get a .
false idea of distances. From Singapore to
Alor Star at the North End of Malaya is a good
deal further than from London to Aberdeen.
Rangoon to Singapore direct by air is about
i,iop miles; Singapore to Hong Kong, via
Manila, ds 2,000 miles, about the distance from
Gibraltar to Alexandria; and from Singapore
to Melbourne about 4,100, which is only slightly
less than the distance from London to Aden,
via Malta and Cairo.

Size of General Headquarters Staff.
7. Although it was obvious that Singapore

was a key 'position, and -therefore that tbf
defence of Malaya was of the greatest impor-
tance, it was evident that, apart from my Direc-
tive, the size of -my Staff rendered it quite
impossible to exercise any form of direct opera-
tional control, except in the widest sense. I
therefore decided that, although the fact of
my headquarters happening to be situated at
Singapore would naturally involve my dealing
with more details in Malaya than elsewhere,
the Commands of Hong Kong, Malaya and
Burma must be regarded as of equal status.
Each General Officer Commanding would have
to control the operations in his own area, and1

the initiative of the Air Officer Commanding,
Far East, must not be cramped; the operational
control of my headquarters would be limited
mainly to the movement. of reinforcements,
principally air, within my command and to the
issue of directives.

The staff of General Headquarters, Far East,
was very small for the work it had to carry-
out, and immediately on its formation in
Singapore it was found necessary to add three
duty officers of junior rank in order to ensure
keeping a twenty-four-hour watch in the office.
Requests for an increase in staff at General
Headquarters were made on more than one
occasion, and finally it was agreed by the
Chiefs of Staff, in August, 1941, that the total'
establishment should be raised to the;
following:—

Commander-in^Ghief: i.
Chief of Staff: i.
Staff Officer, ist Grade: Navy i; Army 2^

R.A.F. 2.
Staff Officer, 2nd Grade: Navy i; Army 3;

R.A.F. 3.
Staff Officer, 3rd Grade: Navy i.

Total, 15.
In addition to this, there were:—

Personal Assistant: i.
Cipher Officers: 2.
Signal Officer: i.
Chief Clerk: i.

Making a total in all of 20. This establish-
ment was not completed by the time war broke-
out.

The result of the smallness of the Staff was-
that individuals were overworked, and this,
in conjunction with the Malayan climate, led
to sickness. The most serious case was that,
of my Chief of Staff, Major-General Dewing,
who went into (hospital on the 8th April, and1

remained there until he started for England in
May. General 'Playfair arrived to take his*
place on the 2ist June, but for a period of
some ten and a half weeks I was without a.
Chief of Staff.
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This sickness was largely attributed by the
medical authorities to the effects of overwork.
In addition, Wing-Commander Yarde had to
be sent away sick, other officers were in hos-
pital for shorter periods, and when war with
Japan broke out Colonel Scott, who had taken
Colonel Fawcett's place as the Army G.S.O.&,
was in- India on sick leave, having been seiit
there from hospital.
Intelligence.

8. For intelligence I relied almost entirely
on the Far Eastern Combined Bureau, known
for short as! F.E.C.B. This consisted of
branches of Naval, Army and Air Force in-
telligence, and was under the administrative
control of the Admiralty, the officer in charge
of the Naval Section acting as head of the
Bureau. At the date of the formation of any
headquarters, F.E.C.B. was somewhat un-
balanced in that attention was mostly concen-
trated on Naval intelligence, while Army and
Air intelligence took a minor place, the latter
especially being quite inadequate. This, how-
•ever, was steadily corrected, and I consider
that F.E.C.B. fulfilled its functions and showed
that a combined intelligence staff of the three
Services is a workable proposition. Wihat was
needed, however, was a real chief of F.E.C.B.,
and not merely one whose main duty was acting
as head of his own 'branch. The difficulty was
in finding a really suitable individual, and this
we had not succeeded in doing at the time war
with Japan broke out.
Attachments to General Headquarters Staff.

g. A branch of the Ministry of Economic
Warfare known as the O.M. Section, was started
on the arrival of Mr. Killery at Singapore in
May, 1941. He and his staff were keen and
capable, but they had no experience and very
little knowledge of how to set about their
work. Further, as in the case of intelligence,
this is work that requires a great deal of pre-
paration-., In consequence of this, but through
no fault of 'Mr. Killery or his staff, the O.M.
activities really never got functioning properly
by the time that war with Japan broke out.
There was also a curious reluctance on the part
of many people to have anything to do with
these activities, or to help on the work. This
was particularly noticeable in the case of in-
tended activities in Siam.

10. Colonel Warren arrived in Singapore
early in 1941 to assist in starting Independent
Companies. The obvious disadvantage of
these Companies is that they form a drain on
infantry units, which were already depleted of
many of their best non-commissioned officers
and officers owing to the expansion and de-
mands of other organisations.. As a result, it
was finally decided to limit these Independent
Companies to two—one for Burma and one for
Malaya.
II.—FACTORS AFFECTING THE DEFENCE OF

MALAYA AND BORNEO.
11. Air Vice-Marshal Pulford became Air

Officer Commanding, Far East, vice Air Vice-
Marshal Babington on the 26th April, 1941,
and Lieutenant-General Percival took over the
duties of General Officer Commanding, Malaya,
from Lieutenant-General Bond on the i6th May,
1941.

The strength of the Army and of the Air
Force in Malaya in November, 1940, is given
in Appendices D and I respectively.

A 2

In Malaya, as in Burma and Hong Kongv
there was a 'War Committee, which sat under.
the Governor.

The main reason for the defence of Malaya
was to preserve the facilities of the Naval
Base at Singapore. The port and rubber and
tin production were also important, but on a.
different plane from the Naval Base. It was,,
of course, not sufficient to have a close defence-
of the area round the Naval Base itself. It
was of great importance to keep enemy aircraft
as far away from the Base as possible, on
account of the danger of bombing; this meant
extending the defence right up to the Northern;
end of Malaya-.. It may be noted that this was
not dependent upon the policy of defending.
Malaya by means of air power. Had the
policy been to defend Malaya by means of Army
forces, the dispositions" might have been;
different, but it would still have been essential

. to hold the greater part of Malaya in order
to deny aerodromes or their possible sites to-
the enemy. Singapore Island was to be pro-
visioned for 180 days.
Communications.

12. The main roads in Malaya are weir-
metalled, and the railways are single-track
metre-gauge. Down the centre of Malaya runs
a range of hills rising to some 7,000 feet, and
there are no east-to-west communications north
of latitude 4, i.e., about the latitude of Kuantan,
The central (backbone of hills dies away soon
after crossing the frontier with Siam, and good
lateral communications were available in the
neighbourhood of Singora, where, also, there
were suitable sites for aerodromes. Generally
speaking, communications in the west are good
and on the east poor.

The defence of the east coast was simplified!
by the lack of communications, since it was.
only necessary to hold those places from which
roads ran into the interior.. This meant that
the key points to hold were Mersing and
Kuantan. Kota Bharu in Kelantan was held
because of the aerodrome at that place and two
others a few miles further south, these being
necessary in order to enable us to strike, with
aircraft, as far as possible into the Gulf of
Siam and into Indo China. (See para. 5.2:
below.)

The only existing land communication1,
between Kelantan and the rest of Malaya is the
railway, there being no through road.

.Attempts were made to use the railway for
motor transport, tout as the rails were spiked'
and no chairs were available the damage
caused to tyres, was so excessive that the pro-
ject was given up as impracticable; This meant
that communications with any force at 'Kota
Bharu were precarious, since everything had to-
move ;by the single line of railway, which iit
many parts was highly vulnerable to bombing..
I laid down that the road policy in Kelantaoi-
should -be not to develop any road on or near
the coast, but as soon as practicable to con-
struct an internal road running north and south,
following more or less the line of the railway.

The only communication overland with
Kuantan was a single road, also very vulner-
able in places to air bombing.
Co-operation between the services and with the1

civil authorities.
13. For some time before November, 1940,

the relations between the Army and the Air
Force were not happy; there was some jealousy
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between them, co-operation left a great deal to
be desired, and it was some months 'before this
could 'be considered satisfactory. Every opera-
tion should have been looked upon as a com-
bined operation of 'two, or very often the three,
services; for a long time there was a tendency
for one of the services to work out a plan on
its own and then see how one or both the other
services could come in.

A great step in advance was made by getting
the headquarters of the Army and Air Force on
the same site. This entailed a good deal of
building, but before war started there was a
single combined Operations Room functioning
and the whole of the Army General Staff were
located on the same site as Royal Air Force
Headquarters. A naval section joined the
Operations Room at the start of the war as
planned previously.

14. The local tradition of inter-service
jealousy had some effect for the first few months
on the working of General Headquarters. Per-
sonal relations with Army Headquarters were
good, but my staff had to ibe scrupulously care-
ful in dealing with matters that touched on the
province of the General Officer Commanding.

Co-operation (between the Navy and Air
Force was good, and it continually improved
between the Navy and the Army, for instance,
on such matters as getting advice from naval
officers as to the probable sites of landings from
the naval point of view.

15. Relations between the Commander-in-
Chief, China Station, and myself were close
and friendly throughout. Our offices were
adjoining after the move of my headquarters
to the Naval Base and I had luncheon with him
in his house nearly every day.

Relations between the commanders in Malaya
and the Governor were good. I always found
the Governor ready to help, and our personal
relations were very friendly.

As regards the Colonial Service generally,
our relations in most cases were satisfactory,
and much help was received0 from many
Departments, especially the Survey and the
Government Posts and Telegraphs. But,
partly owing to the complicated system of gov-
ernment, delays sometimes occurred and on
certain matters it was difficult to get full and
accurate information. I feel it would be of
great value to the Colonial Service if its officers
could attend some college on the lines of the
Military Staff Colleges at some time in their
career.

There was an interchange of liaison officers
with the Dutch, first Navy and Air and later
Army as well. Observers from the American
Army and Navy were also posted to Singapore.

Borneo.
16. Unless we obtained command of the sea,

it was impossible to defend British Borneo as a
whole with the forces available. But through
communications in the island were practically
non-existent; consequently, any defence could
be limited to holding the important points. The
only place which it was decided to hold was
Kuching, the reason for this being not only that
there was an aerodrome at that place, but that
its occupation by the enemy might give access
to the aerodromes in Dutch Borneo at the
North-Western end of the island, these aero-
dromes being only some 350 miles from Singa-
pore, i.e., much nearer than any in South Indo-
China.

I informed the Governor of North Borneo that
his territory could not be defended, and that
the volunteers and police at his disposal were to
be utilised for purposes of internal security.
No attempt was made to defend Labuan,
though it was a cable and wireless station.

The State of Brunei was of some importance
owing to the oilfield at Seria in the South,
which, in addition to Miri, supplied crude oil
to the refineries at Lutong in Sarawak. Although
one company of the 2nd/i5th Punjab Regi-
ment less one platoon to Kuching, had been
moved to Lutong in December, 1940, and two
6-inch guns had been mounted there, it was
finally decided that it was useless to attempt to
defend the refinery or either of the oilfields.
Consequently, a partial denial scheme was
carried out before war broke out, whereby the
oil output was reduced by some 70 per cent.,
and only a small number of items were left to
complete the denial scheme when war broke
out. According to reports, the work was
completed satisfactorily.

The 2nd/i5th Punjab Regiment, less the one
company referred to above, left Singapore for.
Kuching on the loth and nth May, 1941. Steps
were also taken to develop local forces, i.e.,
volunteers and a body of native troops known
as the Sarawak Rangers.

III.—FACTORS AFFECTING THE DEFENCE OF
BURMA.

Authorities.
17. Sir Reginald Dorman Smith replaced the

Hon. Sir Archibald Cochrane as Governor of
Burma on the 6th May, 1941, and Lieut.-
General Hutton took over the duties of General
Officer Commanding from Lieut.-General
McLeod at midnight the 28th-29th December,
1941.

The War Committee in Burma included
Burmese Ministers as well as the two British
Counsellors and the General Officer Command-
ing. The Governor was President and the
Premier of Burma Vice-President.

Sir R. Dorman Smith established a military
liaison officer on his personal staff. There were
obvious advantages in this, and it would doubt-
less have worked well had the facts and figures
always been obtained from the responsible
authorities. As it was, information was some-
times sought through other channels, with the
result that at times inaccurate or incomplete
information was 'given to the Governor, leading
to misunderstandings.
Communications.

18. The main factor affecting the defence of
Burma was that of communications. The total
length of frontier facing Japanese-occupied terri-
tory in December, 1941, was nearly 800 miles.
There were good roads, as well as railways,
running north and south up the valleys of the
Sittang and Irrawaddy. Roads in the
Tenasserim Peninsula were ibad.

Working north from the southern end of the
Tenasserim Peninsula, there were only
mountain tracks leading eastwards from Siam
until reaching the road from Raheng through
Mesod towards Moulmein, which crossed the
Burma frontier at Myawadi. Even this road
was not continuous, and there was a section
of fifty miles reported to be not much better
than a pack track. From the Japanese point
of view, it had 4he disadvantages that we
should be able to operate from close to our
railhead at Martaban, and that, so long as we
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held command of the sea, advance beyond
Moulmein by the Japanese would be open to
a British flank attack.

Continuing north, there were again only
tracks until reaching the road leading from the
Bangkok-Chieng Mai railway,' through Chieng
Rai and thence via Kentung to Taunggyi. On
the Siamese side of the frontier this road was
good; on our side it was fair-weather only for
part of the way.

There were only tracks leading from Burma
into Northern Indo-China, and these involved
the crossing of the River Mekong. Into China
itself there was a fair track from Kentung to
Puerhfu, and, secondly, the main road from
Lashio to Kunming. A road from Bhamo joined
the latter near the frontier.

Westwards, a start had been made on a road
communication with India, but this was by no
means complete when war broke out.

Landing grounds had been established in the
Tenasserim Peninsula with the object of facili-
tating the movement of aircraft between Burma
and Malaya; the main ones were at Tavoy,
Mergui and Victoria Point. The last was very
isolated, and it was realised that it probably
could not be held for long if war with Japan
broke out.

19. It was estimated that the total force
which the Japanese could bring against Burma,
using land communications only, would be
about two divisions, of which one division
would be on the road running* through Chie'ng
Rai. The Chiefs of Staff considered in January
1941 that, although four enemy divisions could
be maintained at railhead on the Bangkok-
Chieng Mai railway, it was unlikely that even
one division could be maintained on the Burma
side of the frontier, owing to the limited road
communications. The situation would, how-
ever, be completely altered should the Japanese
get control of sea communications in the Bay of
Bengal. In that case, their capture of Mergui,
and possibly Tavoy, would only be a question
of time. They would be able to outflank our
positions at Moulmein, and our line of com-
munication thence with Rangoon; and, should
Singapore fall or be invested, would be able to
bring by sea against Burma a force much
greater than two divisions.

20. Turning to the Chieng Rai line of
advance, owing to the indifferent road on our
side of the frontier and the shortage of Mechani-
cal Transport, it was impracticable to maintain
a big force east of the Salween. The policy,

. therefore, was to fight delaying actions as far
forward as possible, and to make the Salween
the main line of defence.

Owing to the. heavy growth of trees along
the Japanese lines of advance, conditions were
not generally favourable for air reconnaissance.
On the other hand, there were certain open
defiles against which air bombing would
probably have been very effective, and it was
hoped that sufficient air force would be avail-
able to deter the Japanese advance to a great
extent. For this purpose aerodromes were
constructed with the object of being able to con-
centrate either on Central or South Burma, and
against either the Mesod road or the Chieng
Rai road.

Demolitions were prepared along the enemy
lines of advance, especially on the Chieng Rai
road.

Engineering Programme,
21. There was a great shortage of engineers,

both civil and military. In planning the engi-
neering programme, priority was given first to
aerodrome construction and accommodation for
the Royal Air Force; secondly, to road con-
struction for strategical and tactical purposes,
including ferries; and then accommodation for
troops and stores, including ammunition.

In the time available there was no opportu-
nity to complete elaborate concrete defence lines;
all that could be done was to construct field
defences on the probable lines of approach.
There were limitations even to this: first, the
difficulty of working and the prevalence of
malaria in the rainy season; secondly, the num-
ber of troops available; and thirdly, the lack of
Mechanical Transport, until the Autumn of
1941, which severely limited the number of men
•that could be maintained near, and east of,
the Salween River.

Strength of Forces.
22. The composition of the military forces in

Burma when war broke out is shown in Appen-
dix G, and the situation regarding Anti-Aircraft
guns in Appendix F.

As will be seen, the organisation was some-
what complicated from the desire to make every
possible use of local resources. Originally, the
Burma Frontier Force had been independent
of the General Officer Commanding in peace,
and only came under him in time of war: His
Excellency Sir Reginald Dorman Smith decided
to put the Burma Frontier Force under the
General Officer Commanding's control in peace
as well, thus simplifying the organisation. The
change was effected on the loth November,
1941.

The -Independent Company was abolished
before war with Japan broke out, the British
portion being used mainly for additional squads
for Chinese guerillas, and the Burmese return-
ing to their original units.

23. In the Singapore Ccnference of October
1940 it was recommended that ,as regards the
Army, the force immediately required for the
defence of Burma was as follows: —

5 infantry brigades and two additional
battalions;

1 field regiment and i battery;
2 mountain batteries;
i anti-tank battery;
i-heavy A.A. regiment (24 guns);
i light A.A. battery, non-mobile d6 guns);
i light A.A. battery, mobile; and
1 company light tanks.

This • was exclusive of the Burma Frontier
Force and of the Territorial and Auxiliary
forces allotted to internal security duties. It
was also staled that an additional requirement
for the long-term problem was: one Division,
less certain units, which made the fighting
portion of this Division as follows: —

2 infantry brigades, each 'of 3 battalions;
i reconnaissance unit;
i field regiment (24 guns);
i medium re^jment (16 guns);
i light A.A. regiment (48 guns);
i anti-tank battery; and
i machine gun battalion.

In their comments of January 1941, on the
Conference, the Chiefs of Staff stated that they
considered both the threat of attack, and the
demands for land forces, had been overstated.


