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OPERATIONS IN HONG KONG FROM STH TO 25x11 DECEMBER, 1941

The following Despatch was submitted to the
Secretary of State for War, on 2is£
November 1945, by MAJOR-GENERAL
C. M. MALTBY, M.C., late G.O.C., British
Troops in China.

SIR,
I 'have the honour to address you on the

subject of the operations in Hong Kong in
Decemiber, 1941, and to forward herewith an
account of the operations which took place at
Hong Kong 'between 8th and 25th December,
1941.

2. In normal circumstances this despatch
would have been submitted through Head-
quarters, Far East, tout in the circumstances in
which I am now placed I consider that it would
be better, after this long lapse of time, to sub-
mit it to you direct.

3. Before beginning my account of the opera-
tions themselves, I feel it to be my duty, both
to myself and the forces under my command, to
place on record certain points. Of these you
will 'be fully cognizant, but to compilers of
history they may not be so obvious.

4. The defences of this-Colony were on a
limited scale, >wi>th the object of denying the
-harbour »to an enemy rather than retaining the
\harbour for the .use of our fleet. This object,
.'combined'with the' forces.available, necessitated
a plan to defend the Island of Hong Kong only.
The arrival of two Canadian battalions on the
i6th November, 1941, caused me to alter my
plan to a certain degree. I placed one brigade,
with a proportion of mobile artillery under com-
mand, on the mainland to prepare and defend

the so-called " Gmdrinkers' Line," with the
hope that, given a certain amount of time and
if the enemy did not launch a major offensive
there, Kowloon, the harbour and the northern
portion of the island would not be subjected to
artillery fire directed from the land. Time was
also of vital importance to complete demolitions
of fuel stores, power houses, docks, wharves,
etc., on the mainland; to clear certain food
stocks and vital necessities from the mainland
to the island; to sink shipping and lighters and
to clear the harbour of thousands of junks and
sampans. It will be appreciated that to take
such irrevocable and expensive steps as men-
tiori^dln the foregoing sentence was impossible
until it was definitely known that war with
Japan was inevitable.

5. That war was inevitable seemed clear to
me tt had all my forces deployed in their ibattle
positions in ample time, but it was hard to
make that definite statement on the informa-
tion available, with the result that the civil
authorities felt that they were not in a position
to put into full force all the-numerous measures
required during the preliminary or the pre-
cautionary period of .the ,CiviljDefence,plan.
For this state of arMrs^I niuft^blainfel^ree

- factors:—
(a) The -general t^pSfet that Japan would

declare war against the Alfred powers.
(£>) The weakness of o'ur 'intelligence

system.
(c) The belief that Japan was bluffing and

would continue to bluff to the last. The
true .gravity of the state of affairs was not
reflected in the embassy despatches from
Tokyo.
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6. That these full Civil Defence measares
were not put into effect in time had definite re-
actions on the subsequent powers of defence
and were of assistance to the enemy, e.g., small
craft and sampans were available to assist the
landings on the island, and supplies were to
be found in Kowloon although the roads avail-
able to the enemy had been destroyed and
were kept under harassing fire. These were not
large items in themselves, perhaps, but were
cumulative against us.

7. In fairness to the civil authorities I must
state that I did say that unless the Japanese
launched a ma] or offensive against the
'' Gindnnkers' Line '' I saw no reason whj. the
period between their crossing of the frontier
and the evacuation of the mainland by my
forces should not extend to a period of seven
days or more. I gave no guarantee and still
maintain that this was a fair estimate and might
well have been accomplished had not the key
to our position on the mainland been captured
by surprise by the enemy.

8. The forces under my command had many
limitations and amongst these must be
enumerated: —

(a) Absence of modern air power.
(&) The weakness of the naval units.
(c] The paucity of anti-aircraft guns, both

light and heavy.
(d) The lack of any radar equipmenl.
(0) The necessary dilution, in order to

economise manpower in the arms of the ser-
vice, by Chinese personnel of unknown relia-
bility in time of war.

(/) The lack of regular transport driven
by disciplined drivers.

Reference 8(#) above, the aircraft here were
no match for the enemy fighters, and I gave
orders that they were not to be employed unless
the opportunity occurred either at first light or
at dusk for a torpedo attack on any enemy
capital ship or large cruiser. In any case, all
were put out of action in the first raid made iby
the enemy, though precautions sue "̂  dispersal
had been taken. The lack of reconnaissance
both landwards and seawards was naturally a
serious handicap. Study of the past history of
Japanese operations had led me to believe that
they -were past masters in combined operalions,
and throughout the period of the siege I always
anticipated a landing on the Southern shores
of the island; and lack of distant seaward
reconnaissance was for me a distinct handicap.
Similarly I know that the lack of opposition to
the incessant enemy air raids had a somewhat
depressing effect towards the end on the troops,
and definitely increased the accuracy of the
enemy (bombing and the material damage done.
For similar reasons the enemy's counter battery
tasks were very much simplified.

Reference Jj8(fc) above, the forces available
carried out their duties in very difficult cir-
cumstances with the utmost gallantry and in
the true' tradition of the Royal Navy. I have
nothing but praise for their gallant conduct, and
the Commodore R.N. will be submitting his own
despatch.

Reference 8(c) above, these few detachments
fought with great gallantry and can claim five
enemy aircraft shot down, and three others
probably never reached their base.

Reference S(d) above, the survey for these
equipments had been made but their installa-
tion had not begun when the war started.

Reference &(/) above, although the R.A.S.C.
performed wonders in organising improvised
transport and the few regular drivers were
never off the road for days and nights on end,
the general desertion of local enlisted Chinese
drivers (usually after putting their vehicles out
of action) was a very serious "factor both from
the tactical and 'maintenance aspects.

9. I wish now to make it perfectly clear that
I lully appreciate that the demands of Empire
strategy made it impossible at the time for full
provision to be made for my forces, and I only
make these points so that those who may be
writing history or wish to criticise the conduct
of my forces may be in full possession of the
true facts. Further, I submit that although I
and my forces may have been a hostage to
fortune, we were a detachment that deflected
from more important objectives, such as the
Philippines, Singapore, or perhaps even
Australia, an enemy force that consisted of two
first line divisions, one reserve division, corps
artillery, about eighty aircraft and a consider-
able naval blockade force. Strategically we
gambled and lost, but it was a worth while
gamble.

10. Appendix A.
In this Appendix will (be found the full

account of the events. It was prepared shortly
after our capitulation under considerable diffi-
culties. The war diary and messages to and
from Battle Headquarters were naturally all
destroyed before and after capitulation;
Japanese interest in all written matter necessi-
tated various methods of subterfuge to retain
anything, and the main credit for whatever has
been compiled must go to my G.S.O.'I.—the
late Colonel L. A. Newnham, G.C , M.C.—
who took the most meticulous care to make this
account tally with the true events. There are
naturally a few blanks owing to the fog of war
and the inability to gain contact with all the
survivors, but with more information that will
become available from formation and unit war
diaries it is to be hoped that finally there will
(be little left for the imagination to fill in.

ii. Although this Appendix gives a very full
account of events, I would like to comment on
several points.

Japanese Tactics.
The salient points of the Japanese tactics

were: —

(a) Nightwork.
The division which made the initial advance

over the frontier and those' troops that first
landed on the island had reached a high
standard of efficiency in nightwork. All were
provided with rubber soled 'boots that made
movement very silent, systematically they used
the smallest of paths and avoided all the more
obvious lines of advance, and their patrols were
very (boldly handled.

(b) Rapidity of Advance.
The pace of the advance was surprisingly fast,

the troops were 'lightly equipped and must have
been very fit to accomplish the marches under-
taken.
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(c) Agents and Spies.

It was obvious from all sources thai agents
and spies had been placed both on the mainland
and the island well beforehand. Spies led the
leading elements on the mainland, disguised as
innocent labourers or coolies. Their patrols
advanced by paths which could have been
known only to locals or from detailed recon-
naissance. Armed agents in Kowloon and Hong
Kong systematically fired during the hours of
darkness on troops, sentries, cars and despatch
riders, but little damage was done thereby
beyond straining the nerves of a number of the
men. After the landing on the island had been
effected, penetration to cut the island in half
was assisted by local guides who led the
columns by most difficult routes. The posses-
sion of these agents and guides with such inti-
mate knowledge counteracted the first great
advantage the defence normally has over the
attack, i.e., familiarity with the ground.

(d) Intelligence.

It was obvious that the enemy system of in-
telligence was most complete. Marked maps
found on dead officers gave a surprising amount
of exact detail, which included our defences and
much of our wire. Every officer seemed to be
in possession of such a map, which was a litho-
graphed reduction of our own 1/20,000 map.
They seemed to be in possession of a very full
Order of Battle and knew the names of most
of the senior and commanding officers.

(e) Artillery Concentration.

Artillery and heavy mortar concentrations
were very heavy and correctly placed. Those
fired before landing on the island and for the
capture of Leighton Hill were as heavy as any
experienced in France during the war of
1914/18. The range of the heavy mortar must
have been about 1300 yards as they fired across
the harbour with accuracy and effect. The blast
and noise of the bursting bomb was consider-
able, but the killing power was not high. On
occasions artillery fire was most accurate, e.g.,
all the pillboxes on the north shore, where the
landing was effected, were systematically
destroyed.

(f) Maintenance of the Objective.

This principle seems to have been well under-
stood by their junior leaders. The advance to
cut the island in two was carried out regardless
of cost to life.

(g) Air Force.
The efficiency of the enemy air force was

probably the greatest surprise to me. Their
opening attack on Kai Tak aerodrome by low
level attack down to sixty feet was carried out
with skill and marked boldness. Subsequent
high level bombing proved to be most accurate,
and they confined their attention to military
objectives with marked results, such as the
naval base at Aberdeen and the island water
supply mains. Their evasive tactics and use of
low cloud displayed a high standard of train-
ing. My general impression at the time was
that either the Japanese pilots had reached a
surprisingly high standard of training, or that
German pilots were leading their flights.

A 2

12. Appendix B—Summary of Casualties.
An approximate summary of casualties has

been compiled by me as far as possible. This
is, however, by no means complete, and, owing
to the facts that the survivors of this force
were divided up from the beginning and that
no communication was permitted between
camps, the full casualty list cannot be known
until all figures have been compiled by the
Casualty Bureau. Since capitulation, a num-
ber have died from wounds and disease, and
many drowned, with the result that it is feared
that final and correct figures will take a long
time to compile, and the fates of many will
never be known.

13.' Conduct of the Troops.
For the sake of clarity I have confined my-

self to the bare statement of military facts.
I feel it to be my duty, however, to bring to
notice the conduct of my troops during this
period of hostilities

(a) 2 Royal Scots.—It was unfortunate that
the enemy captured by surprise the most im-
portant Shingmun Redoubt and occupied the
Golden Hill position. These two incidents were
the direct cause of the hasty withdrawal to the
mainland. The gallant action of their D Com-
pany (Capt. Pinkerton) on the extreme right
flank of the Golden Hill position, the later
gallant efforts of the whole battalion to recap-
ture the Wong Nei Chong Gap, and their stub-
born fighting in the Mount Nicholson and Mount
Cameron areas accomplished much to retrieve
their prestige. They commenced the siege with
a high incidence of sickness, mainly from
malaria, and suffered severe casualties during
the operations.

(b) Royal Rifles of Canada and Winnipeg
Grenadiers.—These two battalions proved to-
be inadequately trained for modern war
under the conditions existing in Hong Kong.
They had very recently arrived in Hong Kong
after a long sea voyage, and such time as was
available had been devoted to the completion
of the south shore defences and making them-
selves au fait with and practising the problems
of countering a south shore landing*. In this
role they were never employed and, instead,
they found themselves counter-attacking orr
steep4'hill sides covered with scrub, over strange
country, and as a result they rapidly became
exhausted. Many individual acts of gallantry
were performed, their stubborn defensive
fighting at the Wong Nei Chong Gap and in
the area of Mounts Cameron and Nicholson
was marked, and the losses they incurred were
heavy and are deeply regretted.

(c) $th Bn. jth Rajput Regt.—This battalion
fought well on the mainland and their repulse
of the enemy attack on the Devils Peak was
entirely successful. The full ^orce ofH the
enemy's initial attack on the island fell on" this
battalion and they fought 'gallantly until they
had suffered heavy casualties (100 per cent.
British Officers and most senior Indian Officers
being lost) and were over-run.

(d) Of the remainder of my force I wish.
to say little except to express my tribute to*
them all for the gallant part they played during;
a period of intensive fighting against over-
whelming odds, with no rest, little sleep, and
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often short of water and hot meals. Whether
Royal Navy, Royal Air Force, Royal Artillery,
Royal Engineers, Royal Signals, Infantry or
members of the ancillary services, one and all
played their part fully in the true traditions
•of the services.

The casualties suffered and those inflicted on
the enemy speak for themselves.

In closing my despatch I wish to pay a
special tribute to the Hong Kong Volunteer
Defence Corps. They proved themselves to be
a. valuable portion of the garrison. In peace
they had surrendered a great deal of their leisure
to training, their mobilization was completed
smoothly and quickly, and in action they proved
themselves stubborn and gallant soldiers.
To quote examples seems almost invidious but
I should like to "place on record the superb
(gallantry of No. 3 (Eurasian) Company at
Wong Nei Chong Gap and of No. I Battery who
undertook infantry defence in the Stanley area,
while the efficiency and gallantry of their Signal
section and despatch riders were outstanding.

My thanks and deep appreciation are also
due to H.E. The Governor who was a tower
of strength to me in our trying ordeal; and
similarly I must place on record my admira-
tion for all the members of his civil defence
services who displayed magnificent fortitude
and energy in their multitudinous activities.

APPENDIX A.

WAR NARRATIVE.
This War Narrative of the defence of Hong

Kong is built up on the detailed record of Battle
(Fortress) HQ kept at the time, minute by
minute.

In some cases, where subsequent knowledge
of facts has made it possible to insert items
to make a clearer picture, this has been done
in the text, but care has been taken not to in-
clude anything which would have a bearing on
possible decisions which might have been taken.
Frequently subsequent knowledge has been in-
cluded in footnote form only. This despatch
was compiled in a Prisoner of War Camp 'under
constant fear of observation or search and with
no clerical facilities. All maps, plans, schemes,
orders, etc., were destroyed on capitulation and
the officers and men marched to Shamshuipo, a
distance of 5 miles, and were permitted to take
only what they could carry on the person. The
Fortress HQ War Diary was concealed and
brought away. Cross checking has taken place
where possible with survivors, but the Canadian
troops were moved early to another camp and
no visiting was allowed to hospitals, hospital
campAs or Indian camps. The timings are based
en Hong Kong winter time then in force.

- ' PART I.
Own Forces—Before the outbreak of war with

Japan.

T. On the outbreak of war with Germany the
garrison consisted of three infantry battalions
and one machine gun battalion which permitted
the employment of only one infantry battalion

on the mainland; its role was to cover a compre-
hensive scheme of demolitions and to act as a
delaying force.

With the arrival on i6th November, 1941, of
two Canadian battalions a new defence plan
was brought in which had been originally out-
lined in 1937. It had never been fully practised,
as troops had never been available in sufficient
numbers. It employed three infantry battalions
on the mainland on a front of loj miles—the
so called " Gindrinkers Line " sited on very
commanding country but with certain inherent
weaknesses. It had necessarily little depth,
which in two localities was particularly dan-
gerous, viz., Customs Pass and the Pass between
Golden Hill and Laichikok Peninsula.

2. Owing to the extensive front, each bat-
talion's layout consisted of a line of platoon
localities, the gaps between which were covered
by fire by day and by patrolling at night. One
company only of each battalion could be kept
in reserve and this was normally located in a
prepared position covering the most dangerous
line of enemy approach. The reserve company
of the centre battalion (2/14 Punjab Regt.) was
employed initially as " Forward Troops " on
the Taipo Road to cover the demolitions and
to delay the enemy's initial advance.

3. Directly the news arrived of reinforcement
by two Canadian "battalions, reconnaissance was
carried out by commanding officers only, in '
order to maintain secrecy. The existing garrison
carried out detailed reconnaissances down to
platoons later, and worked out the exact
defence plan for holding the Gindrinkers Line.
A considerable amount of work was found to ibe
necessary, for (except for the centre sector) the
line was in its partially completed form of three
years previously, when the. general policy of
defence was altered and the Gindrinkers Line
abandoned.

4. A few days before the Canadian battalions
arrived large working (parties were found by the
mainland battalions and a little later the three
battalions occupied their sectors permanently
to push on the work faster.* It was in these
battle positions that the 5/7 (Rajput Regt.
(Right battalion), the 2/14 Punjab Regt.
(Centre battalion) and the 2 Royal Scots (Left
battalion) were located when war against Japan
•broke out.

The time was too short, however, for either of
the (new) flank battalions to be practised pro-
perly in their defence roles by a series of four-
day exercises which had been the custom in the
past. These battalions, therefore, were not
familiar with the successive rear defence posi-
tions. It was indeed unfortunate that the
timing of events occurred in such a way that
the Japanese attack developed when of the
six battalions in the garrison, only two knew
their roles in exact and practised detail. (The
i Middlesex Regt. throughout had retained its
role of beach defence and: the 2/14 Punjab
Regt. had been " (Mainland battalion " centred
on the Taipo Road.)

* The urgent necessity for speed called for this to be
done in spite of it being a malarial time of the year.
The 2 Royal Scots were in an area which was highly
malarial and they had many cases. This weakened
them considerably and, the hospital being full, many
were sent back without the normal ten days con-
valescence The battalion was 771 strong but only
600 effectives
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This Island Defence Plan had been
developed in great detail in co-operation with
the Royal Navy over a period of years. It
needed extremely careful study to get full value
from every man in the extensive defence sectors
(especially in the South East and South West),
and it needed careful rehearsals, as had ibeen
done in the past. The date of attack, however,
forestalled combined training with the Canadian
troops.

The change over to holding the Gindrinkers
Line necessitated a change of policy re deploy-
ment of artillery. Previously it was too risky
to deploy any of the Hong Kong Regiment
H.K.S.R.A., i.e., the mobile artillery, on the
mainland, when the one 'battalion only could
not hope to cause more than 48 hours delay if
the enemy attacked hi strength.

The new plan deployed the following on the
•€ mainland: —

One Troop 6 in. Howitzers;—4 guns (2
Scammels for haulage).

One Troop 4.5 in. Howitzers—4 guns
(hired vehicles).

Two Troops 3.7 Howitzers—8 guns, one
troop only had mule transport.

Troops were sited for support as follows: —
One 3.7 in. Troqp to cover the Right

ibattalion.
One 3.7 in. Troop and the 4.5 in. Battery

to cover the Centre and Left battalions.

The 6 in. Troop was to cover from the centre
of the Right battalion to the extreme left on
the Castle Peak Road. Additional support
could 'be 'given to the Right 'battalion by two
Sections of 6 in. Howitzers on the island.

5. The infantry organisation was also
1" changed. Brigadier C. Wallis was appointed

Mainland Commander, and the Island Com-
mander (the two Canadian battalions and the
i Middlesex Regt.) was Brigadier J. K. Lawson.

6. The evacuation of the mainland battalion
under the former plan was the task of the
Royal Navy (" Operation W/M "). It was
not easy and had 'been practised three times.
There was obviously no opportunity to work
out full detail and to practise the new with-
drawal operation. It was to the credit of all
concerned that the eventual withdrawal from
the mainland was earned out without any loss
of guns and with less than forty men being cut
off and captured.

Communications.
7. The change over to three (battalions to

hold the Gindrinkers Line necessitated complete
reorganisation of the mainland communications
and the carrying on of buried routes from the
partially completed system that existed. Con-
tracts were not completed when war came, in
spite of the 'best endeavours of the Royal Corps
of Signals which did excellent work.

8. It was unfortunate that the equipment
situation in other theatres of war had not per-
mitted earlier despatch of the garrison's
infantry mortars and ammunition. For
instance, the worst case, the 2/14 Punjab Regt.
had had one 3 in. mortar demonstration, of a
few rounds only, but ammunition in any

appreciable quantity did not arrive until
November and then only 70 rounds per bat-
talion both for war and for practice.. Hence
these mortars were fired and registered for the
first time in their battle positions and twelve
hours later were in action against the enemy.

The 2 in. mortar situation was worse, for
there had been no receipt even of dummies,
consequently the men had had no instruction in
detonating. There had been no preliminary,
shooting and the 2 in. mortar ammunition was.
delivered actually in 'battle.

For 3 in. mortar there was neither pack
mule nor carrying equipment for the men,
consequently everything, including ammunition,-
had to be manhandled.

PART II.
Enemy Forces.

9. Appreciations of the situation at varying
times during the preceding two years estimated
two to four divisions of Japanese as available
for the attack on Hong Kong.

(On the evening of 6th December Chinese
reports showed the arrival of three Japanese
divisions at To Kat 8 miles from the frontier,
on the previous day.

Information from the Far East Combined
Bureau Singapore showed that attack was likely
'by one division, with another division in reserve.
This I believe to (be incorrect, as a Japanese
Staff Officer informed me after the capitulation
that two divisions had been deployed on the
island and a third was held in reserve.

10. Three to four weeks before the outbreak
of war all intelligence sources pointed to very
unusual activity in Canton and Bocca Tigris,
but the best efforts could not ascertain the
contents of the shipping employed—the acti-
vities being equally explainable by either: —

(a) a concentration for an advance North
West from Canton on to Kunming, or,

(6) development of a base of supply and
staging depot for attack on Thailand.

The shipping was not universally fully
laden towards Canton, and empty outwards.
Information also showed that the Japanese
defence lines round Canton had been drawn
in so as to encircle the city more closely. It
is clear that the Field Security Police of the
Japanese Army had a high degree of
efficiency.

Available information led to the following
conclusions. That the: —

(a) Japanese night work was poor.
(b) Japanese preferred stereotyped methods

and fixed plans.
(c) Japanese light aufoma'tics^were -fio^as

numerous as ours nor so up to date.
(<2) Japanese "'Combined' Operations'"

were thorough and that they had excellent
boats and equipment but that their successes
against the Chinese were flattering as there
had never 'been real opposition.

(e) Japanese Air Force was not up to first
class European standards, that their bomb-
ing was poor, and that they would not go
in for night bombing


