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The following despatch was submitted to the
Secretary of State for Air on 23rd November,
1944, by AIR CHIEF MARSHAL SIR
R. E. C. PEIRSE, K.C.B., D.S.O., A.F.C.,
Allied Air Commander-in-Chief, South East
Asia.

PART ONE
INTRODUCTORY

1. As a result of the formation on 16th
November, 1943, of South East Asia Command,
I assumed operational control of all Air Forces
in the South East Asia theatre, with authority
to employ them in conformity with the policy
of the Supreme Allied Commander, Admiral
The Lord Louis Mountbatten, G.C.V.O., C.B.,
D.S.O., A.D.C. Thus I had at my disposal
what had constituted R.A.F. India Command,
.and those American units in this theatre which
comprised the 10th U.S.A.A.F. It was my
task to ensure that these forces operated as a
coherent body and that the best use was made
of the potentialities of each.

2. In addition it was my continued responsi-
bility to develop India as a base for future
air operations, as a supply centre, and as a
training area for R.A.F. and I.A.F. personnel.
Such activities absorb a considerable propor-
tion of ithe energies of the Command, and con-
stitute a task of which the importance and
results are not immediately apparent. I have
therefore devoted Part Four of this Despatch
to the progress that has been made in this
direction.

3. Responsibility for operations on the
North West Frontier and for the Indian Air
Force was relinquished to the formation which

replaced the Inspectorate-General of the I.A.F.
and to which was bequeathed the name Air
Headquarters, India.

4. To ensure the integrated operational con-
trol of Units in Bengal and Assam, a new
Headquarters was set up under Major-General
G. E. Stratemeyer, U.S.A.A.F., designated
Eastern Air Command and located initially at
Delhi. This formation, which had previously
existed under the title Headquarters,
U.S.A.A.F., India-Burma Sector, China-Burma-
India Theatre, had administered and controlled
the 10th U.S.A.A.F. and provided in addition
base facilities for the 14th U.S.A.A.F. The new
Headquarters consisted basically of the Opera-
tions Section of the old organisation with the
addition of an R.A.F. element. This Com-
mand, and all those comprising the 10th
which had formerly come under Bengal Com-
mand and all those comprising the 10th
U.S.A.A.F. in the same area. These forces were
subdivided into a Tactical Air Force under Air
Marshal Sir John Baldwin, and a Strategic
Air Force under Brigadier General Howard C.
Davidson, U.S.A.A.F. I was authorised to
effect such re-grouping of operational units that
I considered necessary to achieve maximum
operational efficiency, and as a result R.A.F.
and U.S,A.A.F. transport units were merged
on 15th December into one organisation which
was given the title of Troop Carrier Command.
This new formation was commanded by
Brigadier General D. Old, U.S.A.A.F. Simi-
larly R.A.F. and American photographic
reconnaissance units were incorporated into
one command which assumed the title of
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Photographic Reconnaissance Force. Wing
Commander S. G. Wise, R.A.F., was appointed
Air Commander from the date of formation.

5. In exercising operational control of these
forces, the integrity of U.S. Groups and R.A.F.
Wings was retained and administrative control
and responsibility remained with the respective
American and British Commanders. The
Chiefs of StafZ agreed to the integration with
the qualification that in view of American com-
mitments to China, it might become necessary
to transfer units from the 10th to the 14th
U.S.A.A.F.

6. The chain of command and the conduct
of operations by the merged forces almost with-
out exception worked well, and mutual con-
cessions and adjustments were made by each
element. In ancillary services, examples of co-
operation were most notable in the sphere of
maintenance, signals and flying control. Major
General G. E. Straitemeyer has said in his re-
port on operations during this period—"The
various obstacles which might be expected to
arise as a result of combining U.S.A.A.F. and
R.A.F. units have been overcome as a result of
integration of staffs at Headquarters, Eastern
Air Command, Strategic Air Force, Third
Tactical Air Force, Troop Carrier Command
and Photographic Reconnaissance Force. Such
a revolutionary change in staff organisation
might well have produced many difficulties and
misunderstandings, but such has not been the
case, and we have undoubtedly derived mutual
benefit, not only on the staff side, but in the
tactical operating of air forces". With these
and other evidences of the working of inte-
grated forces I have dealt in detail in the
appropriate sections of the narrative.

THE TASKS TO BE ACCOMPLISHED.
7. The tasks which lay before the combined

Ah- Forces were: —
(a) To conduct a strategic air offensive in

conformity with the general plan to destroy
enemy air forces and installations, selected
rail, road and river communications, and
depots and maintenance facilities.

(b) To ensure the air defence of the U.S.
Air Transport Command airfields in North-
East India and to provide for the defence
against air attack of Calcutta and adjacent
industrial areas.

(c) To provide support for the operations
of Fourteenth Army.

(d) To provide support for the Chinese-
American forces under command of General
J. W. Stilwell which were operating from
bases in the Ledo area.

(e) To support the operations of Long
Range Penetration forces, and

(/) To conduct photographic recon-
naissance and survey.
8. The prosecution of the first of these tasks

was not only the best method of maintaining a
favourable air situation, which was my prin-
cipal charge, but would also force the enemy
on the defensive and thus provide the best pro-
tection for the air route to China, for the
Calcutta area and for sea communications in
the northern Bay of Bengal.

9. Offensive fighter operations were to be
undertaken to the greatest possible extent and
it was proposed to use long range fighters in
particular in the offensive against enemy air-
fields and air installations. Moreover, in order

10 overcome the wide dispersal of my avail-
able fighter strength, it was necessary to main-
tain at the highest pitch of efficiency the early
warning system.

10. I planned to employ She strategic
bomber force against targets in the following
order of priority : enemy occupied airfields and
installations, shipping, railways, oil installations
in Burma and suitable objectives in Bangkok.
The course which the battle took, however,
made a readjustment of these priorities neces-
sary and a considerable proportion of the total
bomber effort was directed to tactical targets
in support of the Army and later, to carry
supplies to the garrison at Imphal. Another
task which assumed increasing importance
during the period was the evacuation of
casualties. Much had to be done to build up
a successful organisation which could deal with
the transhipment of sick and wounded from
battle areas and casualty clearing stations to
better equipped hospitals in the rear.

THE FORCES AVAILABLE.
11. To accomplish these tasks there was a

total of forty-eight R.A.F. and seventeen
U.S.A.A.F. squadrons deployed for operations.
By. May these totals had increased to sixty-four
and twenty-eight respectively.

12. The disposition of tactical units in
Bengal and Assam was designed to provide
defence and support over the three main areas
of land operations; in the Arakan, along the
line from Tiddim to Homalin, and the Ledo
Sector in Northern Burma; they were under
the control of 224 Group, 221 Group and the
U.S.A.A.F. Northern Air Sector Force respec-
tively. Strategic units continued to be stationed
further to the west since the marshy areas of
the Sunderbunds and the poor lines of com-
munication in that area made the construction
of airfields east of the Brahmaputra up to
heavy bomber standards a matter of extreme
difficulty which neither the labour, transport
nor supply position would allow me to under-
take except as a relatively long term plan.

THE SITUATION IN NOVEMBER.
13. Facing the enemy from India there was

a more modern, more powerful, and numeri-
cally stronger air force than had hitherto been
available in this theatre. Moreover, during
the monsoon much had been achieved to give
the units comprising this force greater striking
power. Communications, although overstrained
were now better geared to carry war supplies
than at any time since the outbreak of hostili-
ties. Advanced landing grounds which had
been constructed afforded short-range aircraft
a greater radius of action, both offensive and
defensive, during the dry weather that was to
come and the warning system was now able to
give ample notice of the approach of hostile
aircraft.

14. The enemy for his part disposed of a
force of approximately 250 aircraft concen-
trated in the airfield groups at Heho, Anisakan,
Rangoon and Chiengmai with the remainder at
lay-back bases in Siam and the Netherlands
East Indies. His ground forces faced ours
along a front of 700 miles. In Arakan he held
the line from Maungdaw to Buthidaung and
was opposed by XV Corps, thence north-west
across the inhospitable Chin Hills to Kalemyo
and northwards up the Kabaw Valley where
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IV Corps was deployed. Further north still
he was confronted by two Chinese Divisions
based on Ledo, and beyond this we held posi-
tions as far as the River Salween with a small
force based at Fort Hertz. The enemy's bases
and lines of communication stretched for 900
miles from Bangkok to Myitkyina, over the
whole length of which it was possible to attack
liim.

15. The security of sea communications
meant that General Reconnaissance aircraft had
to cover an area ranging from South Africa to
Sumatra,. The patrol of this vast expanse of
sea contributed a problem that could only be
met by the careful husbanding and disposition
of the small forces available.

16. The account of a campaign covering such
a wide area and diversity of activities does not
admit of chronological treatment. I have there-
fore dealt separately with each strand of the
pattern of operations, commencing with the
primary task, the maintenance of air superiority,
and placing air transport operations next in
view of the importance they were to assume.

PART TWO
OPERATIONS

I.—THE MAINTENANCE OF AIR SUPERIORITY
17. The advent of Spitfires in Bengal early

in November had already begun an era of
successful interceptions in which the enemy
discovered for the first time in this theatre
the efficacy of modern fighter aircraft backed
by a well developed system of warning and
control.

18. The first squadrons (Nos. 615 and -607
A.A.F.) were based on Chittagong in order
to protect and cover that vital port and to
cover the Arakan front which was to be the
scene of the first major battles of the cam-
paign. Within the month the Spitfires destroyed
four enemy photographic reconnaissance air-
craft of the Dinah type whose excellent per-
formance had hitherto allowed them to range
with impunity over our forward bases at a
height and speed which Hurricanes could not
equal. The enemy reacted by sending out
fighter sweeps to test the new arrivals and
whittle down our Spitfire strength in order that
he could once again range over the Arakan
suffering only the minor casualties that Hurri-
canes could inflict. In both these objects he
was unsuccessful, and by the end of December
had lost twenty-two aircraft, probably lost seven
and had suffered damage to twenty-six against
our loss of thirteen. The greatest success scored
in these raids was by No. 136 Squadron who,
on the last day of the year, scored 12 destroyed,
3 probably destroyed, and 8 damaged against a
mixed force of bombers and fighters which
were attempting to attack light Naval forces
off the Arakan coast. As a result of this vic-
tory the Secretary of State for Air signalled
his congratulations and commented that the
newly arrived Spitfires had come into good
hands.

19. The one occasion the enemy could claim
as a success at this time was a bold strike
aimed at Calcutta with the double object of
damaging port installations and demoralising
the city. He divined that over a front of 700

(11543)

miles, defence in depth could not be so uni-
formly effective and that in the rear areas
which included Calcutta, he would probably
be met with Hurricanes. On 5th December he
sent a mixed force of approximately sixty
bombers and fighters in two waves which suc-
ceeded in bombing Calcutta for the loss of 2
destroyed, 1 probably destroyed, and 4 dam-
aged, while (the three and a half Hurricane
squadrons (the half-being night fighters) suffered
five destroyed and six damaged. That the enemy
put • his maximum effort into the attack is
evidenced by the fact that the second wave,
included Naval aircraft.

20. During January the Spitfire squadrons'
gained valuable experience in air fighting and
tactics that was to stand them in good stead
in the greater battles to come. The enemy
continued to send fighter sweeps over the
Arakan, but Spitfires were able to inflict
casualties upon them in the ratio of eight to
one. By this time two squadrons of Spitfire
VIIIs (Nos. 81 and 152) had arrived from
Middle East, and I now had at my disposal
in the forward areas of Bengal four squadrons
of Spitfires and nine of Hurricanes for fighter
operations; the stage was thus set for the
opening of the battle in Arakan on the 4th
February. Anticipating our own ground offen-
sive by four days the enemy launched an attack
with the object of annihilating the 5th and 7th
Indian Divisions and pressing on to capture
Chittagong. This ambitious plan was attended
by the most impressive measure of air support
afforded by him in this theatre, sweeps by for-
mations of fifty plus aircraft being reported
daily. The objects of the J.A.F. appear to have
been firstly to intercept our aircraft engaged
on close support, secondly to increase the
morale of his own troops and thirdly to give
some measure of ground support by attacks
on our positions and forward bases. As the
battle developed, one other task assumed over-
riding priority for the enemy air forces. The
7th Indian Division, cut off from its supply
bases, was being supplied wholly by air. It
was of vital importance to the enemy that our
supply-dropping aircraft should not succeed in
this task, but the air superiority which we had
established, the provision of standing patrols.
—particularly in the Kaladan Valley where,,
owing to the intervening hills, no radar cover
below 10,000 feet was available—and resort to
supply dropping by night enabled transport,
aircraft to maintain the beleaguered forces for
the loss of only one Dakota (C.47) to enem\
fighters.

21. The tactics which were employed to gain-
this dominance over the Arakan battle front
centred around the three forward squadrons
equipped with Spitfire Vs and a few Spitfire
VIIIs. Hurricanes were used for airfield cover
when Spitfires were re-fuelling and re-arming,,
and for standing patrols over possible target
areas during hostile raids in case of a missed
interception. The enemy countered by intro-
ducing the Tojo, whose performance exceeded
that of the Oscar, adopting the defensive circle
and splitting into small groups when the circle
was broken. This brought them a relative
measure of success inasmuch as their losses
decreased whilst those of the Spitfires gradually
increased.

22. The advantages of the Spitfire VIII in
this battle were not immediately apparent, for

A 2



1384 SUPPLEMENT TO THE LONDON GAZETTE, 19 MARCH, 1951

the enemy continued to operate at his best
performance height, that is 10,000 feet. No.
.136 Squadron, who re-equipped with these
aircraft in February, could not effectively em-
ploy their high overtaking speed against an
enemy who exploited the manoeuvrability of
his aircraft to the full. At first attacks were
delivered at too high a speed with a resultant
falling off in marksmanship.

23. When the battle switched to the Chind-
win front in the second week in March and it
became clear that the main Japanese ground
effort was to be aimed at Imphal and the rail-
way to the north, 243 Wing and eight squad-
rons were moved into the area from 224 Group.
Spitfires did not immediately repeat their suc-
cesses of the Arakan campaign for the follow-
ing reasons. Firstly, although the three Ground
Control Interception Stations were excellent
and brought off fine interceptions against
Dinahs (No. 81 Squadron scored their first
successes in this theatre by destroying two in
four days at. the beginning of March), the
rugged nature of the terrain produced techni-
cal difficulties in the way of echoes which left
many blank spots in the radar coverage.
•Secondly, the substitution of Indian Mobile
Wireless Observer Companies for R.A.F. Wire-
less Units resulted in a lower standard of re-
porting. Thirdly, squadrons which had already
lost a number of experienced pilots in action
were now losing many more as operational
tours were completed. Moreover, the sudden
influx of personnel, both Army and R.A.F.
could not be met with a similar growth of trans-
port, accommodation and communications.
Finally, as the Japanese advanced, more and
more of our early warning system was over-
run, and the Army Corps Commander decided
that he could not employ troops on local pro-
tection of airfields and the warning net. Squad-
don personnel became exhausted through dis-
turbed rest, and guard duties by night com-
bined with operations by day. Certain
•squadrons were therefore withdrawn from the
Imphal Valley whilst others were flown out
•every night.

24. Once again the problem of protecting
transport aircraft operating so near to Japanese
bases asserted itself. Deteriorating weather
•and absence of warning made it increasingly
•difficult to ensure interception, but that our
•superiority was never lost is shown by the fact
that between the opening of the battle and the
end of May, thirty-one enemy aircraft were
destroyed, twenty probably destroyed and sixty-
six damaged in air combat over the Manipur
area, for the loss of seventeen. Of this num-
ber, three were destroyed by No. 176 (Beau-
fighter) Squadron operating at night from
advanced airfields near Imphal.

25. Meanwhile the accretion to the Com-
mand of long-range American fighter aircraft
enabled tactics to be developed which were
to have most damaging results for the Japanese
Air Force. Already Mustangs (P.51) had
proved their worth, notably in a combined
•victory with Kittyhawks (P.40) against an
'enemy formation in the Digboi area on 27th
March, claiming 26 destroyed and 4 probably
destroyed, for the loss of two. The Army re-
ported finding twenty-two crashed enemy air-

• craft in the area after the interception. At
:the same time, No. 459 (U.S.) Squadron,
(.equipped with Lightnings (P.38) began to

operate under 224 Group. Thus, it was pos-
sible to employ Lightnings (P.38) and Mus-
tangs (P.51) to supplement the work of the
Spitfires which were still in short supply, and
had to be husbanded for purely defensive work.
The serious contraction of the warning system
around Imphal could now be partly offset by
sending the American long range fighters to
intercept the enemy on his return to the Central
Irrawaddy strips.

26. The first success of the policy of intru-
sion fell to No. 1 Air Commando Force, which
surprised a large concentration of aircraft on
the Shwebo group of airfields on 8th March,
and destroyed 46 of them. Three days later,
the Lightnings (P.38) squadron scored 15
against the enemy at Heho. The primitive
nature of the Japanese warning system in the
area augured well for the successful continu-
ance of the operations. Pilots became increas-
ingly familiar with the details of those airfields
which were within range, and photographs and
models aided quick identification of dispersal
areas and anti-aircraft posts. In early strikes
of this nature the enemy were not airborne
and awaiting attack, and it was possible to
make more than one run over the target, the
first run being utilised to locate aircraft in their
dispersal pens.

27. In May, an improvement in the enemy's
warning system became evident, since often
fighters were airborne and awaiting the attack.
However, losses remained low, since No. 459
Squadron discovered that if they maintained
an indicated airspeed of 300 m.p.h. and refused
to enter into combat with the slower and more
manoeuvrable Oscars and Tojos, they were
still able to deliver their attacks at aircraft
on the ground, perhaps fire one burst at any
fighter which attempted to intercept and make
their withdrawal without loss. The prospect
of combat during the intrusion therefore proved
no deterrent. In this manner No. 459 Squad-
ron destroyed 121 enemy aircraft on the
ground or in the air in March, April and May.
The enemy was forced in consequence to dis-
continue the use of the Shwebo group of air-
fields and even Heho and Meiktila became
practically untenable. By the end of May,
the J.A.F. had been forced into the humiliat-
ing position of providing such support as then:
army, 600 miles away in the northern moun-
tains, could receive from the comparative
safety of airfields around Rangoon.

28. To sum up, the extent of Allied
superiority in the air throughout the period
can be seen by a comparison of the effort and
losses of the opposing forces. The enemy scale
of effort amounted to 2,700 sorties sighted or
plotted, or less than three per cent, of the
Allied effort. To achieve this, the J.A.F. lost
402 aircraft destroyed in the air or on the
ground, or some 14 per cent, of their effort,
while the comparable total for British and
American forces amounted to 230 or less than
one-third per cent, of the effort. The air
superiority maintained over the period needs
no further emphasis.

* * * * * *
n.—AIR TRANSPORT OPERATIONS

29. Throughout the period under review
the number of transport squadrons under my
command steadily increased, though their
growth was by no means out of proportion




