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The following Despatch was submitted to the
Secretary of State for War on the 4th
February, 1947, by LIEUTENANT-
GENERAL SIR OLIVER LEESE, Bart.,
K.C.B., C.B.E., D.S.O., Commander-in-
Chief, Allied Land Forces, South-East
Asia.

INTRODUCTION
1. This Despatch covers the period from the

12th November, 1944, on which date I
assumed the appointment of Commander-in-
chief, Allied Land Forces, South-East Asia,
to the 15th August, 1945, when the Japanese
surrendered and when I relinquished my
appointment. I have included the planning
for subsequent operations, as it was initiated
and carried on during the period under con-
sideration. But these plans are given in out-
line only, because their execution is outside
the period of my command and because the
Japanese capitulation caused many modifica-
tions of the basic plan.

I have divided my Despatch into three parts.
Part I is concerned with the course of opera-
'tions and the planning and istrategy which
determined them. In Part II I have gone
into some detail of the administrative aspect,
"which in this campaign assumed such import-
ance that it justifies this separate treatment.
In Part III I have given some appreciations
of the contributions made by those who took
part in the campaign. It may be that, for the
general reader, a perusal of Parts I and III will
suffice to produce an adequate overall picture,
but for the military student the importance of
the administrative side of the campaign needs
special emphasis.

Finally, I have attached a table of contents
of the Despatch and two other Appendices to
which reference is made in the body of the
Despatch.

PART I
NARRATIVE OF OPERATIONS

SECTION I (paras. 2-18) THE SITUATION ON
TAKING OVER COMMAND

Location of my H.Q.: Constitution of the
command: Note on the topography and climate
of Burma: The task: Strategic plans already
in existence: The new directive.

2. I took over 11 Army Group from General
Sir George Giffard on the 12th November,
1944, with the new title of Commander-in-
Chief, Allied Land Forces, South-East Asia.
This appointment had just been created follow-
ing the decision to place the American and
Chinese troops in South-East Asia under my
control. Since the 20th June, 1944, after
the capture of Kamaing (in the Mogaung
Valley), Northern Combat Area Command
had been under the direct operational control
of the Supreme Allied Commander (Admiral
The Lord Louis Mountbatten, later Earl
Mounfibatten of Burma). This arrangement had
its origin in the refusal of General J. W. Stilwell,
who in addition to commanding Northern
Combat Area Command was Deputy Supreme
Allied Commander, to serve in a subordinate
capacity to the Commander-in-Chief, 11 Army
Group, although he had agreed to act under
the operational control of the Commander,
Fourteenth Army, for a limited period, that is,
until the capture of Kamaing. When General
D. I. Sultan, General Stilwell's successor, came
under my command on the 12th November, a
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difficult arrangement came to an end. An in-
crement of United States staff officers under
Brigadier-General T. F. Wessels and Brigadier-
General R. T. Maddocks was added to my
Headquarters to provide adequate American
representation.

On taking over, I received my first Directive
from the Supreme Allied Commander.

3. My Advanced Headquarters were in the
process of moving from Delhi to Barrackpore,
where they opened on the 1st December, 1944.
Main Headquarters, Allied Land Forces, South-
East Asia, at the insistence of the Supreme
Allied Commander, were at Kandy where the
Supreme Allied Commander and the Air Com-
mander-in-Chief were located, while the Naval
Commander-in-Chief was nearby at Colombo.

It was not, however, possible for me to
exercise command from Kandy of an Army
Group which was actively engaged on three
widely separated fronts, 15 Indian Corps in
Arakan, Fourteenth Army in the Chin Hills,
west of the Chindwin River, and the British/
Chinese/American forces comprising the
American "Northern Combat Area Com-
mand " in Northern Burma. Even from
Barrackpore I was to find that it took me
1,500 miles flying to visit the three fronts.
Despite therefore the disadvantages of being
separated by so great a distance from the Head-
quarters of the Supreme Allied Commander and
from those of his two other Commanders-in-
Chief, it was necessary for me to base myself
on my Advanced Headquarters at Barrackpore.
which was in fact by far the larger echelon,
where all the day-to-day executive business of
the Headquarters was carried on. Actually
Barrackpore had certain other advantages.
First, Headquarters, Eastern Air Command,
were located only a mile or two down the
Hooghli. I was thus enabled to maintain that
close touch with General G. E. Stratemeyer
which was essential to our joint operations
while the battle for Burma was in progress.
Secondly, I was in a good position to visit
Delhi, the Headquarters of the India Base
through which all my supplies and personnel
had to pass. .And, lastly, I was well placed to
visit formations training under G.H.Q., India,
which had been allocated to my future opera-
tions, and in particular those at the Combined
Training Centres at Cocanada and near
Bombay.

My Main Headquarters at Kandy was in
reality -a strong liaison section under Major-
General I. S. O. Playfair, designed to main-
tain close contact with Headquarters, Supreme
Allied Commander, South-East Asia, and the
other Commanders-in-Chief.

4. On the 12th November, when I took over,
my command consisted of Fourteenth Army,
made up of 4, 15 and 33 Indian Corps, the
Northern Combat Area Command and Ceylon
Army Command. In addition there were cer-
tain formations in India, which although not
under my command, were allocated for my
future operations;

In Fourteenth Army (Lieutenant-General
Sir William Slim), 4 Indian Corps (Lieutenant-
General Sir Geoffry A. P. Scoones) consisted
of 19 Indian Division and 23 Indian
Division, which was in the process of being
withdrawn to India. 33 Indian Corps
(Lieutenant-General Sir Montagu G. N.
Stopford), consisted of 2 British Division, 5 and

20 Indian Divisions, 11 (East African)
Division, the Lushai Brigade, 268 Indian
(Lorried) Brigade, and 254 Indian Tank
Brigade. 7 Indian Division was in the Kohima
area and was destined for 4 Corps. 255 Indian
Tank Brigade at Imphal and 28 (East African)
Brigade were also under Fourteenth Army.
Fifteenth Indian Corps (Lieutenant-General Sir
A. F. Philip Christison) consisted of 25 and 26
Indian Divisions, 81 and 82 (West African)
Divisions, 50 Indian Tank Brigade and 3
Commando Brigade.

Northern Combat Area Command
(Lieutenant-General Dan I. Sultan) consisted
of First and Sixth Chinese Armies, 36
British Division, and 5332 U.S. ("Mars")
Brigade. First Chinese Army (General Sun
Li Jen) was composed of 30, 38, and 50
Chinese Divisions, while the Sixth (General
Liao Yo Hsiang) was composed of 14 and 22
Chinese Divisions. The Mars Brigade
(Brigadier-General J. P. Willy) was in fact
equivalent to a United States light division and
consisted of 475 United States Infantry
Regiment, 124 United States Cavalry Regi-
ment, and one Chinese regiment. In addition
Northern Combat Area Command possessed
one Chinese 'tank brigade.

Ceylon Army Command (Lieutenant-General
H. E. de R. Wetherall) consisted of a few
locally enlisted battalions and Base units, and
also the small garrisons in the island bases
of Addu Atoll and Diego Garcia.

In India, assigned to my operations, but not
under my command, were Special Force, made
up of 14, 16 and 23 Infantry Brigades, 77 and
111 Indian Infantry Brigades and 3 (West
African) Infantry Brigade, which together
formed six Long-Range Penetration Groups, 50
Parachute Brigade, two tank regiments (25
Dragoons and 149 R.A.C.), and certain small
units. 17 Indian Division was in India in
G.H.Q. Reserve and not under my command.

5. In mid-November, a reorganization of
the chain of command took place, which had
been planned by General Giffard with
the object of freeing the Commander,
Fourteenth Army, from the control of opera-
tions in Arakan, and from the responsibility
of administering the long and difficult lines of
communication in Assam. In this way he
would be enabled to concentrate his full atten-
tion on the coming offensive across the
Chindwin River into Central Burma. Accord-
ingly on the 15th November, Lines of Com-
munication Command was formed under
Major-General G. W. Symes, with its H.Q. at
Comilla. It comprised 202 L. of C. Area
(H.Q., Gauhati), consisting of four sub-areas
and the Fort Hertz Area, and 404 L. of C.
Area of four sub-areas; it included a very
great number of Base and L. of C. units. The
policy was to be that the rear boundaries of
Fourteenth Army and 15 Corps would be
adjusted as the progress of operations allowed,
in order to free them from rearward responsi-
bilities. On the 16th November, 15 Corps was
separated from Fourteenth Army and came
direct under my command. I thus had under
my command three major formations ini con-
tact with 'the enemy, 15 Corps, Fourteenth
Army and Northern Combat Area Command,
with the L. of C. Command in the rear up

'to the boundary between South-East Asia
Command (S.E.A.C.) and India Command.
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6. Before explaining my task and the exist-
ing strategical plans, I propose to say a few
words on the topography and climate of Burma,
which exercised a preponderating influence on
all operations there.

The only natural approach to the interior of
Burma is through Rangoon, and thence by
road, rail or river to Mandalay. We, un-
fortunately, had to re-enter the country from
the north, and for this there are only two
routes. The first is from Dimapur (Manipur
Road Railhead), then south through the moun-
tains via Kohima and Imphal, then south-
east through thick jungle hill country to Tamu,
thence south down the notoriously unhealthy
Kabaw Valley to Kalemyo, across the Chind-
win River and then through gradually im-
proving country to Shwebo in the dry belt.
The road from Tamu to Shwebo was only a
fair-weather track quite unsuited as the main
road artery of an army. The other northern
road approach was via Ledo, and, at the time
we are discussing, it was under construction,
under American control, as a land route to
Myitkyina to link up with the Burma Road.

The only route from the Arakan coast into
Central Burma other than a rough foot track
through An, was a fair-weather road of small
traffic-carrying capacity from Taungup to
Prome. Owing to its situation and limitations
we were not able to use it until after the
capture of Rangoon.

7. Between Eastern Bengal and Central
Burma lie the Lushai and Chin Hills, which
extend south as the Arakan Yomas and north-
east as the barrier between Burma and Assam.
They consist of a mass of parallel sharp ridges,
running roughly north and south, with many
peaks rising to heights of 6,000-9,000 feet. The
highest peak of the Arakan Yomas, Mount
Victoria, is just over 10,000 feet. These moun-
tains are covered with intensely thick jungle
and form a complete military barrier between
Central Burma and the Eastern Bengal and
Arakan coast, with exception of the two tracks
mentioned above.

In the centre of Burma, and containing Man-
dalay and Meiktila, lies the " Dry Belt," which
consists of flat and open country. It has been
developed, and an all-weather road system
exists, for example, connecting Shwebo, Manda-
lay, Meiktila, Myingyan and Kyaukpadaung.
It was not until we reached this area that we
could expect to fight the Japanese under con-
ditions favourable to our superiority in armour,
fire-power and mobility. The Arakan coast is
discussed in more detail in the part of the
Despatch which deals with the Arakan opera-
tions (Sec. IX). It suffices to say that im-
mensely thick jungle runs down to the coast
from the hills, the only clearings being the
settlements. Suitable 'beaches for landing
operations are very rare and most of the
water-ways, especially between Akyab and
Taungup, are hemmed in 'by dense mangrove
forests.

8. The climate of Burma, from an opera-
tional point of view, is dominated by the
arrival of the summer monsoon. The excep-
tionally severe monsoon rains in Arakan
virtually stop all movement by land between
May and the middle of December. Elsewhere
the rainfall is generally very heavy during the
monsoon except in the central dry belt. The
monsoon has the effect, too, of raising a swell
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in the Bay of Bengal from mid-March onwards,,
until, in early May, days suitable for landing
operations are very rare indeed. The mon-
soon conditions in the mountainous jungle
areas make land operations difficult and ex-
ceptionally unpleasant, while flying conditions;
over them become hazardous in the extreme.

The question of health will be discussed in
detail with the medical aspect in the Adminis-
trative part of this Despatch. It is enough to
say here that without modern methods of main-
taining health, suppressive drugs, and the dis-
cipline required with them, the campaign could
not have been fought.

9. Finally, 'before leaving the subject of
topography I make no apology for drawing
attention to the huge distances in this theatre.
Our road L. of C. from Kohima to Mandalay
was 527 miles long, and from Mandalay by
road to Rangoon was a further 433 miles.

10. The first task assigned to ine in my
Directive was to protect the air route to China,
to open the Burma Road via Myitkyina,
Bhamo and Wanting, to Kunming, and to pro-
tect the airfields at Myitkyina. I was also to-
destroy the Japanese Army in Burma, with the
proviso that these operations must in no way
interfere with my responsibilities for the pro-
tection and opening of the Ledo/Burma Road
and the air routes to China. I realised at once,
however, that I could do nothing permanently
to ensure the safety of the air route or the
Ledo/Burma Road until I had defeated de-
cisively in battle the main Japanese forces in
Burma.

11. The strategical plans which I took over
on arrival were as follows.

Operation " Capital" was aimed at the re-
conquest of Central Burma. It envisaged an
advance via Kalewa with Fourteenth Army
into the Mandalay Plain, with the first objective
Ye-U and Shwebo, which are iboth situated in
the more open country in the dry belt, and,
secondly, Mandalay. Northern Combat
Area Command was to conform in this by ad-
vancing south to the general line Mongmit-
Lashio. The primary object of this operation
was to bring the Japanese to battle in country
where we could exploit our superiority in fire-
power, armour and mobility, and to provide
an " anvil" for the eventual invasion of
Burma from the Rangoon end, since it was
considered that the clearing of Burma from
the north alone was impracticable.

Operation "Dracula" was the invasion
of Rangoon -by air and sea. This operation
was originally planned for the middle of
•March, 1945. While I was in the United King-
dom in early October, after leaving Eighth
Army, the Chiefs of Staff decided that this
operation could not take place, since the re-
sources, principally in formations which it was
hoped to send from Europe, could not 'be re-
leased. The original plans envisaged a seven
division operation, including one airborne
division and three air-transported, the re-
mainder for sea assault and follow-up. The
requirements from Europe were two Corps-
Headquarters, one airborne division, and three
other divisions, one of which was to replace
the G.H.Q., India, reserve division. Although,
however, it was not going to take place in
the Spring of 1945, it was still intended that a
similar operation would take place after die

A 2
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•1945 monsoon. The airborne and air-traus-
ported part of the operation, which was con-
sidered essential owing to the difficulties of a
purely seaborne assault on Rangoon, was to be
mounted in the Chittagong area and a big
programme of building of fair-weather air
strips, with all the necessary ancillaries such
as fuel installations, had been approved. In
order that these could be ready for a post-1945-
monsoon assault, I was directed to continue
the construction required. These pre-monsoon
preparations were naturally at the cost of re-
sources I wanted for my current operations.

The scale and concept of Dracula in its
original form should be borne in mind when
the way in which Rangoon was captured is
described at the end of this part of the
Despatch. The difference between the pro-
jected operation of early October, 1944, and
the actual operation of May, 1945, is the true
measure of the development of the operational
situation in Burma between those dates.

12. As soon as it was known that the air
and sea invasion of Rangoon (Dracula) could
not be carried out before the 1945 monsoon, a
fresh operation (Romulus) was planned in
Arakan. The situation there was unsatisfac-
tory, as we had four divisions locked up by the
Japanese threat of an advance up the Kaladan
Valley. .This threat, which was by a force
much inferior in numbers to our own, could
best be liquidated by the capture of Akyab
Island, Myebon and Minibya. With this
achieved, the Arakan garrison of four divi-
sions could be reduced to one of four brigades
during the coming monsoon, and valuable
divisions thereby released for further opera-
tions, thus partially offsetting the non-arrival
of formations from Europe.

13. To recapitulate in brief, the tasks of the
formations under my command at the time I
took over were as follows.

Northern Combat Area Command to recap-
ture and secure the trace of the Burma Road
from its junction with the new road from Ledo
and to hold the Myitkyina air bases.

Fourteenth Army to get into the dry 'belt
of Central Burma in order to defeat the main
Japanese armies and thus ensure permanent
security to the Ledo/Burma Road, to develop
airfields there, and to provide an " anvil" for
the invasion of Rangoon after the 1945
monsoon.

Fifteenth Corps in Arakan to liquidate the
remaining Japanese threat in that sector by a
limited offensive to just beyond Akyab, in
order that formations could be withdrawn to
take part in post-monsoon offensive operations
against Rangoon or elsewhere.

14. On the 4th November, eight days before I
assumed command, the Supreme Allied Com-
mander had issued an Operational Directive to
his three Commanders-in-Chief, regarding an
offensive in Arakan, instructing them jointly to
initiate the planning, and direct the execution
of the following tasks.

An advance by land was to be made down
the Mayu Peninsula and the Kalapanzin and
Kaladan Valleys with the object of clearing the
area north of the general line Foul Point-
Kudaung Island-Minbya. This advance .was to
Sbegin as soon as possible.

An amphibious assault on Akyab Island was
to be launched as early as possible in 1945,
with the aim of clearing the island by the end
of January. The area north of the line Akyab-
Minbya was to be consolidated but no
exploitation was to take place south of Myebon
without the Supreme Allied Commander's
authority.

On the 9th November, General Giffard had
issued an Operation Instruction to the Com-
mander, 15 Corps, defining his task in Arakan
in accordance with the above Directive.

15. A week after I had assumed my new
Command, the Supreme Allied Commander
issued a Planning Directive (19th November)
in which he ordered plans to be made for the
execution of "the stages of operation Capital
[the plan for the advance into Central Burma]
necessary to the security of existing air supply
routes and the opening of land communications
with China and the exploitation of Capital
throughout 1945 as far as may be possible
without prejudicing the preparation for the
execution of Dracula [the plan for the am-
phibious assault on Rangoon] at the very
earliest date possible after the end of the mon-
soon in 1945." (I quote the actual words of
the. directive.)

After stating that the plans for operations to
secure the general line Kalewa-Shwebo-Mogok-
Lashio (Phase II of operation Capital) had
received his approval, the Supreme Allied
Commander further directed me in conjunc-
tion with the Allied Air Commander-in-Chief,
to initiate and co-ordinate plans for the execu-
tion of Phase HI, with the object of securing
the general line Pakokku-Mandalay-Maymyo-
Lashio.

I was also directed "to bear in mind the
paramount importance of destroying the maxi-
mum number of Japanese during this Phase,
so as to prevent their withdrawal to South
Burma and to facilitate subsequent exploita-
tion." This was fully in accordance with my
own views since I had already decided in my
own mind that the Mandalay Plain, for the
reasons I have already explained, should be
the graveyard of the Japanese armies. I may
add that I found when I met General Slim
that he had long been of the same opinion and
that his future strategy was directed to this
end.

16. Another Directive which I received about
this time (18th November) informed me that
the British Chiefs of Staff had ordered that the
Cocos Islands, lying midway between Ceylon
and Australia and some 1,500 miles from each,
were to be developed early in 1945 as an air
staging point for heavy aircraft in transit. I
was called on to provide for the land defence
of these islands, in consultation with the Naval
and Air Commanders-in^Chief ; the target date
given for the completion of the development of
the islands being the 1st June, 1945.

I may add here that the Army component of
the garrison eventually decided on was one
battalion, one Coast and two A.A. batteries,
and certain Engineer and Pioneer companies.
The disembarkation of troops and stores com-
menced on the 25th March, 1945, and was
completed without enemy interference.

17. There is one other project that arose
during the period under consideration. In a




