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covers the operations described in the other Air and Army despatches of the Burma Campaign
from the 16th November, 1943 to 12th September, 1945.

The following despatch was submitted to the
Secretary of State for Air on 16th Novem-
ber, 1945, by AIR CHIEF MARSHAL SIR
KEITH PARK, K.CB. KBE. MC,
D.F.C., Allied Air Commander-in-Chief, Air
Command, South East Asia.

PART ONE.

FOREWORD.

1. This Despatch is a review primarily of air
operations in Burma during the last year be-
ginning in June, 1944. During this period a
fanatical and over-confident enemy has been
driven back from his foothold in India at
Imphal over 800 miles, which included the
complete rout of the enemy’s field army in the
open plains of Burma and culminated in the
occupation of Rangoon by our forces on 3rd
May, 1945.

2. The primary cause was the defeat of the
Japanese Army. This achievement has been
made possible by air power, which not merely
took an intimate share in the ground attack,
but also isolated the enemy’s forces in the field.
Confronted by overwhelming air power, the
enemy’s air forces withered away, and this
same air power helped to undermine the
stability of his land forces, so that after their
decisive defeat at Imphal, although they made
a tenacious stand on a number of occasions,
they were no match for our well-equipped field
“army—well equipped in large measure by the
unstinted effort of air supply to provide their
daily needs. Though air supply did not and
could not supplant all other means which

themselves involved a great effort to maintain,
without it the campaign could not have been
successfully fought. Regardless of weather,
climate, and distance, the air supply line was
maintained wWnhindered by enemy air opposi-
tion, which had been driven from the skies.

3. The Burma campaign should make its
mark in the annals of history as a trinmph of
air power and air supply and as a feat of
endurance of Allied land forces.

COMMAND.

4. In June, 1944, the Allied Air Forces in
South East Asia were under the command of
Air Chief Marshal Sir Richard Peirse, K.C.B.,
D.S.0.. AF.C. Upon his relinquishment of
the appointment on 26th November, temporary
command was assumed by Air Marshal Sir
Guy Garrod, K.C.B., O.BE., M.C,, DF.C,
until my arrival on 23rd February, 1945.

The Position in June, 1944.

5. Two events mark the beginning of the
period. The major Japanese offensive against
Imphal had been blunted and was in process
of being broken by means of air supply on a
hitherto unprecedented scale to the forces cut
off from land communications with their base ;
and second, the south-west monsoon was reach-
ing its full intensity over the operational areas.
It remained to be seen whether air forces could
materially influence the land battle in weather
which had in preceding years prohibited their
effective employment, and whether the enemy
defeat in Manipur was to prove the turning-
point in South East Asia strategy which would
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enable the primary tasks of the Command, the
re-opening of the land route to China and the
clearance of Burma, to be accomplished.

6. The dry-weather campaign which was
drawing to a close had brought few positive
results. Only in the north-east had any terri-
torial gains been made, and here General
Stilwell’s forces had cleared the Hukawng
Valley and were in possession of Myitkyina
airfield. In the Fourteenth Army sector,
Imphal was still invested, though 33 Corps was
driving the Japanese from the Kohima-Imphal
road, and 4 Corps was attacking the Japanese
in the Imphal plain. In Arakan, although
one enemy offensive had been frustrated, the
Japanese still held the Mayu peninsula and the
rice port of Akyab. The other British forces
operating on the offensive were the long-range
penetration groups of Special Force.

{1. The Air Forces, having just completed
a period of intensive operations, were envisag-
ing some retrenchment, a * reculer pour mieux
sauter ”. An extensive programme of re-
equipment was in train which would convert
nine squadrons of Hurricanes to Thunderbolts,
the two Wellington squadrons to Liberators,
and four squadrons of Vengeances to
Mosquitos. The relative sparsity of all-
weather airfields in the forward areas entailed
a withdrawal of these squadrons to bases in
India for their conversion, and the monsoon
campaign was undertaken with a total of 17
squadrons out of the line, re-equipping, resting
or training. Having regard to the nature of
monsoon conditions and of the fighting in pro-
gress, the forces remaining in the line were
ample, nor indeed could any more be deployed.
The net result was that the air component con-
ducting tactical operations that culminated on
all three sectors in the capture of springboards
for a dry-weather assault, was a moderate,
well-balanced force of experienced squadrons,
versed in the ready identification of jungle
targets and trained in close co-operation with
the formations whom they were supporting.

* * & *

Plans for 1944-5 Operations.

8. The broad mission of S.E.A.C. was formu-
lated at the Octagon conferences as . . . “the
destruction or expulsion of all Japanese forces
in Burma at the earliest date. Operations to
achieve this object must not however prejudice
the security of the existing air supply to China,
including the air staging post at Myitkyina and
t(1:1e opening of overland communications with

hina .

9. The plans that were prepared to this end
during the monsoon of 1944 envisaged an
elaborate series of airborne assaults that did
not appreciate the reliability and self-sufficiency
of an army supplied unstintingly from the air.
Indeed, had it then been suggested that
Rangoon could be reached by an army travel-
ling overland and supplied largely by air, the
proposal would not have received serious con-
sideration. The overall strategy can best be
judged from the four main plans which were
formulated during the 1944 monsoon:—

() Plan “X” involved an overland
advance from the Mogaung-Myitkyina area
to Katha and Bhamo, co-ordinated with
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another advance from Imphal to the Chind-
win and an airborne operation in the
vicinity of Wuntho. The furthest penetra-
tion that was envisaged was the occupation
of territory north of a line stretching between
Kalewa and Lashio.

(@) Plan “Y " intended to employ air-
borne troops in the seizure of Kalewa, and
a second air landing at the point of debouch-
ment into the Mandalay plain to exploit the
confusion that would be caused.

{(iii) Plan “Z” entailed an airborne
assault in strength with all transport aircraft
in the theatre immediately north of Rangoon,
to capture the city.

(iv) General Stilwell's plan was for British
forces to press forward towards Shwebo-
Mandalay, while N.C.A.C.* profited by the
diversion to occupy Bhamo, whence they
could mount an airborne operation to
capture Lashio. .

10. The part that the Air Forces were to
play in these operations was given in an Opera-
tional Directive in which the order of priorities
was interesting, putting as it did close support
and transport operations very low in the scale.
In the event, a reorientation of tasks took place
which gave greater emphasis to the work of
close support and air supply. The results of
such a shift in the centre of gravity to a machine
geared to the classical form of air warfare in-
volved changes in organisation, control, supply
and maintenance which are discussed at more
length in the appropriate context.

11. Plans “Y ” and “Z ” were approved in
principle by the Chiefs of Staff in July and
August, and called “ Capital ” and * Dracula ™
respectively. JIn point of fact, however, opera-
tions in Central Burma progressed more
quickly than anticipated. Continually out-
flanked by Allied forces, to whom the manna
of air supply gave an unprecedented degree
of mobility, and continually harried by our
close support aircraft, the enemy was never
allowed to consolidate the new positions that
he occupied along the line of his retreat. Thus
by January, the airborne aspect of * Capital ™
had been rendered unnecessary, a fact which
caused great relief to the Allied Commanders,
for it was increasingly evident that the trans-
port aircraft to train for and launch the opera-
tion, scheduled for mid-February, would be
difficult to find from existing resources.

12. Operation “Dracula” was to be the
greatest airborne operation yet conceived, in-
volving a fly-in over a distance of 480 miles
by some 900 transport aircraft and 650 gliders.
The necessity for retaining these forces in
Europe, and their high attrition rate in opera-
tions there, precluded their re-deployment in
this theatre as planned, and in October
“ Dracula ” was postponed with the prospect
of not being mounted until the winter of
1945-46.

13. The emphasis now lay on Central Burma
operations. An advance to the Monywa-
Mandalay area was considered to be the
furthest point that could be reached before the
1945 monsoon. Exploitation further south
was not thought to be practicable in view of
the difficulties of supply. In the event, the

* Northern Combat Area Command.
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advances made exceeded all planned expecta-
tions. This can be attributed to the following
main causes:—

(i) The magnitude of the Japanese defeat
dlat Imphal, which was not realised until much
ater.

(ii) The virtual elimination of enemy air
opposition resulting in complete pre-
dominance and liberty of action of our
offensive and air transport forces.

(iii) The steady growth of air supply re-
sources and improvements in their organisa-
tion.

(iv) The occupation of Akyab and
Ramree, which had been decided upon to
provide advanced air supply bases.  This
enabled us to reorient and shorten the supply
lines in relation to the advance southward
of Fourteenth Army.

14. By February, 1945, the possibilities of
a more ambitious plan were becoming evident,
and Fourteenth Army and 221 Group sub-
mitted a plan for vigorous exploitation of the
favourable set of circumstances then obtaining.
G.0.C. Fourteenth Army considered that if the
enemy elected to stand and fight around
Mandalay, there was every hope of destroying
the Japanese Army in the open plains of
Central Burma, thereby opening the route for
a swift advance upon Rangoon by highly
mobile columns. The plan aimed at encircle-
ment of the enemy forces on the Mandalay
Plain to be completed by air attack on such
lines of communication as remained open to
him. In conjunction with a direct thrust by
33 Corps towards Mandalay, 4 Corps were to
carry out a wide encircling movement directed
towards Meiktila which would cut the main
line of communication southwards. Meiktila
itself was to be secured by a small air trans-
ported force who would consolidate our
position athwart this vital route.

15. This bold plan was highly successful,
and as a result the Japanese Army in Burma
suffered heavy casualties in a costly and bloody
killing match to which the Air Forces contri-
buted in large measure. Notwithstanding its
success, the battle of extermination took longer
than had been contemplated, and the time-table
for the dash to Rangoon by 4 Corps was in
jeopardy. The prospect of a race against a
reduced time limit caused considerable anxiety
in the mind of C.-in-C. Allied Land Forces,
South East Asia (ALFSE.A). In his
opinion the overland advance by highly
mobile forces might not have the necessary
impetus to overcome opposition en route, to-
gether with the final opposition estimated from
the defenders of Rangoon, reinforced by the
remnants of field formations extricated from
Central Burma. Upon his urgent recom-
mendations, the capture of Rangoon before the
monsoon was made more certain by the mount-
ing of a modified “ Dracula ” by sea and air.

16. To carry out this operation, it would be
necessary to utilise forces which were ear-
marked to seize concurrently with the capture
of Rangoon a springboard on the Malay Penin-
sula. In the event, this modified * Dracula”
proved to have been unnecessary, as the
following pages will show. Nevertheless the
capture of Rangoon entailed such a large
expenditure of effort and resources that plan-
ning has had to be conducted since then on
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the premise that large-scale refitting, re-
deployment and marshalling of forces is neces-
sary before the next step is undertaken. The
occupation of Rangoon therefore constitutes a
milestone in the history of South East Asia..
marking the end of a well-defined period.

* * * *®

PArT Two.

THE OPERATIONAL BACKGROUND,
JUNE, 1944—MAY, 1945,

17. When, on 22nd June, 1944, an overland
junction was effected on the Imphal-Kohima
road between the garrison of the Imphal plain
and the relieving ground forces which had
advanced from the north, a major crisis had
been resolved, and our land forces, despite the:
monsoon, were able gradually to turn more and
more both tactically and strategically to the:
offensive.

18. The Fourteenth Army, with its head-
quarters beside those of the Third Tactical
Air Force at Comilla, controlled the Allied
units on the southern two-thirds of the front.
On its coastal section, 15 Corps held the port
of Maungdaw and a monsoon line along the
Maungdaw-Buthidaung road; its left flank
was thinly covered by the Lushai Brigade whiclr
operated in guerilla fashion over the desolate:
hill country as far north as Haka and the valley’
of the Manipur River. In the Imphal Valley,.
although 4 Corps had linked up with 33 Corps:
advancing from Assam, the Japanese were st'lk
holding tenaciously to their positions among
the hills east of Palel overlooking the plain ;
further to the north-east, however, the position
was more favourable, and elements of 33 Corps
were pressing forward towards Ukhrul.

19. Beyond the operational area of the Four-
teenth Army, Special Force, which had been
boldly launched into the heart of enemy held
territory in March, was fighting both the
weather and the enemy in the general area of
the railway corridor east and south-east of Lake
Indawgyi. It was controlled by the Northern
Combat Area Command under General Stilwell,
and had effected a junction with the Chinese
and American forces now investing the
Japanese garrison of Myitkyina, where the
main airfield had passed into their hands.
Further still to the north-east, a Chinese army
based on Yunnan was fighting in the upper
Salween valley.

20. The front remained static, dur'ng the
period of the monsoon, only in the coastal area.
On the Imphal sector, 33 Corps—which took
over from 4 Corps when the latter was with-
drawn from the line for four months—remained
on the offensive. In the course of July the
enemy was finally driven by combined air and
ground bombardment from his tenac’ously held
positions, on the perimeter of the Imphal plain,
and with the capture of Tamu in early August
the Allied forces had re-established a foothold:
in the Kabaw Vallev and were ready to push
southwards towards Yazagyo and Kalemyo and
eastwards to the Chindwin.

21. On the right flank, a series of Japanese
delaying positions on what was euphemistically
called the Tiddim Road, was overcome during
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August and September, the “Hurribomber ”
again proving itself a most effective weapon for
close support in jungle country, as the wreckage
along the Tiddim Road testified. Tiddim itself
fell on 18th October, and the way was now
open for a double thrust towards Kalemyo from
the west and north. Japanese resistance in the
Kennedy Peak area, albeit grim, proved no
match for the experienced Allied troops and the
accompanying air bombardment, and Kalemyo
fell on 15th November. With the capture of
Kalewa on 2nd December the chapter of moun-
tain warfare was closed and the Fourteenth
Army was ready to debouch upon tthe plains of
Central Burma.

22. Comparable progress had also been made
in the Northern Combat Area Command sector,
where the enemy garrison at Myitkyina had
been reduced early in August. In the railway
corridor, 36 Division, which had replaced
Special Force, made steady progress; it cap-
tured Hopin on 7th September and by 10th
December had reached the junction at Indaw.
A drive southwards from Myitkyina carried
Chinese units to Bhamo at approximately the
same time. Thus by the end of the monsoon
period the forces of the Northern Combat
Area Command were in a position seriously
to threaten the right flank of the enemy ele-
ments facing the Fourteenth Army.

23. Before the opening of the campaigning
season proper, a certain number of changes
had been made in the organisation of the
ground forces facing the Japanese in Burma.
Since with the converging advances of both
‘the Fourteenth Army and the Northern Combat
Area Command the opening of a continuous
front in Central Burma seemed probable in
the near future, Lieut.-General Sir Oliver Leese,
Bart., K.CB., CBE, DS.O., was allotted
command of all the Allied Land Forces in
Burma. This Headquarters absorbed that of
11 Army Corps, and was set up at Barrack-
pore outside Calcutta, while an off-shoot was
maintained at Kandy. 15 Corps, operating in
Arakan, was removed from the control of
Fourteenth Army and placed directly under
his command—a step which enabled Head-
quarters, Fourteenth Army, to move forward
and establish itself beside 221 Group on the
Imphal plain. With the return of 4 Corps
to the field in early November it thus retained
command of two army corps, for 33 Corps
remained in control of the operations develop-
ing against Kalemyo. Such was the general
organisation of the ground forces when the
new campaign fairly opened in November,
1944.

24. In the coastal sector, 15 Corps had begun
the preliminaries to its offensive at an early
hour and before the end of October, 81 (West
African) Division, supplied entirely by air,
had crossed into the Kaladan valley from
its monsoon quarters at Chiringa and was
beginning to advance southwards against some
opposition. The main offensive was opened
west of the Mayu Hills in mid-December ;
its purpose was to secure air bases on Akyab
and Ramrec Islands, from which support could
be mounted for future operations in southern
Burma, and also by driving the Japanese from
the coastal strip west of the Arakan Yomas
to liberate the considerable Allied forces they
‘had contained there. It met with even less
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resistance than had been anticipated. Forward
units of 15 Corps reached Foul Point before
Christmas, and an Allied landing on Akyab
Island on 3rd January was unopposed.
A further landing on Ramree Island
on the 21st met with only slight opposi-
tion. The core of Japanese resistance was,
however, met along the coastal road from
Myohaung to Taungup, and a number of
amphibious landings which were effected in
January and February at various points along
the coast provoked fierce fighting (whose
issue was beyond doubt due to the heavy and
accurate air support that was given), and
gradually the enemy was driven towards the
two routes leading eastwards from An and
Taungup towards the Irrawaddy valley. With
the capture of Taungup in the middle of April
the coastal campaign was virtually over.

25. The climax of the main battle in central
Burma was meanwhile not long delayed.
During December the Fourteenth Army struck
eastwards, and with the occupation of Wuntho
by 4 Corps on the 20th, secured its left
flank by laying the basis for a continuous
front with the Northern Combat Area Com-
mand. The railhead at Ye-U was occupied
by 33 Corps on New Year’s Day, and the
Japanese stronghold "at Monywa was finally
reduced on the 21st, by when 33 Corps had
reached the general line of the Irrawaddy,
on which it was evident that the enemy had
resolved to make a stand. Bridgeheads had
however been secured by 20 Division on the
left bank of the river at Thabeikkyin and
Singu, and in the great bend of the Irrawaddy
the Japanese stoutly defended the approaches
to Sagaing on the right bank. In these two
sectors, where the contending forces were not
separated by the river, bitter fighting continued
throughout the second half of January and
the first half of February. To the north-
cast, the Northern Combat Area Command
forces were moving southwards across the
Shweli valley and towards Lashio ; Hsenwi was
%ksn on 19th February, and Namtu on the

rd.

26. While these events were taking place in
the Irrawaddy valley and to the north-east, the
main strategy of the campaign was beginning
to take shape. 4 Corps was removed from
the left flank of the Fourteenth Army as soon
as the junction with the Northern Combat
Area Command was assured, and with two
divisions was given the task of pushing south-
wards from Kalemyo along the Gangaw valley
towards Tilin and Pauk. The natural obstacles
on this wild route were every bit as great as
those prepared by the enemy, who did not
appreciate the threat to his left flank that was
thus being unfolded. His ignorance of the
situation was due to the fact that his recon-
naissance aircraft dared not cover the area, and
to his tardy realisation of the new mobility
of the Allied armies with which air supply
endowed them. His defences at Gangaw were
overwhelmed on 10th January after an air
bombardment to which the Army paid full
tribute, and by the 27th the forward units of
4 Corps had reached Pauk. Early in February
they established themselves on the right bank
of the Irrawaddy below Pakokku. The stage
was now set for the crowning blow of the
campaign.






