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The following despatch was submitted to the
Secretary of State for Air in August, 1946,
by AIR CHIEF MARSHAL SIR KEITH
PARK, G.C.B., K.B.E., M.C., D.F.C., Allied
Air Commander-in-Chief, South East Asia.

FOREWORD.
1. Air Power's contribution to the overthrow

of Japanese land forces during the closing
stages of the war in South East Asia, is re-
viewed in this Despatch, which opens with
the period following the Allied Forces' vic-
torious entry into Rangoon on 3rd May, 1945,
and culminates in the official surrender of the
Japanese Southern Army to Admiral The Lord
Louis Mountbatten, at Singapore, on 12th
.September, 1945.

2. During this period, squadrons of the
Royal Air Force played a conspicuous role in
the last battle against the enemy land forces
on Burmese soil. More than ten thousand
Japanese troops, ill-equipped, sick and
demoralised, were annihilated by our air and
.ground forces while attempting a mass escape
from the Pegu Yomas across the Sittang River
iand south to Moulmein. Their Air Force
had already been eliminated from Burma.

3. August 1945 brought with it Japan's
realisation of defeat and her decision to sur-
render. It forestalled by only a few weeks
the planned invasion of Malaya in which over
500 aircraft of the Royal Air Force and about
200 carrier-borne aircraft of the Royal Navy
would have demonstrated again the power of
.air superiority.

4. Instead, squadrons of the Royal Air Force
re-directed their energies to the most extensive
mission of mercy by bringing relief and libera-
tion, in the initial stages, to tens of thousands
of Allied prisoners-of-war and internees in the
many Japanese prison camps scattered through-
out the vast territories of South East Asia.

5. The successful accomplishment of this
task made a fitting conclusion to Air Power's
participation in a war against a ruthless and
fanatical enemy whose years of aggression in
these territories ended with crushing and com-
plete defeat.

PART I.
RANGOON AND AFTER.

THE SITUATION IN MAY, 1945, AFTER THE
FALL OF RANGOON.

1. With unconditional surrender of Germany
on 8th May, 1945, the conflict in South East
Asia and in the Far East against the last re-
maining of the Axis Powers took on a new
significance, with the balance weighted heavily
in favour of the Allies against Japan.

2. The only outcome of -the war in the East,
like the one prescribed for Germany, could
be complete and unconditional surrender of
Japan.

3. Decisively beaten in Burma, and with
Rangoon recaptured only five days before the
surrender of Germany in Europe, Japan, fight-
ing alone, faced almost certain invasion of her
homeland hi the coming months. The system-
atic loss of territories throughout South East
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Asia which she had invaded during her orgy
of conquest some three years before, was now
inevitable.

4. A redeployment of manpower and
material resources from Europe for .the war
against Japan was scheduled to begin, which
would thus quicken the tempo of operations.
But long before the collapse of Germany had
taken place in Europe, the plans for the re-
conquest of Malaya and Singapore had been
prepared. With the other Commanders-in-
Chief in this Theatre, I shared the conviction
that the second halt of 1945 would bring the
reinforcements promised by London.

5. On the entry into Rangoon on 3rd May,
1945, theatre strategy was directed -to the
liberation of Singapore at the earliest possible
date with a view to opening up -the sea-route
to Indo^China and the East Indies, and to
liberating enemy-occupied countries. There-
after, strategy subsequent to the re-occupation
of Singapore would depend upon the march
of events in the Western Pacific Theatre.

6. It had been the contention, hitherto, that
the capture of Singapore would involve at least
two intermediate operations before the final
goal could be achieved. Firstly, it was con-
sidered that an initial operation would be
necessary to establish an advanced air and
naval base. Through this base, aircraft and
assault craft could be staged and operated in
support of the next operation for the seizure
and occupation of a bridgehead on the
Malayan Peninsula. Occupation and develop-
ment of this bridgehead on the mainland was
considered an essential prelude to the final
overland advance on Singapore itself.

7. Hastings Harbour was originally selected
as the initial objective, but this was postponed
to take place after the Monsoon. Further ex-
amination by the Joint Planning Staff at Head-
quarters, S.A.C.S.E.A., however, indicated that
a stepping-stone still further south than
Hastings Harbour was not only desirable in
relation to the time margin, but also a prac-
ticable proposition as regards the fly-in of
single-engined fighters and close support air-
craft. It was essential, however, from the
aspect of resources available, that such an
operation should be a limited commitment as
a military operation and also as regards the
shipping lift. These limitations, therefore,
narrowed down the selection of this objective
to a lightly defended island. Puket Island
fulfilled this requirement. Its occupation was
therefore planned for June, 1945.

Puket Operation or " Roger ".
8. The iPuket operation-^" Roger ")—was

approved in'principle by the Chiefs of Staff
in February, 1945, but they reserved judgment
as to its timing in relation to the fall of
Rangoon. A plan for the operation was never-
theless prepared by the Joint Planning Staff
and Force Commanders' Staffs were appointed.

.9. Force Planning began in Delhi on Febru-
ary 2nd, but it became apparent that the occupa-
tion of an island so close to the mainland
would involve a greater military commitment
than had been envisaged earlier. The Army
concept of this operation demanded one Divi-
sion for the assault and initial occupation of
the island, including a small bridgehead on the

mainland, and one follow-up Division to con-
solidate the position. The Japanese garrison
of this island was reported to be approximately
one battalion, but other land forces could have
been assembled on the mainland once the
attack was disclosed.

,10. Owing to the distance from our own
mainland bases, air cover and support would
have to be given by carrier-borne aircraft
initially until the capture of the first airstrip,
when the Air Forces would accept full respon-
sibility for all air operational requirements. I
suggested that the Army demands, both in man-
power and material, were excessive for so small
an operation (the same opinion being expressed
by the Supreme Allied Commander and the
Naval C. in C.). I felt that if such demands
were persisted in, it might mean that the opera-
tion (whichi would have given vital air bases
to support a major operation) would have to
be dropped. These fears were well-founded,
as the proposed operation was subsequently
abandoned, mainly for this reason.

.11. Development of the air base at Puket
envisaged the completion of three runways to
all-weather standard, with an initial force of
three Single Engine Fighter Squadrons and an
ultimate build-up to: —

3 S.E.F. Squadrons.
1 Fighter/Recce Squadron.
3 Light Bomber Squadrons.
2 Heavy Bomber Squadrons.
Detachments of Air Sea Rescue and Photo-

graphic Reconnaissance Unit.
Staging facilities for air transport and other

types of air traffic.
i!2. In addition to this, the base would also

require to be capable of staging airborne opera-
tions in relation to future requirements of the
campaign in Malaya. The air base, too, would
require to be fully operational by D plus 100
days, while its development to full capacity
was so tuned as to provide the necessary air
support and cover for the next stage of opera-
tions comprising re-occupation of the Ports
Swettenham and Dickson areas, and a bridge-
head for the final overland advance on Singa-
pore. The occupation of this bridgehead was
planned to take place some four months after
the initial occupation of Puket with a view to
the final assault for the capture of Singapore.

13. Events in Burma, however, had forced
a change of plan, which envisaged the neces-
sity to capture Rangoon from the sea before the
monsoon broke, and open it as a port to relieve
the other overworked supply routes.

14. In this connection, it can now be.put
on record that a R.A.F. Mosquito aircraft,
carrying Wing Commander Saunders, made a
low reconnaissance of Rangoon the day before
the British Armada disembarked. Finding the
city empty of Japanese, -and Allied flags flying
over P.O.W. camps, he landed at the nearest
airfield, hitchhiked into Rangoon and released
some of our P.O.W's. ,Wing Commander
Saunders then borrowed a native boat and
rowed down the river to tell the British Com-
mander that Rangoon was unoccupied by the
enemy, and offered his services as guide to
the Expedition. This unusual incident revealed
that the enemy forces in Rangoon itself had
departed between the times of departure and
arrival of the sea convoy. It was later revealed
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that the Japanese Commander of the Burma
Area Army had been ordered to hold Rangoon
to the end, but on his own initiative decided to
withdraw in the face of the Fourteenth Army's
pressure.

15. It was realised after Rangoon's capture
that to postpone the Puket operation later than
mid-June, 1945, would inevitably retard the pro-
gress of subsequent operations timed progres-
sively for the capture of Singapore by the end -
of the year. The Puket operation was there-
fore abandoned. With it, there vanished a step-
ping-stone to Singapore which the British Air
Forces could well have utilised to great advan-
tage.

Effect of Delay upon Future Strategy
16. The importance of accelerating the Allied

Malayan offensive had been emphasised. In
the first instance, it necessitated planning for
the occupation and development of Puket
approximately one month after the Monsoon
had set hi. Any further delay than this in-
curred a steady deterioration in weather con-
ditions and a heavy swell on exposed beaches.
The cumulative effect of rain was also calcu-
lated to cause a steady increase in the saturation
of the ground and proportionately greater diffi-
culty in airfield and road construction.

17. It was estimated that the closing stages
of the campaign in Burma, involving at the
eleventh hour a mounting of the amphibious
operation " Dracula " to make doubly certain
Rangoon's capture, had imposed a minimum of
nine weeks delay in the initiation of the opera-
tion to capture 'the weakly held Puket. It fol-
lowed, therefore, if Malayan strategy was to be
implemented to meet the proposed time
schedule for the capture of Singapore that this
initial delay must be made good quickly.

18. To achieve this there were three courses
open for consideration, each of which involved
much planning: —

(1) To select an alternative objective
where airfield development was an easier
proposition in relation to weather conditions
and time available, or where airfields already
existed.

(2) To retain the existing objective but on
a less ambitious scale of airfield develop-
ment and military occupation, thereby speed-
ing up development.

(3) To abandon any project for develop-
ment of a stepping-stone, and to embark
upon the second phase of our overall strategy
iwhich envisaged a bridgehead on the
Malayan Peninsula as a prelude to the final
advance on Singapore.
19. Course 1, on examination, -revealed that

areas more suitable for airfield development
did not fulfil the operational requirements,
while the occupation of existing airfields in
suitable areas was likely to require a major
military operation.

20. As regards Course 2, if some reduction in
the scale of effort was acceptable, particularly as
regards the requirements of heavy bombers,
then a substantial reduction in runway develop-
ment could be achieved. This, however,
would reduce the overall period of develop-
ment to the extent by which the base could
be fully operational to provide the necessary
air support and softening up operations on a

(68742)

lighter scale in relation to the next phase of
Malayan operations as timed. Furthermore,
if reduction in base development were accom-
panied by a decrease in the scale of military
effort required to occupy the island, this would
result not only in saving time, but also in a
general economy in resources and shipping.
The Army, however, would not agree to any
reduction in strength of assault and garrison
forces.

21. Course 3, when considered, had the
great advantage of making up the total time
lost, which, for reasons which have already,
been stated, was of paramount importance.

22. It was obvious, however, that without
intermediate air bases, close support by land
based aircraft could not be provided either
as a prelude to or during the initial occupa-
tion of the bridgehead.

23. For this purpose, complete reliance had
therefore to be placed upon air support and
air cover by carrier-borne aircraft until suit-
able airstrips could be prepared within the
bridgehead. Furthermore, the degree of heavy
bomber support would be severely limited by
distance and weather. Even on the most
optimistic assumption that one or more heavy
bomber airfields would be available in Burma
by September, air bombing involved a distance
to targets of 1,000 miles with a consequent
reduction in bomb load and intensity of effort

24. It was obvious, therefore, that opera-
tions at such a range could not afford the re-
quired support for the initial occupation of the
bridgehead. The lack of an advanced air base
also introduced difficulties as regards the fly-in
of aircraft for the build-up, and a routine ser-
vice for aircraft replacement.

<25. When the problem was examined, the
Joint Planning Staff recommended Course 3,
provided that carrier-borne air forces could be
assured.

26. Course 3 was therefore adopted, and the
operation which, in planning, became known
as "Zipper", envisaged the occupation of a
bridgehead in the Port Dickson—Swettenham
area. The assault, it was intended, should be
carried out by two Divisions of No. 34 Indian
Corps, with 15 Corps in the following-up role.
The amphibious operation .would be under-
taken by a naval task force.

27. It was planned that air cover and sup-
port would be provided initially by carrier-
borne air forces, presupposing that at least three
light fleet carriers would be available for the
operation in addition to the escort carriers
already in the Theatre. The R.A.F. Squadrons
of 224 Group, which had given outstanding
service in Burma, were to be flown into the
bridgehead as soon as strips were available.

28. As complementary to operation "Zip-
per", planning was also initiated for the
occupation of Singapore Island under planning
code word " Mailfist".

29. The initial assault for "Zipper" was
timed to take place in early September, 1945,
and subsequent exploitation southwards jn
Malaya was so timed as to permit of the final
assault on Singapore by the end of December.

,30. From the air point of'view I consider
the " Zipper " plan for the assault on Malaya
possessed one distinct disadvantage—its great

A 2
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range from established air bases, principally in
Burma. Had it not been for the diversion of
considerable military resources to the capture
of undefended Rangoon, I would have preferred
an intermediate step to Singapore which would
have permitted adequate air support and staging
of aircraft. Time, however, was not on our
side. In view of the Army's commitments at
Rangoon, and of the naval disinclination to
make an assault without a suitable anchorage
nearby, the prospects of any intermediate opera-
tion completely faded away.

, 31. The "Zipper" plan, on the other hand,
gave the recently occupied Cocos Islands a new
and important role as an offensive air base
in addition to its primary function as a staging
post to the South West Pacific. Originally, it
was intended that the garrisoning Air Forces
to be based in the Cacos should comprise one
Single-Engined Fighter and one Coastal Tor-
pedo Fighter Squadron. The inclusion of the
Coastal T.F. Squadron was mainly on account
of a possible threat of enemy sea-borne attack.
This threat, however, had steadily declined. In
consequence, the operational role of the T.F.
Squadron virtually disappeared, while the
limited range of T.F. aircraft precluded them
from employment offensively against targets
within and beyond the Netherlands East Indies
barrier. Therefore, I decided to substitute one
Long Range General Reconnaissance squadron
in the Cocos in place of the T.F. Squadron, thus
enabling General Reconnaissance Liberator
aircraft to carry out strikes from the Cocos on
targets along the coast of Malaya and N.E.I.
An additional advantage of the Cocos was the
certainty of more favourable weather condi-
tions during the monsoon.

32. In short, the R.A.F. developed the Cocos
Islands into a most valuable offensive air base,
and air staging post.

THE Am BUILD-UP IN BURMA FOR FUTURE
OPERATIONS.

33. From the review of strategy and plan-
ning for the impending assault of Malaya, it
was evident that the air forces would be called
upon to fulfil commitments extending over a
vast area from Central Burma southwards to
Southern Malaya and around N.E.I., until the
defeat of the enemy in the South East Asia
Theatre.

34. As the result of this trend in future
operations, the problem of command and
control of the Air Forces became far wider
in responsibility than that which had obtained
hitherto. Accordingly, it was decided that
operational command and control of all R.A.F.
Groups other than those serving in Burma
should be exercised directly by Headquarters,
Air Command, South East Asia, through the
respective Group Commanders. Air power, it
was realised, would soon embark upon a large-
scale intensification of operations against the
Japanese, not only in South East Asia, but also
in the South West Pacific Theatre.

35. While the tempo of air operations had
jased off considerably after the capture of
Rangoon, the immediate task nevertheless
facing the Air Forces was to secure bases and
all weather airfields for the future redeploy-
ment and reinforcements of the squadrons in
•Burma and Malaya in the quickest possible
time.

36. The decrease in air operations which
coincided also with the arrival of the monsoon,
was, in every respect, a welcome relief for
.squadrons. The task of the preceding six
months in supporting and supplying the Allied
land forces in the non-stop advance to
Rangoon ha<i exhausted R.A.F. personnel to a
degree never experienced in the Middle East
or North West Africa or the Central Mediter-
ranean during 1942-1945. Headquarters
S.E.A.C. required our squadrons to operate at
maximum effort for a longer period than called
for in other Theatres. Aircraft, too, had with-
stood the gruelling test of climate and semi-
developed airfields. In the race through Burma
to beat the Jap and the monsoon, No. 221
Group Headquarters had moved four times;
moves of Wing Headquarters totalled twenty-
five, a^, squadrons made no less than 112
movements'. iThese moves by the Air Forces
in Burma through a tortuous country whose
roads and communications were notoriously
bad, had meant some disorganisation and much
discomfort, but hardly an operational sortie
had been lost owing to any forward movement.
Neither the men, nor the aircraft, however,
could go on indefinitely. For the former a
period of rest was necessary; for^the latter,
re-equipment was in many instances, already
long overdue.

37. It was during this lull in operations that
certain of these squadrons in Burma were rested
and re-equipped before the next phase in the
campaign in South East Asia was due to begin.
The "Battle of the Break Through" by
thousands of Japanese forces trapped in the
Pegu Yomas of Southern Burma had still to
come—a battle in which the Air Forces had
conspicuous success.

38. At this time there were ominous signs
that the Japanese Empire was beginning to
reel under the fury of American air attack,
which was now directed upon it without pause.

39. With the next blows in South East Asia
about to descend upon Malaya, the trend of
the Air Forces was a movement to the south—
as far south as possible with Southern Burma
as the springboard for the major operation
which was to come.

40. The plan required a gradual movement
of squadrons of fighter bombers, light and
medium bombers and indeed, heavy bombers,
to Southern Burma. It was hoped that by
August, 1945, Mingaladon Airfield, Rangoon,
would be capable of providing facilities for 100
aircraft, Toungoo with a capacity for 70 air-
craft ; Pegu 70 aircraft; Zayatkwin 48 aircraft;
Pabst 50 aircraft; Myingyan 70 aircraft; and
Meiktila 70 aircraft.

41. This phased build-up was by no means
firm, for there was a decided lack of engineers*
information on the eventual ability of certain
of the more important and vital airfields. In
face of Army representations that the original
plan for the net of airfields in Southern Burma
could not be met without diverting Army
engineers from other tasks in Rangoon, I had
to agree, most reluctantly, to a much reduced
constructional programme in the Rangoon
area.

42. On entry into Rangoon, speed in airfield
construction was absolutely essential. Delivery
of bithess, for servicing the only airstrip, was,
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however, retarded owing to the land com-
munication difficulties within the area, and I
had to give orders that No. 96 (Dakota)
Squadron should be given the task of flying-in
bithess from Bengal to Mingaladon. The task
was completed to scheduled time.

43. I regret that the Air Forces should have
had to call upon the Army for airfield construc-
tion in Burma owing to the absence of R.A.F.
airfield construction units and Air .Ministry
Works Supervisory personnel in this Theatre.
There is no doubt that the American system
of providing aviation engineer battalions in
Burma proved better and more satisfactory.
It might also be noted that some fifteen
thousand R.A.F. constructional personnel were
allocated by Air Ministry to the Tiger Force
Operation in the Pacific, although South East
Asia Command was deplorably short of
engineers, and it must have been evident that
this new Air Force was most unlikely to
operate before the defeat of the Japanese.

Hastening Construction of Burma Airfields.
44. Early in June, my Air Marshal Adminis-

tration visited Rangoon to obtain first-hand
details of the problems being encountered, and
to hasten construction of airfields as much as
possible. On my own visit to Rangoon on
June 15th, 'l was assured by Major General
Administration, Headquarters, A.L.F.S.E.A.,
that all points brought up by my Air Officer
Administration were receiving attention.

45. The enormous increase in the Air Forces'
radius of action which the new airfields under
construction would afford was foreshadowed in
June, when R.A.F. heavy bombers, operating
from bases in Bengal, attacked and sank a
10,000-ton Japanese tanker in the Gulf of Siam.
One aircraft damaged by flak was forced to
land at Mingaladon Airfield, Rangoon, which
was not yet completed, and over-ran the avail-
able length of the runway, killing the crew.

46. The continued pressure by Air Command
on the Army for more speedy construction
brought better results, and it was a little more
heartening, on June 28th, to be given dates
estimated for the various stages in the com-
pletion of the following airfields in the Rangoon
area: —

Zayatkwin—1,750 yards. A/W runway
by July 20th.

Zayatkwin—2,000 yards. A/W runway
by July 31st.

Mingaladon—1,750 yards. A/W runway
by July 31st.

Mingaladon—2,000 yards. A/W runway
by August 15th.
47. By October 1st, it was estimated that

Mingaladon Airfield would be capable of
accommodating a total of 150 aircraft for
operational purposes. The airfield at Zayat-
kwin was expected to handle 130 Thunderbolts
or Mosquitos, and would be staging through
the Squadrons for "Zipper" by 1st October.
Pegu was also being developed as quickly as
possible as a heavy bomber airfield.

48. While it was expected that squadrons
would be able to move into the new airfields
by the end of July, No. 224 Group, which had
been linked with Lieutenant-General Sir Philip
Christison's 15 Corps in some of the fiercest
fighting in Burma, was preparing to leave the

Arakan with its units and to proceed to India
for training and re-equipment in preparation
for the mounting of " Zipper ".

49. The move of 224 Group squadrons was
greatly delayed and handicapped on account of.
the shortage of shipping and the inadequate,
land transport facilities in Burma. The fact
that Army units were also leaving Burma at
the same time did not make the position easier
for the movement of Air Force personnel and
their equipment. June, indeed, ended with
the move of 224 Group far from complete, and
it soon became apparent that units would not
succeed in clearing from the Arakan before the
third week in July.

Withdrawal of U.S.A.A.F. from Air Com-
mand, South East Asia
50. On June 1st, 1945, because of our air

dominance, the narrowing front, and the fact
that the tactical situation after Rangoon, per-
mitted no offensive action by the 10th
U.S.A.A.F., the British and American Air
Forces reached the parting of the ways in South
East Asia Command. The American commit-
ment in Burma had ended with the capture
of Northern Burma and removal of the enemy
threat to the supply line to China.

51. Each Air Force was now to prosecute
the air war against the Japanese in neighbour-
ing Theatres. For the Royal Air Force, the
offensive now headed down the Malay Penin-
sula to Singapore. For the U.S.A.A.F., how-
ever, the route lay across the Himalayas to
China, since the sphere of the American Com-
mand was designated the China-Burma-India
Theatre. Yet another reason for the withdrawal
of the 10th U.S.A.A.F. was the critical air
supply situation in the Northern Combat Area
Command, due mainly to the high rate of effort
at which the 10th Air Force Transport Squad-
rons had been operating and which was now
beginning to tell on personnel and aircraft
alike. At the same time, the American squad-
rons required refitting and rest before their
impending move to China.

52. The withdrawal of American Squadrons
for service in another Theatre did not affect
the strategic situation in South East Asia Com-
mand. The only aircraft which could have
been retained with advantage were (a) the
transports which were being phased out gradu-
ally to bridge the gap until the arrival of our
Stage 2 aircraft, and whose withdrawal could
not be further delayed on account of the urgent
need in China, and (6) the photographic Libera-
tors of the 24th Combat Mapping Squadron.

53. The period of integration between British
and American Forces in South East Asia had
shown a very real spirit of close co-operation
—a fact which I emphasised in a special Order
of the Day published on June 1st, announcing
the withdrawal from Air Command, South East
Asia, of the United States Army Air Forces
under Major General George E. Stratemeyer.
Eastern Air Command, Calcutta.

54. In my' Order of the Day, which I sent
to General Stratemeyer, I revealed how air
power had followed the basic principle in
modern warfare—that the air battle had first
been won before embarking on the land battle.
Once the air battle was decided, air power
was then able to provide the ground forces
with direct forms of assistance.


