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CHAPTER 1 

The Beat of Drums 

Hong Kong, Saturday 6th December 1941. The day of bright sunshine 
started no differently from any other relaxed weekend in the Colony's 
long history. Yet it turned out to be a day nobody there would ever 
forget. 

The newly arrived Governor, Sir Mark Young, attended a fete 
at Christ Church in Waterloo Road. Happy Valley racecourse was 
crowded, as usual. The Middlesex Regiment played South China 
Athletic at football. In the evening at the massive Peninsula Hotel in 
Kowloon both ballrooms were packed for the 'Tin Hat Ball' which 
hoped to raise the last £160,000 to purchase a bomber squadron 
which the people of Hong Kong planned to present to Britain. 

It could have been a typical weekend - but on that same day, fol
lowing secret instructions from Tokyo, a large number of Japanese 
civilians left the Colony, most of them by boat to Macao and then on 
to Canton. 

Some 3,700 miles to the east of Tokyo, Japanese midget submarines 
planned their approach to eight battleships of the American Pacific Fleet 
at anchor at Pearl Harbor. Beyond them lay another 86 American ships. 
The American aircraft nearby, and also in the Philippines southwest of 
Hong Kong, "were all tightly bunched together, wing tip to wing tip, for 
security against saboteurs," 1 despite orders to disperse them. 

Some four weeks earlier, on 5th November 1941, Admiral Isoroku 
Yamamoto, the C-in-C Combined Fleet, was warned by Imperial 
Japanese Headquarters that war was feared to be unavoidable. 

General Douglas MacArthur in Manila remained convinced that 
there would be no Japanese attack before the Spring of 1942. As the 

3 



4 THE BATTLE FOR HONG KONG 

commander of the American and Filipino troops in the Philippines, 
and a man of immense prestige, few contradicted him. 

The Japanese regarded the Philippines as a "pistol aimed at Japan's 
heart". An intercepted coded message from Emperor Hirohito's 
Foreign Office to the Japanese Embassy in Berlin referred to breaking 
"asunder this ever strengthening chain of encirclement which is being 
woven under the guidance of and with the participation of England 
and the United States, acting like a cunning dragon seemingly asleep". 
This was a surprising and rather silly claim because the Japanese had 
already seized every port on the Chinese coast except Hong Kong. 

On 27th November the US Navy Department sent out a message 
which began most ominously. "This despatch is to be considered a 
war warning ... an aggressive move by Japan is expected within the 
next few days ... the number and equipment of Japanese troops and 
the organization of naval task forces indicates an amphibious expedi
tion against either the Philippines, Thai or Kra Peninsula, or possibly 
Borneo."2 

J C Grew, the US Ambassador in Tokyo, believed that the Japanese 
negotiations with the Americans in Washington were "a blind to 
conceal war preparations". He warned his Government that Japanese 
attacks might come with dramatic and dangerous suddenness. The 
Ambassador's estimate of the situation was confirmed by intercepted 
secret messages from Tokyo to Washington; they stressed the urgency 
of bringing the negotiations to a favourable conclusion by 29th 
November since "after that [date] things are automatically going to 
happen". Roosevelt gloomily concluded that America was likely to be 
attacked within a week. 

On 29th November British, American and Dutch air reconnaissance 
was instituted over the China Sea; Malayan defences were brought to a 
higher state of readiness. The Japanese had earlier received intelligence 
of the arrival of the Prince of Wales and Repulse in the Far East. 

All Japanese forces were notified on lst December that the decision 
had been made to declare war on the United States, the British Empire 
and the Netherlands. 

Four days later Admiral Sir Tom Phillips, the Commander in Chief 
of Britain's Eastern Fleet, flew back to Singapore from Manila after 
conferring with MacArthur and Admiral Tom Hart, MacArthur's 
naval counterpart. Phillips, who had four days to live, left empty
handed; the Americans could spare neither men nor weapons. 
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That weekend Churchill was at Chequers with Averell Harriman. 
He was President Roosevelt's 'defence expediter' in England, who 
later became the American Ambassador in Moscow and then London. 
They discussed the progress of the Germans on the Russian front, 
while awaiting news of the British forces in Libya. But the difficulty of 
discovering Japanese intentions was to the forefront of their minds. 

Meanwhile on 6th December President Roosevelt in Washington 
started drafting a personal appeal to Hirohito in a final attempt to 
avoid war. George Marshall, the US Army's Chief of Staff and senior 
general, prepared a dispatch to MacArthur with a final warning that 
war seemed imminent. His vital information subsequently went astray; 
radio communication with the Pacific broke down the next day. 

Marshall's opposite number in London, General Sir Alan Brooke, 
the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, had been in post six days. 
Brooke that same day was enjoying his first quiet morning, hoping 
to slip home to his family later that afternoon. "However, just as I 
was getting ready to leave, a cablegram from Singapore came in with 
news of two convoys of Japanese transports, escorted by cruisers and 
destroyers, southwest of Saigon moving west," he wrote in his diary. 
"As a result the First Sea Lord at once called a meeting of Chiefs 
of Staff." They examined the situation carefully but, understand
ably, could not decide whether the armada was sailing towards Siam 
(Thailand), Malaya or "whether they were just cruising around as 
a bluff. PM called up from Chequers to have results of our meeting 
phoned through to him." A second message came from Singapore 
shortly afterwards. "It only said that the convoy had been lost and 
could not be picked up again."3 

At 7.20 p.m. Singapore sent an immediate signal to the Royal Air 
Force in Hong Kong ordering them to adopt "No. 1 degree of readi
ness". Wing Commander HG Sullivan, who had arrived in Hong Kong 
six days earlier, gazed at the signal with dismay for he had nowhere 
to conceal his three obsolete Vildebeeste torpedo bombers and two 
Walrus amphibians. All of them were over ten years old with a maxi
mum speed of 100 mph. "It had been suggested that dispersal bays be 
carved out of the hills, but like everything else in Hong Kong these did 
not materialize," he later reported. 4 The RAF aircraft remained at Kai 
Tak airport. 

That evening Major GE Grey 2/14 Punjabis, who was commanding 
the troops on Hong Kong's mainland frontier, "received a police mes-
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sage stating that three Japanese Divisions (38,000 men) had arrived 
at To Kat, eight miles from the frontier on the previous evening", 
recorded the second entry in Hong Kong's War Diary. 5 

Major General C M Maltby, the recently arrived General Officer 
Commanding British forces in the Colony, wondered whether the 
report was nonsense or if he should mobilise the Hong Kong Volunteer 
Defence Corps, order all his 12,000 troops to their battle stations and 
start activating the demolition plans. Should he ask the Governor, 
Sir Mark Young, to summon a meeting of the Defence Council for a 
lengthy discussion at Government House the following day? 

The General's ADC, Captain Iain MacGregor, was about to be 
confronted by the Chairman of Hong Kong's largest and most distin
guished bank, who was to arrive fuming at Flagstaff House demand
ing to see the General. "The Chairman paced the room, all the time 
telling me the whole thing was bloody nonsense, and that only two 
days before he had received a coded cable from one of his managers 
who had been dining the previous evening with the C-in-C of the 
Japanese Kwantung Army," MacGregor remembers. The C-in-C had 
assured the manager that under no circumstances would the Japanese 
ever attack their old ally, Great Britain. "'Good God, Iain,' said the 
Chairman, 'you're a civilian really, a Far East merchant. You know 
how these Army fellows flap. You know our intelligence is far better 
than theirs. . . "'6 

General Maltby was not flapping. He was confident that the Royal 
Scots, Punja bis, Raj puts and Volunteers to the north of Kowloon could 
hold their defensive positions on the frontier and the Gin Drinkers' 
Line for seven days. This would allow sufficient time to complete 
demolitions of installations on the mainland of value to the enemy. 
The two newly arrived Canadian Battalions were at Shamshuipo 
Barracks but they had seen their battle positions, while in the musty, 
heavily camouflaged pill-boxes on Hong Kong Island, the machine
gun Battalion of the Middlesex Regiment was largely standing-to. 

One topic of conversation on that last Saturday of peace in the Far 
East concerned Duff Cooper, who had been sent by Churchill on a 
special mission to establish whether the Government could do more 
about the situation. Cooper, accompanied by his wife, Lady Diana, 
had met MacArthur before visiting Burma, and then Australia where 
he met wives evacuated from Hong Kong. Most were demanding to 
rejoin their husbands in the Colony and he promised them that he 
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would listen to their husbands' complaints. Fortunately it proved too 
late to reunite the families in Hong Kong. 

One man who had no wish whatsoever to see his wife return 
from Australia was Major Charles Boxer The Lincolnshire Regiment, 
Maltby's senior Intelligence Officer. He infinitely preferred his mistress, 
Emily Hahn, an American writer who had once been the concubine, 
it was said, of Sinmay Zau, a frequently impecunious philosopher, 
publisher and father of a large family. Zau had introduced her to 
opium and for a time she had become a serious addict; she was also 
addicted to cigars. She had given birth to a daughter by Charles Boxer 
in October. 

Hahn and Boxer hosted a cocktail party at his flat on that Saturday 
evening, 6th December. There were no Japanese present, naturally. 
But Boxer, who had served with the Japanese Army in the 1930s, was 
regarded by some as being too friendly with them. On the previous 
day he had enjoyed a lunch with a Japanese General beyond the fron
tier at which the General had casually asked Boxer whether he could 
obtain permission for him and his staff to attend a forthcoming race 
meeting at Happy Valley.7 

Major Charles Boxer asked his guests where they would like to 
dine that night - a smart hotel perhaps, an exclusive restaurant or 
should they link up with friends at the 'Tin Hat Ball' in the prestigious 
Peninsula Hotel? Yet Boxer was visibly preoccupied; he knew that the 
massive Japanese armada had been spotted by British reconnaissance 
aircraft steaming along the coast of French Indo-China (now Vietnam) 
and that its destination was unknown. He planned to visit the frontier 
the following day to see what the Japanese were up to. Meanwhile, 
however, he accompanied Emily Hahn and their guests to a local res
taurant for a buffet dinner. 

It was just as well that they had not attended the Ball. Towards 
midnight the orchestra there had just started to play the current 
favourite, The Best Things in Life are Free, when suddenly the music 
stopped. T B Wilson, the local president of the American Steamships 
Line, appeared on a balcony above the dance floor. Urgently wav
ing a megaphone for silence, he shouted, "Any men connected with 
any ships in the harbour - report aboard for duty." After a sec
ond's pause he added menacingly: "At once." The dance was forgot
ten. Men hurriedly said "Goodbye" before jumping into the waiting 
rickshaws. 
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Thirty miles to the north, the officers of Colonel Doi Teihichi's 228 
Imperial Japanese Regiment studied markings in crimson ink upon 
their maps, while their men sharpened their bayonets and prepared 
for battle. Near Canton, 45 Japanese fighters equipped with machine 
guns examined air photographs of their targets, which were Kai Tak 
airport and Shamshuipo Barracks. Their objective wa.s the British 
Crown Colony of Hong Kong. 8 

Notes 
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CHAPTER 6 

The Vulnerable Outpost 

In December 1939 the Japanese Army was told to prepare plans to 
invade Hong Kong should the decision be made to go to war. Seven 
months later Captain Sejima Ryuzo began spying in the Colony. He 
saw that work on the forward defensive Gin Drinkers' Line had ceased 
several years earlier. Construction of this line had started in 1937 when 
consideration was given to a division from Singapore reinforcing the 
garrison. About six miles north of Kowloon a chain of pill-boxes on the 
Mainland were to be built, zig-zagging 11 miles across the rocky and 
precipitous hillside. The line was so named because its left sector began 
at the scene of alcoholic picnics in happier days. Some trenches, particu
larly those on the west at the Shingmun Redoubt, were laboriously dug, 
cement overhead protection added and fields of fire studied. However, 
since the garrison could expect no reinforcements, the British concept of 
fighting well forward was stillborn, as the Japanese discovered. 

Sejima recommended that the Army should capture the Mainland, 
consisting of the New Territories and Kowloon. But he was not con
fident that a Japanese assault from Kowloon on the Island's northern 
shore would be successful. A frontal assault in the face of British 
artillery and machine-gun fire would be a risky operation, he felt. 
However, Chinese Triad spies, well paid by the Japanese, had watched 
a British military exercise, in which a direct attack had been success
fully staged on the north shore. Sejima's suggestions that the Army 
should invade on the south shore :were therefore overruled. 

Two months later, on 23rd September 1940, Japan invaded north
ern French Indo-China, marked on Map 1. (The US Army's Signal 
Intelligence service had broken the Japanese codes and accurately 
predicted an invasion. Unfortunately a cipher clerk had muddled the 
code names; Churchill was told by President Roosevelt that England 
was to be invaded by Germany at 3.00 p.m. on 23rd September.) 

47 
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Four days later Japan signed the Tripartite pact with Germany 
and Italy, thereby recognising the 'new order' in Europe and gaining 
encouragement in turn for her aggressive policy in the Far East. 

In July 1941 the Japanese Government sought agreement from the 
French Vichy regime to enable her forces to occupy all Indo-China 
including the bases at Camrahn and Saigon which were potential inva
sion springboards to attack Siam, Singapore, Malaya and the Dutch 
East Indies. France meekly agreed. Meanwhile Hitler had invaded 
Russia, thereby ensuring that the Japanese had nothing to fear from 
their northern flank. 

Just when Ja pan felt that everything was falling neatly into place, on 
26th July the United States froze all Japanese assets in its territories in 
order to persuade Tokyo to leave China and Indo-China. Britain and 
the Dutch did likewise, thereby cutting off all tin, rubber, oil and steel 
to Japan. 

At an Imperial Conference in Tokyo on 6th September 1941, the 
decision was taken to complete preparation for war against Britain, 
America and the Netherlands. The alternative, of withdrawing 
Japanese troops from China and Indo-China, was quite unacceptable. 
Japan recognised that America would never surrender; their hope was 
that Japan's initial successes, coupled with Hitler's victories in Europe, 
would force the Americans to accept a compromise peace, leaving 
Japan supreme in East Asia. 

Hong Kong was a valuable prize because the harbour would pro
vide an important anchorage for Japanese shipping. Moreover war 
materials could no longer be delivered to China to support Chiang 
Kai-shek's Nationalist Government. After the fall of Canton, when the 
railway route was cut, innumerable junks in Hong Kong endeavoured 
to smuggle what they could to those fighting in China. Tokyo esti
mated that the junks were channelling 6,000 tons of munitions to the 
interior each month. If Hong Kong could be captured, the Japanese 
optimistically believed that China might despair of getting help from 
the West and come to terms. 

Japan's spies in Hong Kong were fairly unsuccessful. Sakata Seisho, 
sent by Major Okada Yoshimasa to gather intelligence, was imprisoned 
by the Hong Kong police, but escaped to the Portuguese territory of 
Macao thanks to Triad connections. Maizuno, who ran a sports shop 
in Wanchai, turned out to be a Japanese Lieutenant. There were others 
like him. In 1949 Colonel Tosaka expressed dissatisfaction with the 
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information provided by his agents. True, Colonel Suzuki, based in the 
Japanese Consulate, had picked up details of where the signal cables 
were laid and the location of some of the pill-boxes and guns, but his 
activities had been exposed. Tosaka had to fall back upon the Wanchai 
brothel girls, the Japanese jeweller in the Queen's Arcade, the Italian 
waiter at the Peninsula Hotel and the Japanese barber at the Hong Kong 
Hotel, who reappeared after the fighting in the uniform of a Lieutenant 
Commander as the Commandant of the Stanley internment camp. 

So much for the Japanese preliminary plans and their intelligence, 
or rather the lack of it. Let us now turn to the British and Hong Kong 
Governments' priorities, relate them to later years, and consider the 
success or otherwise of their intelligence gathering. 

The Chiefs of Staff in London had long recognised that Hong Kong 
could not be held without considerable reinforcements. They consid
ered evacuating or reducing the garrison, but decided instead to make 
no change to its strength and simply ordered that the outpost should 
be defended for as long as possible. 

In 1938 Major General A W Bartholomew, the General Officer 
Commanding (GOC) in Hong Kong, told the War Office: "I still regard 
the building of defences as unnecessary. I have also made it clear that 
troops must resist with arms any sudden attack on themselves or their 
charge, but this is not to apply to any properly-organized and authori
tative request by a military command to enter the concessions ... " 1 

To ensure that the virtual hopelessness of the position was under
stood in London, General Bartholomew signalled the War Office on 
13th April 1938: "In event of wanton attack on Hong Kong, the 
garrison would have no option but to fight ... the chances of effecting a 
prolonged resistance even in the best circumstances seem slight." The 
War Office needed no convincing. The vulnerability of the outpost was 
well understood. It was again confirmed that the Hong Kong garrison 
would have to do the best it could with what it had. By the Summer 
of 1940 it was even suggested in some quarters that the option be 
considered of reducing the garrison to cut down on the casualties they 
would suffer in a hopeless attempt to fight the Japanese off. 

It could be argued that Britain was considering almost an 'open city' 
scenario. A precedent for such a policy was set later when Japanese 
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forces were allowed to enter the British and French concessions at 
Tianjin (Tientsin). In mid-August 1940 the British Chiefs of Staff 
withdrew the two infantry battalions that were contributing to the 
security of Shanghai's International Settlement. That same month they 
recognised that: "We should resist the strong pressure to reinforce 
Hong Kong and we should certainly be unable to relieve it. Militarily 
our position in the Far East would be stronger without this unsatisfac
tory commitment. "2 

On 15th August the Chiefs of Staff in London summed it all up in a 
dispatch which stated that "Hong Kong is not a vital interest and the 
garrison could not long withstand a Japanese attack. Even if we had 
a strong fleet in the Far East, it is doubtful whether Hong Kong could 
be held now that the Japanese are firmly established on the Mainland 
of China; and it could not be used as an advance base. In the event of 
war, Hong Kong must be regarded as an outpost and held as long as 
possible. " 3 

This dispatch was sent to the Commander in Chief Far East with 
other documents on Automendon, a British cargo liner en route from 
Liverpool to Singapore and Hong Kong. The crew of a German sea 
raider attacked and boarded the liner 300 miles from Sumatra and 
captured all the documents despite frantic British efforts to sink the 
dispatches. German officials handed the most secret documents to the 
Japanese in Tokyo.4 The Japanese therefore had precise knowledge in 
late 1940 of Britain's inability to hold Hong Kong. 

It is relevant to compare the position then to the 1970s and 80s when, 
again, there would be no opportunity of sending significant reinforcements 
to Hong Kong quickly. Let us examine the two periods in question. 

In January 1975 I was Second in Command of 2nd Battalion 
Grenadier Guards. We were taking over from lst Battalion The King's 
Regiment on arrival in Hong Kong. I asked what secret tactical plans 
existed in the safe to cover any aggression from China. I was told there 
was no plan held at Battalion level. This did not worry me unduly 
because there was no apparent threat whatsoever from the People's 
Liberation Army. Moreover there would presumably be time to issue 
the necessary orders, deploy the battalion, undertake reconnaissance 
of our areas and prepare for battle. All our more senior Officers and 
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Warrant Officers had some experience of all phases of war after innu
merable peacetime training in the British Army of the Rhine. I recently 
asked the then Battalion Commander, Colonel David Fanshawe, if he 
felt the Grenadiers would have given a good account of themselves in 
a limited war scenario in Hong Kong. He gave an emphatic "Yes," 
and added one point which is particularly relevant to the fate which 
awaited the Canadians in December 1941. 

David Fanshawe emphasised the vital necessity of building up 
Infantry soldiers' mental robustness and physical stamina. In extremis 
soldiers are likely to be required to march long distances, often in atro
cious conditions, carrying heavy loads and then fighting for their lives. 
Armchair critics are all too ready to condemn when things go wrong 
- as inevitably they may do. Such people must appreciate that the 
soldiers involved 'at the coal face' are usually young, often exhausted, 
cold and hungry and probably exceedingly scared. They are held 
together by effective training, discipline and by their junior leaders. 

The British Army's experience for 30 years in Northern Ireland 
- and more recently in Iraq - sometimes tested men to their limits 
and beyond. Political people and their lawyers in cosy offices suffer 
no lack of enthusiasm in finding fault. They and indeed historians in 
the longer term, having no experience whatever of the horrors of war, 
must appreciate the condition of those who put their life on the line 
for King, or Queen, and Country. The Canadians did their best in the 
most adverse circumstances. The same can be said for those today 
fighting in Iraq. 

The British, Canadian, Indian and Chinese soldiers would be called 
upon in Hong Kong to face the pandemonium of battle - the explo
sions of shells and mortars, machine-gun fire, hearing the screams of 
the wounded and the loss of close friends to their left and right - such 
was the full horror of war in December 1941. 

Luckily for us in the mid 1970s no Chinese threat developed and 
we concentrated on internal security scenarios, jungle warfare, coun
ter-revolutionary war and civil assistance. Nevertheless some of us 
recognised that any limited war involving the withdrawal from the 
border through built up areas towards Victoria Harbour, regardless 
of civilian casualties, chased by the Chinese Communist Army, was a 
concept which was scarcely credible. 

I recently asked Lieutenant General Sir Peter Duff ell, the Commander 
of the British Forces in Hong Kong in 1990, what the concept of 
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operations amounted to in his day. Had he favoured an 'open city 
scenario' as Major General Bartholomew had proposed in 1938, or to 
even reduce the garrison, as suggested by some in the War Office, in 
1940? General Duffell replied as follows. 

"In the mid 1980s when I became Brigade Commander in Hong 
Kong under Major General Derek Boorman who was Commander 
British Forces, the negotiations on the 1997 agreement were in hand. 
I had inherited a defence plan that saw the brigade fighting a classic 
withdrawal battle down to Kowloon (and through the Gin Drinkers' 
Line) and the Island in the face of an all out invasion by the People's 
Liberation Army. This seemed to me to be both an unlikely and 
impracticable scenario and one that was out of touch with military 
and political reality. We did not have the military strength to take on 
the PLA even if such a scenario was likely and anyway for the Chinese 
there were other ways to skin a cat or exert their will. It seemed to me 
that the British were not going to go to war to attempt to save Hong 
Kong. I saw in defence terms that the threat lay in the potential for the 
Chinese government to exert pressure on the British and Hong Kong 
governments in a variety of ways and that the border and its security 
and integrity was the key to any plans that we had. This ignored the 
possibility of air and maritime incursions which were also a possibil
ity. On the former, unless we had a good deal of warning, we had no 
means to counter such an incursion. On the maritime front the best we 
could do was to shadow and confront any such maritime adventure 
with our patrol craft. 

"On land my assessment was that the Chinese might exert some 
form of threatening pressure on the border to extract diplomatic 
advantage during negotiations with the British. I sketched an escala
tory series of possible scenarios that started with verbal exchanges 
and stone throwing/banners, etc. from across the border and moved 
through mass illegal immigrant and civilian incursions, militia and PLA 
troop movements to the north of the border, closing up to the border; 
possible attempted incitement of military exchanges and eventually 
some form of military incursion. For each scenario I outlined a series of 
non-escalatory responses designed to hold the line - in a non-confron
tational manner - that would allow us to maintain the sovereignty of 
the territory within the closed area while diplomatic measures to defuse 
the situation were put in hand. Our response was to be controlled and 
disciplined, limited, until military life was threatened, and in the style 
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of our response to the border problems that occurred during the cul
tural revolution. I could not see any advantage in taking on the PLA full 
frontal and escalating matters to a situation where the whole territory 
could possibly be laid bare and diplomatic opportunity thrown away. 
We needed to buy time with our response. I put this plan to Derek 
Boorman who told me it was music to his ears. 

"Later when I returned as CBF in 1990 I found that the brigade 
had reverted to the old defence plans. I reintroduced my original 
1985 plans in the tense post-Tiananmen situation. We had one such 
confrontation where the Chinese after some difficulties with the Hong 
Kong Government in one aspect of our negotiations suddenly decided 
that they would not take back captured illegal immigrants. The result 
was a mass influx. We responded by upping our presence on the 
border, opening holding camps and holding the line while diplomatic 
exchanges continued. A few days afterwards the Chinese reverted to 
the old procedure and announced that they had 'taught us a lesson'. 
The realities were plain enough. As Kissinger used to say, 'There is a 
China card and China holds it."' 

To revert back to the situation 40 years earlier, why didn't the British 
declare an 'open city' in 1940 in the face of the overwhelming threat 
posed by the highly experienced Japanese forces just beyond the bor
der, saving many thousands of British, Canadian, Indian and Chinese 
lives thereby? Why take on the Japanese Army "full frontal - and 
escalating matters to a situation where the whole territory could pos
sibly be laid bare ... " - an option General Duffell sought to avoid, in 
quite different circumstances, in the 1980s? 

The Chiefs of Staff wanted the garrison to fight in 1940 because it 
was all a matter of Britain's prestige. For political and moral reasons 
Hong Kong had to be defended. Moreover many Chinese would have 
been seriously discouraged from continuing their weary and intermi
nable struggle against Japan, if Britain had lacked the courage and 
determination to resist and had abandoned the Colony to the mercy of 
the Japanese before they had even declared war. Such a sordid act of 
appeasement would also have shaken the neutral Americans who were 
then strengthening their forces in the Pacific while critically assessing 
Britain's determination to fight on. The Chiefs of Staff had no wish to 
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blatantly broadcast the extent of Britain's military weakness not only 
in the Far East, but throughout the world. 

But other considerations were at play - those in Hong Kong 
and Singapore gradually came to believe that the Japanese Army 
was a second rate, contemptible force. Major General A E Grasett, 
Bartholomew's successor, urged that his garrison be strengthened by 
one more battalion. It would enable him to defend the Mainland, he 
said, against Japanese incursions from the north. Air Chief Marshal 
Sir Robert Brooke-Popham, as indicated earlier, also believed that 
greater robustness would defeat the Japanese. 

Grasett was a Canadian who had graduated from the Royal Military 
College in 1909, having won the Sword of Honour before being 
granted a British commission in the Royal Engineers (John Harris's 
Corps). He had won the DSO and MC during the First World War 
after which he had attended the Staff College at Camberley and the tri
service Imperial Defence College when he and his colleagues studied 
the Hong Kong situation in 1934. It was remarkable how closely the 
exercise mirrored the actual development of events through to 1941. 
Their prophetic conclusion had been that the risks involved in holding 
Hong Kong were unjustifiable. 

Yet, strangely, Grasett throughout 1940 became convinced that the 
Colony was defensible, believing that the Japanese troops were vastly 
inferior to Westerners in training, equipment and leadership. Japan's 
inability to defeat Chiang Kai-shek's Nationalists in battle was put 
down to incompetence. 

In August 1941 Grasett was posted back to Britain, travelling via 
Ottawa where he held long discussions with his Royal Military College 
classmate, Major General H D G Crerar, Chief of the Canadian 
General Staff. Crerar subsequently told the Royal Commission con
vened in March 1942 that "Major General Grasett informed me ... 
that the addition of two or more battalions to the forces then at Hong 
Kong would render the garrison strong enough to withstand for an 
extensive period of siege an attack by such forces as the Japanese could 
bring to bear against it. " 5 

Grasett briefed the Chiefs of Staff on 5th September 1941 to per
suade them to reverse their policy and recommend to the Prime 
Minister that significant reinforcements be provided. 

The existing force in Hong Kong, he argued, was quite insufficient 
to deter an attack, or even delay the enemy sufficiently to destroy the 
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port and installations, while the addition of two battalions would 
enable a full brigade of three battalions to deploy on the Mainland, 
with a second brigade defending the Island from a seaward assault. 
In addition, the Chinese would be encouraged by confirmation that 
Britain and her Empire were determined to fight for their possessions 
in the Far East. 

"The Chiefs of Staff heard an interesting account on the present 
situation in Hong Kong from General Grasett," read the memoran
dum to Winston Churchill. "He pointed out the great advantages to be 
derived from the addition of one or two battalions, and suggested that 
these might be supplied by Canada. The Chiefs of Staff have previ
ously advised against despatch of more reinforcements to Hong Kong 
because they considered that it would only have been to throw good 
money after bad, but the position in the Far East has now changed. 
Our defences in Malaya have been improved and Japan has latterly 
shown a certain weakness in her attitude towards Great Britain and 
the United States .... The Chiefs of Staff are in favour of the sugges
tion that Canada should be asked to send one or two battalions ... "6 

Some five months earlier Churchill had advocated that the isolated 
Hong Kong garrison be reduced to a symbolic scale: "We must avoid 
frittering away our resources on untenable positions," he had argued.7 

But now he was not sure whether to agree or not to the new sugges
tion that Hong Kong, if reinforced, could be held after all. "It is a 
question of timing," he replied a week later. "There is no objection 
to the approach being made [to the Canadians for two battalions] as 
proposed; but further decisions should be taken before the battalions 
actually sail." 

On 19th September the Dominion Office cabled Ottawa stating 
that "Approved policy has been that Hong Kong should be regarded 
as an outpost ... a small re-enforcement of the garrison of Hong Kong, 
e.g. by one or two battalions, would be very fully justified. It would 
increase the strength of the garrison out of all proportion to the actual 
numbers involved and it would provide a very strong stimulus to the 
garrison and to the Colony, it would further have a very great moral 
effect in the whole of the Far East and would reassure Chiang Kai-shek 
as to the reality of our intent to hold the Island." 
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With the benefit of hindsight, we must ask ourselves how was it 
that Britain's, and in particular Hong Kong's and Singapore's, intel
ligence gathering was so bad in the months leading up to the Japanese 
onslaught throughout the Far East? 

Major General C M Maltby, Grasett's successor as GOC Hong 
Kong, reassured by further reports from his staff of the inferior 
quality and material of the Japanese, and by the prospect of rein
forcements from Canada, decided to deploy almost half his force 
forward on the Mainland. He referred in a signal to the War Office 
to holding the Gin Drinkers' Line "permanently" in order to protect 
Kai Tak airfield, simplify civil defence problems and make possible 
eventual offensive operations. Maltby posed the question a month 
before the catastrophic defeat by the Japanese: "Is not the value of 
Hong Kong as a bridgehead increasing every day? Looking at the 
future, a complete mobile brigade group could undertake offensive 
operations to assist Chinese forces operating in Japanese-occupied 
territories." 8 

Maltby saw Hong Kong as the potential springboard for Britain, 
Canada and her allies to liberate South China from the Japanese. A 
month later in Shamshuipo prisoner of war camp, the terrible anguish 
and despair he felt at his defeat was so much greater because, through 
no fault of his own perhaps, the Japanese threat had been so misrep
resented to him. 

A heavy responsibility for the misreading of the intelligence, it 
appears, must fall on Maltby's senior officer, Major Charles R Boxer, 
arguably the most experienced Intelligence Officer in the Far East. 

Educated at Wellington College, Boxer had been commissioned in 
1923 into The Lincolnshire Regiment after 18 months at the Royal 
Military College, Sandhurst. Over the next seven years he successfully 
developed two careers - his military one, and secondly as an historian 
and author, learning Dutch, Portuguese and Japanese. 

Boxer learnt Japanese at the School of Oriental Studies at the 
University of London. In 1930 he undertook an additional year of 
intense instruction in Tokyo before being assigned to a Japanese 
regiment as a Military Language Officer where, it was confidently 
believed by the British Ambassador in Japan, Sir Robert Craigie, that 
the British Language Officers were in a much better position to under
stand the minds and ambitions of their Japanese hosts than were the 
ordinary British Military Attaches on his staff. In the months to come, 



THE VULNERABLE OUTPOST 57 

Boxer formed lasting friendships with fellow Japanese army officers, 
and scholars who shared his academic interests. 

By 1931 he was serving with the 38th Nara infantry regiment at 
Kyoto, living with his Japanese hosts in their barracks. They 'leased' 
him a cook-concubine who saw to his needs and improved his colloquial 
Japanese. In mid 1933 he returned to his regiment in Yorkshire before 
a posting to the Intelligence division of the War Office in London. 

This then was the man who became a key member of the intel
ligence-gathering Far East Combined Bureau (FECB), and the GOC's 
principal Intelligence Officer and Interpreter. He travelled extensively 
in China and became highly thought of, despite his remarkable private 
life. After his wife had been despatched to Australia with others, he 
took an American journalist and one time opium addict, Emily Hahn, 
as his lover, having an illegitimate child with her. As we will see, he 
was probably responsible for one of the most erroneous signals ever 
sent on the eve of battle to the War Office. 

The other important Intelligence Officer in Hong Kong was Flight 
Lieutenant H T 'Alf' Bennett, also a Japanese linguist. 

In September 1990 I was running a major two-day battlefield tour 
for British Servicemen in Hong Kong. While waiting to be taken by 
helicopter for a reconnaissance of the Shingmun Redoubt with veterans 
of the campaign, Bennett approached me unexpectedly. "You should 
be aware why the intelligence was so bad before the war," he told me. 
"It was the fault of the British Ambassador's staff in Tokyo. They had 
been there much too long, and had become complacent, some marry
ing Japanese. Confined to restricted areas of Japan, they were fed false 
intelligence by Japanese agents. And so it was that we were misled." 

Sir Sydney Giffard, who served four tours with the Foreign Office in 
Japan between 1952 and 1980 ending up as the Ambassador, disagrees 
with Bennett's assessment "because it had been clear to experienced 
observers for many years (since the Manchurian Incident and the 
murder of Prime Minister lnukai) that the Japanese Government was 
coming under increasing pressure from extreme nationalist elements, 
especially in the army, bent on expansion in China and against Western 
interests in Asia". 

There is no evidence that the British staff had been in Tokyo too 
long before the war. 

Major General Maltby found it easy to blame the Embassy in Tokyo. 
He stated in his post war report that the civil defence plan was not fully 
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implemented before Japan's invasion because of "the belief that Japan 
was bluffing ... the true gravity of the state of affairs was not reflected 
in the Embassy despatches from Tokyo. "9 Yet the British and American 
Ambassadors were giving London and Washington grim warnings 
of impending Japanese operations, and at least one British Military 
Attache in Tokyo from 1938, Colonel GT Wards, had accurate views. 
He was another Japanese linguist who, like Boxer, had been attached 
to a Japanese regiment. Lecturing to the officers in Singapore in April 
1941, he had emphasised the excellent morale and thorough training 
of the Japanese, condemning the common belief that they would be 
no match for British soldiers. However, the senior officer present vehe
mently disagreed, announcing that Wards' views were "far from the 
truth" and "in no way a correct appreciation of the situation" .10 

Whether Alf Bennett was right to blame the Military Attaches in 
Tokyo is therefore highly questionable. Both he and Boxer were fre
quently across the border in China with their Japanese friends. Surely 
they were in a good position to discover what was going on? 

Just as Prime Minister Blair and President Bush were seemingly 
misled, it would appear, by their Intelligence and Secret Service 
Officers before the 2003 Iraqi war on the question of Weapons of 
Mass Destruction, so General Maltby must, it appears, have been ill 
informed by his senior staff responsible for advising him on Japanese 
intentions and capabilities. Nobody in Hong Kong knew what the 
Japanese were up to. They were soon to find out. 
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