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WAR COMMENTARY

by Maj.-Gen. R.J. COLLINS

Following is the text of the War Commentary broadcast

this evening after the 9 o'clock news:-

All our thoughs are, I think, fixed today on the Far East. In this

theatre the terrific distances and the weird shapes of the countless islands

make it none too easy to follow the developments. Nor can it be any easier

for General Wavell to control and direct operations. His "sphere of

influence", as one might term it, ranges over millions of square miles of

sea and land.

One’s mind boggles at the thought of trying, with a hastily put

together staff, to co-ordinate, let alone control, the operations of such

diverse forces over such vast areas. For some time to come I fear his task

must remain a grim bricks-without-straw sort of business, and we can't

expect immediate results from his handling of the situation.

MALAYA

I'll deal first with Malaya - still probably General Wavell's most

serious commitment.

In Malaya, the Japanese must be given credit for having exploited to

the full their great initial advantages of superior numbers on land, local

command of the sea and supremacy in the air. By continually throwing in

fresh divisions, the Japanese were able to keep up the impetus of their attack,

while the British and Indian troops grew daily more tired and short of sleep.

But, considering all the conditions, it is greatly to the credit of

General Perceval, and all under his command, that they were able to withdraw

to Singapore Island.

By skilful fighting in retreat, for six long weeks, down the Peninsula,

they gained precious days and imposed heavy losses on the Japanese. As a result

an Australian division arrived in the nick of time and was followed by further

reinforcements. The effect of these was to slow up the Japanese advance but

not to stop it.

In fact, the situation has borne an ugly resemblance at times to that in

Norway, France, Greece and Crete.

There were, however, three new factors, all of which operated to our

disadvantage.

These were:-

jungle fighting, which is strange to all British and most

Indian troops, and favours greatly the side which has the

most men;

next, the impossibility of distinguishing friend from foe -

a terrible disadvantage this;

and lastly, we had both flanks resting on the sea, command of

which had passed to the enemy; this last a novel and most

disturbing factor, the effect of which was all the more serious

owing to the Japanese superior numbers and the nature of the

country.

And so we come to the latest phase - the fighting for Singapore itself.

The attack on the Island came from the north-west, where the straits

are narrowest, and was successful on a widish front. For, with 80 miles of

coast-line to defend, it was of course next to impossible, with the available

troops, to prevent a landing.
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The situation facing our troops now is an ugly one, for the creeks and the

swampy nature of the country on the west limited the area available for counter-

attack, while the incessant bombing and machine-gunning has made all movement in

strength difficult by day. In this respect the situation seems worse even than

it was in Crete.

The Japanese are obviously straining every nerve to get a quick decision,

whatever the outcome, the battle will be fought to the bitter end.

BURMA

Now let's look at Burma.

Once the Japanese had occupied Siam, the invasion of southern Burma was bound

to follow, while a glance at the map will show you that, in the nature of things

a nd with the forces available, it was impossible to defend Moulmein and the

country south of the River Salween. This river was therefore the first line to

be held, and a big attack to cross it started two days ago.

Rangoon, about 100 miles to the north of the Salween estuary, has had fairly

severe air raids but at very heavy loss to the Japanese.

In fact I think the splendid air fighting of the R.A.F. and

the American Volunteer Group, in very difficult circumstances,
over Rangoon may have a decisive effect on the Japanese campaign
in these parts.

Meanwhile the arrival in Burma of the thrice welcome Chinese

reinforcements may give the Japanese - and the Siamese - something
to think about.

Whatever occurs, Burma, which is of as vital importance to India and the Empire
as it is to China, will also be defended to the bitter end, by both British and

Chinese troops.

PHILIPINES

In Manila General MacArthur was lucky in having the Bataan Peninsula - a rocky,

Jungle-covered area with few landing places or approaches - into which he could

withdraw. He was thus able greatly to shorten his line. Since then, even though

heavily outnumbered, his American and Filipino troops have made the Japanese pay

heavily for every yard.

Further South the Dutch troops are resisting to their utmost the Japanese
efforts to push south. Their efforts are giving Australia much needed time to set

her house in order. Owing to the scorched earth tactics long prepared by the

Dutch, the Japs may in the end find teo game barely worth the candle.

Meanwhile they continue to encroach east and south of New Guinea.

At the moment we, the Allies, are unable, of course, to provide every island

with enough men to withstand attack: nor can we tell where the Japanese, who still

hold the initiative,will strike next. This naturally makes things difficult,
since we are dealing. In this Far East fighting, with the defence of a considerable

portion of the surface of the globe.

JAPAN'S BIG PROBLEM

To the casual onlooker the picture may look black, Japan has for years

prepared for this war and so must be expected to gain initial successes. But I'd

like to remind you of the extent of the Japanese commitments.

They have to keep a large Army facing the Russians up North in Manchukwo.

They have hundreds of thousands of troops scattered all over China, some of

whom, as recently at Changsha, have been very roughly handled by our gallant
friends the Chinese.
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The Japanese must - like Germany - hold down Shanghai, Hong Kong, Cochin

China and Siam.

They are engaged in risky over-sea ventures in a small way in the Mid-

Pacific, and on a large scale in the Philippines, in Malaya and in Burma, with

detachments now developing further attacks in the Celebes and in New Guinea.

These are colossal commitments. And every one has got to be maintained

by sea.

For remember, every bomb and shell and every fresh aircraft has ultimately
to be brought from Japan, 2,000 to 4, 000 miles away. On the sea and in the air

their superiority is likely to be temporary, and in both elements their losses have

already been heavy.

Lastly, they have been "sold a pup" by Germany and can expect no help
from her. It’s a race against time and the Japanese are, rightly, putting every

thing in the window.

Right or wrong, that’s how I see the position in the Far East.

RUSSIA

The world situation today reminds me of the old saying: "What you lose

on the swings you gain on the roundabouts." In this case the "roundabouts” are

certainly Russian. For the Russian Army steadily progresses.

How the troops do it, in what is a very severe winter even for Russia, is

beyond my comprehension.

They must be as tough as steel.

Although there is as yet no sign of a rout, there is also no sign of the

Russian advance being brought to a halt, despite the great difficulties they must

be in to supply their troops. In the north, the extreme cold and heavy snow is

making the freeing of Leningrad a long and slow process. But in the south, and

in the Donetz area, where the Russians have made an important advance towards the

bend of the Dnieper, they are making good progress.

Andtheir advance here must be worrying the German Staff a lot, as the

Russians in the Donetz are already west of the winter Line on which it was announced

the Germans would stand.

Wintry conditions must, of course, limit operations to piecemeal tactics,
but the German losses, from sickness as well as fighting, must be heavy, and the

Russian pressure along the whole front is making it increasingly difficult for the

Germans to withdraw any troops to rest.

One begins to wonder if Hitler's entry for the Spring Handicap will ever

face the starter! I can vouch for it that the British Army at home has watched

with ever - growing admiration, and perhaps a bit of envy, the continuous advance of

the Russian Army.

LIBYA

In Libya, Rommel's sudden resumption of the offensive took most of us, I

think, by surprise. He had only just withdrawn to a strong position at Agheila,
sowing the country with mines as he went.

Then, a fortnight later, came this curious unexpected counter-offensive.

For it to be possible, he must have been reinforced by a lucky convoy

either from Sicily, or elsewhere.

It's not easy to guess what is at the back of this move. There are

several possible reasons.

One is that things were looking so black in Russia that Hitler may have

ordered Rommel to make a diversion in Libya, and produce a success to set-off the

continual German retreat.

Or it may have been to try and prevent us sending troops to the Far East:

or to regain airfields for their vaunted Axis air offensive on Egypt.
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Whatever the reason, and his objective, his advance caught us at an

awkward time. Our supply lines were stretched to the uttermost, and Benghazi was

practically derelict. This had forced us to draw back the bulk of our forces

to save transport and to refit. As a result, Rommel’s thrust went through like

a knife through butter.

Painful experience, twice learnt by both the Axis and ourselves, tends to

show that it's next to impossible to hold, against any well-planned offensive,

what has come to be called "the bulge of Cyrenaica," in the centre of which lies

Benghazi.

Sollum and Trobuk are almost essential for supply purposes.

Rommel seems to have halted short of these, perhaps because he is out of

petrol owing to the ceaseless R.A.F. attacks on his supply routes, perhaps because

he must gather strength for another advance. At any rate, he can’t stop long
where he is.

He must either go on, which will entail a fight, or go back.

We know Rommel will take big risks. He has done so this time, but he does

not yet seem to have reached any worth-while objective.

Anyway, by now he must be labouring under as serious a supply situation

as we were when we faced him at Agheila.

LAST BROADCAST.

Owing to increasing pressure of work, this is the last time that I shall be

broadcasting.

I sincerely wish that my last Commentary could have ended on a more optimistic

note. There is no denying that things are not going well for us just now. But

in war, as in life, we must be ready to take the rough with the smooth. This is

certainly a 'rough period', the cause of which is not far to seek. Still, I

believe that it will pass, as other similar periods have.

In ugly time likes these, I find it’s a help sometimes to look at the war

from the other side. I have tried to do so tonight from the Japanese point of view.

If you will consider things as they must appear just now to the ordinary

German, the "Hun in the street" as one might say, I don't think you will find

he's got much cause for optimism either. And the farther ahead the Hun looks,
the blacker things must seem.

But for us it’s very different, with the Russians doing so splendidly and the

Americans steadily arming for the fray.

Thank God that desperate feeling of being alone, of having to bear the whole

brunt, is gone and gone for good. At sea, on land and in the air, each day the

Allies grow stronger.

For the first time since I started broadcasting, over a year ago now, I am

tempted to end with, a quotation. It is from Clough's lovely poem: 'Say not

the struggle naught availeth.' The Prime Minister quoted two of the lines

a little while ago. Do you remember them? -

"And not by eastern windows only,

When daylight comes, comes in the light;

In front the sun climbs slow, how slowly;

But westward, look, the land is bright;"

BRITISH BROADCASTING CORPORATION
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