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Preface

When V-J Day occurred on 2 September 1945 it marked the unexpected end
to a long and bitter struggle against the forces of Imperial Japan. In Allied
countries across the world, crowds celebrated in their millions. In London
this appeared to be Britain’s ‘finest hour’. The wartime objectives that Roose-
velt and Churchill had framed even before Pearl Harbor, during their famous
mid-Atlantic meeting of August 1941, at last seemed to have been attained.
The Axis powers had now surrendered unconditionally, with all the good
things that most believed would surely flow from this momentous achieve-
ment.

But at the highest levels of Government, matters appeared very different.
Gazing down upon the crowds celebrating V-J Day from his office in
Whitehall, Sir Alexander Cadogan, one of Britain’s most senior officials,
recorded bitterly: ‘London not at its best, with scores of thousands of morons
wandering about and doing not much more than obstruct the traffic.” He
hoped for a downpour to damp their celebratory fervour. Cadogan had justi-
fiable reason to be downcast for he had just read a paper on Britain’s financial
outlook. ‘It is certainly grim reading! . . . there are terrible times ahead’. Bri-
tain was now exhausted and bankrupt as a result of her exertions.!

In Whitehall, Westminster and also in Washington, politicians and policy-
makers had been privately thinking about the end of the war from its very
beginning. How would the post-war world be ordered, and what would be
the place of the European colonial empires within it? Would the real cost of
American assistance against the Axis be the subordination — indeed the even-
tual dissolution — of empire, as some in the British Cabinet had predicted as
early as 19397 In June 1942, the Battle of Midway turned the tide in the
Pacific and the sporadic bombing of Tokyo began soon afterwards. The defeat
of Japan, though still far distant, was nevertheless only a matter of time and
thus attention increasingly turned to the issue of who would control the
resources of the vast Asia—Pacific region after V-J Day. ‘Secret service’ — a
term employed herein to denote all forms of clandestine activity — had a
central and hitherto little understood role to play in these long-range issues.

This book examines the politics of secret service during the Far Eastern

Xiv
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War, focusing upon Churchill, Roosevelt and their discordant visions of the
future of post-war Asia. It also examines the development of British secret
service and its institutional relations with its American intelligence counter-
parts during the Far Eastern War. In the context of the European War, secret
service has helped to explain the strategic victory over the Axis. But in the
Far Eastern War, where the conflict was truncated by the atomic bomb, the
role of secret service was more evenly balanced between the military and the
political. Here it is equally significant in offering a ‘hidden hand’ explanation
of the bitter rivalry between London and Washington, as well as Paris and
Chungking, over the nature of the post-war settlement. Secret service was an
essential catalyst in what proved to be the most acrimonious inter-Allied
disputes of the Second World War.

Secret services quickly became key players in the struggle between Chur-
chill and Roosevelt over post-war Asia. Their initial task was to report on
the rival plans and ambitions of Allied governments, headquarters and civil
affairs staffs. By 1944 this had translated into a barely disguised ‘Great
Game’ to achieve the upper hand in clandestine pre-occupational activities
across South East Asia. At times the war against Japan appeared relegated to
a sideshow. Senior British and American secret service officers in Asia, many
of whom had past commercial associations with the region, needed little
encouragement. Informed by an over-optimistic view of how clandestine
struggle might influence the future, they sometimes indulged in injudicious
activities.

Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten and his South East Asia Command
became the storm centre. Tasked by Churchill with recovering British colon-
ies and rebuilding imperial prestige in Asia, Mountbatten’s new headquarters
at Kandy in Ceylon hosted at least twelve Allied secret services, each
attempting to make their mark. Despite Mountbatten’s own boyish enthusi-
asm for secret service, and his considerable efforts to create effective
‘umpire’ mechanisms, relations deteriorated. In January 1945, the American
14th Air Force suggested that they might have shot down two British Liber-
ator aircraft carrying intelligence operatives into French Indochina, in circum-
stances that still remain unclear.

Events on the ground were merely symptoms of wider pathologies. In both
Britain and the United States no-one had resolved the issue of secret service
control. Viewed as key instruments of national purpose, in a manner that
distinguished them from armed forces, London and Washington refused to
submit them to proper local control by theatre commanders. Yet secret ser-
vice was the Second World War’s growth industry, with new clandestine
departments created almost on a monthly basis. Being neither strictly polit-
ical, economic or military in nature, they occupied a ‘grey area’, characterised
by perennial disputation over ministerial authority. The longer-term outcomes

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521066190
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-06619-8 - Intelligence and the War against Japan: Britain, America and the
Politics of Secret Service

Richard J. Aldrich

Frontmatter

More information

xvi Preface

were also significant, shaping attitudes towards secret service in subsequent
decades.

It should be stressed that this is not intended as a study of the detailed
impact of intelligence upon Allied strategy and military operations. Some
key documentation for that larger subject remains closed to public inspection
and when these materials are eventually released, the task awaiting the
required team of historians will be very substantial. More emphasis is given
to British than American organisations partly because of the relative absence
of American secret service in this region before 1942. Widespread American
secret service activities after 1942 have been more fully investigated by
others, underlining the commendably early development of the study of intel-
ligence history in the United States.
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