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Memorandum for the Secretary of War

December 14, 1942   [Washington, D.C.]

Secret

Subject:  Burma operation.

I sent to you this morning a review by Operations of Colonel McHugh's statements in his letter to the Secretary of the Navy concerning General Chennault and his and Stilwell's points of view.1
Since then I learn, most confidentially from Sir John Dill, that Colonel McHugh spent two days as a guest of General Wavell and probably talked to him regarding Chungking and Burma matters.

Furthermore, I learn that McHugh's report, along with a letter from General Chennault prepared at the request of Mr. Willkie, has been read by the President.2
Since McHugh in effect proposes the relief of all of our generals in the Far East except Chennault and is somewhat contemptuous of the Burma plan—thinks it is merely Stilwell's revenge for being cast out of Burma, and since Wavell has had decided logistical reluctances regarding the campaign, I am greatly concerned over what McHugh may possibly have told General Wavell.  If he gave his views to Wavell I fear he has ruined our chances to secure the cooperation of Wavell for a campaign in Burma this spring.

You told me that Colonel Knox's reference to you of McHugh's report should be treated as most confidential; therefore I am asking you to ascertain through Colonel Knox or from McHugh directly, exactly what he told Wavell.  I hope very much that he was discreet, but the superficial nature of some of his comments to Colonel Knox and his wholesale condemnation of everybody but Chennault, cause me to fear that he has probably greatly complicated my problem in bringing about an accord with the British towards an operation in Burma this coming spring.3
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1. James M. McHugh (U.S.N.A., 1922), a Marine Corps lieutenant colonel and the U.S. naval attaché in Chungking, had submitted a report dated October 11, 1942, to the secretary of the navy.  McHugh was in complete agreement with Brigadier General Claire L. Chennault's plan to defeat the Japanese air force by attacks in and from China.  McHugh asserted that Stilwell and his staff, including the air officers, did not understand the basic principles of air strategy, consequently Chennault should replace Stilwell. (The Operations Division's summary of McHugh's report is in Handy Memorandum for the Chief of Staff, December 12, 1942, NA/RG 165 [OPD, 381 CTO].)

2. When Wendell Willkie was in Chungking in early October, he had a lengthy discussion with Chennault.  One result was that the airman wrote Willkie a lengthy letter describing his conception of the proper strategy to be adopted in the China Theater.  "Japan can be defeated in China. . . by an Air Force so small that in other theaters it would be called ridiculous," he wrote.  He needed "real authority" to command an air force maintained at a strength of 105 modern fighters and thirty medium bombers; transports and a dozen heavy bombers would be added later.  This force could "accomplish the overthrow of Japan" by destroying the Japanese air forces, "probably within six months, within one year at the outside.”  Once this was done, the U.S. Navy could "operate with freedom" and MacArthur's forces could press their offensive "at will.”  Japanese industrial facilities and merchant marine could be destroyed easily; then "the complete military subjection of Japan is certain and easy." (This letter is printed in Way of a Fighter:  The Memoirs of Claire Lee Chennault, ed. Robert Hotz [New York:  G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1949], pp. 212–16.)  For further developments on this issue, see Marshall Memorandum for Admiral Leahy, January 4, 1943, Papers of George Catlett Marshall, #3-474 [3:  502–3].

3. The Operations Division wrote, and Marshall signed, a brief critique of McHugh's report for the Joint Chiefs of Staff.  "The issues involved in this matter," the memorandum stated, "are the most serious of their kind that have come to my attention during the war.  We have the case of a junior officer criticizing the commanding general of the theater to the highest officials upon whose good opinion and good will that theater commander is completely dependent for the success of his mission.  The case is aggravated because by virtue of being naval attache the results of Colonel McHugh's actions can be only to undermine both Chinese and British confidence in General Stilwell and most seriously to jeopardize the success of any campaign in which he might become engaged.”  McHugh's actions had caused "irreparable harm," Marshall stated, a charge that he repeated at the J.C.S. meeting on December 22. (Marshall Memorandum for the Joint Chiefs of Staff, December 21, 1942, NA/RG 165 [OPD, 381 CTO]; Supplementary Minutes of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Meeting, December 22, 1942, NA/RG 165 [OCS, CCS 334, JCS Minutes].)  Marshall instructed the Operations Division to inform Stilwell of the gist of McHugh's report and Chennault's letter "for your personal and confidential information only.  It is furnished so that you may be properly armed.  Because of channel through which this information reached me let me handle the Chennault-McHugh affair here, at least for the time being." (Marshall to Stilwell, Radio No. 274, December 15, 1942, NA/RG 165 [OPD, TS Message File (CM-OUT-5251)].)
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