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CHAPTER-V 

THE SECOND WORLD WAR AND THE TRANSPORT AND 

COMMUNICATION OF THE REGION 

It was not more than two decades after the ‘Great War’ and oath of nations for 

sustaining peace through the ‘League of Nations’ the world was once again confronted 

to a global conflict.1 The world-wide Second World War was fought between 1939 and 

1945. While the  historians are not unanimous to their opinion regarding the causes 

behind the ‘War’ and who or what was to blame for the war, most of the opinions goes 

against Hitler who was blamed to be largely responsible for it. Eberhard Jackel, a 

German historian perhaps might have been right to say when he argues, “Hitler’s 

ultimate goal was the establishment of a greater Germany than had ever existed before 

the history. The way to this greater Germany was a war of conquest…..where the 

German nation was to gain living space for generations to come”.2 

The war was started initially as a struggle for supremacy and confrontation between 

the Axis and Allied powers in Europe, but within a short while it was revealed as a 

world-wide phenomenon affecting most of the countries of the world. In the words of 

K.T.Shah, “ two thirds of the earth’s land surface, three fourths of its population, nine-

tenths of its industry, are in the grip of the struggle. Every land is a death trap, every sea 

a danger zone, every sky a battle ground for the aerial navies of the world grappling in 

the blue”.3  

In the East, Pearl Harbour, the US naval base in the Hawaii Island in the Pacific 

having been attacked by Japan on 7th December 1941, full-fledged war sprung up in the 

Asian continent. Why did Japan joined the war by confronting the USA, a nation which 
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maintained a manageable distance from the power rivalry of Europe for a long time – it 

is not the right place to search for the causes. But, by May, 1942 Japan had captured 

most of the parts of ‘Far Eastern Countries’ with all parts of British Burma and a 

knocking at the door-bell of the eastern borders of British Indian Empire.      

Though India had no issue relating to the war, the country was engaged in it so 

intimately and thoroughly that might be no less than any of the belligerents. But 

surprisingly, it was not by intention but by compulsion of the Indians to involve in the 

war. From ethical and economic point of view, there was no ground before the Indians 

to attach with the war. Moreover, the Government of India Act, 1935 provided the clause 

for non-utilizing the Indian wealth to any non-Indian matters. So, it was only the imperial 

considerations for forcibly joining India in the war. K.T.Shah perhaps rightly argues, 

“we, in this country particularly, even if we have not entered the war of our own free 

will, have been committed to it by our rulers”.4 In fact, the British administrators realised 

the matter clearly that without having the full support from the subjects of the colonies 

more specifically the resources of the colonies, it was quiet impossible for them to carry 

on long term war against the Axis powers. India, as against other colonies of the East, 

being most populous, suited best for recruiting in ‘every branch of fighting service 

together with full complement of auxiliary services’; agriculturally and industrially well-

developed ‘to feed, clothe, pay, train, arm and equip’ the army for the war related; 

naturally caught the attention of Great Britain.  

However, on the declaration of war against Germany’s step to invade Poland on 3rd 

September, 1939; similar to the case of British Commonwealth, numerous crown 

colonies and protectorates: Indian Empire was attached to the war effort of the British 

without having any consent to the Indians.5 Though the Congress leaders were well 
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acquainted with the Fascist rule and also the British imperialistic attitude, it was resolved 

at the Congress Working Committee at Wardha on 14th September, 1939 that the 

Congress would agree to support the war efforts of the British if the British Government 

clearly clarify the ‘aim and object’ of the war.6 The Congress Working Committee even 

made clear intimation to the British regarding ‘a post war independence pledge and a 

national Government to the centre’.7 But according to Shekhar Bandyopadhyay, “the 

London Government was not prepared to offer anything that might bind its hands in any 

post-war negotiations on constitutional issues”.8 What Lord Linlithgow, viceroy of India 

offered on 14th October, 1939, was only the proposal for after-war possibilities of 

constitutional amendments in the Government of India Act, 1935 without having a single 

word in key issue.9 At the same time the British Indian Government tried to keep closer 

with the Muslim League by appeasing them. In fact, the British Government tried to 

avert any Indian nationalist urge at that time though the war was far from Indian sub-

continent at that time. Never the less, in response to these, following the order of the 

Congress Working Committee, all the Congress Provincial Ministries resigned between 

29th and 30th October, 1939 for creating constitutional problem.10  

In the meantime, the German victory over Europe, German air attack over Britain 

(Battle of Britain), change in British Ministry compelled the British Government to 

negotiate with the Indian political parties. Yet, Lord Linlithgow’s ‘August Proposal’ on 

8th August, 1940, a fresh proposal promising the expansion of the Executive Council to 

include more Indians, the establishment of an advisory war council with Indian 

members, giving full weight of minority opinion and recognition of dominion status after 

the war in return of full cooperation of all segments of Indians to Britain’s war effort 

was rejected both by the Congress and Muslim League. 
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Never the less, the colonial policy in India supposed to be changed since December, 

1941 by Japanese intervention and rapid aggression to the Asian countries.11 By March, 

1942 most of the South-Asian colonies viz. Hong Kong, Borneo, Manila, Singapore, 

Java, Sumatra fell into the hands of Japan. But since the fall of Rangoon on 8th March 

followed by fall of Andaman and Nicobar Island on 23rd March, 1942, the British 

Government realised the fact better that the security of India could be threatened by the 

Japanese at any time and the whole hearted cooperation of the Indians must be opted to 

combat the challenge. In these circumstances, advised by US president Franklin 

Roosevelt and Chinese leader Chiang Kai Shek, the Crip’s Mission was sent to India by 

Winston Churchill, the British prime minister of Coalition War Cabinet, for negotiating 

the Indians.12      

Let us have a look to the spread of war in Indian subcontinent during the Second 

World War. Japan made the character of World War II ‘a total war’ in South-East Asia. 

All the wings of Japanese military strength viz. army, navy and air force with mutual 

cooperation and understanding with high enthusiasm were deployed to encroach the 

British, French and Dutch colonies of South-East Asia. It has been seen earlier that the 

British Indian Empire was threatened from its eastern part when Rangoon fell to the 

hands of Japanese Army on 8th March, 1942. At the same time Japan initiated heavy air 

and naval attack through the Indian Ocean and within a few days’ strike Maldives, 

Colombo, Andaman and Nicobar Islands were occupied. In fact, being a Pacific country 

war strategy of Japan primarily depended upon its naval and air strength. All of the 

Japanese aggression in South-East Asian region took place not by  army but by its naval 

and air force. Even the Indian Ocean Front which was far from the Japan archipelago 

was also commanded by Japanese Navy and Air Force bombers carried by armoured 

naval air carriers.13 
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Indian port cities like Vishakhapatnam (6th April, 1942), Madras (12th March, 1943), 

Cocanada, Chittagong (5th December, 1942) and Calcutta faced Japanese air raid and 

bombing. Even all other Indian port cities like Bombay, Karachi and many others were 

also highly alerted against the possible air attack of Japan. It is interesting to note that 

the Japanese might have targeted the Indian ports from three perspectives. Firstly, These 

ports were the only receiving and despatching centres of the  Allied Forces to India. 

Secondly, these were the suppling centres of food, dress, arms and ammunitions for 

soldiers fighting wars against the Japanese in South-East Asian Fronts. Lastly, These 

ports were also used for collecting and supplying Petroleum and Gasoline used by war 

vehicles, railways and trucks. So, destructing the ports the Japanese tried to cut off the 

supply line of the Allied powers. 

The aim and object of Japanese aggression started to be clear as the war progressed. 

In fact, Japan more or less enabled to achieve its goal to acquire a vast territory of its 

desired ‘Asian empire’ comprising whole Far East and South-East Asia without the 

mainland of China and India within March, 1942. Japan, in fact, realised the lack of 

strength of the British forces at the time of invasion and occupation of Burma. It is more 

doubtful to observe why Japan did not initiate any annexation to the British Indian 

mainland even when Colombo, Andaman and Nicobar Islands fell to its hand. There 

might be some causes behind this. Firstly, Japan might have been satisfied with that 

empire which could supply her daily food (rice), minerals, Petroleum and lot of 

revenues. For this reason she did not need to have the British Indian Empire. Rather, she 

turned towards Southern China which could fulfil all of her needs. 

Secondly, The experience of facing strong nationalised anti-Japanese encounter of 

the Chinese people against the Japanese aggression perhaps discouraged the Japanese 
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troops to invade Indian mainland which could have awaken the same nationalised 

feelings to Indians. 

Thirdly, Japan was well aware of the fact that the US and British allied troops will 

come to this region very soon to reoccupy the lands from the Japanese which they had 

occupied from the British, French, Americans, Chinese and the Dutch. Therefore, it was 

more expectable for Japan to protect its territories by constructing a barrier to the US-

British force to enter the region through water. That is why Japan occupied the Andaman 

and Nicobar Island and set up a permanent air base for air attacks and deployed the 

Japanese battle ships in the Bay of Bengal and the Indian Ocean to guard India and 

Burma. This was also the probable cause behind the Japanese air raid at ‘major ports’ of 

India which were the receiving centres of the British-US force. 

In this occasion, it is perhaps proper to have a notice to the Japanese war strategy in 

India. Japan as seen from the very beginning of its war attempt in the borders of British 

India i.e. Burma, was reluctant to make any invasion in the interior parts of British 

India.14 The probable causes and clues for this has been mentioned earlier. What Japan 

used to do only – they occasionally made air raids from their air carriers in the Bay of 

Bengal and Indian Ocean and from Andaman air bases to the Indian port cities. But, this 

war strategy was changed accordingly as time elapsed and war situation changed. As the 

war situation in Europe was changing and the Axis powers were defeating in the hands 

of the Allies in various middle Eastern and Russian fronts, Japanese help to the Axis 

powers was earnestly required. But, as Japan had no direct land contact to the said region, 

the possible way to help the Axis powers by the way of India.15  

Indian political situation at that time was flowing in a difficult channel. Indian 

colonial government faced heavy mass mobilisation in  Indian National Congress led 
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Quit India Movement which was purely targeted to expel the colonial rule from the 

Indian sub-continent. But, it was well known to all that the Congress leaders though 

were anti colonialism and anti-British in India, they were also against Fascism.16 The 

Japanese knew it clearly that if they dared to invade India, Indians will support the 

British to that issue. On the other hand, India being a vast country Japan needed to have 

large army which they did not have at that time for invading India. However, the urge 

of Subhash Chandra Bose and the foundation of Indian National Army to free India gave 

Japan a chance towards achieving their goal. By supporting Bose and INA, Japan did 

not try to help him for making India free, but got the chance to use him.17 But when time 

came, Japan did not provide Subhash and INA proper assistance as they promised 

earlier.18  

Let us have a light on the British war strategy as against its Japanese counterpart. It 

was found that there was no specific Governmental war strategy in India till the very 

beginning of the Japanese invasion in Burma. What the Government of India did – to 

enact a parliamentary legislation on 29th September, 1939 that came into force since 3rd 

September, 1939 for the term of six months, known as ‘The Defence of India Act, 1939 

(Act XXXV of 1939)’ where the Governor General declared ‘emergency’ in India due 

to starting of war and to provide for special measures to ‘ensure the public safety and 

interest and the defence of British India’.19 But from military point of view, India was 

not capable of well-equipped army to defend Japanese army. Even, it was found that 

there was no modern military air base in British India which could defend the Japanese 

air attack. Then British Indian navy was also so weak to counter the same at the Bay of 

Bengal. For these reasons, British force retreated from Rangoon after minimal defence, 

Andaman and Nicobar Island fell to the hands of Japan without any counter and the 

Japanese Air Force partially bombarded costal ports of India. Actually, the British 
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Government, though included India like all of its colonies with its war efforts against 

the Axis powers, was too much confident about the fact that India would not be attacked 

by the Axis powers viz. Germany and Italy as the war was confined to the Western 

European land for more than two years and India was far from Europe. But, it was 

realised that they were wrong when Hitler invaded Russia and Japan’s declaration of 

war against the Allied powers which, according to Sumit Sarkar, ‘within four months 

swept the British out of Malaya, Singapore and Burma and threatened to bring its empire 

in India to a sudden end’.20 Sarkar further says, “the British in the mid 1942 had little 

confidence in their own ability to defend Bengal and Assam in case of a full-scale 

Japanese invasion, and were preparing to withdraw to the Chota Nagpur plateau defence 

line”.21 As precautions the Government of Bengal ordered to seize all country boats of 

Bengal and destroy them. Side by side policy of ‘scorched earth’ was being effectively 

imposed by the Government as a war tactic to counter further Japanese advance. 

It was inevitable to the British Government to have British-American joint venture 

to counter further Japanese invasion to British India. Actually it was an war time 

negotiation between the Allied powers depending on ‘Lend Lease’, where the USA 

joined actively after the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbour. Since May, 1942, the US 

troops had been received by the British Indian authorities.22 They were feed, paid, 

clothed and supported by other needs by the Indian Government from the Indian 

revenues.23 Interestingly, some Chinese were also trained at Ramgarh Training Centre, 

Bihar by the US trainers at that period. These Chinese inhabitants were also paid 

regularly by the India Government though they had no attachment to British India.24 

This is one of the references of common economic exploitation of the British colonial 

Government. However, US aerial assistance was sought for combatting Japanese Air 

attack, developing Royal Air Force in modern lines and transportation of troops to 



 
   
 

167 

Eastern Fronts. Similarly US Army with its full squadron were deployed to assist and 

train the British force in modern warfare for the said purpose. However, it was also 

evident that multinational military wings like Australia, Nigeria and many others also 

came to India during the war years which had occurred a great social and reciprocal 

problem amongst themselves at that time.25 To receive and despatching these force from 

the ‘Major Ports’ viz. Karachi, Bombay, Cochin, Madras, Vizagapatam, Calcutta and 

Chittagong, ‘The Major Ports (Dangerous Cargo) Control Order’, 1944 was published 

in the Gazette of India.26 Side by side, road and railway communication system between 

pre-mentioned ports to the war fronts were rapidly developed.27  

It is not surely illegitimate to pay heed on Calcutta of that time. Calcutta being the 

provincial headquarter and being regarded as the most secure place obtaining port and 

railway stations for supplying and receiving war materials and forces, was targeted by 

the Japanese for bombarding to cut off its communication and supply lines. Thus since 

20th December, 1942 to December, 1944 Calcutta was bombarded and raided 

periodically by Imperial Japanese Army Air Force (IJAAF).28 Side by side, utmost 

priority was given by the War Department to the security and maintenance of Calcutta. 

Besides, US engineers, flying officials and special groups for developing and 

maintaining air and railway stations and ports were deployed by the War Board at 

Calcutta.29 Troops having debarked at the port were transported to Kanchrapara and 

Camp Angus for rest generally for three consequent days and resent to the Eastern Front 

by rail, river or air.30 Strategically, Calcutta was been prepared by the allied force to 

counter air raid by the Japanese. At that period some air bases shown in the following 

table were set up in war urgency at some points of present state of West Bengal.  
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Table No-5.1 

Air Bases of Bengal (West Bengal) during World War II 

Place Air Base Name Remarks 

Asansol RAF Asansol World War II USAAF Airstrip 

Hijli Hijli Airfield World War II USAAF Airstrip 

Chakulia Chakulia Airfield World War II USAAF Airstrip 

Pairadoba Pairadoba Airfield World War II USAAF Airstrip 

Dhubulia Dhubulia Airfield World War II No. 99 Squadron RAF 

Garhbeta Digri Airfield World War II No. 159 Squadron RAF 

Guskara Guskara Airfield World War II USAAF Airstrip 

Jhargram Dudhkundi Airfield World War II USAAF 444th 
Bombardment Group 

Kanchrapara Kanchrapara Airfield World War II USAAF Airstrip 

Pandaveswar Pandaveswar Airstrip World War II USAAF Airstrip 

Salboni Salboni Airfield World War II USAAF Airstrip 

 
 
Source: 28/02/2017 List of airports in West Bengal - Wikipedia 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_airports_in_West_Bengal 
 

It is seen from the above table that the airstrip those had been grown up during the 

storming years of the Second World War were concentrated upon the costal and southern 

districts of Bengal. It is clear from their locations that the policy behind this was chiefly 

to secure Calcutta, the provincial capital of Bengal and to counter the possible attack of 

Japan through the Bay of Bengal. It is interesting to say that at that time the British 

Government did not initiate to set up any air base in North Bengal though ‘the Eastern 

Front’ was not too far from that region. However, in 1945, Raja Nripendra Narayan Bhup 

Bahadur, the Maharaja of Coochbehar started to operate air services in Coochbehar for 
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his personal use.31Interestingly, a small air landing ground was set up at Bagdogra during 

this time. Dash remarks, 

There is a landing ground two miles south of Bagdogra Railway Station to which 

there is access by road at all seasons of the year. There is a runway north and south 

of marked length 15,00 yards but further ground at either extremity is usable and air 

approaches in these directions are good. The W.N.W.-E.S.E. runway was only 

marked 500 yards in length but has not been maintained. Air approaches from the 

W.N.W. are moderately good.32   

Before going through any detail on transport and communication of war days let us 

look at some basic features of war days related to this issue. It is evident that like all other 

sectors of economy Indian transport and communication sector also faced rapid growth 

till the fall of Rangoon or first quarter of 1942. But, when Japan involved in the War 

having vanquished most of the colonies of European powers in South-East Asia Some 

natural crisis behind the transportation system arose. Most crucial amongst these in 

roadways of those days was crisis in motor fuels. Paucity of motor vehicles mainly jeeps 

and trucks for civilian use stood second in that segment due to huge military procurement. 

Third but not the last in that category was paucity of tyres due to crisis of rubber also 

cannot be neglected. Railways were also suffered a lot due to heavy use for military 

transportation and for deficit of iron and steel required for paving new lines and 

manufacturing wagons. Same issue was appeared in water communication system as 

most of the country boats were destroyed in fear of Japanese invasion in costal districts 

of Bengal. Moreover, the Central and State Government of Bengal laid some provisions 

at ‘The Defence of India Act, 1939 (Act XXXV of 1939)’ which also caused a blow on 

free growth of transport and communication system.33  
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The World War II which commenced in 1939 led to a tremendous increase in work, 

resulting in several changes in the Secretariat of the Provincial Government. A Defence 

Section was established in 1939 which became a branch of the Home Department 

(Established in 1937) in 1942. It dealt with A.R.P. measures, enemy aliens, 

administration of the Defence of India Acts and Rules, Air Force, aerodromes, removal 

of records, evacuations and such other things connected with Civil Defence. In 1940 a 

Provincial Transport Authority was established to deal with transport of Civil Defence, 

the coordination of transport and its use for the carriage of goods to relieve railway 

congestion, the rationing of motor spirit, gas etc.… Accordingly, A directorate of Civil 

supply as a separate branch of the Commerce and Labour Department was created in 

1942. This Directorate was merge into the Department of Civil Supply which was created 

in 1943. This Department dealt with the supply and distribution of essential consumption 

commodities.34  

It is true that North Bengal did not face any attack from the Japanese side though it 

was nearer to the War Front of Eastern India than that of Calcutta. However, alert for 

Japanese attack was received from the Government of Bengal to the Government of 

Coochbehar on 10th March, 1942.35 Coochbehar became the cantonment of US force. Its 

air strip was used by the US fighter planes for fueling.36 The convoy of military trucks 

laden with soldiers were transported towards the Eastern front through Patlakhaoa-

Coochbehar-Dinhata-Sahebganj road. Consequently, the road was properly maintained 

for keeping it in well to do condition. The fuels were transported by rail within 24 hours 

from Calcutta. The bridges on rivers were also maintained in those days regularly. During 

these days traffic of Darjeeling bound ways had become very much busy because of its 

nature of ‘hill resort and convalescence centre for the military’.37 
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To understand the nature of development of transport and communication of North 

Bengal in the context of the World War II, we should have an idea of the said system of 

pre-war days. Of the different modes of communication, highest mileage of roads 

belonged to the districts of Dinajpur while the district of Malda had the least. Amongst 

those roads Jalpaiguri belonged highest miles of PWD maintained roads while Malda 

owned the minimum. However, the district of Darjeeling had highest miles of metalled 

roads.38 

In 1938 A.J. King, a special officer on Road Development Project appointed by the 

Government of Bengal, produced a detailed report to the Government on that issue. 

Interestingly, he provides an existing picture of district communication system depending 

upon road and railways.  

 

Table No-5.2 

District-wise distribution of railways and roads in the districts of North Bengal 

as prepared by A.J. King (in miles) 
District Railways Roads maintained by 

Government District Board and 
Local Boards 

Dinajpur 131 14 431.3 

Malda 85.5 Nil 317.6 

Jalpaiguri 187 128.2 561.4 

Darjeeling 50.5 59.3 45.2 

Source:  

A.J. King. Comprehensive Report on Road Development Projects in Bengal, vol. VI. Calcutta: 

Government of Bengal. 1939. 

 The road picture of Bengal what A.J. King had discovered, was the picture of uneven 

distribution of roads. For example, the Northern districts of North Bengal viz. Darjeeling 
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and Jalpaiguri belonged maximum mileage of Government roads in comparison to the 

districts of Dinajpur and Malda. Therefore, he observed, 

The road problem in the province is, therefore, not the simple one of merely 

improving short lengths of existing or providing short length of additional road 

with the object of bettering a system already mostly in existence, but rather one 

of developing in the entire area covered by the Province a complete new road 

system in the development of which use is made to the greatest extent possible of 

the existing roads with metalled and unmetalled.39  

  

 King recommended four different classes of roads to make a complete system of 

road network for the province. These were- 

1. The Trunk Roads for direct communication by reasonably direct routes across the 

province, connecting the headquarters of all the districts. 

2. Inter-district main roads to connect headquarters of adjacent districts. 

3. District main roads to connect the sub-divisions and major centres of importance. 

4. District secondary roads to connect the interiors. 

 

 While Mr. King through his report recommended to implement a basic road policy 

of the Government, at the same time it was aiming to minimise the problem of rail-road 

co-ordination. But the Government was alarmed by the progress of war. Hence, the 

strategic consideration became the key issue before the Government. Accordingly, Chief 

Engineers in charge of roads of all the provinces and states met at Nagpur in December, 

1943 to consider way and means of evolving a planned and co-ordinated system of road 

to meet the requirements of India.40 The Nagpur Plan however, envisaged four types of 

roads all over the nation categorised as National Highways, Provincial Highways, Major 
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District Roads and Other District Roads. Interestingly, here for the first time, strategic 

concern was taken as the topmost priority.  

 A special officer was appointed by the Government of Bengal to formulate a post-

war road development plan which would be a modification and the combination of King’s 

Plan and Nagpur Plan respectively. The outline of this plan was laid down and was 

discussed at the Commissioner’s Conference in each division with all of the subordinate 

officers of the districts.41 Finally, the Government of Bengal, adopted Twenty Years 

Road Development Plan in 1946 while phasing the same for five years programmes 

according to priority of works.  In fact, though this plan emphasised on development of 

roads throughout Bengal, it also targeted to develop some of the water routes for 

maintaining bypass connection. It is interesting to note that no river route in North Bengal 

except the dredging of river Karatoya in the district of Dinajpur, Bogra and Rajshahi was 

included to this programme.42 However, following the sketch map (Map No-5.1) on 

roadways under the first phase programme it seems to be quite capable of understanding 

the development of roadways of North Bengal in the post-World War II period. 
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Map No-5.1 

Sketch Map of Bengal Showing Post War Road Development Scheme for the First 

Five Years 

 

Source: Government of Bengal. Post-War Reconstruction: Bengal Government’s Plan. 

Alipore: Superintendent of Government Printing. 1945. 
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