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ANTI-SOVIET OPERATIONS OF EWANTUNG ARMY
INTELLIGENCE, 1931-39°

Richarm . Brown

Japaness military intelligence operatlons sgainst the Soviet
Union in the Far East became of prime importance alter
Japan took over Manchuria in 1832, Before that she had no
great need for intelligence on the Soviet forces in the Far
Eﬂst,lnumuchasahehldmmmmnnmtﬂnaﬁnnﬂhﬂund—
ﬂ?withthauﬂﬁﬂ.mthemntlnmhﬂnﬂh’pmbeingm
control of most of Manchuria. At the time of the Man-
churfan incident the Japanese nevertheless had potentially |
strong operational intelligence assets in numerous inhabit-
ants of the Korean and Chinese border areas who were able to
cross into Soviet territory with relative ease so long as So-
viet security remained generally lax. In addition, there were
numerous anti-Communist Whits Russians in northern Man-
churia willing and able to engage in intelligence activities
for the Japanese.

The intelligence operations of the principal Japanese
agency in Manchuria, the Ewantung Army, included propa-
ganda, sabotage, counterintelligence, and what was to be-
come a major collection effort on the Soviet army and the
geography of the area. The means it employed included the
dispatch of secret agents into Soviet territory, the intercep-
tion of radio communications, the interrogation of Soviet de-
serters and defectors, and the establishment of border ob-
Bervation units
e

T This article 12 basad on historieal data compiled, with the assistance

of personne] of the Japaness Ewantung Army, by the Military His- |
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principal source iz Volume X of the Berles Japamess Special Studied™ | » L e 71 = R
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suﬂmnmwmummmmmm ufﬂnﬂetmctiun
the Manchurian incident, and after Ewantung Army’ e
ments moved into the Soviet sphere of influence the surv
lance of Soviet actions in the Far East, particularly any mil
tary movements, was intensified. Yet Japanese milils
headquarters felt that the SBoviet Union had no intention
intervening in the situation, and so devofed its attention
to immediate countermeasures but to consolidating the Jag
nese position In Manchuria and developing an extensive i
telligence network as Ewantung Army units advanced tows
the Soviet border. This intelligence effort was intensified s
Soviet border defenses improved: aerial photography d
the summer of 1933 revealed extensive fortifications desig
to check Japanese military operations against Soviet
tory.
Agent Imfiltralion

The principal fisld intelligence units under the Intellige
Section of the Ewantung Army staff were elght Army Specis
Services Agencies, Of these it was the unit in Harbin w
played the major role in the Manchurian operations. Th
Harbin ASSA used White Russians for espionage missions
and these were the best of the agents available. The bord
area ASSA's occasionaly wsed White Russians, but =
mainly on local Chinese and Koreans. These agents were |
filtrated into Soviet territory to carry out espionage. ChCCa)
gional deserters from the Soviet army were also exploited fol

The Soviets commenced to bolster border security d !
1835, They increased the number of border garrison umnits
ordered the evacuation of border area inhabitants, and insti
tuted constant patrolling. A Soviet counteresplonage networ
in Manchurian territory, especially in the border area, regu
larly observed and reported on the movements of Ia.panﬁ]

agents. The White Russians, while more reliable and comp
tent than other agerts, being most of them ardent anti

: munists, were more easily detected. Many were shof in ab .

|  tempting to cross the:border, and-the majority did nol S Tt e A
turn, thanks to effective Soviet security. A deadlock in :
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I The standstill in intelligence operations was quite embar- , .. . ..5¢s —
' massing to the Ewantung Army's headquarters Intelligence TSI o My
Section, which therefore came increasingly to take over the :
active direction of the intelligence services in Manchuria, par-
ticularly of the ASSA units. Efforts were made to improve |
techniques of agent inflltration, to take more pains in forging
credentiale, to pay more attention to dress, baggage, and lan-
mhﬂwmmmmmm. At-
tention was also given to other means of intelligence collec-
tion—communications, publications, and telescopic observa-
ton.

Communications Infercepls

Soviet communications in the Far East relied mainly on
vﬁﬂm;thewimnetwwkhnd[aﬂadtnkmppaﬂmthme
mushrooming military and industrial expansion. A very con-
siderable Tumber of Boviet message circuits were thus vul-
nerable to interception. In order to learn the techniques for
breaking codes, the General Staff in Tokyoe had sent several
technical officers to Poland in 1933 and 1934: the Polish Army
General Staff's eryptanalytic work was considered by the Jap- |
anese to be among the best in the world. When the first con-
tingent of these officers returned from Poland in 1935, a small
unit for studies on radio interception and the breaking of So-
viet codes was formed and assigned to the Ewantung Army.
Eventually this unit was expanded and became kmown as the |
Communication Intelligence Group, operating directly under
the supervision of the Ewantung Army intelligence service.

The interception and analysis of Soviet plain-text messages |
was not undertaken until 1936, when the Soviet Union began !
to construct the Baikal-Amur Magistral to supplement the |
Trans-Siberian Railroad. The BAM line was a matter of grave |
concern to the Japanese General Staff, but the Ewantung
Army Intelligence Section had no means of observing the prog-
ress of construction on it. The Operations Section there-

i fore took the initiative and asked the Japanese-controlled |
i South Manchurian Railway Company to establish a branch |

of {ts Communications Research Department jn Harbin. This

|  branch was charged with intercepting plain_texi wireléss mes- | AN T e e g e g
i htmmnmﬂnz__mnstrucﬂmuutheamunemdwith:
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jects. Although this installation supplied data to the intel-
ugmmbwurkthmughﬂnwrymﬂvemmmssa,mei
uctﬂutitmmucaivﬂmdmpeﬂiudbrtheﬂpemﬁuml
Section became an frritant in this Section's relations with the
Intellipence Section The success of the Railway Company's |
unit Jed the intelligence service to supplement its code inter-
ceptlons with clear text intercepts, which were thereafter |
forwarded on ticker tape to the Harbin ASSA for analysis by
its Document Intelligence Division.

Document Analysis

The importance of available Soviet publications, primarily .
newspapers published in the Far East, had somewhat belatedly |
become apparent to the Japanese, and the few publication i
analysts originally assigned o the Harbin ASSA had been aug-
mented and formed into the Document Intelligence Division. |
Ite gtafl included a large number of White Russian intellec- |
tuals, as well as Japanese competent to interpret and analyze |
Soviet documents, publications and messages. Periodleals, |
handbills, newspapers, magazines, books, booklets, pamphlets, |
and even personal notebooks collected by the various intelli- |
gence agencies were sent to the Harbin ASSA for scrufiny. |
Later, when it became difficult to obtain documents, greater |
importance was attached to Soviet radic broadeasts, along |
with the interceptad clear-text wireless messages. But there '
were still documents obtained by agents, papers carried by |
the occasional defectors from Soviet territory, and in one
Instance a windfall of postal communications from a Boviet |
mail plane which made a forced landing in Manchuria in 1938.

Border Obserpation

In the early thirties the military units of the Ewantung |
Army manned posts for visual observation of Boviet terri-
tory; each front-line unit had a few lookout posts equipped
with 24-power batiery telescopes. After the difficulties in -
Intelligence collection became acute in 1934, the intelligence |,
service undertook to improve and expand this system as an |

| intelligence activity. The observation MHW i R R

as “Soviet Territory Observation Teams* who
thnﬂnvletﬁdeutthehmﬁumdermmﬂmmdnyaﬂdmhh !
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Eﬁhtuwereuﬂ:mnnnadh?a

ranging up to one of 150 power obtained from the Navy fo
night use. The frontline Army commands were ordere

to meke the cbservations. Havqrthdm,upmtnlﬂa:a hess
teams were often composed of inferior personnel and occa
sionally even lacked tslescopes. Some of their more impor

un:repnrtswerennthtnrﬁmlmddepummmm T
Viadivostok harbor, as observed from posts at Wangehaoshs
and Tumenteu, and on the arrival and departure of alrc
lt?nmh.ﬂﬂv,ummhypmtaltluﬂenhnnnd'hmgnm

Achiepements and Failures

By mid-1933 the Ewantung Army's intelligence agencies hs
scored considerable progress in improving their operations
In 1835 the communications intelligence Research Unit hs
succeeded in breaking the simple codes used by the Soviet
border forces, and constant study brought later successes
against Soviet army codes of three and four letters. Although

these codes were not commonly used for important messages
the Research Unit was nevertheless able to learn the organi-

zation and disposition of some border garrisons and the locad
tion and movements of some air units It also did traffig
analysis, compiling statistics on the origin and volume of Sod
viet radio messages.

The interception and study of plain-text messages by theJ
8outh Manchurian Rallway's Communications Research Ded
partment yielded considerable information about the progress
of construction on the BAM line. The Ewantung Army's Re-
search Unit was also able to obtain from plain-text intercep
some valuable indications about particular military situat
in Asiatic Russia, Analyzing this data, the Document Intel-
memnrmchurﬂmtmgﬁmrmtem;mmwm‘lj
reach conclusions about the disposition of units, changes
units, their commanders, ﬂgir mﬁmu,
arrival of new pernmn-:{, and their places of origin, as indid
mtedhyme:mg&uimfearﬂvﬂsmthm Mmtheﬂ
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mm in Asiatic Russia, and these often " " e

umh'ﬂ:ummﬁnpurtantﬂndings |
The plscemeal data compiled by the Harbin Document In-
Diviston was on many occasions helpful to higher °
echelons in meking estimates of the enemy's strength and
disposition. A compilation of file cards on approximately
4,000 Soviet officers In the Far East, for example, contributed |
significantly to ascertaining the order of battle for Soviet
armmy forces In eastern Aszia. An unusual operation under-
taken by the Division was the examination of postal matter
in the Soviet mail plane which made a foreed landing in Man-
churia in 1938. The mail had to be secretly opened, sorted,
copied, and resealed while diplomatic negotiations for the
return of the girplane and its crew were being carried on.
The analysie of the material was completad within a month.
The observation teams engapged in telescopic surveillance of
Boviet territory produced some information but on the whole
were not notably successful. They provided detalls on Soviet | -
fortification improvements in parts of the border zone and
on new military roads, barracks, and warehouses behind the |
fortifications, and they compiled statistical data on vehicle
operations supporting the fortified zone. Efforts of the |
ASSA's to penetrate Soviet territory with spies were nearly
all failures, but their interrogation of fugitives from Soviet
territory often uncovered important information. i
A test of the Ewantung Army's intelligence services was |
afforded in 1939 by the development of the Nomonhan inci-
dent, which began in May as a series of clashes between Soviet
and Japanese forces guarding the border between Outer Mon- '
golia and Manchuria. By June it had become a major engage- |
ment of divisional magnitude and in August & faflure for the
Japanese. This operation disclosed several serious defects of
organizgation and technique in Ewantung Army intelllgence,
in spite of its significant improvement sinee 1931. In gen-
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Deficiencies at Nomonhan = ifconigm it L FE - N s N

Theﬂﬁerdﬁmhnfthaﬁmtung.&rmrshudq
Inwﬂgmuﬂmhmmlmmlhhaﬁngmumaﬂm
period of years complete control of all the ASSA's. Its owd
functioning had consequently become extremely complex
its real aims were often lost from sight. Properly a policy
planning staff, the Section had been transformed into an op
erating agency, and the detail arizsing from itz domination of
the ASSA's constantly obstructed it. As the discharge of its
normal responsibilities became careless under these stresses
the headquarters Operations Section lost confidence in it and
tended to make its own estimates, arbitrary and independen
drawn from scanty information mnd often from untestad
sources. The Intelligence Section was unable to halt this
trend, and it became more pronounced with the passage
time.

This headquarters involvement with the ASSA's was aggrs
valed by an organizational weakness In the ecoordination of
these units which prevented them from being utilized sys
tematically. The ASSA's had failed to systematize liaison

and a staff more comprehensive and d.mersiﬂadthananj of]
the others, was kept on an equal footing with the other seven,
50 that the benefit of its knowledge and expert gpuidance was
not imparted to them. With all eight operating mdepend
ently under the direct control of the Intellipence Section, the
administrative burden became too great during the Nomon-
han incident.

A gerious procedural defect in the handling of information
was illustrated by an incident which produced a minor erisis
in relations between the Intelligence and Operations Sec-
tions. The Harbin ASSA had cbtained through a contact in
the office of the Soviet consul general there a file purporting
to be extracts from message traffic between Moscow and
Ehabarovsi. Initially this. correspondence seemed authen-
tic and important, but developments after the outbreak of

e
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nature of thie ecorres to the Operations Section,
which therefore tanded to be misled by it in some phases of
the Nomonhan operations.

It was not until the last stages of this engagement, as the
Ewantung Army was concentrating its strength for an
attack, that the communications intelligence Research Unit
achieved some moderate success in learning the disposition
of Soviet and Mongolian troops in the Far East; and even
this limited accomplishment was made from the vantage point
of Changchun—almost 500 miles from the scene of battle,
The Ewantung Army's inadequacies in the communications
intelligence field were strikinpgly apparent in its failure to
have o signal detail in the front-line areas for the collection
of battlefield information transmitted by wireless in either
code or plain text, for the Soviet army often transmitted in
clear text in situations demanding speed, and the increase in
the number of coded communications for combat purposes
wounld have facilitated the solution of the Soviet code, Com-
munications facilities in the vastness of Outer Mongolia, the
locale of this conflict, were 50 patently poor that a significant
increase in radio fraffic was fo have been expected at the
outbreak of hostilities. Japanese interception equipment was
not developed sufficiently, however, nor were operators ade-
quately trained to tap this source of intelligence. Another
communications deficiency was the lack of a network for the
exclusive use of the intelligence services; the secret missions
that did get into Soviet territory were often therefore
isolated.

A committee of officers from Hwantung Army headguar-
ters and the General Staff in Tolkyo later reviewed the Ewan-
tung Army's performance during the Nomonhan incldent
and found a number of weaknesses. Chief among these was

the fact that the operations staff officer had insufficient con-
fidence in the estimates of the enemy situation made by the
intellipence staff officer, mﬂasmulthnﬂlnaﬂtnfurm

his own estimates on an inadequate intelligence foundation,
sometimes even basing his decisions exclugively on the peace-

Ly ms ) _— - L '_E
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tent that they failed to develop & war mobilization plan s
thus were unable to exploit enemy activity during the Ng
monhan hostilities, A third was the fact that improvement
in techniques were insufficiently taken advantage of, and ths
there was a great need for systematizing operations and
cedures. The commitiee recommended that major Improve
ments be made in the peacetime operation of the intellipe
services and in preparing them for wartime activity, so
intelligence estimates, as well as other infelligence prod

would enjoy the full confidence of operations officers and
accorded full weipht.
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