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INTIWDDCTION 

Military history i s both ~he father and bastard child of 

battles and wars, yet t oday milit~ry his tory ~nd historians 

have b een relegated to the-: u.nswept corn·::;r s of the Ain1~.r ican 

his tor ica. l prcfession. Part of t t is i;:; dl'e to the modern 

western scholar 's abhorance o f war 1 Farticularly in America 

following the trawna of Vietnam, but part is also due to the 

all too often failure of military histor ia~s to make use of 

the other aspects of history, s uch as economics or ideology, 

in their study of war. Much modern military hi story has 

remained what it has alv.'ays b een, simple chronicles cf battles 

and leaders . Fortunately much of this is chang i ng as a new 

group of military historians, as rigorously trained as their 

contemporaries in other fields of history , join the ranks of 

those few good men now wr iting . 

Hop efully , thi s worJ: is part of the new military history . 

While it is concerned , as military history mus t be, with 

armies and war, and specifically with the activity of the 

Indian Corps on the Western Front in the first year of Wor l d 

War I, it is also an attempt to use the experience of this 

force as a way to exarnine the minds of both the British 

off icers and Indian soldiers who were a part of it. The 

crucial question of this s tudy is not what happened, but why 
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it di.cl . To a nswer tha t question, I have been for c ed to turn 

to ana lytica. l tools no t normal.ly usecJ by n · J · t 1 · t · .i. r i .J .. ary 1J.s orian s; 

anthr opology, s ociology, and p s ychoa n a lytica l theory . 

r::·ven mode rn social sc ifJntist~; studying current problerr: s 

hav e great diffic ulty in fully supporting t heir conclusions. 

How much more difficult for u s historians. They at least can 

study e xisting peop le and i n stitution s while ours, by defini-

tion , lay in the past. Also, soci a l science models are imper-
~~ 

~ feet a t b est and misleading at worst. Fina lly, we have seldom 

been fully trained in any of t h e disciplines of the social 

sciences, and in using them we run the risk of superficial and 

shallow explanation. Use them however we must, for if we 

ignore them we cast away the best tools we have for explana-

tion, and history without explanation is mere d e scription. 

What has been said up to now a pplies to many historians , 

but military his t ory bears an especially heavy burden . Too 

man y of us are not historians at all, but mil itary officers 

and buffs who, whatever their other virtues , have seldom, at 

least in the modern pe.r:- iod , been not ed for their imagir~at ive 

investigations of anything, let alone the historical process. 

Particular ly we have f a iled to conside r the impact of cultura l 

factors, such as ideology , on the decisions of military lead-

ers. Military historians have general ly assumed t .hat the 

ability to construct an e ffective military force is inherent 

in the modern state , and is constrained only Ly material 

factors, suc h as i ndustrial might , population base, and the 

like. While some of u s have accept~d that c omest ic political 
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realities can constrain a l eadership , few of us have examined, 

or even considered, h ow cul b<ral bias and t:'!thnoc entrism can 

influence and l imit military desisions . For example, during 

Wo rJ.d War II , the Japanese mil i tary leader~hip n ever under-

stood why the United States would not accept what seemed to 

them the sensible s olut ion , a n egot i a ted peace. Nor did our 

military leadership understand why t he Japclnese sol~ ier, 

sailor, or airman would t~row away his li fe for no rational 

military advantage, The an~wer of co~ rs~ is that both leader-

ships were l imited by their "weltanschauung ", the way they 

selected , analyzed, interpreted, and acted upon data . 

As a historian interes ted in both the social s ciences and 

in the impact of culture on military forces, I have long been 

fasci nated by the Britisl1 Indian Army. Here, officer s from 

western bureaucratic-technological culture came into direct 

contac t with soldi e rs drawn from a South Asian peasantry. 

Here two "weltanschauungs 11 confronted and cooperated with each 

o t her. If we are to believe the British , it was a remarkably 

successfu l combination , for t hey believed they understood 

Indians and wer e able to transform them into western style 

soldiers in western type military units. 

Fortunately for the military historian, the efficiency of 

an army is easy to examine, for b a ttle is a simple and e.xcel ·-

lent indicator of an army 1 s performance. However, up until 

1914 1 Indian units had fought only ill-armed tribesman, 

surely not an adequate t e st. Thus my attent i on centered on 

the experience of the Indian soldiers on the Western Front 
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in 1914-1915. Her e for the first time, they met a European 

0ncrny , and their success or f a ilure could prov i de evidence as 

to h ow Ke ll the British offjc8r c o r ps had done its job. 

Unfor t unu tely , the p u blished ma t ~rial available provided 

neither evidence of success nor exp l anation of failure . 

The two sources which deal specifically with the a ctivity 

of the Indian Corps in France , The Indian Corps i!.1 . France 

(London~ John Murray, 1917) by Lt···Colonel J. W. B. Merewether 

and Sir Frederick Smith , the official hi storians, and the 

memoirs of the Corps Commander, General Si r James Willcocks, 

With the Indi.ans in France (London: Con stable & Co., 1920) 

shed no light on the problem. Both are l ittle more tha n a 

list of exploits of units and individuals, and are in the 

worst tradit ions of military history. 'I'he official history of 

the British Exped i tionary Force during the period the Corps 

fougi1t in France is Br igadier-·General Sir James E . Edmonds' 

Mi_~}.t.ary Qpe :r.ations: France>. a12.d Belgi..:_~ (London: Macmil lan, 

Vol. I, 192 2 , revised 1 933; Vol . II, 1925; Vol. III, 1927) 

which gives little mention of the I nd ians. It does prov ide a 

s er i es of explanations for the Corp's withdrawal, but gives n o 

eviden c e to support its conclusions. Further, these do not 

ring true , and, as shown by my r esearch, are n ot. The rest of 

the voluminous material on tbe \vestecn Frc·nt mentions the 

Indians only in passing o r not at al l . Even John Gooch's 

otherwise excellent The Plans of W:::tr (Ne v-1 York: John Wiley & 

Sons , 1974) devotes the entire cha p ter on India to the period 

to 1 90 7, before pla ns were set afoo t to send In~ian troops to 
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Europe in case of European war. Thus a study of the Indian 

Corps in France not only f ill s a gap in the h i storiography of 

the Fir st World War , but is al.so an ideal way to examine the 

infl u.ence of cultur~il b.i. c:i. ::; :m m:i J. i. t a ry (ecisi. 0:1s . 

Before proceeding t o the body of this study , a few words 

about the Indian Army are in order . The British Army _ in India 

from which was drawn the force which went to Prance consisted 

of two sepa rate but related militar y forces. The f irst was 

composed of portions of the Br itish A1my ~hich regul arly sent 

battalions to serv e in India . A British infantry battal ion 

wa s compo sed o f a li t tle more than 800 men, a l l of whom were 

white, led by 28 British office rs . The second was t he Indian 

Army. I t s uni ts were composed of Indian soldi ers, n oncomrn i s-

sioned officers , and officer s , and of British officers , the 

most juni or of which outranked the most senior Indian . 

In 1914 , an Indian i nfantry battal ion consisted of eight 

companies , formed into four double - companies. The noncommis -

s i oned officers of each company were Indians, as was its 

comma nder, a subada r , equivalent to a captain , and its second-

i n-command , a j emedar , equivalent to a l ieutenant. Each 

double-company was commanded by a British captain or maj o r , 

with a Br itish subalte rn a s second -in- command . Thus a battal -

ion going on active service would consist of a Brit ish 

Lt - Colonel as Commander, a second - in-command , usua lly a Ma j or , 

an Adjudant with the rank of Captain , a Quarter-Master, and a 

Medical Officer , all in the batta l ion h e adquar ters, and t wo 

Br i tish officers per double company , for a tota l of 12 f i eld 
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officers and one Medical officer per battalion of infantry . 

Each co~pany had two Indinn of ficers, Qnd in the battalion 

he(.lcqu arL-,E.xs would be found the Su!Jadar-Major / the senior 

Indi~n ;_fficer of the batta l ion, for a total of 17 Indian 

officers per batt~lion. Each company had about 90 Indian 

soldiers , or " sepoys " or 11 jahwans" giving the battalion a full 

fighting s trength of 1 2 British field officers, 17 Indian 

office ·s, and about 720 sepoys. 

The men of each company within the b attalion were always 

drawn from the sarne "j ati 11
, or cas te or clan . Normally, 

companies of different jatis made up the battalion, although 

some battalions, notably Gurkhas, wer e caste pure. 

An Ind ian regiment consisted of a regimental depot 

located in India and usually a single combat unit, a battalion, 

administered by and in peacetime colocated with the depot. 

Some re9 irnents had more than one battalion, notably Gurkha 

regiments, but the single battalion regiment was the general 

rule. The regimental depot did not go with the combat battal-

ion when it went on active service, and battalions of the same 

regiment when it was a rnulti-·battalion regiment did not 

generally serve in the same brigade . 

Since the battalion and the r egiment in most units were 

one and the same, officers on active service gcmeral ly spoke 

of their battalions as though thGy were the regiments. If he 

said, " Hy regiment did well t ocJay 1
' 1 he was usually re ferrin<_; 

to his battalion rather t han his regiment. In order to prevent 

confusion, I have consistently used the t erm battalion to 

.,, 
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id0ntify the unit in Fr~nce, and regiment only when referring 

to the battalion and depot together. Bc>V!ever, tbe reader 

distinc t. ion. hlso, v1h2n mentioning unite~ .:i_n the text, I have 

us2cl the normal short2nc)d form. 'l'hus the 2nd Battalion 8th 

Gurkha Rifles will be identified as the 2/Bth Gurkhas and the 

J.29th Duke of Connauqht' s Own Daluchis f,j~olv 2.s the 129th 
- L -' 

Baluchis. 

Wlicm the A.rrny in India org;:rn 'L~:ed a combat force, it nor-

rnally drew the combat battalion from the regimental depot and 

grouped several of these into brigad8s comprised of one British 

battalion and three Indian battalions. Three infantry 

brigades, plus cavalry, artillery, engineers, and supply and 

service troops made up a division, and two or more divisions 

a Corps. The Indian Corps in France consisted of two Indian 

divisions, the Lahore and the MeE:rut . Excluding all but th0 

infantry, the Order of Battle of each was as follows. 

LAHORE DIVISION 

Ferozepore Brigade 

*1st Battalion Connaught Rangers 
12 9th Duke of Connaught' s O-;.m Bal uchis 
57th Wilde's Rifles (Frontier Force) 
9th Bhopal Infantry 

Jullundur Briaade 
---- ~-· -- "'-------

* 

*1st Battalion Manche~ter Reg~nent 
15th Ludhiana Sikhs 
47th Sikhs 
59th Scinde Rifles (Frontier Force) 

Denotes British unit. 



Sirhind Brioade 
"'------

*1st Ba t.tu. l ion ILig!·1lanc1 Li9h t lr.fantry 
1st Battalion 1s t King Geor: 1_J t':: 1 

::; 01.vn Gurkha Rifles 
1 st Battulion 4th Gurkha ttiflos 
125th N::tpj_er 's i.hf J.es 

MEERU'I' DI VISI ON 

*1st Battalio n Seaforth JJ iyl1l a nde r s 
1st Ba t tal ion 9th Curkha Ri fles 
2nd Battalion 2nd I<: ing Edward. 1 s Own Gurkha Rifles 
6th Jat Light Infantry 

Garwhal BrigacJ~ 

*2nd Battalion Leicestershire Regiment 
2nd Ba ttalion 3rd Queen Alexandra 's Own Gurkha 

Rifles 
1st Battalion 39 th Garwhal Rifles 
2nd Battalion 39th Garwhal Rifle s 

*2nd Battalion Black Watch 
4lst Dogras 
58th Vaughn's Rifles (Frontier Force) 
2nd Battalion 8th Gurkha Rif lcs 

8 

Another way to xeasure the strength c f the Corps is to realize 

tha t at full strength it consisted of about 5,000 British a nd 

13, 000 Indian infantry, plus several thousand support troops . 

The perceptive re~der will note that this study mentions 

the Indian cavalry of the Indian Corps not at all and the 

British infantry only a little. There are good reasons for 

thi s. The Indian cavalry 1 like a ll cc.' vaJ.ry i.'.1 i.:renc.:h w2 rfare, 

saw very limit ed actj_on and was not suLject to the high 

casualties of trench warfare. It wa s therefore little tested 

by its experience. The British infantry of the Indi a n 
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d ivisions served u s a useful check f or the Indian battalion s . 

I t !:;erv e d i n the stime br i (Jadc. s , s<J. ·,..; tre Ll amc ;1c ticns , and took 

the ~>ame prcpor tion of cas11 a lti0s, but it d id r..o t suffer the 

s c(rne: (}.:.:·op in f igl1t.:i .. ns ef f ic i (~ll (;~r a s cL.d L1e I r1(1 :~n.:t1 s • Further, 

this i s a study of th<:! I ndian Army , not the British. In any 

c ase , both the British infantry and I nd ian cavalry were not 

wi t hd J: awn :Erom Fran ce i n Nove;nbcr o i: 1915 , for their morale 

and capability we~e stil l high. 

On e final note. Mili t a ry orga~ization3 , like other 

b ureau c r acies, tend t o develop t heir ovm termino log ie s , often 

a t varia nce both with t e rms in g e neral us e , and even with 

t erms use d by other mi l i tary f orces. Whenever ross i b l e , I 

have l eft Bri t ish t ermi n ol ogy inta ct , except where it would 

confuse knerican reader s. One such term i s "reinforcements." 

In the British Army of this period , that meant replacements, 

men sent to make up l osses caused by dea t h, di s e ase, or wounds , 

not as addit i ons to the norma l strength of the f or ce a s i t 

would in the l!ITler ican Anny . To prevent conf u sion , I have, 

e xcept for direct qu0 tes, u sed the more f ami l i a r fa.J.ner ican 

t erm . 
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1 . 'J'HE INDIAN Am,iY 

By lYOO, t he colonia l p c,sse::i;;sions of Gr 2a.t Brit ain 

encircled the world, see1:ting ly a series of unrelated terri -

torie s , but the linchpin of the Dnpire was India, and around 

Indic. the British Emp:i.re revolved . Most of Britctin 1 s 19th 

century colonial adventures had evolved out of the need to 

protect and exploit its Indian Empire. Within the Brit i sh 

Cabinet , all of Britain ' s other colonies were administered by 

the Secretary of State for the Co l onies but India had a 

Minister of its own. Not only did it have i ts mm Minister, 

but it also had its own autonomous govGrnment and, keeping the 

peace and protecting i ts territory, its mvn a rmy . 

The rnili tary organization. by which the British were first 

t o conquer and then to hold the Indian sub-continent bega n not 

as a single military forc e , but as three. India is a rhomboid 

over 4000 kilometers long and the s<:1.rne in width. When the 

British arrived ear 1y in the 17th c entury / cornmun i ca ti on~. wer e 

rudimentary, and no roads ex i sted between the three British 

trading centers of Bombay on the west coast, Madras on the 

southeast coast , and Bengal on the northeast . Each of the 

three trad i ng centers, called Presidenc ies, there f ore began as 

a separate administrative unit responsible not to a c entral 

Indian authority , but to th~ home office of their English 

trading company parent; the Honourable East I ndia Company . As 

· .. c.. 
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each Presidency d e termined a need for a rmed forces, each began 

i ts own army, incHvidually recruited, trained, organi zed, and 

1 
. . .... ~ 1-1 

clC n· J.n J. s \_ex eo. 

a t 

'fhe first arm.;d f'Jr ces o f t h '.:! Co~npa.ny were English guards 

1-2 
their trading center s, bl'.t these were socn supplemented 

by Englishmen recruited by the. Company ir. Engl a nd and sent out 

to I nd i 2.. . rl'he first thirty r eache d India in 1644 to garrison 

F t (" · G r · n tl M ·1 p · , l- 3 or· ... ,L- ... eo _ge J.. 1e Lac.ras :cesiu.ency . •rhe recruitment 

of I ndia ns did not beg in until 1662 when King Charles II 

rece ived Bombay from the Portuguese as part o f his wife 's 

dowry. He s ent 400 Eng lis h soldiers to garrison his new 

possession , but the Portuguese authorities, unaware of the 

change of ownership, rt~fused to let the men l and. Conf:ined to 

a small island, most died of d isease. As sufficie nt English-

men we re n ot available to replace them, the British were forced 

to enl ist non - Eng lish Europeans and I n d i an s. Thus began the 

practic~ of en l isting Indians for military s e rvice under 

British comrnand. When , in 16 88 1 King Charles turned Bombay 

over to the East India. Company, this regime nt pa.ssed into the 

. 1-4 
Company's service . 

The use of I ndians a s soldiers had major a dvantages for 

the Company. A British recruit cost the Company a great deal 

1-5 
of money, f3 0 in the e arly 18 th c entury. Not only was the 

initial cos t high, but once in India he died f rom disease a t a 

rate three tLmes g reater than his fellow recruit stationed in 

1-G . 1-7 
England or of the native popula tion. An I ndian soldier 

cou ld not only be expected to outlive his English counterpa rt, 

I ... 

- - --~· :.-- .. ~:i:.j:.:·~~:.~~~~!..~~~ 

?f.!;ii1 

,~;i,~ ... di~~"~~li 
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but he could also be paid a great deal less. The two together 

made the average cost per British soldier Jo·1ble that of an 

. ~. 1-B 
Jna.io.n. 

B_y tlv: bes inning of the J.Gth century, events both in 

India and Europe gave gr0at impetus to the use of Indian 

soldiers. In India 1 the Mogb.ul Empire entered its final 

decline and British traders could no longer depend on the 

Emperor in Delhi to protect their interests. In Europe, 

France had already begun its hundred year attempt at European 

hegemony, which would place Britain at war with France off and 

on for most of that period. These wars often spread to India 

where the French pioneered the raising of Indian regiments 

trained and organized like European forces and under the 

command of French officers. The British had already dis-

covered that a few disciplined British troops could defeat the 

large but untrained, disorganized, and unwieldy Indian armies. 

Now, given the French exa1nple, they saw that Indians could be 

1-9 
transformed into reasonable likenesses of European troops. 

When Robert Clive took command of the operationally 

combined Presidency armies during the Seven Years War, he 

turned quickly to the French system to raise troops, forming 

regiments on the British pattern. He placed Indians in 

cormnand of these reg irn(mts, but to enable them to operate 

within the British system, he attached several noncommissioned 

. 1-10 
and commissioned British officers to each regimenL. How-

everr Indians commandccl, for at this time, the British 
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considered them in telligent , honest, a~d c~apetent enough to 

ho ld military command 

In the last h a lf of thE: 1Ct':1 c.:ent"..1ry, use cf these I ndian 

r e c; .imc::nts increas e d and L ie Br i ti r;h becra~1 t o use them o utside 

In~ ia in other colonial campaigns . :n 1762 , some t ook p ar t i n 

the capture of Manila . I n 1795 s~ne campai~ ~ed in Ceylon, and 

. 1 8 01 t 0 l t . -1- ].... - -. t . d . ~ . 1. - · l l i n - OK par in ~ 1 .e ~gyp . i~n expe ic1 on . I»y 1794 , 

t he India n regiments had proved so reliable , effective, and 

inexpensive that 82, 000 I :1dians we r e under arrr1s for t he Company 

and that n u mber wou l d expa nd to 214,000 by 1856. In the mean -

time however , the Company had changed characte r. In 1784 the 

Company faced bankruptcy a n d appealed to t he British govern -

men t fer a loan. Aware t hat the Company had bec orne mere a 

governmen t than a t rading enterprise, the governmenl: felt it 

time to bring thE: Company under rnore direct control. The 

I ndia Ac t of 178 4 empowere d the B:c itish gover nment to appoint 

the majori ty of the Cornpany 1 s Director.::. In 1794 , the 

Direc tors sent Lord Corn-wa1 lis, t he loser at York town durin g 

the American Revolution, t o India as Gov ernor-General. 

The a rrival of Lord Corm·wll is symbolized both o.n end and 

a beginn:i..ng . In Europe, the dynastic era was ending in the 

cauldron o f the F r ench Re vo l ut ion and its a fterm a th , and the 

process whic h t ook Europe from the pos ition o f one amon g 

several world civilizations to t hat of unchallenged dominance 

had begun . The European s who had come to India dur i ng the 

1 8th century had been men of the Enlightenment , heir s to a 

tra d ition of radical rationalism. Thev knew that the ir 
..t 
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culture wa s different from that of India , but they did not 

thin k of it as necessar ily s uperior . Also ~hey had come as 

supplic<:m ts to funct ionin~r, ef f ic ien t , c.tnd pov;er ful Moghul 

Emp ire . But the decl i ne of Mog hul power c o i ncided with the 

Europeu.n ind us trial revolution a nd the r ise of European 

nation-states. Europe an technology , coupled with the f i r st 

modern bureaucracies, gave tl·1e Eur0pea:':1s a.n immense advantage 

over the governments, peoples , and military forces of the non -

Eur0pean world. Aware that European technology was so clearly 

superior to Ind ia's, it was but a short step for the current 

Europeans in India t o conclude that all th ings European were 

sup~r ior to all things Indian. 

Other factors oper~nt in the 19th century increased the 

psychological distance between the British and the Indians. 

The first half of the century coincided with a great increase 

in Evangelical Protestantism in Brita in , and the British 

off icer of an Indian regiment was affe cted by it . His 

Christian religiosity often caused him to decry and condemn 

native ways, customs, and religions \·.rhich he did not fully 

" .L. ~ 1-12 'D • h d J... h unaersl.-ano. rurtner, as t e century wore on an - a.s i..:. __ e 

British settl ed into I ndia , the steamship brought fast, reli-

able transportation between Britain and India . Small islands 

of British cult~re could now be established , mainta ined by the 

wives of Bri tish officers and officials who now began to 

arrive. 'Ihus even the need for womei:1 1 which had at l east 

given the British officer s ome contact with the Indian people 

on a personal level disappeared . 

. :._·;._ I ·. ,-~ .. ' 

.. ~7!~\~¥! j~~~1~~:~~·;, 
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The new British view of India was based on certain real 

as;_,ects of Indian c•J.lt.ure. The base of the Indian social 

sL~ucture ~.·10.s role differentici.tion based on birth, the "jati 11 

or caste system. Hierarchical caste lines ~er? theoretically 

Into this system the British idea of themselves 

and of their place in India fitted neatly. Concentrating on 

the anarchy of the late 18th and 19th century and ignoring the 

long periods of Indian political unity, they saw India as com-

posed of inherently hostile subgroups among whom order could 

be maintained only by impartial outsiders, themselves. 

All of these ideas made an impact on the organization of 

U1e Indian Army. Indians had not commanded regimen ts since 

the days of Clive, but they still provided most of the offi--

cers. In the reorgcJJ.ization of 1796, most of them were 

replaced by British officers, thereby reducing the possibili-

. f d .i:: I ~ . ld . 1-13 ties or a vancement ~or nQian so iers. As a result of 

these reforms, the number of British officers per regiment 

increased from 12 to 22 and, as most of them had little to do 

during peacetime, the Compa::.1.y often gave them essentially 

civilian positions outside the regiment and also followed 

standard British practice of allowing liberal leaves. Thus, 

at any given time, only six or seven officers out of the 22 

assigned might be present with the regiment. 

During this entire period, the British continued to 

expand the Indian Army. Between 1796 and 1824, the number- of 

battalions increased from 52 infantry and 7 cavalry to 144 

1-14 infantry and 21 cavalry. A further expansion occurred in 
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l 848 after t h e 2nd Sikh War . To patrol the now extended 

fronti~~r s in the Punja.b , a dd itional t r oops were r ai sed . 

Furtherr Lord Dalhousj.e ' s poJ.icy of annex i ng any Ind i an state 

whicl: , in his opinion , ei ther laps<::d into anarchy or lacked a 

l eg :· ':i1:iate he i r led to further i ncrea s es in the n mnber of 

Indian troops as e ach s tate annexed needed additiona l soldiers 

for a garrison. Along with the steady rise in the number of 

Ind ian troo ps , a steady reduction in thr= number of European 

troops occurred. The Crimean War s ucke d British regiments 

fr om India which were never repl aced , as did the 2nd Burmese 

war and the 18 56 Persian Exp~dition. By 1 856 , les f_; than 10 % 

. I d ' .. 1 1-15 of the troop s in n · ia were Br1 t 1s1. 

The great changes in Briti sh a tt itudes about India wer e 

mirror ed by changes in the attitudes of the Indian soldier . 

Like peasan ts ever ywhere , h e was deeply conser vative and 

l ooked with great su spicion on wha t he perce ived as t he thr e at 

to property , political order, and religion by the British. 

Regardin g p roperty, the sold i ers were almost all lan d -

owners, and many wer e Brahm.ins whose families ·were depend c:nt 

on rel ig ious found a tion s . The Br itish r eformers of the post 

1 820 period were i d e ological ly corE.rn i t t ed to t he i dea that the 

peasant should own and work his own land. They exarnined the 

claim of eve ry landowner and petty c hief a nd s eized any excuse 

to declare them invalid. The British did n ot r ea li ze that 

t hey threatened not just t he g rea t noble but everyone who did 

not ac t ual l y plow the soil a nd who paid taxes . Unlike 

Britain , i n India the social dist inction between the smal l 

~, ' 

' . 
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lundowner and the tenant was not rigid, and among the soldiers 

spread an uncertainty as to their property rights. Addition-

al.ly: th::~ annexation policy of Dalhousi0 rnc:.de them su;;;pic.ious 

of British promises cts state after s<·.ate whic·'.1 t 1.1c British had 

promised to respect was incorporated into the Empire. 

Finally, and most irnportant 1 the sepoys felt a general 

threat to their religion. WhilQ missionary activity directed 

from Britain was private, the Indian soldier did not distin-

guish between the missionary and his supporters, who often 

included British officers and soldiers, and the official non-

support policy of the governrrent . The belief grew that the 

government was only waiting for a favorabh~ moment to enforce 

conversion to Christianity. Further, in their desire for 

morality and efficiency, the British ignored the religious 

implications of many of their laws. Government interference 

in property rights and widow remarriage were seen by Indians, 

whose religion embraced all aspects of socii-11 activity, as 

interference in religious practice. 

In 1857, all dissatisfaction in the army culminated as 

the Army of the Honourable East India Company disin t egrated in 

a configuration of sedition and mutiny, drm-med in blocd, and 

brutalized with British and Indian atrocities. To have the 

sword by which they held India turned against them left a 

legacy the Dritish never forgot. At the end of the Mutiny, 

only 15 of the 70 regular infantry regiments of the Bengal 

1-16 
line had proved loyal, and none of the cav2.lry. 
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'J'he r eforms in the Army engendcr ~ · d by the Mutiny were 

many. The East India Company WRS abol ished and t h e government 

of I nd ia placed directly under the Crown . So was the Army . 

Internal l y , much was cll.:::u~ JC~d in the army . Fir st , the British 

b eg an a long term policy of restr icting enlistment t o castes 

whos e loyalty could be assured . In practice , this meant 

recruit i ng f rom r eligious or ethn i c minorities whose privil eged 

status d epunded on the: continuation of British rule. Gra.du-

a l ly, the number of men in the army from the heart of India 

was reduced , whi l e men from the borde r areas , Sikhs, Punjabi 

Muslims , and Gurkhas increase d. Second , pure caste reg iments 

were most ly e liminated. Compan ies within the various regi-

men.ts remained caste pure to insure against ritual pollution, 

but unrelated and often hostile caste companies were combined 

i nto the same regiment so that the r isk of u ni formity of anti­

Britith feel i ng would be unlikel y to arise . 1 - 17 By 1912, 

almost all the cavalry regiments wer e mi xed caste, and , except 

for the 20 Gurkha r eg iments, only 30 of the remaining 10 4 

. f . t t 1-18 in antry reg:i..men s were cas e pure. 

Third, the Gove rnment al tered the ta.ct :;_cal di s position of 

t h e Army . It was no longer concentrated at strate gic points, 

but scattered in smal l garrison s t hroughout t h e country. 

Whenever possible, Hindu and Musl im r eg iments were s t a tioned 

t og ether to minimize the risk of c ommon sentiment . Also, 

British troops and ar tillery were always stationed with I ndian 

t roops . 

!!'-- '· 

\ .. 
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Fourth, as a pattern for the post-mutiny regiments, the 

British looked to the i r.: :gul<>..r r egiments which had remained 

loyal to them during the f·'.iut:i.ny and 'vhich had fought well. 

These regiments had on1.y six Bxitj.sh t fficers , compared to the 

22 in the o ld Indian regireent. With the reorganization , only 

eight British officers were assigned to each Indian regiment, 

. tl . . . . f ~ . 1-19 l eaving 1e remaining positions or Inaians. 'l'hu s it was 

now possible for an Indian to rise to a posit ion of some 

responsibility, status , and authority, coopting his loyalty 

rather than frustrating his ambition. 

Finally, the British altered the weaponry of the army. 

Because the regiments of Indian artillery had used their guns 

particularly well aga inst the British and had caused many 

British casualties, the British were determined n ever again to 

place artillery in Indian hands, and except for some light 

' h . d ' 1 . d . . 1-20 mountain guns , t ey never waivere in t1e1r ec1s1on. And , 

while Ind ian soldiers would have to have shoulder weapons, he 

would g e t new equ ipment only when b.:i.s British counterpart had 

1-21 received an even b etter model . 

In the period after the Mutiny unt il the onset of the 

First World War, the Indian Army unde:r"1:lcn t a process of a 

steady reduction in size as costs per unit increased and 

greater firepower enabled one unit to do the work of many. By 

1-22 
1897 , the army was dov.m to 185, 000 men, and by 1906 it had 

0 d
. 1,. 1·-23 shrunk to less than 160, 00 In ian so aiers. Nonetheless, 

the army which emerged f rorn the Mutiny h e ld and protected the 

Indian Empire for the remainder of the 19th century. It was 
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a garrison army now, organized to control the civilian popula-

tion a nd ward off band s of mar auding tribesmen , rather t han to 

f i ~ . hl:. a major \Yar . 
.,J 

Carnpaigning i :: lnclia. a n d in the c o lonial campaigns in 

which the. Indian Ar'!:'.y often fought ~·:2s very different from 

fighting in Europe . Most o f t he difficulty was due less to 

the str ength of the enemy than to the n ature o f the type o f 

war he fought and the usually diff icult terra i n. Indian 

tro09s no!· .. all y fou ght poorly organ ized and equipped irr2gu-

l ars . On t he fron t i e rs of I nd ia, the tribes were so d isorga-

nized that troops oppos ing t hem could never be sure what 

oroportion of a given tribe or people had taken up arms, a.nd 

we re therefore neve r sure a t what strength they shou ld take 

the field. But disor ganized as they were, irregular s generally 

operated on their home ground and were there fore mor e l ikely 

to have good intelligence about the British tha...ri. the Briti sh 

about them. They had t he civi l ie.n po9ul2tion t o dra·w on, 

while the Br i tish had to depend on . ~ ' 1-2 4 soies an a oatrois. ... -

As the t errain on the frontier wa s n e t well Y-~nown, a 

maj or mission of the i ntell igence branch was to send r e c on-

naissan c e teams into areas on ~he fror,t ier of which it had 

little knowl edge. Often Br itish of~ lcers would be sent o~t in 

d 
, , • r . h 1-25 disguise to make an ext·:=n e<1 inspec-t i on c..r -c . . e are a . The 

t f . · ~ · ·ne .L- ' m-te ~nd rhe terra_in di"ct~ted na ur e o i:.He enemy , L. · c l.1.1a r Q.J. .. ..... . - ~ -

that colonial campaigns ou<;ht to be short so that t he enemy 

would not have time to organize , supply prcblems not have time 

to become severe, and the effects of a possibly unhealthy 

'· 
':.~·."'\. ".• -i ; 
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climate not have time to decimate the troops before they could 

1-26 
engage the enemy. 

The British believed that the essence of irrGgular war 

was to establish moral superiority over the enemy. Unlike 

conventional war, the enemy ha.d no supply li"ies to attack and 

could easily disperse to fight another day. Thus, forcing him 

to battle where the superior discipline and firepower of the 

regular force could produce large enemy casualties without 

great losses of oner s ovm was the object of every cornmander. 

Ideally, the British force would strike vigorously and con-

stantly to make the waiverers go home and the unsure stay in 

. 1-27 
their huts. 

Campaigning on the Indian frontier was often a fight 

against nature as well as a fight against the enemy. If it 

was impossible for the army to live off the land, as it often 

was for the frontier was sparsely settled and very rough, the 

. 1-28 army could become merely an escort for its food. This 

dependence • J,,. on i ..... s supply line could be likened to carrying a 

chain behind the fo:rce with the other end attached to the 

supply base. The further the force got from the base, the 

longer and heavier got the chain. The solution was the flying 

column. In this case the force carried their supplies with 

them. However this had its disadvantages as well. The large 

amount of supplies carried could slow down the column and if 

the supplies were captured, the force would have to retreat 

quickly to its base. On the other hand, properly planned and 

,: . . ·:. ,r.' 



execut ed , the column cou l d work miracles, as it did for Lord 

Robert s in his march to Ka bul in 1 87 8. 1 - 29 

The I nd ian Army's basic combat unit was the brigade, 

22 

u sua 1.ly composed of several Indian battal ions and one British 

b attalion. Nor ma l procedure was to attack with the Indian 

b a t tal ions, keeping the British battalion in reserve . As one 
/ 

British General put it, " a lways in those d a ys the British 

soldier stood as a rock, should anything go wronc with his 

Jndi~n c omr ades or should t he nut b e too h a rd for them to 

,1 - 30 
c r ack.' While that was probab ly true, it was also true 

that sending the Ind ians into the assault first lowered the 

c asualties o f the white t roops. 

The l essons of the Indian frontier and of the colonial 

c ampa i gns were of mixed benefit to the British and Indian 

Armies during the First World War. On the positive side, 

t heir officers l earned t o be aggressive , conscious of supply 

and terrain problems , and c are ful of their wounded. They a lso 

becam2 ade p t at hasty fortifications and at searching for an 

open flank. On the negative side , since ~hey were usually 

r e luctan t to use artillery since i t often dispersed the enemy 

b e f ore the infantry could close and k ill, they h ad no idea of 

the killing power of massed artillery. Fur ther , always prob-

i n g for the flank, they n ever learned how to penetra te a 

fortified position . While the Ge£man Army h ad no t fought a 

campaign since 1870, and went into battle in 1914 with untried 

officers and men , the British and Indian Armies had fought a 

succession of skirmi s hes and colonial ·wars. Yet the German 

:.•' ,,... :···. ~=. :" 
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Army proved far readie r for modern war than the British or 

Indi.an fore es. 

The men who officered the Ind ian Arm7 were a peculiar 

breed . They accepted volun~a~y exile from home for the privi-

lege of serving an Empire whose opinion of the professional 

soldier was lower than in any other European nation. But for 

a British 
11
gentl eman" who aspired to the social status of an 

officer, the Indian Army offered certain unique opportunities . 

To b e an officer in a British regirn Gnt in the latter part of 

the 19th century required an outside income of anywhere from 

Ll50 to fl500, depending on the regiment, to maintain the 

e xpectea standard of living.
1 - 31 On the other hand, the cost 

of living in India was much lower than in Britain, and offi-

cers of the Indian Army were not expected to maintain the 

1-32 standard of living of British officers of the British Army. 

Further, t he pay of a junior officer in the Indian Army was 

c o n s iderably higher than tha t of his British Army counterpart. 

In 1876, an Indian Army lieutenant mads over 60% more than a 

. 1~33 
British Army lieutenont. Not surprisingly, office rs of 

the Indian Army tended to come from the less affluent sections 

1-34 
of the British middle classes. There were of course other 

reasons . Life in India offered a romance and a quasi-aristo-

cratic status no l onger available in Britain, and, for the 

ambi tious, irregular war offered greater responsibility to 

junior officers than did conventional campaigning. Thus the 

relatively poor and ambitious sought service with the Indian 

Army. With all its disadvantages, places in the Indian Army 

,-; ~ 



were much sought after. In 1913, the top ten graduates of 

Sandhurst, 20 of the top 25, and 32 of the top 47 requested 
] ·v 

se:cvic2 with the Indio.n Army ... -J:i 

The military education of a young officer began at 
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Sandhu~c st, but the standard of performance there was gen er ally 

low. The Victorian British army put mor• store in spit-and-

polish than in intellectual attainment. After leaving Sand-

hurst, if a subaltern wished a posting to an Indian regiment, 

he h&d to serve a year 1 s probation with a British regiment in 

India, and pass an examination in an Indian language and 

anothe·r i'n ~ra.-ri'ous '1 't b' t l-JG , m1 .. 1 ary su Jec-s. There, for all 

practical purposes, his formal military training stopped. 

India n officers who were awarded postings at Camberley at the 

Staff College usually chose not to go, for there an officer 1 s 

expenses exceeded his income by over E200 per year. In 1905, 

Kitchener, then Commander-in-Chief in India established a 

~ • -· 1' d'ff' 1 1-37 Staff ColLege in India to overcome t~is 1 _icu ty. 'Ihis 

was too late to D1sure that very many ot the senicr officers 

of the Indian Army had had such training by 1914. 

The social life of the regiment was net designed to 

encourage a broad outlook in junior officers. An j_nfantry 

mess might consist of as few as sevenLeen officers, and their 

life revolved co:nplete ly a:round the reg irneDt. Independent 

opinions were not encouraged. As one officer put it, 

It was assumed automatically that a captain was more 

intelligent than a lieutenant, and a major more than 

a captain and so on. As for expressing an opinion 

;:\< 

:~;~· 
·~v 
;~ ·, 
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which differed from the general point of view, that 

was almost unheard of. 1-38 

WiLhin the regiment, social graces, athletic ability, and the 

1-39 
correct attitude mattered a gooJ deal more than rn5litary 

competence, which in any case consisted of little more tilan 

the ability to look good on parade. Of course, if an officer 

had the ambition and social connections necessary, he could 

secure a posting to a frontier regiment. 

In short, the Officer Corps of the Indian Army prior to 

World War I was an institution whose members could be expected 

to exhibit great personal bravery, physical fortitude, and 

even in some cases, initiative within conventional patterns. 

But it was also class-conscious, extraordinarily conservative, 

and badly trained for a general European war. Further, it was 

racist to the core. The officers who led Indian soldiers 

believed they did so because they were inherently, racially, 

superior to Indians. The British officer might love, and even 

admire his men, but he never forgot, nor was his allowed to 

forget, that he was inherently better than they. 

The leader ship of the Indian Army ·1vas British, but its 

soldiers were Indians, but not all Indians. As has already 

been mentioned, the Mutiny caused a great shift in British 

recruiting pat terns. Prior to the Mutiny 1 recrui trnerct for men 

was somewhat haphazard. Regimental commanders largely deter-

mined whether or not to enlist a particular castP. Even as 

late as 1876, Jews and Christians served in some Bombay regi­

ments.1-4o By the latter part of the century however, racism 
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dominated the intellectual movement of the educated classes of 

Europe, and it is not surprising that the theory of the 

"martial races" entered Indian I~e:xy tho11ght at this time. 

Lord Hoberts, when Comma.ncler-in--Ch.ief, first off :i.c:ially 

expressed the theory. While not precisely a racist, he did 

believe that certain castes and groups in India could fight 

better than others. He differed from the pure racists in 

ascribi.ng this to climate and other conditions, rather than a 

. 1-41 
genGtic heritage. 

The most popular writer on Indian Army affairs and the 

most literate exponent of the martial race theory was Lt-

General Sir George M.acMunn. He combined a romantic view of 

the "martial" castes with a complete contempt for those he 

defined as non-martial. 

. in India we speak of the martial races as a 

thing apart and because the mass of the people have 

neither martial aptitude or physi~~l courage . 

the courage we talk of colloquially as 11 9uts 11
• 

The clever trading classes of India have never 

borne the sword by their side, the tradesmen, the 

artificers, the goldsmiths, aJ.l that come under the 

ancient grooming of the Vaisha, twice bo.:cne though 

they be, have none of the instincts that answer blow 

with blow. It is one thing to suffer a blow and turn 

the other cheek, in humility and self restraint. It 

1-42 
is quite another to do so from fear. -



MacMunn believed that 4000 years previously a white race 

.~1'rnilar to the British had conque r Pd Id' ~ · . .:. n .ia. His "martial 

r ac c;s " WP.r e de.scGnded from tho"'e Ar,. an · .,., ··e or fr 1-·1·,, a o J , :.;_n· ,,c .rs , ..., , 

later g roup of conquerors, the Jats , )r a vari~nt of the 

l·-4 3 Tartars , the Gurkhas . 

This attitude had an enormous imp~ct on recruiting 
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patterns. By 1912, out of the hundreds of castes and classes 

of India, the cavalry recruited from 20 and the infantry from 

1-44 
only 24. Most of the castes considered "martial 11 were 

from the Punjab, and this in turn led to the Punjabization of 

the Army. In 1862, only 25% of the infantry battalions were 

Punjabi or Gurkha. 
1 .:1. ... 

By 1914, that figure had reached 64%. - -~ 

Even the enlistment on occ<-lsion of an individua l not of a 

mar tial caste and his rise to high rank with evi6 , ce of great 

personal bravery d i d not change the position of the Off ice r 

Corps that only certain group s could fight . 1 - 46 

The Punjabization of the army meant an increased drain on 

the recruiting ground s of northern India, which meant that a 

more elaborate recruiting system was needed. British officers 

ofte n spent much of their time on recruiting duty, and pay 

raises a nd better conditions did much t o make their work 

1-4 7 successful. 

The Martial Race theory was a mixed blessing to the 

British. It had some advantages. By designating certain 

groups as fighters and offering them military careers, it 

co- opted their loyalty, and set caste against caste in the 

time honored method of divide and rule. Also, since the 

·. • 

" " 



British habitually chose peasant castes as 11 martial 11
, and 

since these, in addition to being inured to hardship and 

28 

amenable to discipline, were ill-educated and politically back­

ward, their loyalty was assurea. 1 - 48 Finally, it gEve another 

ideological justification for the continuance cf British rule, 

for it implied that without the B:::-itish, the northern martial 

1-49 races would conquer the south and oppress its peoples. 

However, there were also major disadvantages to the 

theory. While those castes selected as martial might have 

reason to stay loyal. to the British, the others had an addi­

tional grievance. The average British officer might not like 

the 11 babu", or clerk, but he was precisely the type of educated 

Indian who was likely to be at the center of an anti-British 

movement. Also, with the increasing democratization of Great 

Britain, it became more and more difficult to justify this 

theory to a government whose roots ·were 1·2:3s 2nd l~::ss aristo­

cratic. l-SO Further, it prevented the army from turning to 

other castes when a need for more tl""CO~)S c:cro~;e. Finally, by 

defining the educated classes cf India as non-martial, they 

limited their officer supply to th0se ol British descent. To 

take a young British officer a.nd educc:tte him in the complexi­

ties and language of a foreign culture took years. Thus the 

British ability to replace officer ca81altiss was limited. 

'£he system was nonet.heless remarkably able to prove all 

that the British believed . If those Indians who were martial 

couldn't become officers since they were inherently inferior, 

it made little sense to expect or encourage them to exhibit 
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officer characteristics of leadership and initiative. Not 

be i ng expected to do so (and one cannot help but suspect that 

if one had done so, he would h~ve made his superior British 

office: very uncomfortable) and being selected from castes 

whose; background lea st fitted them for an off iccr role, ·we 

should not be surprised to learn that they did not. This 

reinforced the British belief in their own superiority and 

indispensability. Further, as those Indians whose drive and 

education most fit them for an officer role were defined as 

non-martial, it made no sense to allow them to try. Besides, 

they were distressingly political in their desire to force 

changes in the status quo. 

Between the Indian soldier and his British officer stood 

an intermediate figure, the Viceroy's Comrnissioned Officer, or 

VCO. He was an Indian who held commissioned rank but whose 

commission was issued by the viceroy rather than the king. 

The British officer of the Indian Army held his from the 

British government, the King's Commission, crnd any King's 

commissioned Officer outranked any Viceroy 1 s Commissioned 

Officer, no matter what the disparity in rank or position. 

'l'he VCO had power of command over native troops only. He 

provided a link between the lritish officer and the Indian 

soldiers and also provided a source of leadership, inspiration, 

and example that the British officer of a different culture 

. 1-51 
could not give. 

The origins of the VCO can be traced to Robert Clive who 

retained Indian officers in the regiments to which he attached 
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.. ' ff' 1-52 Britisn o· ·icers. By the end of the 19th century the role 

of the VCO had much chang~~a. 'The vco wa~; promoted from the 

ranks, qenerally after ma~1y years of service. 'rhsy werr::i 

unfam i liar with anything beyonJ company level duties, and 

since they were uneducated, they could not be trained to 

rnanage the administrative du tie~> required for higher rank, or 

for staff positions. Thus when British officers became 

1-53 
casualties, the VCOs were not able to take their place. 

Indeed, it became an article of faith that they were inherently 

unable to do so. 

Thus, at the beginning of the First World War, the Indian 

Army was organized around a series of principles which might 

best be grouped uricler the term, "paternalistic racism." Its 

roots lay in the very real superiority of European technology 

and organization, the necessity of ruling India via an Indian 

army, the experience of the Great Mutiny, and the 11 scientific" 

doctrine of Social Darv1inisrn, and the racism it implied. But 

although the British ·were racist, they were not simple 

e:t:ploi ter s. r,eaven ing the belief that Indians were inhereritly 

inferior was the belief tha~ ChristJan morality demanded that 

one's inferiors be treated as humanly as possible, as a father 

would treat a somewhat backv;-arC. chilO.. Thcl t the British 

officer was steeped in this ideology is beyond doubt. He 

further cloaked it in an extracr: din a·,_: y romanticism. 

This combination of loya l ty 2nd expectation . 

was something officers and men understood without 

words. It knit them in a clos'2 bondr from which 
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the rest of the world was excluded. . For a 

soldier, disloyalty was treason, the worst of all 

offenses. For him there was no half-way hoase; he 

must give total obedience, total loyalty, total 

. 1-54 devotion. 

The far more mundane reality was that the Indian soldier 1 s 

view of himself fell somewhat short of that. He had enlisted 

because the Army provided an excellent career. It gave him 

food, a reasonable salary, a decent pension, and the possi-

bility of occasional adventure. In return he gave a condi-

tional obedience, a conditional loyalty, a conditional 

devotion. As long as he was asked to be a garrison soldier, 

or to take part in colonial campaigns or minor frontier opera-

tions in which battles were short and casualties light, he was 

content to serve. But when service meant the mud and death of 

Flunders in 1914-15, the conditions under which he enlisted 

had changed. So, inevitably did his obedience, his loyalty, 

his devotion. 

If the Indian Army had continued in its traditional roles 

of defending the North-West Frontier, suppressing civil unrest, 

and taking part in minor colonial ca.mpai9ns, it r.light have 

gone on doing so indefinitely, but in 1914 it was sent to 

fight a modern EUJ.:-opean ·war. It f s.iled. This study is an 

examination of that failure. 
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2 . TO A EUROPEAN BATTLEFIELD 

At the turn of the 20th century, the ey~s of the Indian 

Army rested on the North-West Frontier and on the only great 

power that had the capacity to disturb British rule on the 

sub--con tinent, Russia.. For alrnost the whole of the preceding 

century, Britain's leaders had followed a policy of contain­

ment of Russia. Britain's overwhelming mastery of the seas 

made most of her Empire and the home island itself invulnerable 

to Russian counter-action, but the North-West Frontier of 

India was an exception. Should the Russians move through 

Persia and Afghanistan, Britain would be hard pressed to 

defend her Indian Empire. The military leadership of the 

Indian Army assumed that Russia was hostile. As Field Marshal 

Lord Roberts, ex-Cormnander-in-Chief in India and. the hero of 

the 2nd Afghan War put it in 1904, 

no one can surely have any doubt as to what Russia's 

real intentions are, or that, unless we are able to 

arrest her further progress, she will inevitably 

overrun Afghanistan, and be in a position to invade 

2-1 
India . 

Far from being able to export troops overseas in case of 

a major war, the main concern of the Indian High Command was 

the substantial number of reinforcements they felt would be 
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needed frorn Brita in· 'I'he only question was how many. As 

RussJ.a grew stronger and closer / the number of home ba.sed 

British troops desired by the Government of India increased 

f 1 , 7 0 0 1' '1 18 8 cu 1.-.0 J ' 8 1 ·i 3 .: 19 Or: 2 - 3 . r om .) ; '· . . Lj r . . .Ln u • 

Russia's obvious weakness following her defeat in the 

Russo-Japanese War and the subsequent internal unrest led the 

leaders of both Britain and Russia to make a more realistic 

appraisal of the military situation. Also, the growing 

strength and hostility of Germany to both powers led to a 

rapprochement between the two countries which affected mili-

tary planning for India. In 1906, the Secretary of State for 

India, Lord John Morley, and the Foreign ~ecretary, Sir Edward 

Gray, argued that Russia's weakness and Britain 1 s cordial 

relations with France would permit a reduction in the size of 

the Indian Army. Lord Gilbert Minto, the Viceroy, and Lord 

Horatio Kitchener, the Commander-in-Chief of the Indian Army 

disagreed, stating that diplomatic agreem~nts did not change 

f 1 . 1. t t' .._ 2- 4 the nature o a rea mi i. .ary nrea'-. Debate on th.is 

question continued for several years with the military and the 

Government of India opposing reductions and the rest of the 

Cabinet supporting cuts. The question was more than academic, 

fo:r the number of reinforcements needed by India was the prime 

factor in determining the size of the regular British Army. 

The reverses of the Boer War had caused great concern in 

Britain and had led to a complete reappraisal of its military 

establishment. As part of this process, Prime Minister 

Asquith, in 1907, appointed a special sub-committee of the new 



committee of Imp:~' ;:ial Defence to co.lside:c the military 

requirements of the EDpire. Indla was the key to the ques-

tion, for, as Lord 1'1or:1ey put it, 

In peace, these needs govern the normal si.ze 

of the Army; in war, on our Indian land frontier, 

they make the largest demu.nds upon our military 

2-5 resources. 

Military opinion was unanimous. Led by Field Marshal 

Lord Hober ts, General Sir Willia.n\ Nichol son, Quarter-Ma st er 
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General and later Chief of the Imperial General Staff, General 

Sir Ian Hamilton, a hero of the Boer War and later to command 

the ill-fated Gallipoli expedition, <md General Sir Beauchamp 

Duff, later Commander-in·-Chief of the Indian Army during World 

war I, all agreed that India would need substantial reinforce-

2-6 
ments in case of war. In May, 1907, the Committee of 

Imperial Defence accepted the military position and the 

principle that the British regular army ought to be able to 

send 100,000 men to India during the first year of a major 

war. The detailed estimate by the Genera.l Staff of the War 

Office was even higher, 148,000 including reinforcements and 

2-7 replacements. 

By 1909; the political situation had further developed. 

Germany's increasing military force, the growth of the German 

Navy, and the belligerency of the Kaiser worried British 

statesmen, who were now considering the possibility of sending 

troops to the Continent to assist France in a war with 

i:· 
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Ge:cl1i any . Lord Morley, con s cious of the new alignment, 

wrote the Viceroy , Lord Minto, regard ing military expe nses. 

The exper;diture of so great a sum at the pre-

sent time . could only ba justified if • • 

mobilization of the whole field army is contemplated. 

. That eventuality is war with Russia . [the] 

view held by His Majesty's Government as . [the] 

Anglo-Russian AS]reement . [is that] the Agreement 

has been sub jected to and has successfully withstood, 

severe tests . . . and there is nov.J les s reason than 

ever for reluctance in adjusting military policy in 

I a . t th d. . 2 - 9 n ia o e new con i tions. · 

In reply, Lord Minto admitted that the danger of Russia was 

now much reduced, but argued tha~ the tribes on the North-West 

Frontier and the army of Afghan istan were now so well armed as 

. 2--10 to require the planned nine division force. 

By 1911, both face s and attituees had changed. The new 

Liberal government appointed both a new Viceroy and a new 

Secretary of State for India. The new Viceroy, Lord Charles 

nardinge had had a long and distinguished career in the 

Foreign Office, culminating in his appointment as Permanent 

Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs . Appointed Viceroy in 

1910 , he represented traditional Liberalism. Lord Robert 

Crewe, the new Secretary of State for India had served as 

Lord-Lieutenant of Ireland, Lord President of the Council, 

Lord Privy Seal, and Secretary of State for the Colonies 

be for e moving to India House. Asquith considered him the most 

"· 

I~~~~-
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able of his colleagues in what has been described as the most 

brilliant Cabinet of the 20th century. 2 -11 

As a good Liberal r Hardinge believed in econon:y in mili·-

tary expenditure, and accepted th~t the size of the Indian 

Army ought to be reduced. 

I feel strongly the absolute necessity of reduc-

ing the Native Army. With the present change 

in the poli t ical situation . it is absurd to 

maintain as large a native Army as if there had been 

a danger of invasion by a first class power like 

. 2-12 
Russia. 

But more important than the tactical question as to how many 

British and Indian troops ought to be maintained in India was 

the fact that the focus of British military policy had shifted 

from India to Europe, as Great Britain and Germany becarne 

increasingly antagonistic. For once, the military anticipated 

the politicians. 

Early in 1911, General Nicholson, long a proponent of 

military cooperation with France against Germany, asked Sir 

Douglas Haig, then Chief of Staff of the Indian Army, and 

later to command the British Expeditionary Force in France1 to 

consider the problem of despatching Indian troops to Europe in 

2-13 
case of war with Germany. Haig devoted the annual General 

Staff Exercise to the problem, keeping it secret from Hardinge, 

h d . d f th . . 2 - 14 w_ o 1 sapprove o - .e iaea. Indeed, when Hardinge heard 

of the exercise, he ordered it cancelled, writing, 



It is hardly necessary to discuss possible even-

tualities connected with Germany, Turkey, and other 

powers which the General Staff are of the opinion 

"may necessi tc..:. l:c;: in the future an increase of the 

A l. n I xi a, i· c~ • " rmy _ _ Beyond minor operations in the 

Persian Gulf there is no likelib.oo(i. in the irrunediate 

future of any operations against foreign powers in 

regions not contiguous with the frontiers of India. 2- 15 

sir J. E. W. Head1am, Jater a Major General, then a serving 

officer in India remembered the incident as follows. 

A year or two before the war . . Sir Douglas 

Haig devoted the annual General Staff exercise in 

India to a very detailed study of everything con-

nected with the despatch of an Expeditionary Force 

of two Divisions and (I think) a Cavalry Brigade to 

. The whole question was studied for 

months in advance as well as at the actual exercise, 

and a detailed and very voluminous report was drawn 

up and presented. But the Viceroy heard of it . 

and he wrote a most intemperate minute, saying that 

the exercise should never have been held, that the 

idea was absurd, etc., and that it must never be 

referred to, etc.! I'm not sure he didn 1 t order all 

the records to be burnt .... The point is that when 

the expedition was sent, the whole personnel at Hd 

2-16 
Qrs had changed, and the report was not available. 
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Precisely why Hardinge took thi s position is impossible 

to determine, but certu.inly I ndian p~l.iticians resntP.d the 
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expense of the Army. The idL~a t.h;-:.tt Inc~ian revenues were bein9 

us~d to support an Imperial Reserve would dcrtainly have 

raised a political storm . Neve rtheless , the British Cabinet 

continued to consider such a possibiJ.ity. 2- 17 Winston 

Churchill, then Home Secret ary, who had served in Ind ia as a 

lieutenant in the 4th Hussa1'.'s from 1896 to 18S8, commen t ed , 

As we shall be allies of Russia the Anglo-Indian 

Army could be drav.m upon as long as t\·m native regi-

ments were moved out of India for every British 

regiment . Lord Kitchener has stated that it would 

be possible in so grave a need to withdraw six out 

of the nine field divisions from India, and this 

should be done immediat ely. This force could be 

brought into France by Marseil les by the fortieth 

2-18 
dc-1y. 

Not for two years more however , in August of 1913, did the 

Cabinet ask the Government of Ind ia to consider how India 

could contribute to a war between Britain and a continen~al 

2-19 enemy. At that point , Hardinge had no choice but to 

consider the prospect of Indian troops being used in Europe. 

He wrote, 

After careful consideration of our requirements 

in India we consider that the Army Council may, 

under normal conditions, rely on getting two divi-

sions and one Cavalry Brigade, and that under 

. ·; 



abnormal conditions we might possibly be able to 

increase this to Lhree divisions, but this increase 

would be at sorne risk to ourst:!.1.ves and canr~ut be 

counted on with any degree of certainty. 2- 20 

The situation when war broke out in August, 1914 was 

therefore as follows. The Cabinet, the Army Council, the 
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Government of India, and the In6ian Army High Command had all 

agreed in principle that in case of a European war between 

Brita in and Germany, Indian tj:oopr-~ would be ri.sed outside of 

India, but the only detailed planning had been cancelled, and 

perhaps even destroyed by Harding~ 1 s orders in 1911. Further, 

the Commander-in-Chief of the Indian Army, General Sir 

Beauchamp Duff, was less than sanguine about the proposal. 

Should the Empire be worsted in a Great War 

we shall lose India in any case; therefore from 

that point of view, it is in our interest to send 

every man we can to the decisive point, where the 

issue must be fought out, or to places where they 

can set free other troops to take part in that 

issue. On the other hand should we denude our-

selves too much India may be lost to us through 

internal disturbance and external attack even 

. . ' . f " , h 2-21 though the EmpJ.re may oe success -uj_ e.Lsew ere. 

As Germany sent her armies forward, the British govern­

ment may have harbored the illusion that Britain might find 

some way to remain out of war, but the military leadership of 



44 

Britain had long accepted the fact that Britain would fight on 

the side of France. As far bac:: as 1905, unofficial tc-,lks 

between representatives of the British and ?rench armies had 

begun wi t h the express purpose of examining how British land 

for-ces might be used on thr:; Continent. 'l'hus when Germany 

viola.ted Belgian neutrality, Plan 11 W11
, the joint work of the 

British and French General Staffs, was complete to the last 

a~tail. 2 -22 On Britain 1 s first day of war, August 5th, 1914, 

the Conunittee of Imperial Defence, after some debate, approved 

its implementation, and the wheels were set in motion for the 

movement of the small British Expeditionary Force to 

2-23 
France. 

At the same tline, discussions began among the members of 

the War Council as to where the Indian divisions might best be 

used. Churchill, now First Lord of the Admiralty, suggested 

that they first be moved to Egypt to relieve British regulars 

there for use in France or elsewhere, and then later perhaps 

2-24 
sent to France. Hardinge, writing from India, and caught 

up in the war fever sweeping over most Europeans, had no doubt 

where he wished the Indian Army employed. Displaying a com-

plete turnabout from his attitude of three years earlier, he 

wrote Crewe, 

I know the two divisions that are under orders 

and they are composed of perfectly magnificient troops. 

I am absolutely certain that they would do well against 

any European troops they might meet. I do trust that 

they will not be left to garrison the Mediterranean 



but will be sent up to the front. It would create 

an excellent impression in India that Indian troops 

should, for the first time, be e~rloyed a y ainst white 

2-25 troops in Europe. 

45 

By August 9th, the decision had been m~de and the 3rd and 7th 

Indian Divisions, later to be renamed the Lahore and Meerut 

Divisions to prevent confusion with regular British divisions 

with the same numbers, wc!rG ordered to emb:l:r_. k for Egypt , with 

advance detachments to leave by the 15th . The order also 

stated that these troops "may be called upon to operate with 

the Expeditionary force in Europe at a later date. 2 - 26 

Opinion was still divided as to whether the Indian troops 

ought to be used in Europe. Lord Sydenham , who had capped an 

outstanding military and civilian career with the Governorship 

of Bombay from 1907 to 1913 , wrote Crewe about his reserva-

tions as to such use. 

From the purely political point of view our main 

object a ~ · regards I~dia should be: 

1. Not to give the slightest i mpression of 

dependence on the India~ Army & 

2. Not to denude India of military force. 

As regards (1) it is of the greatest importance 

that n o sign of weakness should appear in India, 

that Indian politician s should not be able to say 

in the future that I ndian troops and Indian 

resources saved the Empire. Much political capital 

was made of the contingent sent to Africa in 1 899 . 

~\' ,,. 



Much more will be made of the deGpatch of two Jivi-

sio:.,s to Europe now. The E.~ffect.. wcuJ.d be to convey 

the idea of our depc~ndencr.:! on India c:ind to fill 

Indian politicidns in years to come with an exag-

gerated sense of the value of the assistance given 

and consequently of the poli tica 1 clain1s which could 

be based on that assistance. The certain result of 

this would be great political turmoil in the near 

2-27 future. 
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Yet despite these considerations and the fact that the Indian 

Army was neither trained nor equipped for a European war, 

Hardinge continued to press for its use in Europe. 

There is such a universal desire throughout 

India that our troops should actually go to the 

front in Europe. . It will be the removal of 

a stigma and a colour bar upon Indian troops which 

British officers attached to them feel greatly, 

and which is felt equally by the men. No more 

popular move could be made than to send an Indian 

. . . h £. . J_. 2-28 Division to t e -1gn~1ng in Europe. 

For reasons undetermined, the Cabinet felt differently, and on 

August 25th decided not to use the Indian divisions in 

2-29 Europe. Nonetheless, Hardinge continued to pJ.ead. 

A wave of loyalty is sweeping the country based 

on the wish to assist the Empire actively against 

Germany in the field. .. The enthusiasm is intense, 

but there is none whatever for the purely garrison 



duty which your telegram ccmternl)lates. Should India 

sc:e h12r splendid and complete divis ions relegated 

to such duty while troops flom Aust~-alia, New Zea-

land, Canada, and other colonies go to the front, 

there will be a revulsion of feeling here which may 

have serious effect. It is well known in India that 

the French Algerian troops are fighting at the front, 

and if British Indian troops should be discarded in 

the present emergency it will be interpreted as an 

unmerited slur on their loyalty and efficiency 

that our army is being unfairly treated .. This 

is a political mistake of the first magnitude, which, 

if persisted in may change the present feeling in 

2-30 the country. 

Crewe attempted to console him . 

. we must point out that it is not accurate to 

describe service in Egypt as purely garrison duty. 

If Turkey joins Germany as is still not improbable 

we shall regard Egypt as point of honour and danger. 

. . As soon as it appears certain that they are 

not needed for active service in Egypt we shall at 

once consider question of employment of Indian 

troops on Continent .. . You can assure your 

Council and Leaislative Council that whenever oppor-_, 

tunity offers, Indian troops will take their place 

in line with the other soldiers of the King's 

2-31 army. 

·· ·; ''' 

47 



Opportunity offered faster than anyone imagined. The 

small British Expeditionary Force of two c orps of two divi-

sions each , under the command of Field Marshal Sir John 

French, a cavalryman of uncertain t emperament and mediocre 

intelligence , began moving to its pl ace on the extreme left 
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of the French line. Sir John's marching orders required that 

the BEF reach the Mons Canal on August 23rd , the same day on 

which the German tir:letable called for General von Kluck's 1st 

Army to reach the identical line . Both armies met their time -

tables without delay, and from early morn i ng of that day, von 

Kluck with 160 ,000 men and 600 guns hanunered F ield Marshal 

Fr0nch's 70,000 men and 300 guns . By the next morning, the 

BEF, forc ed by the superior forces facing it and the withdrawal 

of the French on its right, was in full retreat. The cost of 

holding von Kluck's f orces for a single day had been 1,600 

British casualties.
2

- 32 Worse was to fo)_].ow. Two days later, 

after continuous exhausting retrea t, on the same day that the 

Army Counci l and the Cabinet decided not t o us0 the Indian 

divisions in Europe, von Kluck caught General Smith-Dorrien's 

!Ind Corps at Le Cateau. For eleven hours on August 26th, 

that Corps, now reinforced by the 4th Division newly l anded 

from England , fought off the Germans, losing 8,000 men and 38 

guns. By the tiJne Smith-Dorrien was able to extricate it, and 

the BEF managed to pull back f ar enough to get a breathing 

spell, the Germans had inflicted losses of almost 15,000 men 

. f ' ~ 2-33 in .l.Ve oays. 
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G ven this background of disaste~, the Cabinet changed 

itr.; m:i.nd o.s to the use of the Indian Divisions, quite under-

sta.r~dably, for the Indian Army offered tLe only source of 

train26 reinforcements available o.n::rvihere in the Empire. On 

August 27th, only two days after the Cabinet's original deci­

sion and the day after the battle at Le Cateau, Secretary of 

war Kitchener informed French that the Indian divisions would 

2-34 
be sent to France. On the same day, Kitchener wired Duff 

informing him of the Cabinet's decision and asking for, 

. the best possible forces of horse and foot. 

The fighting is hard, and requires big battalions 

and . 2-35 stiff men. 

Hardinge was delighted . 

. universal satisfaction felt on all sides at 

the employment of Indian troops in Europe . 

the rereoval of the stigma of the colour bar and 

the recognition of their equality with the Colo-

nia.ls. . The presence of Indian troops has 

identified India with the 2-36 war. 

The cff icers of the Indian Army were equally happy. 

We heard the great news yesterday that our destina-

tion is Marseilles. I never even dreamed that we 

could actually get into a European war in the Indian 

2-37 
Army. It is too good to be true. 

Another officer cormnented / 



Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine Indian 

troops would be used in Europe against the 

2-38 
Germans. 
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General Duff consider~d the two divisions he elected to 

2-39 
send very good ones and Hardinge boasted that their regi-

ments were recruited from the best possible stock, 

[the] martial races of the North, who are far 

superior in fighting qualities to the Mahrattas and 

. 2-40 
DecC3.DJ.S. 

But, as already noted, in each division, the troops were 

segregated by caste into companies or regiments. The price in 

military efficiency was high. Replacements could not be 

assigned where needed but had to go to those units which were 

confined to their caste. During the later fighting, some 

units ·whose castes were small in size or in which recruiting 

had fallen off remained always under strength, while others 

had more troops than they could use effectively. 

Not only was the ability to replace casualties subject to 

difficulty, the size of an Indi2.n batt2-lion was far below that 

of a British battalion. The 18 Indian infantry battalions 

. d 'th 764 ff" d 2 - 41 d thi'~ saile to France Wl o leers anr roen, an ~ 

included a 10% average to replace expected losses. The 

equivalent British battalion had been brought up to about 1000 

men. Further, to attain even this strength for each Indian 

battalion, the Indian Jl_rmy had had to strip units remaining in 

I d
' 2-4 2 n ia. By the time commanders had subtracted various 



details, and supply, service, transport, and headquarters 

personnel were subtracted, an Inc:lian bc;_ttalion could seldom 

place more than 500 men actually in the trenches. 2 - 43 A 

British battalion could place at least 50% more. 
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The Indian Army had been neither trained nor equipped for 

European warfare. To some extent, since only three years had 

elapsed since the Corrunittee of Imperial Defence had considered 

such use, this was excusable. But also true was the fact that 

Indian units were always one generation behind British units 

in weaponry . Before they could take their place in the line, 

they had to be completely reequipped. This took substantial 

time at Marseilles, where, upon disembarkation, new rifles, 

2-44 ammunition, machine guns, and maps had to be issued. Nor 

were shortages restricted to the infantry. Sapper companies 

. 2-45 needed pumps, sandbags, and explosives. Further, an Indian 

Division had half the number of guns allotted to a British 

div:i.sion.
2

- 46 
Army Headquarters in India added two field 

batteries to each departi ng division from Indian Army 

resources, and a heavy battery was added as each division 

2-47 
arrived in Prance. Again, all this took time. Other minor 

2-Ll. 8 
items also had to be provided, such as winter coats · and 

packs . 
2-49 

More important than supply and equipment shortages were 

the men who would lead the Indi.an divisions ~1to combat. The 

better pay and opportunities for field service still drew many 

excellent young officers to India, but the British Army often 

used the Indian Army as a place where less capable British 



officers could be put to pasture as a rm·.rard for long and 

. 2-50 
faithful service. And if the quality of senior officers 

was suspect, the quantity of junior officers was worse. 

The field service strength of officers for an Indian 

battalion was only 12, excluding the medical officer. Thus 

52 

the 18 Indian battalions sent to France needed a bit more than 

200 British officers, but only 134 additional officers were 

available in India as replacements, including the full str2ngth 

2-51 of the Indian Army Reserve Corps, 35 officers. Further, 

to exacerbate the situation, Lord Kitchener, now Secretary of 

state for War, had, over the strong protests of the Government 

of India, expropriated all 257 Indian Army officers on leave 

in Britain to train the large armies that he, alone of all his 

11 k ld b . " . l:' 2-52 co eagues, new wou e requ1rea in .1.·rance. Thus even 

before the Indian uni ts were cormni tted to combat, General Duff 

worried that replacing losses among his British officers would 

. "''-.('.:' 1 2-53 be his greatest ClLLlCU ty. Replacements, both officer 

and other ranks, could be dravln only from India where each 

battalion had a brother unit similar in caste composition with 

which it was 11 linked". Replacements for the battalion on 

active service were drawn first from this linked battalion 

whost:: men could be fitted into companies of the same caste and 

whose officers knew the language and customs of the men. By 

mid-October, 1914, Hardinge informed Crewe that the 10% per 

month officer replacements requested by the War Off ice would 

rapidly deplete the strength of the linked battalions in 

. 2 - 5 4 h . . , h H d . t bl "'m India, but far from sympat.. izJ.ng wit ar inge s pro ="s, 



the war Off ice demanded not only the 10% per month but an 

i mrnediate despatch of an additional 50%. 2-55 

53 

The selection of a CoMnander for the Indian Corps was an 

easier problem to solve. In 1 913, Hardinge had recommended 

that General Sir James Willcocks be considered for the post of 

commander-in-Chief in India, for Hardinge thought him 11 by far 

1 . I d. 11 2-56 
the best Genera in n 1a. Willcocks had had an excel-

lent but by no means outstandin9 career. He had served in 

many colonial campaigns, commanded the West African Frontier 

Force, the Ashanti Field Force, and the Nowshera Brigade in 

India. The post however went to General Duff, ironically on 

the grounds that Duff was the better administrator. Nonethe-

less, Hardinge had not forgotten Willcocks and nominated him 

2-57 for the posit.ion of Commander of the Indian Corps. Duff 

. 2-58 assented and Willcocks was appointed. 

Arriving in France, Willcocks inspected those units which 

had already landed and reported to Kitchener on October 6th 

that: 

[the] condition, health, and spirit of Indian 

troops now in France is excellent, and all are eager 

for the war.
2

- 59 

But only the shock of combat would really test the Indian 

infantry battalions, and that they would shortly receive. 
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3. COMBAT 

The movement of the Indians to the fighting front in 

France was delayed for several reasons. First, the cruise of 

the German raider, the Emden had caused late sailings of many 

of the troop transports. Second, in obedience to the Cabinet's 

original plan to use the Indian battalions in Egypt, many 

units had disembarked there and had to reboard ship for 

France. Finally, the time taken to reequip the Indian units 

for European warfare caused much delay. Fortunately, the 

immediate crisis which had caused the Cabinet to commit the 

Indian Army to France passed. 

On August 30th, General von Moltke, Chief of the German 

General Staff, abandoned the hallowed Schlieffen Plan which 

called for the German armies to march nearly forty miles west 

of Paris before turning southeast to envelop the French capi­

tal. Instead, he sent his force wheeling nearly forty miles 

east of the city. But unknown to Moltke, Marshal Joffre, 

com.rnanding the French forces, had formed a ne•w army in Paris, 

and when the German armies marched past the city, he struck 

them in the flank. The resulting Battle of the Marne put an 

end to the German hope of a quick and easy victory. By the 

end of September, Moltke had been replaced and the German 

armies were in full retreat. The new German commander, 
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General Erich von Falkenhayn, did not despair. After stabi­

lizing his front, he sent his forces to his right, towards the 

sea in an attempt to outflank and roll up the Allied left. 

Joffre saw the same opportunity to wrap up the German right. 

5 0 began that series of side-steps, imperfectly executed by 

both sides, known as the Race to the Sea. 

At sir John French's request, Joffre had moved the BEF to 

the left of the Allied line where it was closer to its supply 

ports. In this position, it naturally played a major role in 

both halting the German moves to outflank the Allies, and in 

the Allied attempts to outflank the Germans. To do so, the 

need for additional forces was critical, and the Indian units 

were all that were immediately available. The crisis was 

brought on by both sides planning offensives in the same 

place. While both commanders planned offensives, von 

Falkenhayn was far more realistic. Two new German armies, one 

composed of troops set free by the fall of Antwerp and four 

newly raised corps, and another of troops shifted north from 

Lorraine, were to fall on the BEF. Field Marshal French, 

whose view of reality here first showed those signs of def i­

ciency which would continue for his tenure of command, was at 

the same time planning an offensive of his own to advance over 

what he believed was a weak enemy cavalry screen. He could 

not have been more wrong. So was born the First Battle of 

Ypres. 

Meanwhile, the Indian Divisions had completed mobiliza­

tion, the Lahore Division arriving at Suez on September 13th, 
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and reembarking less the Sirhind Brigade on the 19th, finally 

reaching Marseilles on September 26th. 3-l The French people 

greeted them with great enthusiasm. For the Indian soldiers, 

their first direct contact with a white indigenous population 

brought many surprises. For the first time they saw whites 

who were not only officials, soldiers, or men of industry and 

conunerce, but were peasants, small shopkeepers, and poor 

workers as well. One Indian, quartered in a French home for 

a time wrote home: 

There is a world of difference between the [white] 

women of India and the women of this country .• 

During the whole three months I never saw this old 

lady sitting idle, although she belonged to a high 

family. Indeed during the whole three months 

of her own free will she washed my clothes, arranged 

my bed, and polished my boots. . She washed my 

bedroom daily with warm water. She used to prepare 

and give me a tray with bread, milk, butter, and 

coffee. I was continually wishing to find a way to 

reimburse her the expense. But however hard I pressed 

her, she declined. When we had to leave the village 

the old lady wept on my shoulder. Strange that I had 

never seen her weeping for her dead son and yet she 

should weep for me. Moreover at parting, she pressed 

3-2 
on me a 5 frac note to meet my expenses en route. 

Well might General Willcocks write after the war: 



What may eventually be the result of all the 

friendliness and 11 camaraderie 11 between the French 

and the Indians is hard to say. It will have its 

advantages; it will surely have its disadvantages. 

"East is East and West is West": the Ganges and the 

Seine flow in different directions; the artificial 

meeting of these waters may not be an unmixed bless-

ing. The Hindu on his return to Kashi (Benares) or 

the Mahomedan at his prayers at the Juma Musjid at 

Delhi may think differently of the white races across 

the sea to what he thought before the transports 

bore him across the 11 kala-pani 11
, the black water. 3- 3 

While the issue of the relationship between Indian 
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soldiers and white society would come up again, for t he moment 

the destiny of the Indian Corps lay with the BEF. By the t ime 

some of the Indian battalions had debarked in Marseilles and 

been reequipped for European warfare, it was late October. 

Von Falkenhayn had launched his massive blow and the need for 

reinforcements at the front was desperate . By October 21st, 

the BEF moving forward in its own attack had run head on into 

the German offensive. Thrust immediately onto the defensive, 

they clung tenaciously to their trenches and called for help. 

The pressing need for reinforcements meant that the 

Indian battalions were thrown in piecemeal, in brigade, 



position around Ypres depended on holding the ridge running 

from Mont des Cats to Wytschaete. This ridge dominated the 

terrain to the east and south, rising in places to several 
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hundred feet. It had a maximum width of two miles and ran for 

eleven miles from Cassel east to Messines and Wytschaete and 

then north to Westroosebke. Defending the bend in the ridge 

f rorn Mont Kemmel to Wytschaete was the Cavalry Corps under 

Lt-General Sir Edmund Allenby, 9,000 men facing the 24,000 of 

the German cavalry. On October 21st, elements of the 

Ferozepore Brigade of the Lahore Division were attached to the 

cavalry Corps. A half battalion of the 57th Rifles was 

attached to the 4th Brigade of the 2nd Cavalry Division and 

the other half of the 57th to the 5th Brigade. Also, the 

129th Balucis were attached to the 2nd Cavalry Division. By 

October 23rd, the first Indian soldiers had occupied front 

line trenches and that evening, the 57th Rifles took the first 

Indian casualties of the war as they repulsed a small German 

attack. In that action, Sepoy Usman Khan won the first deco-

ration awarded to an Indian soldier on the Western Front for 

refusing to leave his post after being wounded twice, finally 

being carried away after being hit a third time. He was 

h • • • ' d S • M d 1 3 - 4 awarded t e Distinguisne ervice i'ie a . 

For the next several days, the 57th Rifles and the 129th 

Baluchis held their primitive trenches without incident, 

although rain, the low lying boggy terrain, and poor drainage 

made them increasingly uncomfortable, even dangerous, as 

rumors abounded of wounded men drowning as they attempted to 
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reach the rear for treatment. The cold wet climate must hav€ 

had an awful impact on the Indians who were not used to any­

thing like it. 

On October 26th, after another night of rain, both 

battalions were ordered to attack as part of a 2nd Division 

operation. The attack began at 3 p. m. The 57th reached its 

objective taking only minor casualties but the 129th was not 

so fortunate, losing 62 men , among whom was Captain Hampe-

Vincent, the first British officer of an Indian battalion 

. t. 3-5 killed in ac ion. 

By October 28th, sufficient units of the Lahore Division 

had reached the vicinity of the front to permit its gradual 

reconstitution, and the Meerut Division had arrived from 

3-6 
Egypt but the process was a slow one. For the next several 

days, battalions of the Lahore Division would continue to 

fight as attachments to British divisions . On October 30th, 

two companies of the 57th were hit hard by a German attack. 

One company did not receive the order to withdraw and lost 

half its men. The 129th was also heavily attacked and by mid-

afternoon forced to retreat. Early next morning, the 57th was 

ejected from its trenches, and although they won them back the 

next day , things were not going well. In this action, the 

companies of the 57th i nvolved lost every British officer. By 

the time the two battalions were withdrawn from the line and 

sent to rejoin the Lahore Division, the 57th had lost six of 

its twelve British off i cers , four of its seventeen Indian 

officers, and 290 of its 730 men killed, wounded, or missing. 
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Things were almost as bad in the 129th Baluchis. That battal­

ion lost six British officers, five Indian officers, and 228 

3-7 
men. 

Further south, Ge neral Horrace Smith-Dorr ien's IInd 

corps held a line from Give nchy to the north where it linked 

up with the French cavalry of General Conneau. By October 

24th, German pressure had compelled the commitment of the 

Jullundur Brigade of the Lahore Division. That evening the 

Germans struck the 15th Sikhs and drove them from their 

trenches. The Lahore Division commander, Lt-General H. B. B. 

watkis ord ered the comma nder of the 15th Sikhs to counter-

attack. 

I greatly regret to hear of the losses suffered 

by the 15th Sikhs. What I must ask you to do 

is to impress upon that gall ant regiment that they 

must hold their position to the last man . Tell them 

that the y and the 34th Pioneers & 59th Rifles are 

tonight holding the most important point of the whole 

l i ne held by our King's soldiers. On them depends 

the success of his army and tell them that I know 

3-8 
right well they will do their duty tonight. 

Despite Watkis ' e x hort a tion, the counter-attack failed and a 

3- 9 
British battalion had to r e take the l ost trenches. The 

15th Sikhs had lost over 200 men in less than 24 hours
3

-lO and 

l osses a mo n g the other Indian units engaged were also 

3-11 heavy. 
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A bit further south, the 47th Sikhs, 9th Bhopals, and two 

companies of sappers and miners were thrown in in the effort 

to retain the village of Neuve Chapelle. Here too losses were 

high. By the beginning of November, the average strength of 

all the committed Indian battalions stood at less than 550 

men, down over 200 from the 110% strength with which they had 

landed, and those units which had seen heavy fighting were far 

lower. The 58th Rifles had only 461 men present for duty, the 

9th Bhopals 469, the 15 th Sikhs 392, and the 47th Sikhs 

385. 
3-12 The 2/8th Gurkhas were so hard hit by a German 

assault on October 30th, losing over 600 men killed, wounded, 

· · 3-l3 ·n lud 'ng t f th · B 't· h ff' 3-i4 or missing, i c i en o eir ri.is o icers, 

that they broke and straggled to the rear in confusion. By 

November 9th, the Jullundur Brigade reported less than 75 % 

3-15 
strength. 

British senior officers and officials were very satisfied 

with the fighting qualities that Indian soldiers had so far 

exhibited . The high losses , in any case no higher than those 

sustained by the British battalions of the Indian Corps, had 

not seemed to have any more effect on Indian battalions than 

on British units. Both had suffered heavy casualties but both 

seemed capable of continuing to fight. Regarding the Indians , 

on October 27th , Field Marsha l French sent a message of con-

gratulations to the Jullundur Brigade expressing his "·warm 

appreciation of the manner in which the Eighth Indian Brigade 

a ' f' 't' 113-16 has maintained its position during to ay s ign ing. He 

was echoed by General Smith-Dorrien who praised the Brigade's 

._...:., .... 

..'.!, ,. 
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~ 11 splendid fighting powers.

113 - 17 
General Watkis concurred, 

adding his "high appreciation of the gal lant manner 11 in which 

the 47th Sikhs , 15th Sikhs, 34th Pioneers, and 59th Rifles had 

held their line for three days.
3

- 1 8 All reports on the actions 

of the India n battalions glowed with enthusiasm . The men of 

G h 1 3- 19 the l/39th arw as were reported to be "quite steady. " 

smith-Dorrien specifically c ommended the 47th Sikhs for its 

part in the attack on Neuve Chapelle on October 28th . 3- 20 The 

war Diary of the Ind i an Expeditionary For ce mentioned that the 

15th Sikhs 11 were in good spirit and ton e . 113 - 21 Field Marshal 

French wrote to Kitchener that he was "very favorably impressed 

with them [the I ndian Corps) and their c onunander . 11 3 - 22 

Crewe and Hard i nge seemed equally pleased . Crewe tele-

graphed Hardinge on October 29th: 

I only know so far , and that indirectly, that 

actual fi ghting by Indian troops began last Saturday, 

3-23 and of their behavior I hear excellent accounts . 

Later that same day, he provided more i n formation . 

This is a thrilling moment for us al l, as Indian 

troops have b een in action i n Europe for the first 

time and history is b e ing made. Many very skilled 

judges have been in a little doubt whe ther they would 

retain complete s tead iness under the inferno of she ll 

fire which h as prove d so trying to the morale of 

soldiers in all the armies . But they seem to have 

. . 3-24 
stood this test splendidly at the very beginning . 

.. -:...-· .... . . 
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Hardinge was delighted at the news, responding on November 

9th: 

All seems to be going well in India but the 

prese nt moment i s extJ:emely critica l , and I think 

that, if I can engag e the pride and sympathy of 

India by stories of her troops at the front, the 

disloyal elements out here will find themselves at 

a discount, and the risk we are runn ing by denuding 

. f t . 11 b . . . d 3-25 India o roops wi e minimize . 

Crewe obligingly supplied more information. 

We now begin to hear details about the Indian 

troops in Europe. The Lahore Brigade [sic) seems 

to have been subject ed to a very severe and not 

quite fair treatment because it was necessary to 

abandon the intend ed method o f putting 'the whole 

Indian Army Corps into the line together, as the 

fighting was severe and the pressure for more 

troops great: and the Brigade being the first up 

was used at once and as it could be. The Sikhs are 

said to have stood the appalling shell-fire wonder-

fully well, quite as well as British units t' :a t have 

not faced i t before. The Gurkhas less well, and 

they would not remain in their trenches at one time; 

but I fancy this does not represent what may be 

expected of these troops as a class , as there were 

recru its in this particular battalion • 

3-26 
rather unusual extent. 

.... ~.--.· ......... 
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All the higher commanders, civilian and military, may 

have been satisfied , but among officers closer to the troops, 

there grew an increas ing sense of unease as the heavy casua l­

ties, the wet cold weather , and the numbing blows of modern 

war affected the Indians . On November 8th, General watkis 

reluctantly reported to the Headquarters of the Indian Corps 

tha t Brigadier General Egerton , commanding the Ferozepore 

Brigade , had requested that the 9th Bhopals be relieved as 

soon as possible. Hesitant to admit that one of his beloved 

Indian regiments might be reaching the limits of its endurance , 

watkis insisted that the unit was sound. 3- 27 
But a far more 

ominous indicator of crumbling morale than a single brigade 

commander's judgment about one battalion appeared . Evidence 

began to mount that men of many different battalions and 

"martial races" were shooting themselve s in order to be taken 

out of the line . 

The first sign of such action was when medical officers 

noted the high incidence of wounds in the left hand . One 

noted in his diary: 

The Indians have been doing some fighting and 

have lost a good many , mainly apparently from expos-

ing themselves in badly made trenches .. . We saw 

about 300 today, most of them wounds in t he left hand . 

They were very gloomy; one of them at least was in 

3-2 8 tears because he had not killed a German. 

The first reaction to the problem was to assume that the 

wounds had indeed been caused by enemy action, and an 

.4 . .. - • ' • - ... -, 



order was drafted by the Division Staff on October 29th 

that: 

Owing to l arge n umber of casualties due to 

wounds in the left hand men were warned not to 

needlessly expose their hands when firing from 

3-29 
trenches. 
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By November 1st, two days later, the knowledge that the wounds 

were self-inflicted had penetrated t he minds of senior staff. 

Messages were sent to subordinate units that: 

It has been ascertained that without any doubt 

many of the wounds received by indian soldiers have 

been self inflicted . You will immediately taken 

[sic] steps to let it be known tonight to all the 

trenches that any indian sold ier reported by the 

medical o f ficer as having a self inflicted wound 

. 1 b . d b t . 1 d 3 - 3 0 wil e trie y cour -martia an shot. 

General Watkis found it necessary to tell his brigade com-

manders: 

Medical officers have reported that many of the 

wounds in the hands that have been received have 

been self-inflicted. General Watkis finds this hard 

to believe of his brave Indian soldiers but if there 

are any who are so cowardly he warns them that the 

penalty for cowardice is death. This is to be com-

municated tonight to all Indian troops under your 

3-31 
command, not to British troops. 
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·rhe Meerut Div ision commander, Lt- General c. A. Anderson, 

followed precautionary measures, ordering brigade commanders 

and medical o ff icers to record and report all suspected self-
3-32 

inflicted wounds · Courts-martial were also convened and 

. 3-33 
several men tried. 

The problem was so serious that a study of it was 

ordered. On Nove.Jl1.ber 9th, this inquiry determined that of the 

1,848 Indian soldiers udmitted to hospital through November 

3 d 1, 049, or 57 % h a d hand wounds. 3 - 34 
r , Indeed, over half the 

hand wounds suffered by Indian soldiers i n over a year of 

combat were inflicted in the first two weeks. Nor were the 

wounds inflicted at random, for certain battalions, par t icu-

larly t hose that had borne the first shock of combat had 

received far more than their share. The following chart gives 

some indication of the problem . 

s ta temen t Showing Numbers of Hand Wounds ( i. e. 
wounds Below Elbow Joint) Admitted into Field 
Ambulances of Lahore Division from the Beginning 
of Campaign to 14th August 1915.3-35 

Indian Battalions 

47th Sikhs 
129th Baluchis 
15th Sikhs 
57th Rifles 
59th Rifles 
40th Pathan s 
34th Pioneers 
l/lst Gurkhas 
l/4th Gurkhas 
89th Punjabis 

479 
318 
236 
194 
182 
135 
134 

50 
40 
40 

British Battalions 

Connaught Rangers 54 
1st Manchesters 38 
1st Highland Light 

Infantry 25 
l/4th Liverpools 15 
l/4th Suf folks 5 
!/4th Londons 3 

Although the high incidence of self-inflicted wounds soon 

dropped off as a result of firm action by the British, that it 

should even have occurred showed that t he British view of the 
~:::;.~ 
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Indian soldier as totally obedient, loyal, a nd devoted was 

seriously out of t o uch with reality. But not even this fact 

deterred long held ideas. Less than two weeks aft8r the 

problem surfaced, an officer of the 12 9th Baluchis, which 
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had the 2 ::.1d hig hest number of hand wounds in the Lahore Divi-

sion could maintain that "The spirit of the men is simply 

wonder f ul. 
"3·-36 

Racism provided a convenient explanation as to why the 

Indian soldier had proved less effective than his white com-

rade . On November 12th, Field Marshal Lord Roberts, during 

a visit to Willcocks, warned him about the inherent limits of 

Indian soldiers. 

No one has a higher regard for them than I have; 

but they have their limits. Up to that they will do 

anything and face anyone, beyond it they cannot go . 

. • With British officers they fight splendidly; 

3-37 without them they ·will not do much. 

For some reason, this dangerous breakdown in morale made 

no impression on those outside the India n Corps. On November 

15th, Field Marshal French wired Hardinge that: 

Indian troops under Willcocks are reported to 

be fit and standing campaign well. . I an1 well 

satisfied with behavior of Indian troops showing 

f . ht. . . t 3-38 good ig ing spiri . 

Certainly Crewe had no knowledge of what was happening. He 

telegraphed Hardinge that: 

. , .. . ...... ~-· - : ' ·-
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~ 
~ All classes h ave shown great aptitude for new 
~~'.. 
~.· f f K kind o war·are. Despite inevitable hardships no 
i~ I complaints. Average health of Indian s even better 

~ 
~ than of English; mora le splendid . 3- 3 9 

I fo'. I we can only speculate as to the reason for their igno-

~ 
ranee . First , the senior officers of the Indian Corps who 

knew of the problem had given their lives to the Indian Army. 

They must have been reluctant to admit to themselves and 

certai nly to others that the i n strument which they had them-

selves built was faulty. Second, if they h ad admitted t hat, 

might not they have been personally blamed and their careers 

damaged? It i s hard to avoid the conclusion that the informa-

tion rega r d ing self-inflicted wounds was not passed up the 

chain of command. 

Even if the morale problem could be solved, if the Corps 

was to be maintained in the fie ld, somehow the Government of 

India would have to find r e placements for the heavy losses the 

Indian battalion s were tak ing, and the Indian Army's mechanisms 

for that were already under severe pressure. Even before the 

Indian battalions had taken their first losses, Crewe , 

Hardinge , and Duff were all aware that sufficient replacements 

would be hard to find . Crewe wrote Hardinge on October 22nd 

that: 

What is rather d isturbing, though, is the ques-

tion of r el ief s . Casualties are desperately heavy 

in this war. . So I don 't wonder at your being 



aghast at the possibl e depl etion without the means 

3-40 of filling the gaps. 

By mid-November, Har(ljng0 be 1.ieved he had come to the limits 

of hi s abi lity to find r eplacement s . 

We ha ve come however , to the bedrock of our 

resources in the way of troops and particularl y of 

officers, and we have ir.u11ense d i ff icul ties before 

us in filling up the wastage. I notice that some 

of the Indian reg iments have suff ered v ery severly, 

one of them losing half its whole s trength and 

another a third of its strength. I see no harm in 

this , b ut it is difficult to fill the gaps .... 3- 41 

Basical l y , Hardinge operated under three constraints . 

~he first two , as a l ready mentioned , were the small size of 
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the recruiting base which was but a tiny fraction of t he popu-

l ation of I ndia, and the limitations of the 11 linked batta lion" 

met hod. The third wa s that the Indian Army Reserve was both 

small in size and deficient in quality. The Reserve had been 

3-42 establ ished in 1 88 5 with a paper strength of 2 3, 000 men. 

The theory behind it was that men who joined t he Indian Army 

but later dec i ded to return to civilian life wou ld pass in to 

the Reserve . But the Indian Army was a long service army in 

~lich men generally j oined for life , or left completely when 

their en l istment was up if t hey found military life not to 

tneir l iking. Also , as in most r e gular a rmie s , the profes-

sionals had little faith in the ability of the reserve forces, 
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50 ,,., .. hen training funds were allotted, the reserves received 

precious little. Whatever the reason, the Reservists sent to 

France, the pick of those called up, were useless. An officer 

assigned to the Base Depot at Marseilles comrnented on them: 

The Reservists were the most disappointing. 

Many too old, many consistently half-starved since 

their last training two years before, I was surprised 

at the number of very bad teeth. There were some 

Sikhs who were perfectly useless unless they doped 

themselves with opium .... Another aspect in which 

some of the Reservists failed was that their Esprit 

3-43 de Corps had worn rather threadbare. 

out of the almost 1,600 older reservists sent to France, less 

. d f 't f . 3- 44 . than a thir were i or service. Willcocks had nothing 

good to say about the system. 

The terms of service which passed men into the 

Reserve after a short period in the ranks . . • 

created a Reserve which was not only useless but a 

positive danger in wartime. The Reservists sent to 

the Indian Corps in France were of this type, largely 

worn out, hating the very idea of war, many physically 

unfit and incapable of a single day's work. 3- 45 

In short 1 the Indian Army Reserve was a complete failure. 

Thus, after only a few weeks of combat, the entire system 

on which the Indian battalions depended showed severe def i-

ciencies. Losses were rapidly clbnbing to the point where 

sufficient replacements would be difficult to find. Morale 
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·ed to be crwnbling. If the Indian Corps was to fight on, seelll .. 

these a:n d other problems would have to be quickly dealt with, 

but could &n officer corps nurtured in the traditions of 

colonial wars &nd \·iear ing th::; mental blinders of racism make 

h ~) the necessary c anges. 

• ••• -•• '.>. •• ·:.:,,-,-,_;-. ..:..:~ :,i,, ·,. 
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4. FESTUBERT AND GIVENCHY 

As the war proceeded into its fourth month the beginnings 

of what came to be known as trench warfare were observable 

eve rywhere along the front. Now, over sixty years later, 

those of us who look back can have only a dim understanding of 

life in the trenches. On the Indian Corps front, conditions 

were among the worst along the entire line . South of Ypres, 

water is found everywhere just beneath the surface and the 

line, rather than being one of trenches dug into the earth, 

was often sandbags placed along the top. Here also, the 

Germans commanded the high ground and in order to get close 

to the higher, drier ground, the British drove their trenches 

to within yards of the German 1 s. 4-l Anyone who had the mis-

fortune to serve in this area knew of the 

miserable conditions. To start with, the front-line 

area was flooded and the cormnunication trenches 

vanished under water. There was no front line trench. 

Instead, earthworks, constructed of sandbags piled 

. . 1 ' h d b d 4- 2 on top of the origina para p1t, a een ma e. 

To live 1 sleep, eat, and die in the mud and muck is an experi-

ence that only those who were actually there can truly 

comprehend. 

We had a march of 3 miles over shelled road then 

nearly 3 along a flooded trench. After that we came 



to where the trenches had been blown flat out and 

had to go over the top. It was of course dark, too 

dark, and the gro und was not mud, not sloppy mud, but 

an octo pus of suc king clay, 3, 4, and 5 feet deep, 

relieved only by craters full of water. Men have 

been known to drown in them. Many stuck in the mud 

and only got on by leaving their waders, equipment, 

and in some cases their clothes. 4- 3 
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The front line soldier, British or Indian, was concerned 

only with the ground a hundred yards or so to either side of 

him, and the German trenches to his front across the area of 

"no man's land." His day began with the morning "stand-to 11 , 

the period of maximum danger ·when any attacker from the East, 

could throug h the early d awn, see far enough in front of him 

to keep his direction but was hidden from the defender by the 

half light until too close to shoot. Front trenches were 

manned, intermittent rifle and machine gun fire sputtered out, 

and then, finally, at full daylight, the men stood down, 

leaving only sentries to watch for the enemy. Then came 

breakfast and the endless details necessary to keep the water 

soaked sandbag s and ground in some state of defense, to carry 

rations from the rear forward, and to do all the other mundane 

tasks which h a ve occupied soldiers from Caesar's legionary to 

the "grunt" of Vietnam. 

During the days b e tween major enemy or friendly opera­

tions, death came rarely, but always suddenly, from the 

I ••\ 

~~ 
~~ 

· .•.. ·o :" ~~-f/~"i...~=~ -~" ,~~- ;. _. -~ . - '..--~, ..:.~::-,L;~5'·.c:;\'.;;. · fr·~Jr;:~~ 



sniper 1 s bullet or from a high explosive shell. 4- 4 That men 

should have s tood this hideous existence for years, or until 

death took them is something we can only wonder at, and that 

the India n soldier, hav ing no direct stake in the conflict 

took any of it is all the more remarkable. 

But take it they did, and it was the mission of those 

comma nding them to assure t.:hat they continued to do so. In 

thi s, the middle of November, those commanding the Indian 

infantry had three pressing problems with which to dea l; 

rebuilding their battalions into effic ient fighting units, 

r epla cing lost British officers , and assur i ng an adequate 

supply of I ndian replacements. 

The most immediate problem was that of morale and effi-

ciency . The incidence of self-inflicted wounds had rapidly 

decreased due to the threat of courts-martial and the death 
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penalty, but while that may have treated this symptom of poor 

morale, it did little to trea t the cause, about which the 

British were still mystified. After all, even if Indians were 

not expected to exhibit equal qualities to white soldiers, 

they were member s of the ltmartial races 11
• As a start, the 

Indian divisions, now organized and committed as the Indian 

Corps , were g iven responsibility for the extreme south of the 

British line. This was a sector of no great importance, but 

it did afford the opportunity to accustom both officers and 

men to the novelty of trench warfare without the danger of 

extreme losses. 



86 

Operations in the trenches d uring times in which there 

were n o maj or attacks were l im i ted to raids, sporadic shelling, 

and the endless details. The raid , a tactical operation that 

continued throughout the war, had various purposes; to take 

prisoners for interrogation, eliminate enemy machine guns and 

strong points , to destroy enemy trenches too close to the 

British line from which snipers and grenade throwers c ould 

mena ce the t roops , and, most i mportant to the staffs who did 

not have to bear the casualti es, to keep up the fighting spirit 

of the troops. 

Raids, such as the one launched by the 2/9th Gurkhas and 

the 2/39th Garwhalis, could be costly. On November 13th, six 

platoons of the Gurkhas and fifty men of the Garwhalis, fol­

lowed by two platoons of Sappers and Miners, attempted a night 

raid on a forward German trench in order to destroy it. The 

raid began at 9:00 p . m. with a fifteen minute artillery pre-

paration on the main German support trenches. Although t he 

s o l diers were supposed to advance in silence, men began 

cheering as they moved toward their objective. Alerted by 

that and by the artillery preparation, the Germans opened a 

withering fire which killed or wounded all the British and 

Ind i an officers in the center and on the left of the for ce , 

with one exception. With the loss of their officers, that 

wing of the attack halted. Some of the men reached the German 

trench and engaged in hand-to-hand combat with the enemy, but 

although they held this small portion of their objective, 

reinforcements could not be brought forward through the German 



fir e. As they came under fire from German artillery, the 

adv a nced elements withdrew. Losses exceeded 100 men and the 

enemy trench was not destroyed. 

Two days later, another raid of 125 men of the 6th Jat 

Infantry, led by four British officers attempted to clear 

another enemy trench. They reached it, cleared it with the 
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bayonet, and retreated, a little over an hour after the begin­

ning of the attack. Casualties during the retreat were 

4-5 
heavy. Nonetheless , the men had fought well in both of 

these raids and their morale seemed to have been restored. 

As to coping with the novel conditions of trench war , the 

Indian soldiers took the lead in the manufacture and use of 

trench mortars , grenade s, periscopes, and other items which 

were unavailable from normal supply channels this early in the 

4-6 
war. Perhaps decades of insufficient funding by the 

Government of India had had the effect of teaching Indian 

units the virtues of makeshifts. 

By the end of November, it looked to the British that the 

Indians had overcome their initial shock and were now as good 

as they ought to be, but a more serious test of their fight-

ing ability c ame on November 24th when, in the area of 

Festubert, the Corps was hit by a strong local attack. 

Fortunately for the Germans, they struck just at the time the 

Lahore Division was relieving the Meerut, and the command 

lines were confused. The Germans preceded their attack with a 

heavy artil lery bombardment and the Indians, who had not yet 

learned to leave their forward trenches lightly manned, and 

> '·· -- · 4· 
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whose officers had not yet come to distinguish between courage 

and bravado, exposing themselves and their men needlessly, 
4-7 

l.os t many men. 

Then the German infantry attacked, dr i ving several Indian 

units from the i r trenches and inflicting heavy losses on some, 

the 6th J ats taking over 150 casualties, their total strength 
.11 -8 

falling below 300 men. - The 58th Rifles, ordered to retake 

the lost trenches, hesitated to charge, moving forward only 

when four British soldiers joined the Major in leading the 

4-9 
attack. In this small but significant action, we can see 

the emerging pattern of Indian service on the Western Front. 

As long as the front was quiet, the men would stand the normal 

rigors of trench warf are , even participating enthusiastically 

in offensive operations such as raids, or even major attacks, 

provided heavy casualties did not occur or seem likely. But 

if high losses were the case, or if the Indians were hit 

unprepared, they were unreliable . Some of this filtered back 

to higher headquarters, for when General Haig visited Indian 

Corps Headquarters on November 29th, he found 

4-10 dejection and despondancy. 11 

"an air of 

Yet t he news from the fighting front to India breathed 

optimism. Crewe telegraphed Hardinge on November 30th that 

Field Marshal French had been "much impressed by t heir initia-

4-11 tive and resource. 11 
• • And Willcocks wrote Hardinge on 

December 5th that the men were doing well. However, he 

requested that the proportion of British to Indian troops in 

- .. ; . .":: 
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his divisions be increa sed from 1:3 to 1:1. 4-1 2 Surely this 

indica ted a basic unease as to the Indian's fighting ability. 

The reason for the co~tinuing flow of good news from the 

fighting front to India when the true situation looked far 

less sanguine may have lain in the natural tendency for 

subordinates to tell their superiors what they wish to hear, 

and in this case , Hardinge' s desires were explicit. on 

November 9th he cabled Wi llcock s, 

I have stro ngly impressed upon Lord Crewe the very 

great importance of maintaining the enthusiasm which 

undoubt ab l y exists in this country over t he presence 

of Indian troops in Europe. . So long as we appeal 

to Indian pride and sentbnent there need be no fear 

of trouble in the country and a little knowledge of 

the part our Indian troops are t aking in t he battle 

would help to soften the effect of the heavy 

~ lists of Ind ian casualties that are now beginning 

ii.,; .. : .. ·.·.· to pour in. 4 ~13 
~ He r eiterated his point two weeks later, writing to Crewe, 

~ 
~ If when announcing casualties among Indian troops 
~~·\· 

~~ 
t . . we could publish connected news • . • of good 
•A 
.'i' 
f& 
~ behavior of tr oops gener ally and of particular as 

well a s gallant conduct of individuals simultaneously 

with announcenent of heavy casualty lists (it) would 

considerably lighten depressing effect of latter on 

. 4-14 
Indian public. 
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Another opportunity shortly presented itself to test the 

fighting qualities of the Indians. Field Marshal French's 

request for a shift of the BEF to the extreme left of the 

allied line and a subsequent advance up the coast had been 

denied by the Cabinet for a variety of reasons. Instead he 

was directed to attack in support of a French effort further 

south. Accordingly, on December 14th, the BEF moved for-

4-15 
ward. Sir John relegated the Indian Corps to a supporting 

role. They were to launch local raids and attacks to tie down 

the enemy forces facing them and thus prohibit their movement 

to the point of the main British effort. On the 16th, the 

Ferozepore Brigade, some of whose units had been ejected from 

their trenches the previous month, staged an unsuccessful 

raid. 

The idea again was to seize enemy trenches. The initial 

assault carried the advance enemy trenches and almost reached 

the main trench, but it proved impossible to bring up support 

through the enemy f :Lre, and a communication trench could not 

be completed befo:ce da.rk. By dark, the communication trench 

was only twelve yards short, but it proved impossible to 

finish. The Indians in the forward enemy trench tried to 

reach it to withdraw, but they were all killed. On the other 

side of the advanced position, a corrununication trench did get 

through and the men managed to retreat. The principle assault 

unit in this raid, the 129th Baluchis, lost over 120 men.
4

- 16 

That evening, at the conclusion of the raid, one of their 

officers, Lieutenant H. v. Lewis, wrote home that 11 The spirit 

··.: ··' .. ~--;.:> 



of the men is still excellent and we are not really down­

hearted. 11 4-l? Given their action a few days later, he could 

not have been more wrong. 
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on December 19th, in obedience to Field Marshal French 1 s 

orders, units of the Indian Corps staged their holding attacks. 

The next day the Germans counter-attacked the Lahore Division. 

At 0900, a series of mines exploded under the Sirhind Brigade, 

wiping out half a crnnpany of the Highland Light Infantry and a 

full double-company of the l/4th Gurkhas. An infantry assault 

4-18 
immediately followed, and the Indian regiments broke. 

The first to go was the alre2dy battered 129th Baluchis. 

one witness reported, 

I was proceeding there when I met about 300 men of 

different regiments, mostly 129th Baluchis, who were 

returning from Givenchy. Many of them had thrown 

away their rifles and they said that all their off i­

cers had been killed. 4- 19 

The Commander of the 129th, Lt-Colonel w. M. Southey put it 

this way, 

. . . my orderly came in and said nour men are retir-

ing . we tried to get the Sikhs and our men into 

position. But . as fast as they were put in one 

side they went off in the other .... I couldn't 

understand how so little resistance was made but the 

men were worn out .... I can only surmise that the 

constant strain had been too much and that once the 

Indian gets nervous he is useless. Up to this the 



regiment has done well and I had no idea such a thing 

could occur, but I would like G. O. c. to understand 

that a lot of the men now with us are reservists of 

a poor type, and their influence on the younger soldier 

4-20 would have a bad effect. 

Another officer blamed the muddy ground . 

. the enemy left their trenches and advanced 

with fixed bayonets in great masses . . . owing to 

the nature of the trench and the liquid mass of mud 

round the loopholes the rifles jarru~ed in large numbers 
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and the onward rush of the Germans could not be arrested. 

The fact of the rifles jarnming seemed to cause panic 

amongst the men and they started to retire and nothing 

could stop them. At the support trenches about 20 

yards in rear of the fire trench I stopped about 20 

men of the company but found only 4 or 5 of these men 

were firing. I then realized that some of the men 

had no rifles and can only account for it that they 

threw away their rifles in panic ..•• I can only 

account for the panic owing to the strained nerves 

of the men . • . on the 16th [they] carried out with 

great pluck and determination an attack .•.. The 

last four days they had been working under constant 

strain and practically no sleep. . The Company 

. . 4-21 
had lost half its members in the last six days. 
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'l'he panic of the 12 9th quickly affected other uni ts on 

their flanks. The l/4th Gurkhas, shocked by their losses from 

the enemy mines, also retreated as did the 9th Bhopals . 

. . . several single men and parties of 4 and S of 

the 9th Bhopal Infantry and of the 4th Gurkhas came 

down the road. . . All these men were armed and seemed 

calm, and although I wondered how the Gurkhas had got 

there, I did not suspect anything like a break .. 

From this time the number of 9th Bhopal Inf an try men 

coming down the trench increased greatly, and at times 

the trench was completely blocked .... I was imme-

diately met by a large number of 129th men .... I 

tried to rally them but they were out of hand . 

129th men and Gurkhas - many of them unarmed were 

retiring from all directions .. At this moment 

a further large number of 129th men and Gurkhas came 

back in a crowd - I could not count them or find any 

officer or Indian officer. They were not running but 

were walking in disorder .. I heard them calling 

to my men to get out of the way - to retire - not to 

block the trench - to leave their rifles ..•. I 

warned them and fired four shots from my revolver 

into a crowd of them .... I consider that ..• 

4-22 500 or 600 men of the 129th and Gurkhas passed me. 

All who observed the retreat agreed that "The men were without 

. 1 ,,4-23 officers and seemed to be quite out of contro . 
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By the end of the day , the Germans held the trenches of 

the sirh ind Brigad e, sections of the Ferozepore Brigade ' s 

G . 4-24 
fron t , and the village of ivenchy. counter-attacks 

l a unche d t h e next day, reinforced by dismounted cavalry and 

the division reserve were unsuccessful. 4- 25 Willcocks reported 

that his troops were tired out and unable to fight anymore , 

and would have to be relieved at once or the consequences 
4-26 

mig h t be disastrous. Lt-Ge neral Anderson, later to sue-

ceed Willcocks in conunand of the Indian Corps, now commanding 

the M.eerut Division, reported that some of his men would not 

stay in their trenches any longer, although they managed to 

4-27 
hold on for another week. Haig, faced with the possibil-

ity of disaster , had no choice, and ordered the Ist Corps to 

relieve the I ndians . Its units retook all the trenches the 

4-28 
Indians had lost. 

In the days that followed the battle, all searched for 

the reasons for the failur e of the Indians. Field Marshal 

French laid part of the blame on the G. O. C. of the Lahore 

Division, General ~atkis, for failing to insure adequate 

support and ordering the troops to attack over much open 

ground. He thought the Indian troops exhausted at the begin­

ning of the attack, and, like many officers, felt that the 

effect of cold upon Indians was greater than upon British 

troops, although health statistics did not bear that out.
4

-
29 

In any case, he insisted, over Willcocks' objections, that 

General Watkis be relieved . 

: .. ~ 



95 

Willcocks himself laid great stress on the supposed fact 

t hat the Indians had been hit by crack German troops, and in 

the Indian1s natural inferiority.4-30 But the appraisal which 

showed how the i deology of paternalistic racism colored the 

minds of the British is b0st shown in the statement by 

Brigadier General Charter is, Haig's Chief of Intelligence, who 

wrote on Decembe r 22nd, 

r am afraid there will be a lot of hard words about 

the I ndians. The re should not be. They are not, 

of course, as good or nearly as good as British troops. 

How could they be? If they were we could not have 

held India with the small force we have there. This 

kind of fighting is quite new to them. They have 

not been trained for it. They have quite rightly 

a high respect for the "white man" and the German 

is to them a "white man. 11 Besides this, they have 

no personal interest in the quarrel. But most of all 

Indian troops cannot fight without white officers 

4 - 31 whom they know. 

Over and over, those who came into contact with Indian 

soldiers reiterated t he essential role of the white officer, 

and those officers were in increasingly short supply. By the 

end of 1914, the average Indian battalion had only eight, and 

the hardest hit units were down to four or five. This meant 

that, after subtracting the Co~mander , the Adjudant , and the 

Quartermaster, the number of officers actually in the trenches 
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with the Indian soldie rs c o uld be one or two at best. The 

c ommander of the 9th Bhop il ls wrote, when the actual strength 

of his Br i tish off icers was six, "I have thre e British offi-

cers only for trench duty which means that they prac tically 
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never get any sleep . · natives without British officers do 

not stand it like Britishers. 114 - 32 

The shortage of white officers had been forese en almost 

as soon as the first casualty lists began to come in from 

Europe. On October 25th, Willcocks telegraphed Hardinge, 

Question of officers for Indian Corp s is very impor-

tant. These Corps mostly up to strength at present, 

but will very soon need many officers to replace 

casualties. I strongly reco~mend that all officers 

belonging to units now with this army corps and 

still detailed in India be called for immediately. 

If India intends that casualties here should be 

replaced from officers of Ind ian Army now detailed 

in England, it will never do, as these are for other 

urgent duties, and will also be necessar y to fill 

4-33 
many vacancies later on. 

Hardinge replied that ''I fear we shall experience great dif-

ficulty in supplying wastage of officers, for, as you know, we 

4-34 
have literally no source to draw from them." The War 

Office was not helpful, refusing to release Indian Army 

. . . 4-35 
officers employed in England in training the New Armies. 

The Government of India tried various expedients. 

Hardinge asked Crewe to send back to India those officers too 

., .~ ,. ·. ,, 
. · .. ' , ;. · . . ~, ,;. .·.·· ... •.,; ..... -. •.. _,. ... 
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sick or wounded to serve at t he front but able to perform 

garrison duties . These could relieve officers there for 
4 - 36 

service in France. Crewe asked that 1 5% of the wartime 
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increase of 300 Sandhurst openings be reserved for the Indian 

Army, and i f the War Office would not agree to that, he 

reque sted authori ty t o train them in India. 4 - 37 The basic 

problem however remained , to take a Britain and accustom him 

to the subtleties of dealing with a foreign civilization , not 

to mention teaching hi~ a foreign langu~ge , took time and that 

they did not have. There were two sources upon which the 

authorities might draw immedia t ely, British civilians living 

i n India and members of the Ind ian Civi l Ser v i ce. Hardinge 

quickly tapped the supply of civil i ans , recruiting 300 by t he 

end of November , and expected that they would be sufficient to 

meet the needs of the Army for six or seven months , once they 

could be trained. Afte r that , the supply of suitable civil -

ians in India would be exhausted , except for members o f the 

4-38 res. 

The men of the ICS would make ideal o f ficer candidates 

for Indian units. These men , few in number, carefully 

selected , highly trained , and language qualified, carrie d the 

enormous respons ibility of administering India for the Raj . 

If Ind i a was stripped of these men , the Government would then 

be in the ha nds of their Indian subordinates and of those too 

old to join the Army . The very thought gave nightmares to the 

India Office . As early as October , Crewe limited the number 

of ICS officers permitted to j oin the Indian Army , and 



instructed Hardinge that they should not be posted to units 

likely to go overseas or encouraged to expect active service 

4-39 . b 
abroud. Hardinge o jected, wiring Crewe that, 

we think it most unlikely that men will volunteer 

in any number, if it is definitely to be laid dovm 
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that employment of civil officers will not extend beyond 

India. If we are to be debarred from this source of 

supply, and if Your Lordship is unable to acquiesce 

in such expedients as seem to us to be required, we 

can only say that we fear we shall be entirely unable 

to supply wastage of officers with Indian troops in 

France with consequent progressive failure of 

. . 4-40 
efficiency. 

Crewe would have none of it. The 

primary obligation of officers of the civil 

services of India is to serve in India, or, if on leave, 

to hold themselves in readiness to return to duty if 

and when required. To permit volunteering on a large 

scale for military service extending over an indef i-

nitely long period and to grant leave freely for the 

h . · 1 ~ . . t t. 4-41 purpose, would embarrass t e civi aam1n1s ra ion. 

But Hardinge again reiterated his unanswerable argument, 

. if we are to be debarred from what we consider 

necessary to supply wastage among officers with Indian 

troops, we feel monstrous state of affairs will be 

4-42 
the result. 
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crewe e ventually relented, and ICS members serv~d with the 

Indian Army over seas. 

Jn the mea ntime , at the front, Willcocks and his division 

command ers attempted to curb the "follow me" approach t o 

l eadership which they h ad taught their junior officers during 

peacetime. 

'I'he Army Corps Comma nder wish~s it to be clearly 

understood that exc ept when taking part in a general 

action, or in an emerg·2ncy or to save a situation 
1 

British Officers are not to be e mployed in numbers 

out of their proper proportion to the other ranks. 

If an operation canno t be c a r ried out without 

d . h . t ' . 4 -4 3 excee ing t is proper ion it must be abandoned. 

Be al s o directed s pec i f ic instructions to battal ion com-

manders who had shown a d i s tressing t endency to take a 

personal part i n minor t actical operations. 

The Corps Commander desires Brigade Commanders to 

impre s s on officer s Commanding battalions in the 

d e fensive line that their headqua rters should not 

be in the trenches, and t hat it is the duty of the 

company commanders and not t he Commanding officer or 

his Adjudant to take part in small local c ounter -

attacks. Casualt ies at the headquarters of a 

unit caused by e xposure not imperatively deni.anded 

by the t acti cal s itua tion may it must be remembered 

ff . · of a un i.'t . 4- 44 
needlessly hamper t he e i ciency 

.. '"": .• · " ·l 



It is therefore incumbant on G. Os c. and unit com-

manders to use every endeavor in the future to con­

serve t heir British officers. 

In future, on no occasion of ordinary fighting 

i s, in an Indian unit, a single British officer, 

over the proportion (e . g. in Infantry 1 B. o. to 

60 men) to be detailed for fighting purposes. 

It has been notified by G. H. Q. that in future 

only the proportion of 1 officer to 60 casualties 

4-45 
will be replaced . 
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The days of bravado, probably over anyway for those officers 

still alive , were now officially terminated. 

But why were the Br itish officers so important? Why was 

the belief s o widespread that Indian soldiers would fight well 

only when led by white officers? To examine what the average 

British officer wrote on the subject is to wade through 

masses of what in the age of the social sciences can only be 

described as romanticism . Yet to d ismiss these statements out 

of hand would be an enormous error . First, the Officer Corps 

believed it as a matter o f faith and what men believe affect s 

their actions. This belief was one of the major premises on 

which the India n Army was built. Second , without Brit i sh 

officers the fighting capacity of an Indian battalion rapidly 

deteriorated, even if Indian officers remained or were 

repl aced from the ranks. The white officer was essent i a l. 

The following conunent i s typical and accurate . 
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They are of course splendid fighters, but are very 

lost without their officers. Personally , I think 

they have too few officers ; the other day I had to 

:ra l ly the r.elic s of two companies of Wildes Rifles , 

whose officers l·wJ all been shot. ..• They were 

splendid in the trenches as long as their officers 

were there but afterwards did not know what to do. 4-46 

101 

If the bond between the white officer and Indian soldier 

was not quite what the white officer believed, it was none-

the less something specia l, and both sides of the relationship, 

British and Indian, considered it so. We have little if any 

data about what the I ndian sol dier thought of his white 

officer except what has been written by the British, and that 

is so biased that it is suspect. Yet certain anecdotes stand 

out; the British officer who, on patrol on a rainy night, 

slept in the ope n, wakening in the morning to discover that he 

had been covered by the blankets of his men, they then sleep-

ing exposed to the wet cold ra in, and when protesting, receiv-

ing the answer, "But Sahib, you are our Sahib and it is right 

that we take care of you." Phillip .Mason , an ex-officer of 

the res put the Indian soldier's a tti tu de this way, 11 I am your 

man; I will serve you in any way you corrunand and you will 

. 1 .. 4-47 protect me against everyone e se. As we have seen how-

ever , when the British officer was absent, the Indian soldier 

often f a iled to fight, or at least fight well. For this, the 

British officer had an easy explanation in r acism. Today of 

' ... ,,-..' ." 
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course, our task is harder , for in the light of current 

knowledge such a n explanation is unacceptable. The problem 

nonethe l ess remains. Without British officers, and more 

particularly his British officers, the Indian soldier did not 

fi9ht well . 

why this was so is difficult to understand. The casualty 

:rate among British officers in British battalions was as high 

as in Indian battalions, yet those battalions did not experi­

ence a radical degradation of fighting eff i ciency . Why were 

British Non-Commissioned Officers able to step into the shoes 

of lost British officers while Indian equivalents, and Ind ian 

commissioned Officers could not? No complete solution to this 

problem is at hand, but it may be possible to at l east par­

tially explain it. 

Each party saw the bond in the light of their respective 

civilizations. 
4

-
4 8 

'l'he British model was t he romanticized 

relationship between country squire and faithful retainer. 

The Indian saw it through the requirements of caste 11 dharma 11 

or duty. To make the problem even more complex, laid over 

these two was the cross-cultural bond of friendship which may 

or may not have existed between an individual officer and his 

particular men. 

The high importance which the Indian soldier placed upon 
~-
f his personal relationship with his British officer is easily 

unders t andable from the viewpoint of a pre-industrial society 

in which most relationships a r e multiplex . In such a society, 

i ndividuals assume a wide variety of roles vis-a-vis each 
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othe r. For example, in a pre-i ndustrial society, it is normal 

for. a s on t o follow a fa ther into the economic structure. 

'J.'l''.1 s Fa ~_her , while remaining ~ather l b 
, __ • J. • , a so e comes Employer, 

and Teacher of his skills. This one individual performs t hree 

~ t' . distinct .Lune :i.ons as we in t he West define them . In con-

' . ~ 

trast , in our socie~y, most sons do not follow their fathe rs 

into business, and fur t hermore they are trained by individ­

ual s specifically c h arg ed with t hat pu rpose . Thus the son's 

employer will not be his f ather , and neither will his t eacher. 

Coming from such a society in which multiplex relation­

ships were the rule, the Indian soldier would have considered 

it norma l for his British off icer to assume a variety of 

roles. Indeed, he woul d have considered it strange had the 

British off i cer restricted him s elf solely to military func-

tion s . So t he British officer often became a c ombination of 

military leader, teacher, fathe r s ubstitute, and general 

a dvi s o r to t h e Indian sold i er. As such, the Indian soldier's 

relationship was with the man inside the uniform, not with 

the uniform itself. Of course, the dividing line was not 

con c r ete . Like all soldie rs in all armies, he had to salute 

anyon e wearing the uniform, but the phrase typifying the 

western a rmy, "you salute the uniform , not the man in it" was 

essentially foreign to the I ndian's outlook. 

From all accounts, the British officers were well aware 

of t he i mportance of this personal bond , but they were unable 

complete ly to ignore their own pre-conditioning. They never 

fully realized what enormous imp a ct the loss of these known 

.' 
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~ and trusted men would have on their units, persisting in the 

£ belief that if only e nough white men of proper background 

'~ g could be found , the problem could be solved . When thi s man 
~~~. 
- appeared , ac t i ng as h i s pr edeces sor had done i n skill and 

I courage , they could not understand how profoundly the rela-

~ tionship had changed, for when the personal r elationship 

I disappea red wi th the loss of both officers and men who had 
~· I known each other for years , both sides could now conceive of 

~ the relationship only in terms of t heir own cultural models, 

, and those models were very d iffe rent. 

The model the British Ind i an Army officer used is e a sy 

f or us to under stand as we are the products of much the same 

culture . He was drawn from t he world of the midd le classes 

and t he public schools, wi th their emphasis on games , teamwork, 

and personal initiative. All his life he had r e lated to his 

fellows i n terms of mutual dependence, a horizontal r elation -

ship in wh i ch his actions were expected to elicit equivalent 

action from those t o whom he related. He approached the 

Indi an soldier t he same way . If he , the British officer 

showed courage and i nitiative, and was willing to suffer the 

burdens of trench warfare, he felt instinctively that the 

Indian soldier ought to do the same. When he d id not, the 

white officer put the failure dow-n to the Indian 's supp6sed 

racia l inferiority. 

There is of cour se , another explana tion. To begin with, 

Indian society is hierarchically ordered , each strata or caste 

having its own rights and obligations. The action of a member 
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Of One caste to a member of another does t · no necessarily call 

for an equivalent response. The essence is that a man must be 

, fl ~,h ll d t 
true to tne a arma. or u Y of his own caste, not to the 

person acting upon him. This concept is one of unilateral 

dependence. In relaticnships of this kind, such as between 

parent and child for example, the parent has duties toward the 

child, such as feeding him, for which the child is not 

expected to undertake any form of repayment. 

Such might have been the relationship between the white 

officer and the Indian soldier as the Indian saw it. He 

expected the white officer to exhibit extreme courage, initia-

tive, and competence since this was the dharma of the white 

officer's caste. However, this did not imply that the Indian 

soldier had to respond in kind. Indeed, the paternalistic 

attitudes of the officers implicitly indicated that he was not 

expected to do so. 

Certainly, the Indian soldier, drawn from castes having 

their own martial traditions, was compelled by his dharma to 

soldierly virtue, which the all encompassing life of the 

regiment did its best to reinforce. The exhibition of these 

virtues was however conditioned on the expectation of short 

colonial campaigns in which light casualties were the rule. 

Further, his ovm martial tradition was pre-modern in which 

individual honor, the "izzat" of which British officers were 

so fond of talking, came from face-to-face combat with an 

ill-armed individual enemy. Thus when confronted with trench 

warfare and its attendant horrors, an enemy armed at least as 
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well as himself, the high probability of an impersonal death, 

and deprived of the leadership of the British officer he knew, 

we ought not be surpr ised that he proved less willing than his 

f,ur opean counterpart in bearing the terrors of modern war. 

He was quick to try ways out of the situation, all of 

which have been used by soldiers throughout history . As 

mentioned previously, he sometimes shot himself. He feigned 

sickness. He even sometimes deserted, although for most, 

who se homes were in areas ruled by the British, this offered 

few advantages as the British could be expected to arrest him 

even if he managed somehow to get home. One group of soldiers 

even used the British respect for caste against them. 

on November 23rd, Willcocks wrote G. H. Q. that 

~he fe eding of Brahmins is a difficulty. This is 

the highest class of Hindus, and in trench warfare 

soldier s must be prepared to eat and drink whatever 

can be given them. . . . It is difficult to please 

these men. The Officer Cormnanding 9th Bhopal Inf an try 

after leaving the trench es recently reported that 

they were unsuited to the exigencies of this form 

of warfare, also that they undoubtably influenced 

Rajputs and Sikhs not to eat biscuits, bread and 

other ration articles which men in these classes 

in other regiments are eating. 

He also reported that they are thick-headed 

and unable to show any initiative. I know this caste 

:(...,. t;· . 
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of Indians well and I agree with the Con~anding 

officer. 

under t be circumstances, I trust no more 

Bratwins will be sent here . They are g 0 od soldiers 

in their ov-m part i cular line but unsuited to this 
4-4 9 

kind of warfare . 
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Two days later, he asked G. H. Q. to ask if t he war Office 

could get two companies of Punjabi Nohamadens t o replace them / 

stating , 11 'rhe Brahmins here are now reduced to a nominal 

number and this is a good opportunity. Brahmins of no use 

here . 
114-50 By the middle o f December, Crewe was writ i ng 

about t he problem 4-51 
but action Hardinge no seems to have 

been t ake n , for Willcocks wrote again about thi s issue on 

January 8th , 1915 .
4

-
52 

It seems n ever to have occurred to any 

of them t ha t the Br ahmin's "nominal numbers 11 might have had 

somet hing to do with their f a i l ure to show initiative, and 

that their sudden concern for ca ste rules may have sprung from 

a desire to get out of the trenches . Wil lcocks, like most of 

his officers, could not see his men as human beings , only as 

caste stereotypes. 

The casualty r eports from the Western Front also af f ected 

units waiting to go to France. In Singapor e, the Malay States 

Guides , who had vol unteered in e arly November to go to France , 

collec t ively withdrew their offe r the next month . The 

authorities, who considered the unit to have mutinied , dis-

. 4-53 banded the regiment. 

'··' -... ~ 



Willcocks had also lost faith in many of his 6fficers . 

when the Indian Corps arrived in France, f our of i ts six 

brigades were commanded by Major - Generals , instead of 
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Bri<.:iadier·-Generals , and the division commanders were also one 

step higher than called for , being Lieutenant-Generals rather 

4-54 
than Major-Generals. The strain of the campaign was now 

telling on these re l atively elderly men , and Willcocks knew 

it. Further , he felt the same way about his Indian officers , 

who were the bulk of his company corrunanders . 4 - 55 In both 

cases, the problem pre- dated the war . Willcocks believed that 

the War Off ice had used India as a dumping ground for Generals 

they wished to reward without giving them command of British 

troops. The problem was so bad that in combined operations 

with all-British units, Indian Corps brigade and division 

commanders often were senior to the division and corps com­

. 4- 56 
man<lers of those units . A variant of the same system 

applied to Ind ian offic e rs, who were promoted only after long 

service in the ranks and who had most likely never been tested 

in battle until France . 

Nonetheless, all these problems shoul d not be allowed to 

obscure the general condition of the Indian i nfantry battalions 

and of the entire situation . In India, the Government was 

successfully recru iting men in more than sufficient numbers to 

4-57 meet expected losses . The "linked bat tal ions " were send-

ing trained reinforcements of "all first class material with 

4-58 . fine morale.'' Willcocks, although grading his troops i n 

t f · f' d •th t 4- 59 Th · f ntry had .erms o race , was sati.s · ie wi mos . e in a . 
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battered, but it was still a significant fighting force, been 

although how long it would r emain so was open to ques t ion. 

· pu t it succinctl y , "I am very sorry indeed, for c11ai:-ter is 

their Br itish officer s j ust now. They are seeing the thing 

g ~ve their hearts to, they "' 
4-60 broken ." 
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5. Gl~EAT GALLAN'l'RY AND MARI<Im SUCCESS 

The first two and a half months of 1915 were easier ones 

for the Indian infantry, whose losses had amounted to over 

8000 officers and men, or 50% of their initial strength.5-1 

Willcocks, whose dissatisfaction with his senior commanders 

has already been mentioned, made major changes, relieving old, 

high ranking officers with younger men more to his liking. 

Lieutenant General Watkis, relieved for his poor performance 

at Givenchy, was re1-·1arded with a Knight Commander of the Bath 

and sent home. Willcocks appointed Major General H. D'U. 

I\eary, commander of the Garwhal Brigade as his successor. In 

addition, he replaced two Major Generals cornmanding brigades 

with Lieutenant Colonels, and two Brigadier Generals command-

ing brigades with a Colonel and a Lieutenant Colonel respec-

tively. Thus he replaced one of his two division commanders, 

and five out of six of his brigade commanders, only one of whom 

5-2 
was promoted. A more severe criticism of the pre-war 

promotion policies and command selection system of the Indian 

Army would be difficult to find. 

It would however be unfair to point the finger of blame 

solely at the Indian Army in this regard. With the exception 

of the German army, all of the armies ~iliich entered the First 

World War shared a common problem of ignorance and incompe-

tence among their officer corps. 
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The Indians spent the first two weeks of January, 1915, 

in billets in the rear, taking a much needed rest. Lord 

Crewe, by now aware of their shaky morale, wrote, nThere have 

been various strains of grumbling and discontent at the 

front 11 and suggested that any wounded who might be sent home 

to India not be employed in recruiting duties. 5-3 Hardinge 

was completely unmoved by the enormous suffering that his army 

had borne, 

The losses of your [Willcock's] Corps have been fairly 

heavy but not, in my O?inion, unduly so, although 

one or two regiments have suffered very heavily. 

It is, I think, a good thing that they should be well 

blooded. It will bnprove their self-respect and 

probably, their fighting qualities. I am not sorry 

also that they should have seen the desperate fighting 

in which our English troops have taken part, and that 

they should have been in a position to appreciate 

. t . 5-4 their s annna. 

Nonetheless, the two-week rest seemed to do wonders for the 

morale of the Indians. Sir John French inspected them on 

January 1st, 1915 and reported to Kitchener that they were 

11 greatly 
5-5 

improved.u Willcocks expressed his satisfaction 

with all but three of his battalions.
5

- 6 Even the letters 

from the wounded in the hospitals to India were generally 

5-7 "e;heerful and stout-hearted." 

On January 15th, two brigades of the Corps went back into 

the line, and by the end of February, all units were taking 

~-
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part in regular rotation in and QUt of the trenches . 5-8 

Mor ale problems immediately reappeared and the "Indian atti­

tude of mind" seemed "to be rapidly changing for the worse . 
,,5-9 

By February, the mail censor , Mr . E . B. Howell of . . 
the Indian Civil Service, selected in part for his wide 

knowledge of Indian languages , reported that the "breaking 
5- 10 

strain was near ." 

As is normal with authority when faced vlith a breakdmm 

in its neatly ordered universe , there was an i mmediate search 

for outside treasonous influence . "Seditious" literature was 
5-11 

reported early in January and fear of s edition increased 

when General Duff hanged a few mutinous soldiers in India . 5- 12 

Howell , however , could find no evidence that any seditious 

5-13 material was being sent to the troops. One officer sus-

pected that Indian students might be to blame. 

When at home on l eave early this month, I went to 

see some men of my regiment in hospital at 

Bournemouth. It struck me that there were a lot 

of natives of the student class allowed inside the 

hospital s 

5-14 able . 

. many of whom are probably undesir-

5-15 Morale seemed firm enough, but in March the discontent 

surfaced alarmingly. 

For most of the Indians, the ultimate escape from combat, 

desertion to the enemy, was unavailable . Should they do so, 

the Germans could not easily send them home, and even if they 

could, home was under British r ule which could be expected to 
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deal harshly with deserters . One group of men however, the 

Trans-Frontier Pathans, did not need to fear British law a t 

[Jome , for thE~Y lived in ar ~as beyond it. One of them, an 

Afridi, ha d cooly remarked in January to his British off icer 

that, "If the Germans a l l i ed themse l ves with us Afr idis we 

ld 115-16 could lick the wor_ • On March 4th, a f ew attempted to 

make such an alliance a reality when one Ind i an officer and 

twenty-four men of the 58th Rifles deser ted to the enemy in a 

well organize d plan, in three separate parties . The remaining 

Pathans , a bout 120, were i mmediately di sarmed .5-17 Fie ld 

Marshal French wanted to send them to Harve irrunediately , 

aski ng the War Off i ce not to send them anywhere where they 

might come into contact wit h other Indian troops , sugge sting 

5-18 
Malta . One of f i cer who witnessed the British reaction to 

the affair wrote , 

This morn i ng a party of 144 Pathans of the 58th 

Vaughn's Rifles were marched into Lacon with a strong 

guard of Seaforths . They had accord i ng to report 

l a i d down t heir arms & refused to take any fur t her 

part in their work . But worse than thi s is a r eport 

that any number of them . . 

5 -1 9 enemy . 

. have gone over to the 

In t he e nd , Wil lcocks asked that the Africli companies be g i ven 

5·-2 0 another chance . The fact rema ined however t hat ·while the 

Indiun infantry battalions may have seemed to r ecover while 

resting , as soon as the shooting started , some elements opted 

out of the war . 

- ~ · -·· •o.i..: ...... .... '. ........ ,, - -
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'fhe only explanation Willcocks could offer was "Their 

nature is not always ours. 

his battalions by race. 

. . .. s-21 
In February, he rated 

The Gurkhas of today are not the Gurkhas of the Afghan 

war days. They have not been a great success here 

and they know it .. . The Sikhs who first gave 

trouble are very different now and doing well .• 

The 129th Rifles and the 9th Bhopals will never be 

of any use. The 8th Gurkhas may come on again, but 

I have lost faith in them also, they seem dead to 

the world and I can get no life into them. 

Yet in the same paragraph he stated that, "The officers go a 

5-22 
long way to making good units." Somehow the contradiction 

betv1een that state.:111ent and his condemnation of entire battal-

ions never occurred to him. 

General Keary, commanding the Lahore Division was even 

more explicit in his racial attitudes. Brahmins were 

unreliable and unfit to be enlisted; Eastern Raj puts little 

better and should be elin1inated; Hincl.ustani Muslims were 

unsuitable; Rajuputana Jats emphatically not fitted for war; 

the Pujabi Mahomedan was a bad type, and the Mahsud , although 

a ''fine fighting 11 man was "turbulent, treacherous, and dif f i-

5-23 cult to discipline in peace . 11 If one adds to this list 

Willcocks' poor opinion of the Gurkhas, over one-quarter of 

the twenty-four castes from which the Indian infantry was 

drawn had proved themselves wanting in the eyes of their 

senior commanders. In retrospect, it would seem that the 

.,.:_ .•. :.:;··: .. , .......... 



basic absurdity of t he "martial rt1Ces " shoul d have been 

obv i ous, but men do not easi ly give up lifelong pre judices . 
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Fortunately , at least the officer supply was improving. 

Helped by the fact tha t casualties in January were extremely 

light, no Briti sh of f icer being killed and onl y five wounded 
5-24 

in the entire Corps, off i cer strength r ose steadily. 

Neverthe less, all knew that f urther action would lead to more 

losses . "To make good wastage in officers of Indian Ar my , we 

fore s ee we shall require every suitable candidate we can get," 

. 5-25 
cabled Hardinge . No more could be sent from units still 

in India as their cadres o f officer had been drawn down as far 

. 5-26 
as possible . Hardinge projected that the Army would need 

2240 officers to replace losses for the first twelve months of 

the war. By the mi ddle of January , he had already recr u i ted 

900 into the Indian Army Rese r ve of Officers, dr afted 30 from 

British units , 100 f rom the ICS , and 40 from other sources , 

leaving a deficit of 1200 to be recruited and trained. 5- 27 He 

absol utely refused to send any more regulars of t he Indian 

Arir.y to France as these were a lready as l ow as he felt they 

5-28 could get . Duff echoed this opinion. 

I hope to send you in February a f ew officers of 

regular i nfantry, bu t I cannot spare any offic e rs 

of Regu l ar cavalry; Infantry officers of the Indian 

Army Reserve will make up balance of o fficers for 

February. After February , reinforcements of offi-

cers both of Cavalry and Infantry must be drawn from 

t he Indian Army Reserve officers. I must retain in 



India with the regimental battalions and depots suffi­

cient Reg ular off i cers to carry on duties and to 

train the reserve officer s , recruits and horses that 

y ou require; in the case of Cavalry, the minimum for 

these purposes has n ow been reached, and in the case 

of Infantry it has almost been reached. 5- 29 
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The s h or tage of officers foreseen was so great that General 

Haig suggested that the number of officers assigned to Indian 

units in the field be reduced to nine. 5- 3o Willcocks refused 

to agree, arguing that "Indian Infantry Corps must have a 

large number of Brit i sh officers if they are to meet with any 

,,5-31 
prospect of success. 

Regardless of the severe shortage, and of the demonstrated 

need for them in Indian units, selection boards in India still 

laid great stress on s ocia l considerations. 

De Brath 24, son of Gen era l De Brath, a nd Preston 

soc ially acceptable but Hindustani very weak. I pro-

pose to send out these at once. Clifford , 27 and 

Smith, 22 both knm.,r Hindustani very well but not 

recommended unless you are very hard up for officers. 

They are not of the type which commends itself to 

5-32 
sepoys. 

Nonetheless, reliev0d of the drain of heavy and continual 

casua lties , the British officers of the Indian battalions 

increased to the point where Willcocks was able to write that, 

11 i 1 f £ · a a " 5 - 3 3 Th · u 1 a we are at present very we o in ee . ings wo 

continue to improve so that by the first week of March, just 
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prior to the Battle of Neuve Chapelle , officer strength would 
5-34 

reach 90% of complement. 

Regarding replacement of India n other ranks, the situa­

tion was initially far worse . By the end of December , the 

strength o f the average Indian battalion had reached its low­

est point, 470 men , or 65% of cornplement , 5- 35 and even at full 

strength, an Indian battal i on was only 75% that of a British 

battalion . To exacerbate the situation , the quality of 

rer,lacernents was poor . One officer commented , 

While I was in France I saw the Reinforcements of 

some 5 or 6 r egiments and they were uniformly indif-

ferent . . One particularly hard case that of the 

107th Pionee rs . I saw their draft a nd a more hope less 

l ooking l ot I have seldom seen . Far too old and quite 

. f . 5-36 unfit or service . 

Part of the problem was due to the sheer number of 

replacements required . When pressed on the matter, Hardinge 

complained that 11 For instance for the Bhopal Battalion alone 

we have already sent 799 men being more than 100 per cent of 

5-37 the field service s t rength ." He a lso worried about the 

i mpact of denuding India of so many troops . 

Before the recruits enlisted after the war began 

are fit for service we shall have used up or passed 

into the ranks all the reserves of units remaining 

in India and shall have had to reduce our internal 

security un i ts by about 25 % of men fit for service . 



If the larger proportion of these reduced units is 

then to consist of reservists over 15 years service 

we consider our position for internal security will 

be much too weak . Forces in the field must to some 

extent share in the natural deterioration in stan­

dard of ef ficiency which is inevitable consequence 
5-38 of large wastage in war. 

124 

In short, the army built for garrison duty and short colonial 

campaigns seemed unable to continue to do a job for which it 

had not been designed. 

Through extreme measures, by the end of January the 

quality of replacements had improved, but only for a short 

time. Willcocks reported that rrthe men now arriving are 

mostly very good indeed. 115-39 
But this situation could not 

continue. The reinforcements now being sent were no longer 

reservists or fully trained recruits, but detachments and 

even companies from other regiments. To continue to send 

such men meant that India would be stripped of men to def end 

the frontier and to maintain internal order. Crewe wrote that 

. . the improvement in quality of the recent drafts 

despatched fr om India to France must not be accepted 

as a proof that the military organization in India is 

capable of indefini t e ly coping with the difficulties 

of the situation. The superiority therefore of 

the recent drafts, so far from proving the elasticity of 

our military organization, clearly indicates the 

· , . 



probability that India will soon cease to send drafts 

. 5-4 0 of a satisfactory standard. 

He worried tha t the units left would not be able to cope 

simulatneously with an exte rnal attack of the frontier and 

. 5-41 
outbreak of internal u n rest. 
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an 

Crewe got no sympathy from the Army Council, concerned as 

it was with the insatiable manpower needs of the western 

Front. 

The Army Council fully appreciates the effort which 

have been made, and they realize the strain which 

these demands must throw on the Military organiza­

tion in India: they trust, however , that his 

organization will prove itself capable of dealing 

. h d' f_c. lt. f th . . 5-42 with t e i LlCU ies o e situation. 

It did not. By the middle of February, the quality of 

drafts had fallen again. The medical officer who inspected a 

draft for the 59th Rifles reported that he ". was struck 

by their poor uppearance as regards physiqu e, age , and general 

bearing. 11 Furthermore, they showed ". . . a genera l di sin-

clination to be passed fit for the front, ... the whole 

draft a lmost without exception complained of var ious pains or 

showed trivial injuries which could not possibly caused them 

• . u 5 -4 3 Th I d . B C d t any inconvenience. e n ian ase onunan er a 

Marseilles echoed his opinion. He was struck 11 
••• with the 

very inferior and unsatisfactory appearance of the men; whose 

general d emeanour pointed to a desire on their part of 

.,., 
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presenting as unfavourable impression as possible with the 

., 1~aoubt'"d view of being reJ· ected. 115 - 4 4 Ob · 1 . 
~· ~ vious y, information 

about actua l conditions in the trenches had filtered back to 

the se De n. Nor was poor quality r e stricted to this one draft 

or to the combat troops. Even those recruited as bearers were 

in poor condition. One physician said, 11 r personally have 

seen the maj ority of the Madrasi bearers sent to this division 

and think them in physique very inferior . . . and not fit for 
5-45 

hard work in this climate.n All Hardinge could do in 

response to complaints by Field Marshal French was to state 

that these were the best he could get. 5- 46 

On the other hand, in the long run the situation looked a 

good deal better. Hardinge wrote, 11 Recrui ting for the army is 

5-4 7 progressing extraordinarily well" and "is the best we have 

d 
"5-4 8 

ha . Indeed it was going so well that Harding e worried 

that if the rate of 8000 per month was maintained, added to 

the 20,000 already recruited, it might 

mean a l arge surplus of 7,000 of infantry men 

5-~ 9 
at clos e of war [and] Should the war end without 

suffic ient warning to admit suspension of recruiting 

some time previously and if we continue to be able to 

recruit sufficien t me n we may be left with a surplus 

of anything from 5,000 to 7,000 men in consequence of 

long service Indian cavalrymen may take some years 

and cost anything from £300 , 000 to f900,000 unless 

special discharg e conditions are given at consider­

able cost. 5- 50 
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Old habits of financial stringency died hard in the bureau­

c racy. Ye t he opposed limiting service to t he duration of the 

because that might hurt recruiting.5-51 war 

Gi ven the enormous losses on the Western Front so far, 

Hardinge 's fear s were ill-founded and those closer to the 

battles recognized them as so. The I ndia Off ice had a far 

more rea listic view and felt that worrying about an excess of 

sol diers now was academic. In any case they felt that men 

would want to get out of t he army at the end of the war, a nd 

any who did not could be easily absorbea. 5- 52/53 

Meanwhi le, Indian opinion , which had enthusiastically 

suppor t ed the war a t the beginning was changing as the eco­

nomi c hardships beg an t o be felt. Crewe suspected that the 

army might be affected. He d oubted the 11 ternper and loyalty 

of the Indian Army 11 and 11 that official r eport s which have 

rea ched him regarding c e rtain Indian regiments have not 

inclined him to take too confident a view of the military 

5-54 situation i n India as a whole.'' Hardinge requested more 

censorship . 

Lette rs from wounded Indians in English hospitals 

now occasionally reach India apparently uncensored 

and in view of fact that lette rs from wounded are 

apt to be undu ly pes s imist ic it is es sen tia l that 

5-55 all such should be c ensored before despatch. 

Military censor ship is a normal process in armie s at war 

t o assure tha t men do not betray military secrets to the enemy 

·.·,··.·.·~·~.~.·.).·~?.~.'.,,·:·'··.; 
. : : .. ~··, ~.:·.-.f_>/~ .. ~f ·.~: . cw:.; --- " 
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inadvertently. But Hardinge was now requesting political 

censorship. He kn ew that the Empire rested on British pres-

tige, and the war, not yet into its sixth month was already 

degrading that essential ingredient of British rule. Another 

mutiny was the constant fear of the British rulers of India 

for should the Indian Army go in the midst of a great war, so 

would Ind ia . For the first time , the question of some sort 

of relief of the troops in France arose. 

As early as the first of the year, Crewe had written to 

Hardinge the, 

. . . whole quest ion of the Indian troops in Europe, 

and their future, will need close consideration. . . . 
At present it seems clear that they have been over-

done, with a terrible casualty list ... But when 

we contemplate that it must be at any rate three 

months before they see anything that would by the 

utmost generousity be termed sunshine, I don't like 

5-56 the prospec t for t.hem. 

He continued the next week, 

It seems to be generally agreed that to set Indian 

troops to continue the damp and dreary routine of 

trenchwork is a mistake from the point of view of 

morale, and also because the perpetual strain of 

casualties i s greater than your capacity for fill-

ing gaps can go on meeting .. • I think, and 

Kitchener is disposed to similar view, that Egypt 



ought to b e regarded as a sort of winter base for 

5-5 7 
them . 
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searching f or some reason to expl ain the poor performance 

of their beloved "martial races , 11 those commanding them had 

tried every expl anation e xcept t he most obvious , that the 

troops simply were not a s devoted to their colonial masters as 

their masters wanted to believe. Racism , sedition, and now 

the weather . The fact is that the weather did not affect the 

Indians much worse than the British. In March , for example , 

t he average percent of Indian sick was 2.45% , that of British 

5 - 58 
units of the Indian Corps , 1 . 44% . While the Ind i an troops 

did sicken slightly more , thi s cannot be considered signifi-

cant , especially ·when one con siders that one time honored way 

for a soldier to avoid duty is to report sick . As noted 

earlier , new arrivals tried to do t his . We also have the 

direct testimony of one medical officer wh o served with the 

Indians who wrote, 

With this excepti o n [tre nch foot] our men , and I 

believe the majority of Indians kept in excellent 

health the whole time they were in France . 

they got warm clothing and plenty of food . ... 

I am therefore at a l oss to account for the impres-

sion .• that the Indians were specially tried by 

5- 59 
the climate . 

Sir Charles Egert on, a retired Gener al with much Indian 

experience , and in 1915 a member of the Council of I nd i a , felt 

i.~'i}·~!:~ 
/:: {)~,;.;.· .. ' .. .. ,,...., , 
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t t 1-1e Indians ought to remain in France unti'l h 
t11a t e 'i could be 

replaced, but then o~ ght to go to Egypt , the Red Sea, or the 

Persian Gulf, leaving th~ cav alry in Franc e to represent 

Ind i a . Field Marsha l French , on the other hand, perpetually 

pressed by the French for mor e men , opposed any withdrawal. 

so, thought Crewe , did ''a certain proportion of the Indians 

themsel ve s, though by no means all. For some of them, to 

fight the Germans is the only real way, if not the only way, 

to be fully engaged in the war ... 5-60 Just how he came by this 

inf ormation, he did not explain . 

Willcocks strongly suggested a middle course . "It is of 

course useless to anyone to imagine that this Army Corps can 

go on serving in an indefinite ly continued war. 11 He gave the 

following reasons. First, the Corps had already t aken 7100 

Indian casua lties, future fighting would bring more, and these 

would be beyond the capacity of the Indian government to 

replace. Second, he felt that "it would not be politic , or 

even just to these loyal men, to say 'you must stay to the last 

man ' . it gives ground for men too long kept to go ' ' SJ. CK 

and thus get away. II He suggested tha t a definite limit 

be fixed on the service of the Corps and a date set upon which 

the Corps would be withdrawn . He also suggested possible 

5-61 rotations of battalions between France and Egypt . Not 

that he f e 1 t that his uni ts ·were in poor shape , ". . . the 

Indian troops are, in my opinion far fitter than they were two 

months ago - that so long as they are not kept here indef i-

nitely . .,5-62 He also proposed a pay i ncrea s e , to be 
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ca lled a "European F' i e l d Allowance," for Indian officers and 

1 l"t ··1011ld t t rn tota , r · mnoun- o an increase of 25% in their men · 
5- 63/64 

pay. 

for both his ideas, pay increase s and troop rotation, he 

received strong support fr om Field Marshal French, 

It is imperative that an announcement be made l.mme ­

diately to the Indian Corps of the grant of special 

allowance which has already been recommended for 

those Indian troops serving in France; also any con­

cessions of land which the government may have decided 

to confer for specially good service in the field. 

Willcocks insists on the necessity of making an 

announcement to the Indians setting a term to their 

service in Europe, which they think at present is 

indefinite, until they are all used up. He is of the 

opinion that this is a most important point if their 

fighting efficiency is to be maintained. A decision 

by the government is necessary as to whether it is 

intended to keep the Indians in France if the war is 

5-65 long drawn out. 

Kitchener the Secretary of State for Wc:r and the home 

government agreed with the pay and land proposals. However, 

Kitchener strongly opposed fixing a set term of service, "this 

b · 1 ·1 · a· · 115- 66 w · 11 k · eing contrary to al mi itary tra 1t1ons. i coc s, in 

his memoir, quoted him as feeling so strongly about the matter 

that he said, "Even if only two men are left, one shall be 

.. ...... 
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La.ho.re and the other Mee rut Div is ion. 11 S-G7 We can assume he 

thought all the others would have been killed or wounded, 

rather than having shot tl:iemsclvP.s, reportc~d s5.ck, mutinied 

or deserted to the enemy. 

, 

In early March, just prior to the battle of Neuve 

Chape lle , Wi l lcocks called a staff conference, including his 

General officers , at which they reached a unanimous conclusion 

that after the coming battle, and cer tainly before the next 

winter, the battalions in France ought to be relieved by fr esh 
5-68 

ones and sent elsewhere. But whatever the decision, there 

was a bat tle to be fought, and that would once again test the 

Indian battalions. 

A more pointless battle than Neuve Chapelle would be dif-

ficult to find, and it s relative succes s makes it even more 

ironic. Like most of the British offensives early in the war, 

it gre w out of a French request for a supporting operation to 

t heir own attacks. J offre was in the midst of launching maj or 

but spasmodic attacks to the south, the primary resu.lt of 

which was t o kill great numbers of French soldiers. In March, 

he selected Vimy Ridge for his next objective, but to assemble 

the necessary men for the attack , he had to strip the Ypres 

sector of French forces . He asked Field Marshal French to 

launch a supporting attack to tie dovm German troops in t he 

Ypres sector and prevent them being moved south to oppose his 

of fensive . But Field Marsha l French felt that once the French 

for ce s were t a ken from his sector, he would be too weak to 

attack. Accordingly, he decided to attack before J offre took 

- ·.': 
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. thetn away. Thus the very purpose of the attack was 

negated . Launched befor e the French offensive, it could give 

r eal support t o it. no 

Tactically, however, Neuve Chape lle wa s a grea t success . 

sir John gave responsibility for the operation to Sir Doug las 

Haig , command ing the newly organized First Army. The s ector 

for the attack was well chosen. The Germans had only one 

division there and Haig , in great secrecy , ma s sed four times 

that number to oppose them . The Royal Flying Corps did such 

an exce llent job of photo-reconnaissance t hat the s taff was 

able to provide detailed maps showing the attacking units 

. . 5-70 . 1 
every enemy position . Ha ig a so managed to mass great 

nwnbers of artillery pieces to support the infantry. 5- 71 

On March 10th, preceded by a thirty-five minute artillery 

bombardment, the British moved forward and overwhelmed the 

surprised and outnumbered Germans. For the first time in the 

war, the a llies had achieved a clean penetration of the Ge rman 

. 5-7 2 
t rench line. The Indians, attacking the area of the 

village of Neuve Chapel le itself, reached all of the i r initia l 

objectives , but for offensive as a who l e , Haig had selecte d 

too narr ow a fron t , the staffs were unprepared to exploit the 

breakthrough, and c ommanders , out of communication ·with their 

men, lost control of their un its. In the end, fatal delays 

allowed the Ge rmans time to bring up reinforcements and plug 

5-73 the gap. 

The Indians, however, for the first time since their 

introduction into France, were an unqualified success. Sir 



John reported to the War Off i ce on .Ma:rch 14th tha.t 

the rndiRn troops under Sir James Willc ocks fought 

wi th great gallantry and marked success in the capture 

of Neuv e Chapelle , and subsequent fighting which 

t ook place. . The f i ghting was very severe and 

the losses heavy , but nothing daunted them. Their 

t enacity , courage , and endurance were admirable, 

and worthy of the best traditions of the soldiers 

. 5-74 
of India . 

Wil lcock s h i ms e l f was jubilant, 

. . . how we ll our brave I ndian tr oops fought at 

Neuve Chape l l e. . I am more pleased than I can 

tell you. . He r e t hey wer e the attackers, not 

t he attacked. They advanc ed over withering fire 

the Sikhs, Mahomadens, Gurkha s, Dogras, and l a st but 

f irst the brave Garwhalis .... The 2nd Gurkhas 

retrieved a ll they had lost ... the 9th ditto , and 

5-75 . all d id well . s o on • 

The cost, as usual , was heavy , espec i ally among the 

crucial and hard to replace British officers. In the midst 

the battle, emer gency reinforcements of British I ndian Army 
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of 

officers stationed in Eng l and tra ining the New Armies had to 

be rushed over. 5- 76177 But the losse s were not conf ined just 

to Br i t i sh off i cers . In thre e days of battle, the Meerut 

Division lost 19% of its Indian soldiers , 24 % of its Indian 

officers, 27% of its Br i ti s h off icers , and 21% of its British 
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5-78 

soldiers. Also as usual, certain regiments bore the brunt 

of t he l osses. The 47th Sikhs went from 12 British officers , 

18 Indian o ffice::_-s , and G87 other ranks t o s British officers, 

7 Indian officers, and 130 other ranks in two days of battle, 

- 80 Q. 5 - 7 9 'f' 59 . a lo s s of almo st b. ne t h Rifles and the 4th Sea-

forths, a British regiment, suffered equally severe losses, 

and at the end of the battle the three regiments combined 
5-80 

stood at only 16 % strength 

Hardinge was delighted at the performance of the Indian 

h . . 5-81 battalions and at t eir improved morale but appalled at 

the necessity to replace the heavy casualties. 

The whole question of drafts for the next three 

months unt.il recruits enlisted after the war com-

menced begin to be available is one of the greatest 

difficulty. Practically there are no men available 

for drafts within the links to which the battalions 

in France belong . Outside these links battal ions 

have already been drawn upon to an excessive extent, 

t - tl- . 1 5-82 and volunteers are no r or·!1com1ng a ways. 

To the India Off ice worry that t he constant drain of 

troops from India to Franc e left India defenseless , the War 

Off ice replied , 

The maintenance of British rule in India is a duty 

of high importance, resting in some measure upon 

the Army Council as you point out: but it is not a 

duty which can claim to be paramount over all others. 

·- _ _ . ' · .. 
. ,;. 
•' : .~ 



scarcely any part of the British Empire at the present 

time can be said to be completaly immune from external 

aauression or to have complete security for internal 
_, J 

peace; and it is not possible tiiat India should escape 

her share of these risks which all parts of the empire 

. 5-83 are running at the present time . 
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. s might be appalling, India might be running risks, but Losse 

the Indian battalj_ons had attacked and fought well. The 

Indian corps seemed solid now, but would that solidity last? 
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6 • ONCE MORE INTO THE BREACH 

That the Indian infantry had done well i n the battle of 

Neuve Chapelle was beyond dispute , but t he great l osses again 

slashed at the strength of the battalions . Many of the new 

replacements had been lost during the battle and those that 

r emained were now battle shaken. Some of t he battalions 

retained less than a third of the men who had originally come 

to France. 6-l Willcocks and his senior officers knew that 

this rate of loss could not be accepted indefinitely. 

As things go on at present, there cannot eventually 

be a single man of the original lot left by that time 

. . . there are some corps [battalions] who will not 

last out a very prolonged war. Their original men 

are practica l ly no more, and the later arrivals are 

of course inferior in every way . My contention 

i s two fold. First , that in no circumstances shoul d 

t hese same cor ps remain another winter in France . 

Second that I should be al l owed to l e t a certain 

6- 2 number of men gradually return to India . 

Beyond dispute a l so, was that the morale of the surviving 

men had entered another decline . Wounded soldiers writi ng 

home expressed common feelings about the war. As might be 

d d 
. . . 1 6- 3 expecte , they showe little patriotic zea . Sentiments of 
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loyalty to the Raj , once so common were now few and far 

Now they asked about reports of unrest in India. 

Host were passimistic , beJ ieving that they would die in the 

-~r unle ss they wer e s ent home to I ndia, and they advised 
w .... .. 

their relations not to volunteer for the Army.6-4 Willcocks 

repor t ed that even men of what he felt was his best regiment, 

the l / 39th Garwhalis , wanted to g o home. 6- 5 And, of course, 

the lett ers home affecte d recruiting. 11 1 hear from our depot 

{l/39th Garwhalis) that it is very ha rd to get recruits 

.. 6 - 6 For the majority , who had enlisted expecting now. · · 

at most a few short colonial campa igns , the lesson of the 

impersonal brutality of Flanders was clear . Sacrifice might 

be demanded of a soldie r in certain wars, but "this is not 

such a war. 11 The message home was to stay there and stay 

6-7 
alive. 

The he a vy losses and lack of replacements for some units 

required unit changes. Wi llcocks amalgamated t he two 

Garwhali ba ttalions , adding the 40th Pathans as a replace-

6-8 ment. Already, in December , an extra British battalion of 

terr itorials had been added to each Brigade 1 so that each 

brigade now consisted of two British battalions and three 

d . b l. 6-9 In ian atta ions. 

On the front line itself , things were quiet until the end 

of April. Then , in a combination of techn ica l innovation and 

tactical folly, the Germans launche d the firs t gas attack of 

the war against the Ypres salient, and the second Battle of 

Ypres began. Neuve Chapelle had be en an example of a British 
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tactical success without any strategic significance. Here at 

e s the Ger mans followed t he same path von Falke h ypr f 
0 

\. n ayn I 

Chief of the German Genera l Staff was conunitted to the defen-

sive in the West as he sought a decision against the Russians. 

Nevertheless , he had at his disposal a new weapon, poison gas 

released from cylinders, and if he had doubts about its 

effect iveness, he was at least persuaded to try it. He picked 

Ypres because here his advisors told him the winds were most 

likely to be favorable, but this was to be an experiment, not 

an attempt to create the conditions for a major success. 

Although eleven German divisions faced five British and two 

French, he did not allocate the necessary reserve forces to 

exploit a breakthrough, should it occur. 

On April 22nd, after a short but heavy artillery prepara­

tion, the Germans opened the valves of their chlorine gas 

cylinders opposite the French d ivisions. The French front did 

not merely collapse, it disappeared as their soldiers, totally 

unprepared and unprotected against the new weapon, threw down 

their rifles and ran. The Germans marched two miles through 

the vacated French positions but, as unprepared as the French 

6-10 for t he effects of the gas, they the n stopped. 

To regain the useless land the Germans had occupied, the 

British l aunched a series of disjointed and poorly organized 

counter-attacks, in which the Indian battalions played their 

share, again taking extreme losses. 6- 11 Ten minutes after one 

battalion went into action, it dropped from a strength of 12 

British officers, 16 Indian officers, and 650 other ranks to 4 
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British off i cers, 3 Indian officers, and 170 men . 6-12 The 

Jul l unclur Brigade took 1385 casualties out of its total 

strength of 2250 , or 55% , and those battalions actually 

engaged in the fighting took 67% casualties .G-13 The other 

two brigades of the Lahore Division fared as badly. The 

battalions of the Sirhind Brigade averaged only 300 men at the 

end of a few days of battle , and the Ferozepore Brigade had 
6-14 

only 31% of its men left . 

u nlike the Battle of Neuve Chapelle, here the thirty mil e 

forced march to get to the battlefield, the heavy losses , the 

lack of success , and the general uncertainty caused a sharp 

drop in fighting efficiency illnong the Indian soldiers. some 

retreated without ordGrs . 

The French in withdrawing got mixed up with our troops 

and the greater portion of our line becoming affected 

by their retirement and the gas f umes withdrew , also 

the retirement not being checked until our troops 

' hd . ' ' ~ .c t 1. 6-15 had wit. rawn nenincJ. our .t.ron ine. 

A message from the Sirhind Brigade commander stated that 

11 Sirhind Brigade trying to push on but report very shaken some 

. . 116-16 
men giving way. 

The impact of the fighting on the Indians seemed to 

generate a feeling of despai r of survival . The Censor 

r eported ominously that 11 one is tempted to hazard the predic-

tion that this feeling must sooner or later culminate in a 

regretable incident. 11 6- 17 Certainly, lurking as ever in the 

consciousness of the British rulers of India was the knowledge 



148 

of an.other 11 r egre table incident, 11 the Mutiny of 1857 . Signs 

of unrest ronong the army remaining in India had a l ready 

appeared · In early March, Hurdinge wrote the India Office , 

1 have distinct and irrefutable proof of a revolu-

tion ary conspiracy for a rising to take place between 

t he 15th 1:1a:cch and 15th June. Sikhs , Mahammodans , 

and Benga l is are all in i t. The number so far may 

possibl y not be very great , but the intentions are 

serious . 
6-18 

By Apri l 1st, it w~s more than i ntention . 

. a revolutionary emissary with twelve loaded 

bombs was caught in the lines of the 12th Cava lry 

at Meerut. I t was through the cooperat ion of some 

Pathans in the regiment that the man was caught, 

but it is fairly clear that some of the sowa.rs, 

. 6-19 probably Sikhs, were in the conspiracy . 

But , so fa r at least , this extreme unrest was confined to 

Ind ia and had not yet affected the troops in France. The war 

there went on as usual. 

In May , Fiel d Marshal French launched repeated spasmodic 

and ineffective attacks both to rega i n the lost ground and to 

once again support equally useless French army offensives to 

the south. The main impact of t hese on the Indian sold i ers 

was to cause more c asualties and to eat further away at the i r 

already shakv .. morale. On May 1st , the Ind i an troops o f the 

Sir hind Brigade £ailed to "go over the top" and a t tack . The 

Brigade v,•as i:.-lithdr awn that night. 
6-20 

Among the I nd i an 
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soldiers spread the feeling , fa l se though i t was , that the 

British were sacrificing Ind ians to save British troops. 

censor r eported that, 

The 

This feeling , coupl ed with despondency as to surviv­

ing the wa r and hop~lessness as to returning to India , 

i s likely to pr oduce a somewhat pernicious effect on 

the morale of the native troops in Europe which will 

prob<:lbly react with cu.rnulative force on t he feelings 

and passions of t he populace of India . 6-21 

Willcocks aga in wr o t e Hardinge that some of t he first a r r i vals 
6 -22 

had had enough. By the end of May , the l et ters home to 

India wer e c:ictively discouraging enlistment and "The feeling 

of total destruction, or despondency 11 wa s "rife as usua1 . 11 6 - 23 

Fur t her , the sold iers no longer saw Britain as an invincible 

giant astride her Empire , for ". . a considerable impr ession 

of t he 

native 

power and weight 

6- 24 troop s ." 

of Germany has been produced on the 

The Meerut and Lahore Divisions in France had by this 

time taken such severe losses that both div ision commanders 

requested that their unit s be relieved . liTime i s r equired to 

train , to re-organize companies , and give officers and 

men a chance of gett ing to know one another," wrote General 

G 0 C -f • h . . . 6-25 t d Keary, . .. O- tne La ore Di v ision . He r epor e an 

average strength of 4 30 , or 57 % of compl ement, in each of his 

eight I ndian battalions, and recommended that two of them, the 

9th Bhopals and t he 129th Baluchis , be withdra~~ from France, 

6-26 
and that the 57th and 59th Rifles be amalgamated . General 

.~ I , 
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Anderson , G. O. C. of the Meerut Division , reported that four of 

his battalions , the 39th Garwhalis, 6th Jats , 58th and 125th 

Rifles were either of questionable effect i veness or '' not fit 

as a unit of the fi ohting .line . 116 - 27 . . . ~ Willcocks accepted 

t heir opinions , asking higher headquarters that the 9th 

Dhopals and 125th Rifles be sen t to Egypt immediately and that 

the 59th Rifles, 129th Baluchis , and 39th Garwhalis follow as 

soon as replacement units arrived . Further , he requested that 

the strength of the Indian Corps be reduced to the Meerut 

. 6-28 
Division and a reserve brigade . Except for the relief of 

the 9th Bhopals and 125th Rifles by the 69th and 89th Pathans, 
1 6·-2 9 

his request was refusea. 

The heavy losses had done more than sap the morale and 

strength of the units in France . For the first time , the 

Government of India could not supply sufficient men to replace 

the gaps in the ranks . The moment they had warned about since 

the beginning of the war had arrived. Duff wrote to Hardinge 

that if the War Office continued , 

to pu sh the Indian Army Corps in the forefront of 

every battle it will soon cease to exist as such 

for our Indian Army system does not admit of the 

l f 1 · h a scale . 6- 30 r ep acemen t o casua ties on sue 

Indeed , Crewe felt that the problem of replacing losses was so 

great that it called into question the r e tention of the Indian 

. 6-31 Corps in France . 

Besides los ing many Indian sold iers in April and May , 

losses among British officers had been high as usual , some 

;:.'~-; 

·d~;~~t1-
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l.u- c.:i" nc1 almo~;t all ·t1'". 1 • t battalions ~ ":J i.1:::;lr 'din e off i.ccrs. Again, 

o 1~tc for them were a •1Jrobler~. r"·J iacern.:- ' -CJ . " r ~i Officers of Indian 

units had to have some knowledge of Indian languages and 

Indian culture to be effective, and such whitG men were hard 

to find. Yet, if the British could have looked beyond the 

color bar, India's people could surely have produced the few 

thousand officers necessary, as it did in World War II. 

'l'he possibility of granting the I\ing 's Cormnission, as 

opposed to tl1e Viceroy 
1 

s Commission, to Indians had been 

explored before the war. As far back as 1858, when the 

British government had assumed direct rule of India, it had 

issued a proclamation promising that all government positions 

would be c-pet1 to Indians, but it had never followed through in 

the case of the Army. By 1911, British policy in India rested 

on placating the aristocracy of India. Hardinge and Crewe, 

always looking for ways to reward its loyalty to the Raj 

thought that the sons of "Huling Chiefs and nobles 11 might be 

• t • • 6-32 . . 
given the King s Comnussion. The maJor stumbling block 

was the attitude of the Officer Corps of the Indian Army, 

racist to the core, and adamantly opposed to such an idea. As 

Hardinge wrote to Crewe, 11 I hope you will not allO'i·l the mili-

tary their way entirely about commissions in the Native Army 

for the sons of Ruling Chiefs, for if you do nothing will be 

a 0 6-33 one. 

Educated 2nd influential Indians applied pressure from 

the other direction, for once the possibility of giving the 

King 1 s Commission to Indians had been raised, they could not 



t restrict ing its issue to the aristocracy . accep · Hardinge 

Februarv 9th, 191] wrote Crewe on .i - ' 

An Indian non-official Member of council has 

put forwa r d a resolution . · urging the admission 

of nati ves of British I ndia to Corrunissioned ranks 

in the British service of the Native Army. This 

is a d ifferen t question to t hat of the sons of the 

r u ling c h iefs. 
6- 34 
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once raised, t h e pressure on t he Government of I ndia to reach 

a decision wa s continuous . 11 I an t · 11 
1. mos arnaous wrote Hardinge 

"that you [Crewe ] should get the question settled. . It is 
. . 6-35 

really a burning question . 
11 

All during t he rest of that 

year, the Government of India considered various schemes of 

conunission i ng Ind ians, b ut a ll were objected to by someone for 

one reason or another. The major strnnbling block was that the 

holder of the King ' s Commission , be he British, Canadian, 

Australian, or a nyone else, had the authority to command 

subordina te officers and men , regardless of color. The possi-

bili ty of a black man ordering a whi t e Brit i sh officer about 

a l h h Of
,.. 6-36 sent s hud ers tlroug _ t e War rice . Yet British policy 

was overt ly anti-racist. The essence of the problem was how 

to b~ racist without ~aring racist. In the end, that 

problem prove d insoluble, and nothing was done. 

The question lay dormant until the war, but then, 

Gokhale, that most mod e rate, conciliatory, and pro-British of 

Indian politicians , raised t h e issue again. After a visit from 

him in Oc tober, 1914, Crewe wrote Hardinge, 

' ~ ....... ~. 
rt 

~7 
tq 

i · .· 1 -~;· 
. ; ·~. · .. :~ .-: Jt .. ,, ~ 

;~~~i~~%,~i\ 



I have just hac1 a visit from Gokhale. . . . 
Bis only separate request to mG was on the subject 

over which you and I and others racked our brains 

50 desperately, that of Conunissions 1 n the Army 
1 

which he thought might be conferred in the course 

of the war. I told him frankly . · that in my 

opinion the question was bound to emerge in a new 

light, either during the war or at its close.6-37 

eut as Hardinge wrote later, 

The difficulty remains as acute as ever. A 

British sub-lieutenant would refuse to take orders 

from an Indian Cap ta i.n and an English 'roromy would 

ignore the orders of an Indian officer. The latter 

eventuality is far more serious than the first for 

I think the first could be enforced and recognized 

in time but never the latter. Then again the pre­

sent war has brought out very clearly that the 

Indian troops do not rely on their native officers 

and are completely lost without their British off i-

6-38 cers. 

Nothing had been resolved by the beginning of 1915. 

even the civilians, demonstrably less overtly racist than 

military, wanted to force the issue. Crewe hoped for 

. • . some way . . by which the principle might 

be established, while evading the manifold diffi­

culties of any general system. As we all know, the 
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appearance of equality is what the vocal classes 

in India value, far more than reality: and if, for 

instance, two or three of the minor members of 

great houses, showing any personal turn for pro­

fessional soldiering, could be given commissions, 

I believe that opinion in India would be quite 

6-39 
soothed. 

But military opposition did not waiver. General Sir 
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O'Moore Creagh, ex-Corrunander-·in-Chief of the Indian Army stated 

that n ••• an Indian boy as a rule is not as strong as an 

English boy and his brain cannot digest the many subjects in 

which the former is educated without detriment to his physical 

powers. '1 Ei- 4 0 Willcocks was far more adamant on the subject. 

while admitting that granting a few commissions to Indians 

would be a wise move politically, he believed that Indians 

were essentially inferior beings. His lengthy letter to Crewe 

of January 31, 1915 on the subject was an articulate synopsis 

of the attitude of the Officer Corps of the Indian Army. 

No one has a greater admiration for the Indian 

soldier, and officer when he lives to it, than I 

have. He's generally brave, nearly always loyal -

but he is seldom if ever fit to replace the British 

officer. Immediately you touch on this point you 

strike the bedrock of the reason we own India. The 

Indian is simply not fit to lead his men against 

Europeans; he will lead a charge or cover a 
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retirement, but if he has to think he fails. In 

tl1 e se trenches he is helpless as a r 1 · u e; i. e. 

everything except the pluck. What he has seen 

done he can do again under favorable conditions, 

but it is useless to appeal to him to replace even 

the last joined subaltern, or frequently even a 

British soldier fallen by chance into a fight along 

with Indian soldiers as proved more than once in 

our fighting. It is the presence and natural 

instincts of the white man which the Indian Officer 

can never replace. Indeed as I range over the whole 

field of possibilities I cannot conceive of a case 

in which the Indian Officer can be given the status 

and responsibility of a British officer, i. e. if 

the efficiency (the fighti.ng efficiency) of Units 

is to be kept up to a high standard - The Indian 

has not the instincts which make leaders in modern 

He went on to say, 

Of course I do not deny that amongst them there must 

be some such men, but after 37 years service I cannot 

put my hand on one. What then you may ask is the 

solution? You could of course have Units not meant 

for actual fighting line officered by Indians and 

they would do it well, but I would be very sorry as 

a General to have any such under my command in war. 

There is in fact no solution; the European and the 

155 
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Ind.iZJ.D are built on different lines, the one to com-

11,~,nd men, the other to wait for quidanc"', f' ,._. ~ ._ ce _ore he 

issues his commands. I do not believe you will find 

a single officer in the Army with real experience of 

. 6-41 
war who will say otherwise. 

Willcocks cited as evidence to support his point the poor per­

formance of the Indian Viceroy Commissioned Officers in the 

trenchi:::s, but at le:ast one observer had something other than a 

. , exr~lanation for it: racia.J.. 

. . . the native indian officers have not had adequate 

technical and professional training, and partly 

because their present position of subordination to 

British officers in the regiment is calculated to 

impare any initiative or leadership they may have 

6-42 
originally possessed. 

Blind to all arguments, Willcocks held to his position, believ-

ing that 11 the day they try to officer uni ts with Indians, that 

day will see the end of efficient fighting units. " 6- 43 

By July, 1915 Crewe was gone from the India Office, 

replaced in May by Austin Charnberlain, a man more liberal than 

his predecessor. Charnberlain took up the issue again. 

I gather from the papers in this Office that 

the authorities both in India and in this Office 

are agreed in thinking that the time has come when 

commissions in the Army ought to be granted to care-

fully selected Indians, but that opposition from 
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t he Army Council, supported in other qu~~~ · a.,.Lers ha.s 

hitherto prevented this from being done.6-44 

Even after the Indian troops had been withdrawn from 

£ , · ~ on this Jssue c t' :i France, con J_J.c '- . - . '-' on - inueci. In November, 

Chamberlain suggested to Hardinge that "early actionlt seemed 

desirable to !!mark the part played by Indian troops in the war 

and refute the colour bar theory. u He proposed commissionina -_, 

a few officers of the armies of the so-called Princely States 

of India into the British Army.
6

-
45 

But the Army remained 

unalterably opposed. Duff had no do1Jbt that whatever politi-

cal advantages might be gained, commissioning Indians would 

adversely affect the efficiency of the Army. 6- 46 

By early 1916, demands for cornmi..ssi.ons in the Army from 

the soldiers themselves came to Hurdinge' s attention . 

. before the war, the demand for commissions 

for India.ns was a great dea 1 stronger than from 

within the army itself. This has all been changed 

from the day that the Indian Regiments valiantly 

passed through their baptism of fire on European 

battlefields. They have seen how quickly their 

small band of British officers can be swept away, 

they have seen or heard that in the French or 

Russian armies, men of the African and Asiatic 

regiments may rise to full corrunissioned rank. 

They have seen Turkish officers bravely leading 

their troops in the most modern warfare, and they 
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], t '-..em c E' 1 "ii r.~"" 1 11-iv t I ·1 · must as... .1L·--'.:;;, ·-- :. .• __, ,. , -' -o nc lClDS alone this 

l ; "! ' pr iv ilegc s lOUJ.C DC: 
·1 . 6-4 7 r r.:.r le· r' ' ~·l u. 

part of the army's fear was that coMnissions might be 

off e:red to rnen not of the 
11

mc..rtial rnce s. 11 The British off i-

cp.r ,"" 1· ncu.J.cated su~:;oicion of intcll ·i_qe'nCP.. a'!d ' · 1 _ ;:; J:' - - - ~· n.1s g or if ica-

tl
.
011 

of athletic prowess over the abilit'y to think h b as ecn 

systematically de: alt with by Norrna.n F. Dixon in his book, On 

the Psyc~~.S.Y. of MiL~ tarv Inco~?.e~:E.'.2~-· 6-4 8 His argument 

that the "public school H educatio:1al system of the Br i.tish 

middle classes rewarded conformity, obedience, and loyalty 

while dev<2luing intellectual activity is compelling. Is it 

possible that the British officer 1 s distaste and contempt for 

the "babu", the educ.::i"i::.ed Indian, masked a fear of intellectual 

inferior i t.y? Certainly, i.f Indians to be commissioned ·were to 

be selected by competitive 0.xarnination, they might easily be 

~ the intellectual superiors of most officers. We have already 

seen that the mart i::..l races theory sys tern a tically excluded the 

most progressive and ed11ca.ted groups, and included some of the 

most backward castes of India. In any case, Duff insisted on 

a system of nomination to exclude men of the "non--f ighting 

races 11
• 
6-49 

Chamberlain carefully built hi.s case for cornrnissioning 

Indians, enlisting the support of highly placed members of the 

Indian Civil Service. To placate the Armyr Ha:rdinge agreed 

that all candidates would be 

but it was not until June 

drawn from the 
J • , mar ci.aJ. 

6-50 
classes, 

1917, nearly three years after 



Gokhc:ile ' s v i sit to Crev-.rc , t hat Chumberlain ordered t he War 

office to pr epare t o commission I ndians . 

In view of t he difficulty o f s upplyi ng sufficient 

officers of pure European descent to the Indian 

Army, of the e f fect on recruit ing of t he racial bar , 

of the GovE::rnmcnt of India ' s s trong recommendation , 

of the widespread demand i n India for higher military 

employment of Indians , and of I nd ia's services to 

the Empire during the war . the time has arrived 

when the pr inc iple of t he granting o f King ' s commis­

s ions to I ndia must be admitted. 6- 51 
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On July 5th , t he Army Council once more attempted to block the 

inev itable , writ ing Chamber l ain, 

. after the most careful considerati.on they 

have come to the conc l usion that t o grant com.mis -

sions t o n a tives of Ind ia would enta il a great risk 

from a military point of view , in that it involves 

placing nativ e Indian officers in a position where 

they would be entitled to command European offi -

6-52 cers. 

Nevertheless , on July 1 0th , Chamberlain forma l ly proposed to 

the War Cabi net that ten Indians be appo i n ted to Sandhurst 

each year and to receive , upon completion of the program , the 

K • f c • • 6- 53 ing s cmm1ss1on . 

The debate in the war Cabinet pitted t he Secretary of 

State fo r War , Lord Derby, speaking for t he Army, and the 

Secretary of Stc:i.te fo r the Co l onies , Wa lter Long , aga inst 



~: 

160 

Cl1anlberlain. Derby argued t hat if I ndians wer~ . ... ~ cornnnssioned , 

·t 'sh offi.cers would not join the Indian Army . Br.1 i . · · since they 

might some day have to serve under an Indian . Long spoke of 

difficulties if they were placed in command of Canad ian or 
6--54 

1 . troor:>c In sDi'te of th Aus tr a i an J: ,_,. i.: " Gse arguments , the War 

Cabinet accepted the principle of commission ing I ndians and 

directed tha t seven capt ains and two l ieutenants be commis­

sioned i mmediately . Only Derby and Sir Edward Carson , without 

portfolio but an ex-Colonial Minister voted against it .6 -55 

The next day , India was informed that the British government 

\,ras now prepared to 

. . . gradual l y open out to Indians o f war l ike races 

careers i n the army , g iv ing them , as far as circum-

stances permit, opportunities of advancement equal 

to those e n joyed by Indians of non-fighting classes 

in the various branches of the civil administra­

. 6-56 
tion. 

Thus sounded the dea th knell of the Victorian Indian army. 

That the argument t ook year s to r eso lve, long after the 

~perative need for officers was evident in France , shows the 

enormous impact of racist i deology on t he officer corps. Even 

af ter years of arg ument, the number accepted for corru~issioning 

was too small to fill any real need. The military problem was 

quite real as has been shown , but the response was predicated 

on i deologica l ines. Ind ia 's 100 million people could not 

possibly provide the few thousan d officers needed because the 

British officer corps knew Indians were inferior, and no 

. ~;ti'-:" 

.--~~;'~. 



J 

f avidence or r easoned argument could c onvince them 
atnount 0 e. 
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oif ferently . 
But even as the debate over commissions ·went on 

in London and Delhi, in Jun e of 1915 , the men of the I nd ian 

corps, 
.. ~ ~nd I nd i an , off icer or other r ank, had a much Br l ti s11 cu. 

roblem to solve, that of staying alive in the endless simpler p 

, f Flanders . 
horror o 
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7. RACE AND SEX 

The condition of the Indian Corps by the end of May, 1915 

was such that its fighting efficiency had been seriously 

impaired. Both British and Indian battalions were very weak, 

and in the Indian units, the lack of experienced officers, the 

newness of many officers and sepoys, and the lack of caste 

uniformity among the replacements all convinced Willcocks that 

~{ 

~ a major reorgan.iza t ion was iinpera tive. He requested Haig to 

1: withdraw irmnedia te ly the Indian Corps from the 1 ine and to 

reorganize it by disbanding the Lahore Division and using its 

units and personnel to bring the Meerut Division up to strength 

. 7 --1 
and to form a reserve brigade. Each of the new brigades, 

both in the reserve and the Meerut Division, was to receive an 

additional British battalion in place of an Indian battalion, 

thereby leaving only two Indian battalions per brigade to three 

British. 7- 2 Secretary of War Kitchener took strong objection 

to this proposed new structure, writing to General Duff, 

In my opinion [this] might have a bad effect in India, 

as well as at the front, by encouraging the idea 

that the Indian troops were becoming worn out, and 

that as having no further combattant value they 

were being withdrawn from the fighting line •..• 

[We should] preserve as long as possible the 

original formation and organization even though 
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by tl,is the retention of units n·1ay b · e necessitated 

after their effective strength has fallen very 

considerably below the complete establishment.7-3 

puff agreed, and suggested that if he was allowed to exchanae 
OJ 

the depleted units with battalions then in Egypt, he had 

good hopes of being able to keep the Indian Infantry 

in Force A in the field for 6 or 7 months [but] after 

that time [it] depends on recruiting.7-4 

General Sir Edmund Barrow, Secretary to the Military Department 

of the India Office, was more pessimistic. 

. . as a base from which to maintain our armies 

in the field at their present strength India is 

already failing us, and ... a reduction in 

strength of the Indian infantry in France may soon 

7-5 
be forced upon us. 

Lieutenant Lewis, commander of the 12 9th Baluchis, put it more 

, t 1 II succ111c :. y, . 1 " . 7-6 • v-7e a.re ~ ucncrously weak . " On June 26th 1 

7-7 
his unit stood at only 27% of complement. 

The government 1 s only hope for supplying sufficient 

replacements to France lay in its recruiting program in India. 

There, letters from the front continued to counsel relatives 

against enlisting, and the Government of India was most 

anxious that this should stop. They requested more extensive 

censorship of letters 1 asking that any such passages be erased 
7-8 

or, if necessary, the entire letter be suppressed. 
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Whatever the reason, news from the front or lettern 
~ home, 

recr-ui ting had taken a sharp drop . Hardinge wrote Chamberlain 

that, 

Recruiting has fallen off from 9,000 a month to 

6 ,ooo a month, and it is difficult to get any more 
7 ·-9 

Sikhs and Dogras. 

He was anxious that the scheme of trading battalions with 

Egypt be adopted, writing Willcocks, 

. . . it is impossible to supply from this country 

sufficient soldiers to make good the wastage ... 

It may be that some of our sources of recruitment 

7·-10 
are being dried up. 

Despite the fa 11 off in recruiting, Chamber lain, like his 

military advisors, was still a captive of the martial races 

theory. 

Please cable if recruiting fallen off lately 

in consequence of discouraging reports and if so 

in what particular classes. I trust you are not 

compelled to enlist inferior classes to maintain 

establisbnent as obviously temporary deficiency is 

lesser evil than permanent deterioration in type 

f 1 1
. , 7-11 

o c asses en istea. 

Hardinge was quick to reassure him. Even though only 10,000 

men had been recruited during April and May, ccmpared to 14,000 

in the previous two months, and even though the Indian battal­

ions in France were dying from lack of repiacements, 11 inferior" 

classes would not be recruited. 11 0nly recruits of recognized 



~-

170 

t
. 9 cla:=;ses have been taken" although the Governr"ient figh in ·- 11 , was 

attempting, without much success, to enlist "certain good 

5 
which huve hitherto furnished recruits."7-12 ciasse Military 

necessity once again bowed before the demands of racism. 

Among the Indian soldiers remaining in France, rnorale 

· d to drop steadily. continuer The Censor again reported that 

of "The tone 

117-13 
dent. 

letters dealt with . . . is quite . . . despon­

Another sign of poor morale, malingering, was 

rife. In his diary, Captain Bagot-Chester of the 2/3rd 

Gurkhas, recorded the following incident . 

My o:rderly . . returned from hospital tonight. 

. . . De amused me with his stories of the fearful 

shamming sick which goes on amongst the Indians of 

. . 7-14 
native regiments there. 

Further, when Indian units were withdrawn from the trenches, 

instead of being impeccably dressed, they were now so sloppy 

that Willcocks was forced to issue a directive on the subject . 

. . • much sloppiness has again crept in. 

This is especially the case with Indian soldiers. 

It is no uncorrunon sight to see· them slouching about 

the streets of towns and villages dressed in a most 

7-15 
slovenly and unsoldierly manner. 

As the Indian battalions got weaker, both in strength and 

morale, the possibility of total withdrawal came up again, and 

whatever the military reasons for or against withdrawal, 

uppermost in the minds of Chamberlain, Kitchener, and Duff was 
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the result of such a move would be on Ina1i·ari ~~at opinion 

British rule in India. 
about 

As Howell, the Mail Censor put 

The net result of this war on the prejudices and 

feelings of the native population in India is one 

of the most eminently interesting outcomes of this 

. 7-16 
campa.J_gn • 

ouff adamantly opposed withdrawal, writing Kitchener that 

politically the effect in India of the return of 

regiments depleted by the war, from the field of 

action, before we have won some definite success 

or before the campaign is over, is much to be 

deprecated. It will be taken to mean that the 

British have been defeated, people will widely 

believe the agitators 1 stories that regiments have 

been sent to Europe to be destroyed, recruiting 

for the Army will be adversely affected, an immense 

impulse will be given to the preaching of Jihad in 

Afghanistan, among the north-west frontier tribes-

men, and in India itself, and the field for active 

revolutionary agitation in India will be extended. 

The Indian Army had [sic] proceeded to Europe to 

support the British Army in the field and they must 

7-17 
see it through. 

Chamber lain agreed, telegraphing Hardinge, 

We agree with you that it politically desirable 

to keep both Indian Divisions in France till some 



def·initc success or approach of wintRr · t' - JUS lf y With-

drawal of Indian Army Corps. In any case Lord 

Kitchener and I are adverse to returnina i'nf t _, an ry 

to India at present and would prefer that surplus 

of units should be transferred to Egypt till their 

morale has been restored by rest and victory ... 

sir John French [believes that] Indian units are 

ineffective in numbers and morale ... we are pre-

pared to insist on acceptance of the view that, 

though advisable to withdraw the bulk of Indian regi­

ments from the fighting line, character of the force 

as an Indian Army Corps must be maintainea. 7 - 18 
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for the time being at least, the Indian battalions would stay, 

and as they stayed, they were exposed for the first time in 

~. their lives to the European scene. In rest areas, in hospi-

tals, and at their base carnp in Marseilles, their contacts 

with Europeans, and with Indians other than their m·m reg i-

ments, allowed the formation and interchange of views on an 

unprecedented scale. Howell put it well. 

As all the regiments in France are now composed 

of so many different units there must be a wide 

interchange of views on various topics. So that 

this war will do more towards giving the nations 

of India a practical insight in European manners 
. 7-19 

and customs than several generations of education. 
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In particular, Indian soldiers we r e no different from any 

others and the raanner s and customs of available women irre-

, t. JJlY attracted their interest. In no t" sis .1 o ller area were the 

, 'ch so sensitive as to the possible result of Br1t1~· inter cul-

1 conununication. 
tura · 

The British attitude toward the rela-

tionsbip between white women and Indian men was expressed as a 

· tl Br i· t1' c.·
11 "pre."'_,·t i-' s'e 11 

• concern wi - 1 . - _,_,. , Aware that their rule in 

India rested on that elusive reality, the governing classes, 

civilian and military, believed that an integral part of that 

prestige was the high status they wanted Indians to accord to 

white women. This belief permeated their attitudes and could 

be taken, and of ten was, to ludicrous extremes. For example 1 

in ].ate 1913, Miss Maud Allen, an "exotic 11 dancer who had 

performed in Britain and on the Continent proposed a series of 

eng ag eme n ts in Incl ia . Hardinge, reflecting the standard 

British-in-India sensitivity on the issue wrote privately to 

Crewe, 

Maud Allen, the dancer, proposes to arrive in 

Calcutta next November and to dance in public .... 

[I] consider that dances would have a most unfortunate 

effect in India . The Bengalis would be delighted and 

would crowd to the theatre to witness what they would 

regard as the public degradation of an English woman. 

I consider the effect would be so objectionable that 

we shall be 
. 7-20 

justified in stopping her. 

Hardinge 1 s problem was difficult. Miss Allen 1 s dance was not 

illegal, and indeed, Hardinge did not object to her performing 
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white aud ienceE. 
before . Therefore he had no way to sto1l ~ 11e r. 

.• 
5

.18 was not the propr i e t ry o f the dance b The is ~ ' ut the att empt 

t o maintain t he essential l y f a l s e position o f the white woman 

in Ind i a· In the end, Miss Allen danced before a mixed 

audience , and to quote the "Daily Chronac le . 11 

BooJ<.ings for th(-~ perf:ormance of Miss Maud Allen 

opened here today. An immense crowd of Europeans and 

Ind ians besieged the office , overturning the counter . 

The bookings far exceed all records . 7-21 

I n India , contacts between I ndian soldie rs and white 

women were un l ike ly. The whi te woman who came to India was 

encouraged by prevailing social mores to look upon Ind i ans as 

dirty , ignorant, inf e rior s and , except for servants, to limit 

contacts with them to a min irnmn . Also, even if she was so 

inclined, t he small size and endless gossip of the British 

community in the cantonnments would have made keeping secret 

a liaison very d i fficu lt. On hi s part, the Indian soldier was 

unl i kel y t o seek such a r e lationship. He married early and 

his wife generally lived with him on the cantonnment, and, in 

any case, Indian prostitute s could be easily found. 

On foreig n service in areas with non-white populations , 

British officers o f Ind i an battal i ons seemed to worry only 

about veneral disease, not about sexual contact itself. When 

some I ndian battalions debarked in Egypt on their way to 

France, t he troops were warned about VD and that catching a 

preventable disease was a punishable offense, but no attempt 
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de to limi t the Indians' sexual activity. 

was nw When the Corps 

h d Fran.cc however, it s c ommanders s aw th . rec:ic e e situation i n an 

. _ ly d i f f erent light. There the women were entH e white, seemed 

untouched by British racia l a ttitude s, and were willing to 

Sexual contac ts wi th Indian soldiers. have - The British offi-

cer corps had here the same problem as had Hardinge; how to 

mainta in the essentially false position of white women which 

they had created and which they f~lt essential to British 

rule . Hardinge , with the fu ll weight of the Government of 

India at his disposal h ad been unable to stop a single woman 

dancer . How much more difficult was the situation i n France, 

on soil controlled by a people who thought the British a ttitude 

on race ridiculous . 

•rrouble, from the British point of view, began almost 

upon l anding in Marseilles. The French people liked the 

Indians and greeted them warmly. One British officer wrote 

i n his diary , 

I must say it goes against the grain to see 

white women shaking hands with the men, but it has 

to be I suppose. . I had a few words [with the 

men] on this subject before leaving the ship saying 

how different were a ll our customs W. of Suez.
7

-
22 

On the fighting line and in its immediate rear where there 

were few if any women, keeping them away from the Indians was 

not too difficult, but at the Marseilles base camp, it was far 

more complicated. There , the major admini~trative and 

logistical base for the Indian Corps had been established, 
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1 ~ d a orocessin0 cent~ ~ . h inc uoe ~ :i • .:er ror replacements and 
v,rhlC 

returning woun d ed. Thus a l a rge number of Indians lived 

Outcide t heir battalion s tructure surround d b there .... r . 1 e y a 

society i n wh ich the bulk of t he indigenous white male popu la-

tion was away at the front, a nd further , being a seaport, was 

fully used to providing fern a J.es to single males. 

I n an attempt to keep the Ind i ans and French women apart, 

the Br itish placed severe r estrictions on the off base activ­

ity of I ndia n soldiers, the majOJ:- purpose of which was to 

prevent sexua l liaisons between Indian soldiers and white 

women. Malcom Seton, Secretary of the Judicial and Public 

Deparbnent of the India Office wrote, 

As regards Marseilles, the main cause of dis-

content seems to be tha t the French allow their 

African troops the s ame privi.leges as Europeans: 

[he) i s as good as a Frenchman, whereas the Indian 

is kept under various restr i ctions. I do not see 

how these restrictions can be relaxed, or how their 
. 7-23 

retention can fail to create a very bitter feeling. 

No wonder , as the penalties for straying off base were severe. 

Soldiers who stayed out past the 11 p. rn. curfew were assumed 

to be "seeking romance 11 and were subject to a dozen lashes, 
. 7-24 

although this penalty was seldom applied. 

The soldiers complained bitterly about their treatment, 

• • • 1·· • J. ai· 17- 2 5 and thei' r writing home that they were being ~ept in 

discontent was strong enough for the British to be much con-

cerned. 

~\ . 
" 



·~: 

Disloyalty arising from within is perhaps as 

much to be feared as sedition by foreign agents 

. . . considerable discontent among h t e men at 

being kept inside the camp. 7- 26 
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force already discontented, the British ex b rn a - acer o.ted the 

situation further. Once aqain, racism triumphed over military 

necessity. Only Howell, the Censor who, through his daily 

contact with Indian letters home, and was in far closer touch 

with the feelings of the men, advised differently. 

so far as India is concerned the exultation of a 

few individuals who may have had some success with 

white women is probably preferable to the sentiment 

of a whole class who feel they have done their best 

for the British cause and have not been altogether 

worthily treated . . for the men to feel like 

. " 7-2 7 
prisoners is aangerous. 

His advice was not taken. Then, as now, sex and reason made 

poor partners in dcba te. 

The issue of cross racial sexual contact also intruded 

into the medical measures set up to care for the Indian sick 

and wounded. Soon after the Indians arrived in France and 

went into action, the medical services, not prepared for the 

large casualties, were deluged with Indian wounded. The 

British proposed that the major hospital for Indian wounded be 

established at Orleans, but as this would place too great a 

strain on the French railroads, the French objected, proposing 

instead that the wounded be evacuated to England or 



~-;· 

. ;r-

7-28 
f!.lge:c ia. 

As the wounded piled up in tho f' 
~ 1r st days of 
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1914, the War Office was forced to November / nccept that some 

Indians would have to be sent to England, but their reluctance 

• t-1 t 
be seen in _0e message sen- to Surgeon-General can Sloggett of 

the Indian Corps. 

Accomrnoda te as many Indians as you can in France. 

send surplus to England with native personnel to 

7-29 
look e:~:.!! .. ~E __ thern. [author 1 s underlining] --

While it is impossible to determine precisely why the War 

office did not initially want the Indian wounded in England, 

the possibility of sexual contact between Indians and English 

women may have been a factor. CertLl.inly the following letter 

from Crewe to Hardinge lends support to this view. 

No doubt these great halls are just the place 

to turn into wards, airy and easy of supervision. 

In other aspects Brighton seems to me a bad place, 

since even if 1 Arry has to some extent enlisted, 

'Arriet is all the more at a loose end and ready 

\,.. ~· . 7-30 
to take on tue Ina1an warrior . 

Sir Walter Lawrence, a former Member of the Council of India, 

wrote in May 1915, 

My one anxiety about these hospitals in England 

is the woman question / but so far we have not had 

any scandal, and I hold very strongly that the Indian 

soldiers, in spite of great temptations, have behaved 

like gentlemen. The great difficulty is with the 

Indian personnel of the Hospitals. We could keep the 
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Indian sick and wounded within the precincts of the 

lloSJ_Jitals, but it is impossible to loc~ 1 1~ up t 1e Indian 

Subordinates of the various hospitals. I am making 

perpetual inquiries, and we have a very efficient 

plain-clothes police system at Brighton.7-31 

Even Howell, willing to permit Indians to contact French 

v.'ornen, drew the line when it came to English women. 

The troops in hospitals rather resent their 

close surveillance, but it is obviously better to 

keep a tight hold on them than to allow them to 

conceive a wrong idea of the "izzat" [honor] of 

English women, a sentirr.e nt ·which if not properly 

held in check would be most detrimental to the 

prestige and spirit of European rule in India. 7- 32 
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The British were not only concerned with the possibility 

of Indian soldiers seeking sexual contact with English females, 

they also opposed the use of English nurses for Indian 

soldiers . One proposal for a mobile field hospital was 

criticized because of the "impossibility of Indian wounded 

d b 1 • h 1. ~ • JI 7-33 being nurse y Eng~is _ aaies. Also, at the beginning 

of the war, when Crewe asked for 4 0 nurses from India, 

Bardinge reminded him that while, 

we could probably find the whole or a proportion 

of fully qualified women who are experienced in 

nursing natives and others in India . . . the 



Us·ual practice is not to emplov women · . · ~ ·· in nospitals 
. 7-34 

for Indian soldiers. 

ks 11 strong ly deprecated the emplovment of wnicoc J. women in 

anY capacity 

7-35 
curred. 

in the Indian hospitals,,, and Lord Crewe con-

There were, however, two exceptions. The President of 

180 

the Medical Board of the India Officef Sir Havelock Charles, 

requested that II in St. John's Hospital it would be advantageous 

if female nurses could be employed," and Lord Crewe concurred 

provided that it was distinc t ly understood that 1'no women will 

be employed in menial or nursing duties with Indian troops and 

followers. 117
-

36 
In the Lady Hardinge Hospital, established 

specifically for tbe care of Indian sick and wounded, a total 

. 7-37 
of twenty nurses ·pere employed. 

For some reason, these exceptions made little impact on 

the war Office, until May 29th, 1915. On that day, the Dailr 

Mail published a picture of an English nurse standing behind a 

wounded sepoy. An iro.media te furor resulted. According to Dr. 

Charles• testimony before the Medical Boa.rd, a minor officer 

who advised the War Off ice on medical matters pertaining to the 

Indian Army in France 

condemned absolutely and totally the employment of 

women nurses with Indian troops and said 11 I told 

you so 11 and that anyone who knew anything about 

Indian customs would have prevented this scandal 

by forbidding the services of women nurses with 

7-38 Indian troops. 

··~ 
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Actually, the photo had been taken a t a hospital where white 

c were not used with Indian soldiers nurse..... , a.nd the t\-10 had 

brought together only for t he benefit been · of the photographer. 

mhi's, and the fact that ·the officer voicino ob' t' 
,. :i Jee ion was "of 

and Jl'tt 1 e ex r nv-i'e ,.7-39 
no J_• rnrJortance J. • .L - c'"-"-'- nee mad'"' d. ff 

i: ~ no i. ·e.rence. 

The A:rlnv council inf orn~ed the G. O. c. of the ,, h 
.I <:)out ern Command 

l
'n r;•ngland that all memberg of the Queen Alexa11a , I . 

~ · · ra s mperial 

Nursing service ::.\eserve would be withdrawn from the Pavilion 

and York Place Hospitals in Brighton , and requesteu similar 

action be taken at the Lady Hard inge Hospital. 7-4 0 But at the 

latter the War Off ice hit a snag. 

The Lady Hard inge Hospital was not strictly speaking a 

military hospital under military authority. It had been 

established by donations of money and property from interested 

persons for the care of India n sick and wounded, and the 

nurses emp l oyed there were not members of the Nursing Service 

but civilians under contract. Further , while Sir Havelock 

Charles could not do anything about the other hospitals, the 

Army Counci l 1 s precipitous act i on seems to have stung him into 

a fighting mood . He wrote to the Military Secretary of the 

India Off ice that in India Women nurses were often employed in 

Civil Hospitals where the immediate relations of Indian 

soldiers were treated, and "strongly suggested 11 that "the 

7-41 
service of Women Nurses can be employed without scandal . 11 

-

Moreover, if the nurses were withdrawn from the Lady Hardinge 

Hospital, the War Office would lose their services as they 

were under monthly contract. He also reminded him that the 

:~ 
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·t~l itself beJ.onged to the Indian Soldi'er's Fund 

hospi ' ' , and 

' t could be cornand eer(~d , did thew Of.c:· 
while i· ·ar i.ice really want 

the 

got 

publicity that would r e sult from such a move if the story 
7-4 2 

out? 

The chairman of the Indian Soldier's Fund, Sir John 

'tt suoported Charles . }[eWJ. I I: 

... to the knowledge of this corrm1ittee no irregu­

larity of any kind affecting the Nurs ing Staff has 

occurred at the Hospital. 

The staff of nurses at the Lady Hardinge Hospi­

tal [has] in every in s t ance a knowledge of some 

vernacular of India and an appreciat ion of the wants 

of Indian patients. . That you [the Medical 

secretary of the War Off ice ] personally were satisf ied 

with the selection made is evident from the fact that 

you asked the Cornmi ttee for this Fund to allow some 

of the nurses now employed at the Lady Hardinge 

Hospital, to work at the Pavilion Hospital. 

He added that the st ipula ti on that, 

the nurse s should not nurse the patients in the 

proper sense, but only exerc ise a general super-

vision and control in the ward • . . has been 

strictly followed in practice. 

If the nurses are withdravm ... the Corn-

mittee would have no option but reluctantly to 

7-43 close the hospital . 

~: 
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Nonetheless, the War Office remained adamant 

, but then, 

O
'id or. Charles, and in this case, as later in the 

so J.ssue 

Ov
or· commis!:d.oning Indians, the ·war Office was ..., caught in an 

insoluble dilemma, how to pe r<1cist without appear~ racist. 

Unable to state officially that the i~ ~sue was one of pure 

. they could not prov ic1e a reason for th · racism, eir proposed 

action, but absolutely convinced of the rightness of their 

attitude, neither could they back away from their position. 

Had er ewe, a man who seemed to share their attitudes still 

been at the India Office, they might have prevailed, but 

Ch:,mber lain ·was a dif f e:rent man with different idea. 8 • ~ As the 

permanent Under-Secretary of the India Off ice wrote, 

I am directed to remark that it is not apparent from 

the correspondence what are the reasons that have 

led to the proposal to withdraw lady nurses from 

the Hospitals for Indian troops ... unless the 

nurses at the Lady Eardinse Hospital are urgently 

required for duty elsewhere, in the absence of evi-

dence that they are open to any administrative or 

disciplinary objection or are disliked by the 

patients [they] should be left undisturbed. 7- 44 

The nurses stayed. 

This incident is remarkable not because of the reaction 

of the officers at the War Office, which could have been 

expected, but for the fact that they felt so strongly about an 

issue so completely at variance with official policy that they 

carried their objection to Cabinet level. It took the decision 
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Of 
the secretar y of State for India t o dec i d e the 

oc cupationa l 

Of twe nty nurses . 
fate 

In 1917, a similar incident occ urred. Th' 
·is time the 

was o ne o f women phy s i cians . issue The Association of Med i cal 

in India offered their 
\'iornen serv ices to the military in order 

J · eva men physicians so that the,, could to re -1 c .i go to cornba t 

theatres· 'l'hey ha.d mad e the same off er at the beginning of 

but it had been refu sed . 7-4 5 
'rhe t he war , precedent of employ-

ing medical women i n mi li tar y hospitals had been s e t in 

England where they per formed 
11 

the same dut i e s in hospitals as" 

11 r·ec1uired of Civilia n Med i.cal men . 117 - 4 6 were Interestingly, 

or . Charles , who had fo ught for the use of women nurses for 

Indian soldiers , took the opposite position when it came to 

women physicians , using the same arguments his opponents had 

used previously. 11 
To so employ them wou ld be detr i mental to 

the prestige of the European female in I ndia. ,, 7- 47 His com-

plete a bout face is difficult to e):: plain , but perhaps his 

stat ement t hat "It might be possible to utilize the services 

of a c a refully selected few i n Station Hospitals for European 

troops - in_ a subord i nate capacity a nd never in comma nd 

l ~ 1 - . ] ,. 7 - 4 8 h d , . ht h. ' ' [author s unaer J_n ing , · s . e s some ..Llg on is attJ_tuae. 

Was this a case where s exism rathe r than racism was the 

motivat ing f orce? Us ing women nurses , always s ubordinate to 

male physic ians was one thing . Women physicians, i ntellec -

tual l y and professiona l l y equal, were quite another . This time 

however, Charles was not n eeded as a champion. The years of 

war had cha nged att i tudes and people at the War Office, and 

. ' _,: .... .. : ··.~ ': ~ : . 

.. . ~~ ~;.(:t~lk;~~ ~-J·~j-~;·~::~.:i·~;7_ 

· ,·~ 

1· 



,, 

- 7-49 
accepted t he otfer . 
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'l'he GovernP1e>-·t 0 ,. I 1 . · ,,, ~ nc ia wired 

1,<~ter)s are being taken to engage la.dy doc t ors 
that -- on the 

same 
terms as those employed i n Eng l and ." 7-SO 

I n ~ 11 of thj.s , one intriguing question 
µ • remains~ Was the 

Army abl e to prevent s ex ual liaisons between Indian sold i ers 

in pr.ance and England and t he wh ite women there? No firm 

r: Can be given, but if venereal di~easP st-ti' et' answe . , ._. - c::. "' ics a re 

· · ~ it would seem they were fair ly succ essful. any gu1ae , - During 

. 1 d. ld h the time I ndian so~ i ers wou ave been most d i f ficult to 

. , control, the period i rru.11ed i a te l y after landing when thousands 

·:·: 

:.t: 

of them were in Marse i lles prior to go ing to the front, med i cal 

officers found only six cases of VD contracted in Mar s e ille s, 

compared to 48 am ong British troops of the Indian corps.7-51 

considering that Indian soldiers outnumbered British by at 

least a factor of two, the I ndians h<ld u VD rate only 7% that 

of the British. Further, VD was not even listed among the 

cat egories of disease in the War Diary of the Deputy Director 

of Medical Services of the Indian Corps , a lthough this may 

have been an admin istrati v e decis i on rather than an indica tion 

7-52 
of the seriousness of t he problem. 

But , while the British may have viewed the woman problem 

with great anxiety , the purpos e of the Indian infantry in 

France was t o f ight German s . In the next few months , their 

ability to do thi s casne u nder greater and greater question. 

" -:.·· , 

·~.· . .:.· 7::.J~ ..... 
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8. WITHDHAWZ\L 

The morale of the Indian s oldier s continued t d 1 . o ec ine 

throug
hout July . l''iany felt that the British were . ' using "black 

It 1 II 8-· l 1 tl 
r " to save rea , a 1ough analysis of casu~lty peppe· ~ 

shows that this was a fa l se i mr)ression. f~ures Generally, 

t hey also felt that Indians who had been wounded had done 

enough and ought not to be returned to the trenches. 8-2 

Willcocks, conscious of the f rag iJ.e morale of his troops, 

issued orders that recovered wounded at Marseilles would not 

be required to rejoin their ur.its in the trenches unless they 

volunteered to do so. The order seems not to have been 

honored. Hegirnental officers, ever short o f replacement s , 

did their best to circumvent the intent of t he order. Taking 

~vantage of the i r knowledge of Ind i an culture, they phrased 

their question to elicit the response of " I leave it to you." 

Taking this as an affirmative answer, they then sent the man 

8-3 
back to the front. In any case, Ch amberlain opposed 

Willcocks' decision. 

I have heard indirectly and privately that Willcocks 

issued orders in France that convalescents from the 

hospitals were not to be sent to the front again 

unless they volunteered. This seems to me quite 

wrong in itself and in contradiction with our 

....... , , . 
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r)roble-n1 of keeping our Indian ~r1ny tl1 f 
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' 8-4 
t at any ra-c.e. pre sen 
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ks was forced to cancel the order. Wi.llCOC ~ At the end of the 

} he ~ersonally visited 
rnont i t 

- 8-5 
back to the tront . sent 

Marseilles and had over 1400 men 

The rea l attitude of the men at Marseilles was beyond 

doubt. 

The men i n this camp are practically all recov­

ered sick and wounded. The ir one object is, by any 

means, to avoid return to the front . These men 

undoubtably contam i nate fresh arrivals from Ind i a . 8-6 

Showing a complete lack of understanding of the causes of the 

problem t ho British took irrelevant meo.sure s to ready the 

recovered wounded for combat. 

The norma l method of getting sick fit for the 

firing line - i. e ., that of l eaving them in con-

va lescent depots until completely recovered, has 

not proved successful in the case of Indian Troops . 

There is no doubt that Ind ian Troops need drill at 

the very earliest possible moment in order to recover 

. 8 - 7 
their military esprit. 

For the rest of the swnrner , the Indian inf an t ry saw only 

limited act ion, and , as a result, mor3. l e slowly improved . The 

Censor reported that , 

The tone of the letters , on the whole, continues 

to be more cheerful than it was last winter, or 
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indeed in the eu.r ly part of thf~ surnrner. 

Personally 

I am l'r1cl1"ned to ascribe tl~i·s t' · " · · a -t: it ud"' 0 f · d - ~ min to 

the fact that of the men now in the field , a very 

large proportion of them have not tried winter 

8-8 
conditions. 

r.'ven he was bl ind to the fact that it was not winter ,.. conditions 

they had not tried, but u.ctions involving heavy casualties. 

That was soon to change. 

In September, the British armies were once again to sup-

port a French army offensive. Against the better judgment of 

Kitchener, French, Haig, and Rm.\7linson, in order to preserve 

allied unity and relieve the pressure on the Russians, the 

Imperial General Staff went along with Joffre's plan. Like 

all his other plans, thj.s one too ended in achieving only a 

' 8-9 
massive bloodletting. Fortunutely for the Indians thr-::v 

. I • -.J. 

were asked only to launch supporting attacks to hold the 

German troops on their front in place. B-lO While the Indian 

infantry seems to have attacked with "extraordinary keenness, 

8-11 
spirit, elan, and dash'1 on September 25th, serious morale 

problems appeared even before the a ttack.s were launched. For 

the first time since March, just prior to the attack and con-

tinuing after it, groups of Indian soldiers deserted to the 

enemy. 

As in March, the deserters were mainly trans-Frontier 

8-12 Pathans. Al so as in March, their British officers were so 

completely out of touch with the attitudes of their men that 

their Brigade corrunander could write that, "Four of them are 

Ji'*. .~fj 
~-·;: 

. .i:: 
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·aered cons1 

8 - 13 

t o be the very last people who 
would desert to the 

" enen1Y • 
Perhaps a wa.r e tha t an attack was 

imminent, these 

t a J~us t two d ays prior to it . inen de s er -e Just after the 

~ thr ee more small groups of soldiers 
at ta CJ\., went over to the 

Germans . .Among them was the fir st group of men not from the 

trans-Front ier country, three Punjabi Mus lims. The staf f 

consider ed the deser tion of the last 

. . a matter of g r ave import. 

Under the above circumstances , and in view of 

the possibility o f the ev i l of desertion spreading 

t o other Mahomedans , I consider it would be advis-

able to entirel y withdraw the se two battalions [40th 

Pathans and 12 9th Baluchis fr om whom the des erters 

had come ] . 'I'hei.r employment in Africa or elsewhere 

wher e de sertion to the enern~ would a ff ord no hope 

of their r eaching their homes i n India woul d seem 

. d' t d 8-14 to be J.n ica e . 

The British were in a dilerr..ma as to 1\1ha t to do . 

I t is extremely undesirab le that desertion should 

come to be looked upon as a ready me thod of obtain-

ing withdrawa l from the fr on t line to a state of 

comparative comfort in billets . 8- 15 

General Kear y put it best . 

half measures in the present s ituati on are 

worse than useless . Either the men must be t reated 

as having our full confidence or else they should 

be moved entirely from this theatre of operation, 

. ...... ·, 
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and sent, not to India which they would l ike, 

nor 

to comfortabl e and easy conditions in another 
part 

of France, but to the place where they will b 
e no 

b the change . B- l G gainers jy 

13ut ' as l ong as "Desertion appeared to offer 
the only chance 

f t r r " 8-17 
of life and o a re -u -n . 1ome they could be expected to 

continue. Besides desertion, men of the 129th Baluchis also 

resorted to the ir old solution of shooting themselve s in the 

·1 . 8-18 
h d t hirty men so c 01ng . an. , 

All of this revived the quest i on of withdrawina 
" t he 

Indian inf an try from Europe which had been simmering since 

early July when Chamber lain wrote Har dinge that, 

I am commun icating to t he Cabinet my belief that 

i t wi l l not be pos sibl e to retain Indian troops i n 

France for another winter o~ trench warfare . 8-19 

~ To this idea, 1-Iardinge and Duff reacted with reservations . 

·' "' 

Whc. tever happened to t h e troops i n Europe , they did not want 

t l ,,, back in India . _ie •. ! 

Ever 

been 

Army 

He [Duf f ] and I [Hardinge) are both strongl y of t he 

opinion that it wou l d be most undesirable i n every 

way that the Ind i an Army Corps should return to India 

before the cone lu s i on of this war. I t would have 

'}l i · .... · 1 -=~ t 8 - 20 the worst possi~ e po i~ica eL rec • 

mindful tha t the only time that i ts hold on India 

seriousl y shaken had been du r ing the Mutiny of the 

had 

Indian 

during 1857 , the Raj feared a repetition of that above 

1' al l. Chamberlain cabled Hardinge , 



[ 1 .. t .is) doubtful that suff i cient jndt 
· icement is at 

Present offered to thQ Indian officer to tak.e 
strony 

e-sary to deal with stand nee ~ !:,). . a movement presented 

in unational" garb, and tha.t seditious propaganda 

finds the door at l east not locked to it.8-21 

chambe r lain however could not l et the PO"''°'J. b . 1 . t 
- uv - 1 1 y Of 
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unrest i n India override the results of the probable military 

failure of the Indian infan t ry battalions in Europe. On 

July Bth, he wrote H ardinge, 

I hope before long we shall have to come to some 

arrangement to relieve those battalions in France 

which have suffered most by exchange of fresh bat-

talions from Eqypt r and I arn per sonal ly disposed 

to think we must not attempt to keep the Indian 

troops in France for another winter of trench war-

fare. . Willcocks strongly pressed • the 

undesirability of ask i ng the Indian troops to face 

another winter in the trenches. He did not believe 

they could sto.nd it , and thought their retention 

. 8-22 might l ead to a great mil itary disaster . 

Hardinge however cont.inued to worry about the situa.tion in 

India. 

Al though ther e is no cause for alarm it can 

hardly be denied that the general situation in 

India and on [the] frontiers is not as good as it 

was, and as w3r progresses it is likely to 

. ~ ,,,,., 
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deteriorate especially if the situation becomes 

criticul for our arms in Europe _B-23 
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desertions 
AS 

had occurred in b-~t i· a~ ·a ions in India as well as 

Ce chamber la in 
in fr an ' 

was c oncerned about the A , 
rmy s loyalty , 

and guer ied Hardinge , 

one cannot view with complete equanimity the 

evidence of unrest in the d if feren t regiments, 

whilst the number of desertions is a serious matter 

on which I should like your comments . Are they due 

in the main to frontier unrest, or are they the 

result of a fear that the men may be sent to France 

and of a r eluctance to undertake a service of the 

dangers of whic h they have received alarming 

8-24 
accounts? 

Byt r egar dless of his feelings and worr i es about the army's 

loyalty, Chamberlain remained adamant about withdrawal. 

.•. real situation lies . iri the recogni-

tion that the Indian regiments of the Indian 

Army Corps in France are so far exhausted t hat it 

would not be safe to rely on them (or] to retain 

them in France for another winter . before the 

approach o f winter the War Of £ice and General Head-

quarters should carefully consider the desirability 

of removing the Indian elements of the Corps from 

8-25 
France. 
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While the debate between Chambc""rlain and 

Hardinge con -

Willc o c ks sud denly c ha nged his mind. 
tinued, During July, the 

of replac ements i mproved considerably . 8-26 
qualitY By the end 

of the 
month, he felt that 

The new drafts a re 

of the troops and if we 

changing the whole ac t 
~ ~pee 

keep on receiving as good 

regularly and can occasionally change units with 

Egypt, this Corps should do well in my opinion .8-27 

,.,.rote Hard ing e that the Ind ians could now stay h He " anot 1er 
8- 28 

winter. Hard inge, always anxious to keep the troops in 

France if at a l 1 possib l e a s ked Chamber lain to change his 

mind· 

we have accepted the scheme that you proposed 

for relieving some of the troops in France, but out 

here we feel strongly t hat the Indian Divisions 

s hould r emain in France till t h e end of the war, 

and that they are there for better or for worse. 

But we are quite ready to agree to wor n - out bat-

talions being replaced by others. Moreover, if 

the Indian troops do not remain in France, where 

8-29 
are you going to send them to? 

8-30 
He continued to emphasize to both Chamberlain and Will-

8- 31 cocks that recruiting was excellent / and that he could 

therefore prov i<le replacements. Chamberla in was not impressed. 

I take note of what you say about recruiting. 

I think that what you have accomplished is wonder-

ful, but I a..'Tl afraid that the demands on you cannot 
..::"' ~ ; 
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S sible [sic] become l e ss as l or 
po . ig as the same number 
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Of Indian regiments rem a i n in tr1e f · h 
.. :ig ... ting line; the 

•·iastao e of this wa.r in all the Arm· . 
• ~ . ies is something 

8- 32 · unprecedented. quite 

wnicocks continued to oppose withdrawal, believing that the 

troops could take another winter. He was supported by 

Kitchener who was 
II strongly opposed to their withdrawal u and 

supported the scheme to trade batta lions with Egypt, who also 

proposed sending there any men of the original contingent 

left . 8- 33 I-Iarelinge also cont inued to opp · 4·h' 
~ ose wi..: .arawal through-

8-34 
out ?lugust. Chamberlain hoHever remained firm in his 

desire to with.draw the Indian bat t a lions, believing that 

.. any attempt to keep them there [France] for 

another winter of trench wa rfare should lead to a 

military disaster which would permanently reflect 

8-35 on the honour of the Ind ian Army . 

He pr.evailed , and given the resu lts of the battles in Septem­

ber on Indian morale , he was probably right. 

Now that the decision to recomrnend to the War Cabinet 

that the Indian infantry should be withdrawn had been reached, 

the next question to be considered was where were they to be 

sent. Duff had already rr.ade clear his opposition to bringing 

them back to India, but he did want to put them somewhere where 

he could control them should there be serious internal unrest 

or t rouble on the frontier. 

Our respons ibilities are growing and we have 

nothing in hand to meet them with. . . . I need most 



~ moeratively some depot of for ce o n which I 
J-J " i: could 

'l'his would be met b y adopting Mr Ch b . draw. · am erla 1n 's 

. evr of withdrawi ng our I ndian inf an try f 
v 1 · r om France 

to Egypt to refit and _!.o be th~_re at our disposal. 

The cavalry might stay in France . This would still 

allow India to feel she had a stake in the main 

thea tr e though , as far a s I can l earn, cavalry in 

Flanders in winter have no possibility of useful-

8-36 
ness . 
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J!ardinge continued to insist tha t he did not want the troops 

back in India, writing to Chamberlain i n Se ptember , 

Now as r egar ds the ques tion of our troops r emain -

ing in Fra nc e for the winter . . . the Commander-

in-Chief a nd I do not want them back in India, for 

tha t would not only seriously reflect on them but 

would have a bad political effect in this country. 

. . . The View of the Commander-in-Chief is that 

so long as they are kept in the field , Flanders is 

not the best p lace for Indian infantry in the 

. 8·-3 7 
winter . 

In a l l discussions of the Indian battalions remaining in 

France, the weather seem s to have been the dec iding factor, 

but we have a lr eady seen that the incidents of unordered 

retreat , desertion , and self-inflicted wounds followed i nlille-

diately after actions which involved heavy casualties , and had 

little if anything to do with the weather. Yet why, in t he 

ii.LE 17W.! 

. . .-· 
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face of this obvious condition, and of Willcocks' 
testimony 

the corps could f a ce another winter a· , h 
that - ' i.e. C amber lain, and 

.
11 0

,.y, 5 earlier, and Duff now, 
\'lJ.. .C ~ ~· 

. reason for withdrawing the 
rnaJor 

all use th . e weatner as the 

Indian infantry? Could it be 

that this was the only argument ·which did not _ . 
- raise uncomf ort-

able questions among the British of the loyaltv of 
~ the Army to 

the Raj, or of Indian "inf E-~r ior i ty" among Indians. The weather 

was a convenient explanation, probably seized upon because it 

would offend as few as possible. 

As f a r as bringing the troops home to India, the British 

were ever more disturbed by signs of possible unrest in the 

battalions remaining there, To bring home units whose morale 

had been shattered , and whose view of the Raj had probably 

undergone a sign if ican t detrimental change., was seen as folly. 

Sir Harcourt Butler, Vice-President of the Council of India, 

wrote Lord Kitchener in October that, 

It is clear that the native army was very much 

more tainted [with sedition] than any of us expected 

& it was very fortunate that we sent so many native 

troops out of India. . The genera1 situation [is] 

8-38 likely to deteriorate the longer the war lasts. 

General Barrow, military Secretary of the India Office, in a 

report dated November 24th, was even more explicit, 

I am sure we can . . maintain internal order 

throughout India and Burma provided that the Indian 

native Army and Police remain l~. That, however, 

is a proviso for which due allowance must be made. 

.·.·· 111 
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. . . I cannot shut my eyes to fact·s 
· · or possible 
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t endencies, and therefore, thouoh the G 
· ~ overnment 

of India has raised n o express Dote of _ . 
· Warning, r 

f eel it my dut y to point out th~t ~ 
a 08 are getting 

danqerous l y near the border l ine of safety [of 

ratio of Briti sh to Ind ian troops ] .B-39 

Fortunately for all concerned , except the Ind~an 
.._ soldiers 

who would have liked nothing better than to return to India, 

there was a place where British fortune s were even lower than 

in Flanders , Mesopotamia. I t had the further advantages of 

being the responsibility of the Government of India, and hav-

ing a warm cl im ate. There , fo r no apparent r eason except to 

balance fai l ure elsewhere, a British army had attempted to 

capt ure Bc:gdad early in the war . Nmv , i n October 1915, the 

Turks had reinforced thE:ir army , and the British commander, 

' 11 ~ f h J B- 4o General Nix on , ca ca or e .p. On ly Kitchener still 

opposed the withdrawal o f the I ndian battalions from France , 

telling HarC. inge that 11 you knm·1 v.:hat the demands on me are and 

that I need every man I can get. How can you expect me to 

., , • • ? fl 8-41 give up a a i vi sion. Chamberlain remained fixed in his 

decision however and informed Hardinge , who as Viceroy was 

responsible for the Mesopotam i an carnpaign, 

War Off ice contemplate transfer of t he two 

Indian Infantry Di v i sions from France to Egypt with 

the i ntention of p lacing them a t your disposal for 

Mesopotamia if report of General Staff is favorable 

' ~ ... l" · . . . : ..:...: ~·._..:·.:.:.·. -· : 
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to occupation of Bagdad. But 0 · 
wing to uncertainty 

of position in the Near Eust 

transport for other purposes 

8-42 
date of dep~rture . 

and possible need for 

they cannot guarantee 

•·ln' at staff has ever turned down an offer of . 
' re inf or cements? 

Hardingc rcpl ied , 

. . . with reinforcements of two Indian divisions 

from France we believe that Sir J. Nixon has a 

reasonable chance of being able to hold his 
8-43 

ov-m. • 

on October 25th , the War Cabinet formally ratified 

Chamber lain' s dee is ion , and in.formed the Commander of the 
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British Exped i tionary Force in France, Sir John French, that 

six divisions , including the Meerut and Lahore divisions would 

be withdrawn fr om France for 11 service in the East as 

8-44 
required by the Army Council. 11 On October 31st, little 

more than a year after their a rrival in France, orders were 

issued for the withdrawal of the Indian divisions, less their 

British units and their cava lry, from France. 

Its units were a far cry from the proud and splendid 

battalions of the long service I mper ial army which had been so 

welcomed by the French people that long year before. Its 

Commanders h ad largely been killed or relieved , including 

Willcocks 1 who had become a victim of Haig' s tendency to 

relieve his more competent subordinates, and whose premature 

announcement to the Corps that they would be leaving France 

:s:uwe, 
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had given Haig an excuse to d:i.spense with him. 8-45 

Its junior 

office rs h ad largely been killed or wonnded , as had the bulk 

Of 
its men . Its Indian battalions had totaled 

approxi mate l y 

· 1 officers , 325 I ndian of .1..~i·cers , and 220 Britis ·i 14 , 000 other 

k . upon landing . They had suffered losses f 
ran. s o almost 500 

•t's'n of~icers , 500 Indian officers Br l. J. L , ' and over 20 000 · , other 
8-46 

ranks· The figures speak for themselves. 

There is no question that the military system of British 

India had proved a failure in its attempt to fight a modern 

war, but another quest.ion, not then asked , is did the Briti sh 

learn anything from the failure of the system? To j udg e from 

Edmunds , Milit21Xy Q_pe.rations; France a.nd Belaium the off' . 1 ---·-2--' l.C l. a 
' f3-47 

history , they d id no·c. He blai11ed the withdr awa.1 on the 

weather and on the d:i.ff icul ty o f repl acing. heavy losses. 

About t he weather, no rr.ore need be said. His analysis of the 

;1 
: ~ impact of heavy casual ties upon the Ind i an batta.l ions needs 

. ~ 

further inspection . He mentions four e ffects on the Indian 

units direct l y t raceable to the casual ties suffered, and which 

led to their withdr awal . 

First, he states that battalions had become amalgamations 

of drafts held together by a few remain ing officers and men . 

That was of course true , but t he same cou ld be said of any 

British battalion. Yet t hey were not withdravm . Further, the 

last time Willcocks had compl ained of this had been i n March, 

just after t he battle of Neuve Chapelle . With replacements 

coming in steadily , as they had since late July, Willcocks f elt 

that the probl e.rn had been solved , and that as long as the 

.. ·· ~ · .:·.;, 

. ".1-~ . . .... ,,.... 
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1 . nc could stay indefinitely. bat ta io- ,;J 'rhus' the composition of 

J to strength bat talions does not 
the now U}. expla in ·why the 

l
. ~-

5 
were wi thdr aw11. 

un ~ 

second , Ed munds s tates 

replacernents was de p l eting 

I · h th"-' defense of India W )lC ._ 

that the strain of prov ' d' 
i J.ng 

the c t :r'~r:·gth f I , . ·· .... · '- · o ncian lffmy on 

rested . 
If t his was so , then the 

obvious plac e to p l ace the withdrawn troops would have been 

bac)( in India , ye t this was precisely the arect· h - w ere Viceroy 

r1ardi'nge and Commander - in-Chief-India Duf f di'd 
1 not want them. 

Finall y , over the course of the r est of the war, I nd i a managed 

to provid8 almost one and a half million men for the Indian 

Army . 8-
48 

Surely the sixty thousand or so men who, based on 

casualty r ate s i n Europe so far, wou l d have been needed for 

the rest of the war woul d not have been an i nsupportable 

burden . 

The third reason Edmund s gave was that the new off icers 

provided by the Indian Arrr1y Reserve of Officers l acked experi-

' 
ence , training, a nd often language skills. The lack of 

experience and training can be discounted, for they applied 

to officers of British uni ts as well. The lack of language 

skills i s a more serious criticism. By exc l uding Indians from 

King 's Comm i ssioned ranks , t he Indian Army lost the largest 

source of language qualified peop l e , but Willcocks felt as 

late as July 27th that the new white officers were very good, 

' h d . f _, ~ . 8- 4 9 ana a so in ormea Harainge . Further, t he Government o f 
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aq ed t o find sufficient offi' ce·rD f _ 

d . "1 man e; . ·. - .., .or the Jn l ' many new 
. . it rai sed during the rest of t he w patti'liions ar . 

'1'l1e f iiwl reason which Edmund s ment ions does 
ztand up to 

t ion that among the I ndi an infantry ~ er.amina ' ~ ..... attalions, 

~: 0n had set i n. What it doe~ not deteriorai...i - - mention is that 

the de t er iorat ion dated from the f i rst month of combat. Nor 

dl
·a 1. t mention the c ause of the deterioration . I d n eed , in the 

turbu l ent political atmosphere of India after the war, it 

Could not, but there is no doubt what the cause was according 

to Br i tish opin i on. Indians were inferior ·bei'ngs . Willcocks : 

. . this war has confirmed the 1
' i mmense superiority" 

of white r eg iments over our I ndian troops . . . . One 

cannot h e lp wishing t hat the Ind i an t roops cou ld stand 

the strain of modern warfare bett e r, and yet there is 

compensation i n the thought that British superiority 

8--5 0 
is as marked as ever. 

of course , such could not be said public l y . Sir John 

French ' s 11 Sp~cial Order of the Day " of November 22nd directed 

to the Ind i an Corps as i t l eft for other theatres, dredged up 

the ol d reasons of the loss of British officers , and unre lated 

8-5 1 replacements. Even Willcocks ' memoirs, published after 

the war , forgot his analys i s of August, 1915 and stated , 

Had it been possible to replace our British 

officers and to keep up the supply of men of the 

quality we first brought to France , the Corps could 

have cont inued to meet any call made on it; but as 
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t he war went on, not only did we rec . 
- e1ve all kinds 
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and cond ition s of men, but the numbers dwindled 
until 

~ny units were skeleton forma tions 8-52 rna. • • 

POJ.·nt of fact, afte~ the batt les in c t b 
Jn ~ep em er, the average 

t l ion ctood at 11 Br it ish officers 15 rn·· 
bat a ~ ' a ian officers 

69 2 other Indian ranks. and This was 3520- of complerne t f 
1, n o 

British officer s , 88% of I ndian officers , and 96% of other 

I 

This compared very favor ably with the Corps' ranks· British 

battal ions which stood a t a bout 2 6 Br i t:ish officers and 
7 50 

men, or 93% of complement of officers and 75% of other 

8-53 
ranks· The Indian battalions were not skeletons. Indeed, 

they were at almost full strength. 

~fuatever the postwar explanations may have been, weather, 

officers, or n~placemcnts , IIardinge at least had no question 

as to wha t the earn p a ign h a d shown. 

What I am particularly glad to hear is that 

this war has proved so clearly the superiority of 

our British over our Indian troops . • when the 

Government at first refused to allow Indian troops 

to go to the front in Eur ope afid I pressed so hard 

that they should go , I did so not only because I 

saw the imme nse political advantage to be obtained 

from such a step, but also because I knew that in 

putting the Indians against Europeans they would 

not be slow to recognize their own inferiority and 

their absolute depende nce on their Br itish officers, 

and that this could only be of the highest advantage 

. . , _.· .. 

,, 
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to t.118 Br i t ish Raj in India. The 1 d ' 
n i an is no fool 

r 
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an d you may be qu i te f_;ur e that he wil l 
- rea l ize , though 

he will never admit, the fac t.B-54 

!Jo f ool indeed , but not for t he reason Hardi'nge 
' believed. 

soldiers wer e not rndian f oolish enoug h to die witl1out 
protes t 

meone e:: l se , s Empire in someone else , s country 
1
. n for SO• a war 

in the outcome of whi ch they had not the s lightest interest. 

Understandabl y he proved l ess ardent than his British soldier 

Today who can see the Indian soldier 1·n a more brother . 

compassionate an d realistic light than did hi s Br itish 

~ caused his blood to be s hed so f 1 super iors WHO ree y. We c an 

comprehend the human condition of men so far from home and 

society sent to die in th i s kind of we.r. Tha t it took so long 

to break h i m, indeed that he never broke complete l y , is a 

t 'ni· r.: courage , tribute o ~ disc ipline, and honor, all of whi ch 

was wasted on a British leade r ship who, see i ng only t hrough 

ideology of paternalistic racism, never understood the the 

· t basi c humanity of men of different color . 

. ;'( 
} . 
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9. IDEOLOGY AND ARMIES 

The his tory of the Indian Corps in Franc . e is not only a 

·v of military failure, but also of the inab'l't stor.i i i y of its 

iership to respond and to correct t ho ce fault . ieao · 0 s in the 

tem which had led to the failure . 9-l From a t sys - con emporary 

- ntage po i nt, t he seeming incompetence of Hard inge C va · . ., rewe, 

Willcocks, and the rest is incomprehe ns ible. All t he facts 

a ~lable to u s were availa b l e to av ~. Why could they not 

make use of then~ ? But the s i mple answer of incompetence begs 

the issue· British officers and government officials of that 

period were no rnore or less competent t han. men of today , and 

to dismiss them as ignorant racists is to be trapped by the 

"rational actor model 11
• 'I'hi s model assumes that reason 

transce nds ideo logy and has an universa l acultural application. 

Even a cur sory examination of history proves this postulate 

erroneous . One man ' s reason is ano ther 's superstition. The 

way men think is always colored by their ideology. To under-

s t and British r eactions to the activitie s of the Indian sol-

diers in France, we must first l ook at the role i deology 

pl ayed , both theoretical l y and specifically. 

Ideology 1nay be defined as a set of symbols which act to 

establish motivations in men by formul a ting conceptions of a 

general order of ~xistence which seem to explain those 

; ' phenomena with which t he ideology is concerned . Symbols are 

-. ' 
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of information , models about real i"t~' 
sources .i which tell the 
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1 , eve. :r what h e can expect when faced \·;j ti1 C"'rta. d 
be l - · "' in a ta . The 

is a symbol , as is "bl k " . r'' 
,~or d ,, n:i..gge 

ac~ , a lthough bot h may 
- · be prec i sely descr 1 . the same person , who would be described 

Symbolically as a " n egro". 
non- Ideology also gives the 

. . ver a set of responses to a generalized t . , 
oelie se of stimuli . 

•rbese responses , particularly when applied by a class of men , 

Predictable· are 

I deology is distinguished from other forms of 
1 

. 
earning or 

conditioning by postu lating a general order of existence 

which justifies the hoped for response . It is a way for men 

t o place phenomena within a cogni tive framework whi ch allows 

them not onJ.y to deal with known events, but al so to explain 

events with -which they have had no previous experience . It 

gives men c:. particular way of looking at the world. Since i t 

is concerned with explaining events, to be accepted, an 

ideology must be us<:~ful . In a very real sense , it has to work. 

~ : 

' 
~ .• 

The Flat Earth Society \:Jill not make much headway among astro-

nauts, no matter how persuasive its proponents. An i deology 

i, is rendered intellectually sound only by conforming to the 

·~-

actual state of affairs. This does not mean that ideology is 

always correct in a scient ific sen se, only t hat it is socially 

functiona l . 

However , as Mannheim has pointed out , ideology cannot be 

studied apart from the social group tha t bel ieves in it. 

Therefore, before examining specifically the i deology of the 

.. ·:r 
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... sh I nd i .;tn Army o ff icer c orps , we mu s.i- :r . 

nrJ..O , '- . ev1ew thei' .-
µ .... social 

origin s· 

AS mention ed p r evio u s l y , the members f 
o the British Indian 

f f ·ce r came ove rwhe l min crly f roni' the 
p,rrnY o : J. ~ ' Brit ish middle 

Cl as
ses , part icul a rly from militar y famil ies . 

From 1890-1895 , 
1 eve r 7 0i of offic e r s wh o too}- corn,,.,,· . 

slight Y ... .. .. iss1ons in the 

d
. Arrnv ha d fat h ers who were 

In Jan ~ 

, t tl II 9-2 
mi l itar y officers, while only 

J% wer e 
1' pr1va · e g e n emen Th i' s , ,a s h - ~- a s ar p increase in 

fr om mil itary f ami l ies from a half members century earlier 

when l es s tha n 3 0 % o f 

9-3 

Indian Army officers had officer 

, 

father s . Even s o ' the cla s s orig in of the 0 c f 1· .1.. cer corps 

had changed hard l y at a 11. From the beginn ing they had come 

al most e>:c l us i ve ly f rorn the lT'. iddle c l a sses , and this had 

rema i ned so. These men wa n t ed three t h ings f rom the Indian 

ur,iy ; a milita r y car ~er t hat p aid t hem enough to live on, 

social s tatus , a nd a way o f life the y considered morally 

uplift i ng . 

The ir desir e for s tatus l ed t hem t o an emulation of 

Briti sh uppe r clas s s o ciet y, a life as close to that of 

Engl and a s poss i ble. Because of this, they committed them-

selves t o l iving at a lev el far a bove t hat which their lack of 

wealth and h i gh birth would have permitted at home. In India 

however , this was possible. Se r v ants were cheap and plenti~ 

ful, and price s, except for i mported Eng lish goods, l ow. But 

it would b e a great err or to presume that because the pre­

tentious Brit i sh officer desired quasi-aristocratic status, he 

. ' . 

e ::.~·:~;·/·>~ . 
.. ·:- _-..,_:_·--, 

- .. -~~ -·~-·>< , .. 
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t d a dissolute lif e . also wan -c 

opposite. 
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In fact, he wanted just the 

The Victorian Age was one of oreat 
J concern with moral ity 

l
·n which duty was a central theme' and suffering ana' 

hard work 

Path to goodness. The demands made on th 
t he e officer were 

far less than t hose made on members of the Indian Civil 

service , but they bo th shared the demands of the distance from 

hom.e , the climate , and above all, the necessity of 
liv ing 

Within what they both perceived as a moral l '' .unfi't 
- .i society . 

Tl1is gave an air of noble s uffering to what, for the. 
~ average 

Indian Army officer, was an easy comfortable life. 

British India 1 
. .Yrapped up these desires in a set of 

i deolog i cal principles which reinforced and justified thGm. 

Of particular importanc e to the officer corps were the ideas 

of racism , sexism , and conventionality. In the military con-

text , racism was the most i mportant. By the end of the 19th 

century , technology had made Europe and its white population 

the undisputed master of the wor l d, and Soc ial Darwinism had 

gi ven that domination intellectual justification. The British 

officer ' s beliefs about Ind i a were based on a general concep-

tion of race which, simply put , postulated that white men were 

inherently better than Indians. Into this general conception, 

he fit various s ymbols / "nigger 11
, "clerky-werky", "martial 

races" , which justified his essentia lly parasitic role. He 

believed he held hi s position because he was orda ined by his 

breeding to do so. 'l'hat place would last forever, s i nce 

natural biological superiority could not be passed on to the 
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'l'o question his innate super. J··.

01 
. .l· ty rndians. 

al so to question his privileged status. 
\1/0.S 

over the Indian 

sexi sm was of less .importance than racism b t . 
1 u still 

f 1gured high ly in to his belief structure. 
~ The British atti-

t ,,de toward ·wh ite wome n resident in Ind ia was 
u a modification 

Of that prevailing in midd le class circles in 
England. While 

a Sl·crnif icant loosening of standards was ,,, 11 ~ we under way in 

Brl. ta i n by t he beginning of World War r, it had yet 
to make a 

major impact in India. Victorian prudery has become prover-

and the term "Victorian 11 even today 
bial, calls forth an image 

The roots of this a ttitude toward sex 

lay in the Evangelical movement of the first part of the 
19

th 

century. Worr.en were div icled i nto 11 good 11 women, who had no 

taste fo r sexual activity, and "bad" women who did . For 

severa l reasons , this i dea was more important to the British 

Indian officer th.an to most others. First, he was away from 

his wif e f or long periods and it was comforting to know that 

since she didn't d es ire sex , he could be at ease regarding her 

fidelity. Second, racism seems always to serve as a vehicle 

by which t he repressed sexual desires of the dominant class 

are projec t ed on the subordinate race. Indians were assumed 

to lust after British women. This, coupled with a fear of 

sexual inadequacy instil led by Victorian child rearing pat-

terns / made the separation of white women from Indians 

absolute l y essential for psychological security. 

Finally , the British officer suffered from the illusion 

that prope r conduct on his part would impress Indians. ·The 

· ... ... , 
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.. 1 believed they held India by virtue 

er1tis1 of their innate 

. rity They further assurnc;d tl~at i· f 
Sul)CI l.0 • 1 tlv::.y h · b 

~ ex.1 ited this 
·ority to Indians, the Indians could not c •

1 super l ·1 .i..ai to be 

d by it, and acc0pt the J. ust1' ce of 
impress8r British rule. 

'I' hey 
~orp felt themselves , male or fema le, 1 there i ~ a ways on display. 

eal., b l v etbnocentr ic, rncr -.i the Br itish officer def1'ned 
good con-

duct by the standards of middle class Britain. 
Women resident 

in India we re expected to uphold the same ideals. Since the 

British were horrified by the very idea of cross-racial sexual 

contact , they assumed that should it occur, it might help 

destroy t heir moral hold on the Ind ian masses . Indeed, any 

lapse from the conduct expected of the British midd le class 

was looked upon as a thr e<i t to the Empire . .f\.djustments to the 

climate and to the culture were made reluctantly if at a ll. 

The pbra se " on ly mad dog s ana Eng li shmen go out in the noonday 

sun" was only too true . It didn' t work. Indians were far 

mor e puzzled than impressed . 

Beyond these basic ideological fac tors , the personality 

of the average British Indian off i cE-:r must also be considered. 

The phrase , "the mil itary mind", has become a catchword, and 

to apply it simplistically to al l soldiers is wrong. Nonethe-

less, the Brit ish offi cer of this period probably fit a cer-

tain personality type . Military organizations, because of 

their requirements for t eamwork , aggression, order, and 

obedience , tend to attract people who value those traits. Such 

people use the certainties and rituals of military life as a 

way to dea l with interna l fears. P.:ny threat to these 

.... :--·. 
,. . 
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CertL~intics act ivates r epre ssed fear s a d 

n results in an 

l·ncreased defense of the certa inties , inc l ~· 
uci ing ideological 

Th i s is not to say that the off i'cer 
ones. corps of the British 

I rlo, 1·an Army consisted of neurotics , but i't ' 
does a s sume that 

the type of person attracted t o mi l itary life 
was conventional 

J.·n outlook and ne ithe r va l ued or exhibited an operi mi nd . 

The structure of the Indian infantry regi'ment 
embodied 

all Of the above f a ctors; r ac i sm , · s ex ism, and conventionality. 

It was recruited and officered on racist lines. A rigid 

hierarchy of so cal led martial races det ermi ned who would be 

r ecruited , and al l white officers outranked all I ndians . 

v~hilc a white officer wou l d nr:-~ver have referred to his own men 

11 • r s " as n:i.gge , h e reg ularly used the term when referr ing to 

other Ind i ans . Even his men , mart i a l though they might be , 

and therefore superior to t he average Indian , were always con­

sidered to be i nfer i or s. Granted , this rac i sm was pa ternalis-

t ic , and t he off ice r generally treated his men well , provided 

th~y_}:eot t heir place. 

The ma le domina ted character of the military and the 

resultant sexism was al so a f eature of the Indian regiment. 

officers were e xpected to marry l ate, the rule being, "Lieu-

t enants should n o t marry , Captains may marry , Ma j ors must 

marry. 11 This belief extended t he time a young officer r emained 

in a t o tally male society to the middle thirtiEs. This life 

styl~ was made bearable by t he institution of the nMess", 

which , except for gue st nights was a male preserve from which 

even wives were excluded. It extended well i nto adulthood the 

·1~:;~~.~ 
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l, ~re of t he publ ic s chool in whirh 

t[llocp .~ - - t he av~ 
a· · " '"rage British 

llo.d s pe nt his adolescr~nce . 1, offic er 'Nen a fter marria 
ge, the 

wa. s exrJe ctetl t o fJut t he re · 
off icer - .g iin('mt and 

army above 
d the wife's Do sitio11 i'n ·1v an ~ army soci'etv fanll ; ' .. wa s that of 

an 
appe ndag e o f her husband . 

f inally, t he regime nt dema nde d th t t h 
a - .e young officer 

"f l' t in". In pr act i ce , this meant t hat he was 
expect ed, inso-

~ possible , to pa ttern h i mself on hi's b 
far a., . . rather officers. 

~i.r eady· me n t i oned, f or him to expre~· c:- an . . AS a · · ,.:,,_, opinion which 

f t~e c_i c ne ra l di ffered :rom -u - . view wa s fr own ed upon. 

All of these factor s contributed t o the failure of the 

Ind i an i nfantr y i n Pranc e . 'The s ystem of martial race 

recruiti ng b:rou9 h t in t o the army men whos e backgrounds, atti­

tudes , and ex p e cta t ions made t h em a poor choice to fight a 

r.ode:cn war. The exclusion f rorr. military servic e of educated 

classes o f Indiuns mean t that t hos e~ best suited for modern war 

Conlc', r.ot be t.::i}~en , a nd t hat of fic e rs wou l d have to b h" '--- e w i ... e . 

The officer sho rtage b e came a n ever ending problem. Host 

Llf!por t an t however, wa s that rac i sm created an i n surmountable 

barrier to unde rstanding , Beca use it provided the British 

officer a convent ional e xplana tion for t he military failure of 

t he Ind ian infant ry r e g i ments, he was unable to examine 

critically the real cause s of that failure. Racism linked 

with sex i s m o f t e n d i c t ated ac t ions which made t he problems 

even worse. I n a situa tion in which morale was crucial and 

fai ling , I nd ian so l die rs were prohib ited the normal freed oms 

of off d uty s o ld iers b ecause that would have permitted sexual 
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tac t with white women. con Even contact with whi'te 

es by th e wounded was a cause of nurs great concern . 

hospital 

simply to state that the British office r 
was blinded by 

hl .. s i deology does not get to the heart of t~e 
1~ question vlhich 

l
. 5 wh" he seemed unable to change it. If · ~ 1 J i aeo ogy is learned 

' 
Sure ly it can be unlearned . Unfortun t 1 · a e y, ideology is one of 

the mos t difficult areas of a person's knowledge to change. 
~ven assuming that a British officer h a b 
D - a een confronted with 

an alternative to ra cism and sexism, there were many reasons 

for him to rej ect it. 

First, ideology f orrns a screen by which men filter and 

sort innova tion. For an innovation, and a new ideology is as 

much an innovation as a new weapon, to be accepted, it has to 

be perceived as compatible with accepted social values. 

Obviously, racial equa lity was not a n idea which fit easily 

into a British officer 's world. A second obstacle to the 

acceptance of innovation i s the vested interest of the domi-

nant group. The Indian Army officer corps was a white, male 

group whose position in the social structure of India depended 

on the continuation of a system whith excluded Indians from 

positions of authority. Further , an officer's dominance in 

his home depended on keeping women in their place as well. 

The British officer was , and had to be , a conservative, one 

whose 11 world view . rationalizes, expresses, and supports 

the existing socio-cultura l system with which [he was] con-

0-4 
t t II-' en . Changing the Indian Army might have contributed to 

winning the war, but such changes would have destroyed the 



Colnfortable, privileged universe that the British 
~ officer 

·r . 0 retL:rn to after the wa r v.;ras over. 1iopec. c 
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'!'here were other more individual re 
- asons which mitigated 

! c·t the acceptance of a n ew ideoloay aga:i..i1.~ ;, • 
Since the officer 

~c a whole saw Indians and women as · c Corps'-"'" ·- in1:e.riors, 
an indi-

.. , 1 officer r isJ~ed abandonr~1ent by h · 
v1aua- .is own peers should he 

t forth a viE:\v of x·ac:Lal or sexual equalitv. P 
pu - ~ eer pressure 
~g·ainst such 2 B ove must have been immense. 
~ Finally, we ought 

not overlook the role of the conventional personality type in 

all of this. B:c i tisl-1 officers were neithPr tr i -
-- a~.neci nor 

~ · expected to c-;xl:-dbi t innovation, particularly those in the 

Indian Army, so we should not be surprised that they did not. 

All of what ha~j been said so far does much to explain the 

failnre of the I:ndi~n infu.ntry i n France i~1 1914-1915, but even 

· o'-t3.nt t 1
1"' cl in1rn.-::.-.-jng" or-= d l C?.n be de~uced more imp 1. ' ' -" - J- - ·'·""-- .• '""' a mo .e. ~ ~ from 

these 8 vents. The Indian Army was not the only army to have 

·1 1 A"1 l "1'""'1·c~ ha'-'-'· t'1em s +-' i· · an ic co_,_ogy. "'· c-- 11
• ---- • Jc -• , , ome,_imes exp icit, some-

times implicit, but alw(.l_ys there. Examination of any military 

force will unearth a set of conceptions and symbols which 

expJ.ain phenornen2 to the lea.dership and provide a guide to 

action in the face of new phenomena. In the British Indian 

Army, the dominant principle was racism. Other armies have 

different sets of c:-Jnception s. The A--ner ican Army in this 

century has had a set of conceptions about war which have led 

its leaders to view war as an engineering problem. Its solu·-

tion to problems has been pragmatic and technological, even 

when, as in Vietnam 1 that approach was clearly ineffectual. 

'· ,'.· 

···~ 
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An army does not extract it ~ idea l 
-~ ogy out of thi n · air, 
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1. 5 always a part of a larger society d 
rt . an i t s ideo logy is 

root ed in i t. Innovat ion by an urmy wi thout simi la . 
·~ r innova-

t ion in its l arger s oc iety is therefore difficult. 
None the-

innovation i s possible. less , Armies are alw h ays c.anging 

Somet \1.; nq . The question is ·what kind of .· n t . . , ~ _ i.nova ions can be 

accornmoda ted. 'I'he answer to thi s question l ies 
1
. n 

t wo areas , 

the nature of the civilian and mil.itarv lea.dershi' t)" 
2 

i: (assuming a 

dichotomy between the two) and the broader s i tuation . 

I n most societie s , civilian and military leaders are 

drawn from the same class, and both therefore tend to have the 

c·n1P. ''weltanschaaung" . .,a ~ However, as each reaches t he upper 

echelons of their r espective fields , differ ences in t he se lec-

t ion proces s make themselves f elt. In most civilian occupa -

tion s, there is a bui lt i n check on incompetence , such as 

profits on bus inessmen , voters on politicians , and malpractice 

· 'r:·y·· i~ ; · ... n c suits on p ,._~ s .~~..i.o ...,, Generals are di f f erent. They are made 

by ot her generals, and since s ocieties are usually at peace 

for longer periods than t hey are at war, an officer may att ain 

high rank without ever having been tested at his trade. A man 

may become a genera l and c o:Tl.i.'lland armies without ever having 

led anything larger than a company in combat , if he has seen 

combat at all. Since an officer's rise in peacetime depends 

not on perfo rmance i n battle, but on the opinion of superiors, 

and since those super i ors tend to be conventional personality 

types for r easons a l ready mentioned , any innovative bent he 

once may have had is usually suppressed (the Pattens are the 

.·"':... 
. • ~:· • .> t. 
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placed on 

Thus , like the men who promoted them in 
the fi.rst place, 

gene.r.al s tend to be conventional and di s like 
- innovation. 

Thev have the further understandable relu t 
i - c ance to make major 

in a sy::;;tem whic h has Droved · t 
changes c 1. - s worth by promoting 

them to hi9h places. The impetus for major chan 
lge normally 

comes from outside the a rmy rather than from within. 
It was 

the Fir st Lord of the l\dmiral ty, Winston Church:i.." ll, 
who pushed 

development of the tank, while Haig fought to retain horse 

Cavalry. The army is not the onl.I'' service to oppose innova-

tion. 'The American Navy fought the principle of the aircraft 

carrier so hard that the tQrm 11 b attleship admiral" has come to 

represent blind rejection of innovation. Even today, the 

u, s. Air Force continues its quest for another manned bomber 

long after most military experts have discarded the concept. 

civilian leader ship is often assumed to be more open to 

innovation. Not being bound by the military mind set, they 

often are willing to accept certain technological innovations 

before the military, but civilian leadership is not a panacea. 

Competent civilians are better than incompetent generals , but 

there is no guarantee that civilian politicians elected on the 

basis of the ir voter appeal, or appointed because of their 

politicking in the party structure in a totalitarian system 

will be any better than generals at making military decisions. 

Coming from the same class as the generals~ they are bound by 

the same value system and are prone to follow the same logic 

·· 111 
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d hold the same preconceptions as the 

an 
~b2 ndoned the theory of never ..... , 

military. Chamberlain 

Robert McNamara, and 
5on, 

t er s never r e alized 
cornpu · · ' 

oue rr ill a \·1ar. in a _, 

martial race~ d 
- v' an Lyndon John-

the " h. 
w l.Z kid s", for all their 

the ab s urdity of 
saturation bombing 

The two factors of general situation and the 
nature of 

leadersh ip on which innovation is a 
the ependent can be 

( categorized into three scenc.;r ios. In the first, as in the 
< 

~ ly davs of Wor ld War I in Great Brit · h I ear J ain, t e social struc-

tul·.e renw i ns stable and conf idence in t' · 1 . 
i1e mi itary is high. 

The milito.ry u.nd civilian leadership is still drawn from the 

same cJ.v.s s a nd shares the s ame values. In this case, the 

civilian leadership usuu.lly de f er s to the military regarding 

miiitary decisions , and will value the ir advic e highly in 

areas which bear on milita ry operations. Here, only incre-

mental innova t ion i.s possible, and then only when it cannot be 

avoided. Bar ring the unlikely rise of a military genius to 

high c ommand , the conservative, conventional generals will 

dominate . This wa s the situation when the Indian infantry 

fought in France . 

The second scene rio is when t he social structure remains 

stable, but military inf luence, power, and prestige has 

dropped. Here the civilian leadership may be willing and able 

to play a large r r o le. If, 1 ike Lincoln, they restrain them-

selves and concentrate on selecting innovative generals, all 

is well. Unfortunately, they are sometimes prone to assume 

that because one group of generals has failed, all are suspect / 

..... . ~-._, ~-~,..-.. 
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and · emselves . 

' be disaster . like l y c.o Still dr a vm from the sa"'. e 

The result is 

"' class as 
generaJ.s , t hey share the s ame prec 

the . . onceptions, but lack 

theJ.·r e~pertise. Mesopotamia and Sa l o 'k 
n1 a in World War I were 

both civi lian inspired operations, a s was much 
of the Vietnam 

war. 

The third scener io is when the social structure has 

become unstab l e bringing to power rrien dr f 
' awn rom a different 

Cla ~s t~1an t hat of t he generals . In t n' · 
~ 

1 15 case, the new lead-

er s are not bound by the same symbol s and c t · 
oncep ions as the 

traditional milita ry. They may initiate new and innova tive 

military polic ies and techniques, such as Hitler rs nurturing 

of tank warfare and air power. They may completely restructure 

the army as did Trotsky and Carnot. However, mesmerized by 

their success , they may a lso overreach themselves, ignore more 

conventiona l mil itary advic e , and event ually fail, as did 

Hapo J. eon a nd Hit ler. 

If any lessons can be dr awn f rom the failure of the 

India n infantry in France , and the models above, they are 

these. Fi r st, civilian leaders of a stable society shou ld 

confine themselves to picking the right generals, remembering 

tha t those r ecommended by other generals are probably conven-

tional and conservative. Whatever the temptation, they should 

not t ry to run military operations themselves. Second, neither 

civilian or military l eaders should ever involve their army in 

a war which calls for innova t ion beyond the limits of their 

i deo l og y, nor should they a ttempt to build an army out of step 

•.I ' 
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with the social structure of the larger society, for it will 

'tably be of doubtful efficiency. mh 
inevi l e Arabs have consis-

tlY a ttempted to build modern mechanized f 
ten · ~ orces on the base 
of a peasant society. Not surprisi ngly they have 

proved 
t t'y inferior to the Israeli Army al consis en i 1 so a modern 

hanized force, but based on a modern indu~tri'a l . 
mGC · .., society. 

Nor is it surprising that the American Army was unable to beat 

the Vietnamese in a guerrilla war. 

side was playing the winner's game. 
In both cases, the 1 · osing 

Crewe , Hard inge , Chamberlain, Willcocks, and the rest 

should not be blamed fo r the f a ilure of the Indian infantry in 

France during that long fir st year of World War r. Even if 

they had not been blinded by their ideology and had seen the 

problems clearly, corrections could not have been made. As 

long as t he Ind ian battalions were recruited from an illitr-

ate peasantry, and organized and led on racist lines, they 

could not have been muc h better than they were. To make them 

better, the entire ideological structure by which the British 

justified and r uled their Indian Empire would have to have 

been discarded. To have asked these men, whose entire careers 

had been dependent on this structure , and who had been promoted 

to high position by it, to change the system was to ask too 

much of them. Major changes are not made by men such as these, 

but by men who value innovation, not convention and conserva-

tism. 'rhey are certainly not initiated in the Officer's Mess. 
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9-lRcsponsibility for the ideas expressed 
1
.n 

this chapter 
ll·cs solely with me, however the works of sever;il 

~ authors have 
of particular importance in i nfluencing ~ie. 

been " I am indebted 
Cll'fforc1 Geertz for his esc·a y "Reli' · 

to ~ -· ._, ' g ion as a Cultural 

t m •• published in his book, '!'he Int~rpret"t · {: 
sys e I - ' · - Ct ion o .... Cultures 

York· Basic Books, Inc. , Publisherc: 1973) 
87 (Ne\'! • ·• ..... , 'pp. -125, 

which helped shape my thoughts on the role of ideology in 

l ·tarv organizatj.ons. mi 1 - .i As to why ideolot•y i·~ a· 
J ~ so iff icult to 

unlearn, l'\nthony F. C. i·lallace 1 s chapter, 11 The Psychology of 

culture Cha nge" in his book, Culture and Personality (New 

York: Hando~n House, 19 61) , PP. 12 0-6 3, was most helpful. r 

relied heavily on Franc is G. Hutch:i.ns 1 book, The Illusion of 

Permanence (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, --
!967 ) , pp. 20-52 and 101-118, for his master ly description of 

what the British in India believed about the country and the 

people, and what they expected from their service there. 

Finally, Norma~ Dixon 1 s analysis of the personality type of 

the typical military officer in his book, On the Psychology of 

Military Incompetence (London: Jonathan Cape, 1976) was of 

areat a.ss istance . ,; 

9-2 2 Heathcote, p. 14 . 

9-3 Ibid., p. 123. 

9
-

4
Anthony F. C. Wallace, Culture and Personality (New 

York: Random House , 1961}, p. 131. 

.J 

f .• 
.• 



~-

\ 

I ,. 

~' 
t 

J 

130 ::0:: 

IO ::: 
TO == 
roR ::: 

Briti sh Officers 
Indian Officers 
Tota l Officers 
Indian Other Ra nks 

Strength 

DATE BO IO 1rO I OR ----
1 Oct 14 12 18 30 764 

30 Oct 14 11 16 27 669 

4 Nov 14 11 14 25 560 

29 Dec 14 8 11 19 470 

21 Jan 15 1 0 14 24 575 

6 Mar 15 11 17 2 8 688 

20 Mar 15 11 13 24 621 

10 May 15 10 1 5 25 555 

22 May 15 9 10 20 473 

26 .Jun 15 10 13 23 514 

31 J ul 15 11 15 26 609 

14 Aug 15 12 15 ? ..., 
- I 659 

25 Sep 15 11 17 28 720 

2 Oct 15 11 16 26 677 

30 Oct 15 11 15 26 692 

* 

'l'OTAL 

794 

696 

585 

489 

599 

716 

64 5 

580 

493 

537 

63 5 

686 

748 

703 

718 

Figures compiled from the War Diaries 
Mee rut Divisions, WO 95. 
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Strength as % of 
Complement+ 

BO IO TO IOR TOTAL --
92 105 100 106 106 

86 93 90 93 93 

83 83 83 78 78 

63 65 63 65 65 

76 83 80 80 80 

83 100 93 96 95 

83 . 77 80 86 86 

75 89 83 77 77 

72 61 66 66 66 

77 76 77 71 72 

8.5 87 86 85 85 

89 90 89 92 91 

88 100 94 100 100 

81 89 86 94 94 

86 88 87 96 96 

of the Lahore and 

+ 
Complernen t a t full strength 13 British Officers, 17 Indian 

Officer s , 720 Othe r Ranks . 
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BIBLIOGRAPHICAL NOTE 

Despi te a ll the in t erest i n t he 1 nd ian Army of Brit i sh 

I l11per i.a l Ind ia , there i s a dear th o f l · d 
so i histori ca l materi a l 

On the subject . The most recent work 1·s 
T. A. Heathcote's 

Tn. e India2!..__J\Xll1'{_r __ J'he Garriscn of British I 
__ mper ial India , 

1822-1922 (Lor.don : David & Charles , 1974) whi ch is by far the 

best . It. suffers onl y fr om brevity as i t attempt~ to 
- cover a 

hundred y ears in l ess than 200 pages . Stephen P. Cohen's The 

~~ Ar~Y.L I ts ~ontributi~ to the Deve lopment of a Na tion 

(Berkeley , Cal ifornia: Univ~rsity of California Press , l9?l ) 

i s al so too short to do ju st:Lce to its subject, but it i s the 

only book to relate the Indian Army to the nationalist movement 

of the post-Wor J.d War I period and to the a r my of free India . 

As such, it is essential. Phillip Mason ' s A Matter of Honour 

(New York : Ho lt. , Ri nehart and Winston , 1974) is disappointing . 

It is much longer than the other two , but i t makes no attempt 

t o exur.lin e er i t ic a ll y the Indian Army . It i s l i tt l e more t han 

panegyric . 

The two books that dea l specifically with the Indian 

Corps in France are the book by the official histori ans of the 

Corps , Lt-Colonel J . W. B. Merewether and Sir Frederick Smith , 

The Indian C<2rps in France {London: John Murray, 1917) and 

tha t by the Corps ' c orm11a nd e r , General James Wi l l cocks , With the 

Ind i a n s in Fronce (London: Con.stable and Company , 19 20) · Both 



11.ttle more than lists of are 
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and individuals of the Corps , 

heroic events performed 

although Merewether 
by units 

and Smith at 
least provide a basic chronology of who did what 'h 

.-v en. 
~either however , is in any sense, a . , 
~ critical examination of 
the corps. The officia l history of the B . 

r1tish Expeditionary 
Force is by Brigadier General Sir James 

E. Edmonds , Milit~EY 
Operation:-:; : Prance and Belgium_ (London .. 11, • 
_,,_ uacm1llan, Vol. 1 , 

19 22, revised 193 3 ; Vol. II, 1925i Vol. III, 
1927

). 
It gives 

little information about the Indians , and the Indian Govern-

ment 1 s work, India 
1 
s Contribution to the Great " (C 

1 ---"-~...:.::~:.:..:.:.::.._:::~-~~~~~·aE_r a cutta: 

Super intcnde:nt of Government Pr intinq, 1923) · - provides scant 

information on the Indians in France . 

Articles on the Indian Army , unlike books, are many and 

it would be impossible to list even a representative sample 

here. Anyone wishing a guide to . them should consult Margaret 

H. Case ' s South Asian History 1750-1950, A Guide to Periodi-

cals, Disse)~t~ tioE_s, and Ne1 . .vspaoers (Pr i nceton, New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press, 1968). Even so, there are very 

few on the Indians in France . 

Since the books and articles on the Indian infantry in 

France are few, this dissertation has relied primar ily on 

docwnentary sources. Major r epositories in Great Britain are 

as follows. The largest is the Public Record Office. Its 

holdings which re l ate t o the Indian Corps i n France are the 

Cabinet Records , the minutes of the Co~mittee of Imperial 

Defense , the War Office files, and the War Diaries of the 

various units which fought with the Corps in France. The 

·;. ::; 
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India Off ice Library has some material in its L/MIL files, 

~h this material is not indexed or bound. The most althOU':J 

237 

tive source of information lies in the Cambridge Univer-1uc:r:a 

1,ibrary where is kept the printed, bound , and indexed sitY 

dl-· ngo and Crewe papers. Another archive is at the Univer­Har - --

si ty of Birminghan1 whore the Austin Chamberlain papers are 

located . A few diaries of serving soldiers can be found at 

the Nationa. · 1 ,·r.,.rrny Museum, and the I mperial War Museum . 

Final ly, the best collection of printed books is at the 

British Museum. 
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The Llritish governed India with both reoular 
::i British army 

• 1·t~ and un its of the British Ind_~an Arni.y. Uli . .:>, . Its units were 

composed of Indian soldiers, noncommissioned officers , and 

off ic E~:cs, and of British officers, the most junior of which 

outranked the most senior Indian. The British officers were 

class conscious , conservative, and badly trained for European 

war. Further they wer e r ac ist to the core , believing that 

they held their privileged positions because they wer e inher ­

ently better than Indians. The Indians who served in the army 

were selected by the British from cci.stes the British consid-· 

ered "martial " . Only 24 castes and groups out of the hundreds 

of Ind ia were deern0c1 martial enough for service in the 

infantry. These groups were also the most politically back-

ward and poorly educated in India. 

At the beginning of the 20th c~ntury , th~ Indian Army had 

three missions; to upheld British authority in India , to repel 

tribal incurs ions and unrest on the border areas, and to pre-

pare to defend India from a Russian invas i on. However, in the 

first decade of the century, Great Britain and Ru ssia affected 

a rapprochement , and the Imperi~l G~neral Staff in London 

began to consider the use of Indian troops outside India in 

case of war wit h Germany . By the outbreak of war, the British 

Cabinet, the Imperial General Staff, the Army Council, the 

Government of India, and the Indian Army had all agreed in 
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pc i.n c 1 1? - c. '-'· ':' ·' "" · ' <..t.u. , •.nny would be used outside of India, 

~.,~t no J eta i l e d planning wa s av ~ ila~le t . 
~ · ~-- · o suppo:t such use . 

\'lf!Cn the er i9 :i.:nal British E~~pc;d it i OL<l r v Force suffered 

l't··.-~ initial d e fc·a ·Ls :i.n F;:a.nce , +-\..." r • · t ., . 
~ •-l · ~ .a ) .t n e c e~ idcd to send to 

.,., i- 21nce the only trained rei!lf or cc."'•' er. t '· ;:•"aJ· .t' abl e · tl ,.,. . 
J.. · ~ . - - "' .... v . in . ie 1.:~mp:i.~e , 

t hG two div i sions of the I nd ian A:cny not neede d in In¢lia. 

The s(:: t wo divisions,. the~ I,aho:ce and Meerut , were d i r ected to 

France, but de l ays in sailing and the necessity of reequipping 

th en; fo:c Eur opean v:ar prevented their: c ommitment to c ombat 

until l ate October. 

From a l most its initia l conunitrnent , t he Indian i nfantry 

batta l ions proved a failure in combat. Mor a le of the Indian 

soldiers d e t eriorated r api dl y, and instance s of self-inflicted 

wounds, malingering, hesitancy to attack, unorder ed retreats, 

and ev en desertion to the enemy appeared. The British experi -

enced great d i fficulties i n replac i ng casualties, particularly 

British officer s , without whom the Indian units fought badly. 

P.y E-pr i ng of 1915, the British government was cons idering 

withdra.~·1 0. l of the Indian i nfantry battalions, stayed on ly by 

t he possible effect of Indian popul ar opinion , and the desper -

ate need for troops on the We stern Front. Nonetheless, by 

ear l y Augu st , J-).ust.in Cha_rnber 1ain 1 the: Secretary of Sta te f or 

Ind ia had r ecorrnnended to the Cabine t that t he Ind5.an inf an try 

be withdrawn . On October 31st, orders were i ssued for their 

tr ansfer to other theatres. 

The failure of the Indian infantry in France can largely 

be traced to the racist ideology around which the Indian Army 
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I . c1· •· 1·· i .. , r-'d 1·i S 0 CJ. ' ~., " I \". <= ~ • ;,.J and to the character of the conventional 

British officer s who led it. 
'l'he ideology of the "martiu l 

II n t t11- ,_ 0 '11. '.'.'. ~aces mca . a ~ • ., illit~ratc: peas ants could be r ecruited 

3 

for the army, men U!1suite.cl f or the c omplexiti e s of moder n war 
/ 

an<l f or promotion to staff positi ons . Tl1us the officers had 

to be white Britishers who knew I nd ian languages
1 

men always 

in short supply. Further , the higher officers of the Indian 

army hacl been s e lected a.nd promoted by a system which dis­

couraq c.;d innovation and encouraged conventionality. Already 

blinded by racism, these men could not perceive the real 

faults o f t he system, for they owed their high positions to 

i ts workings . As a result, they accept ed t he I ndian's 

failure as inevitable r a ther than seeking change . i 
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