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INTRODUCTION

‘A splendid gathering’

In 1911, the Indian Empire put on its most dazzling ever display of pomp and pageantry to celebrate George V’s accession as its King-Emperor. He embarked on a public tour to show himself to the Indian people as their absolute ruler in the tradition of Akbar, Shah Jahan and the other Mughal emperors, and its climax was the Delhi Durbar in December at a vast purpose-built amphitheatre outside the city. Here 200,000 spectators, many of them sitting in stands arranged like flowerbeds according to the colour of their turbans – snow-white, orange, yellow or green – saw him make a spectacular entry in the winter sunshine as an authority second only to God.

To the thunder of artillery fire and flourishes of silver trumpets, George appeared in a horse-drawn maroon carriage in purple robes and a crown of 6100 diamonds, the Queen-Empress Mary at his side, and footmen in their wake with fans of peacock feathers and yak tails, and golden maces with king cobra heads. After processing to a throne under a red velvet canopy topped with a golden dome and small minarets, he presided over an afternoon of slick ceremonials in his honour. To kettle-drum rolls, claps and cheers, bowing maharajahs laid swords at his feet, and scroll-clutching civil servants read out proclamations of his semi-divine and supreme will, before the British national anthem rang out.

The spectators were mostly civilians, but standing in the middle of the amphitheatre, set among the red clay roads criss-crossing it, the empire’s professional Indian Army was on show: 15,000 of its men under their British officers, standing bolt-upright in immaculately turned out regimental blocks, from towering Sikhs, six-foot tall in their khaki breeches and tunics with turbans, brown leather belts and boots, down to Gurkhas, five-foot-five in green uniforms with their cowboy-style felt hats and Himalayan curved knife, the khukuri, alongside a smaller number of British Army troops in scarlet and blue with spotless white pith helmets.

Watching on from the King-Emperor’s cavalry escort was Thakur Amar Singh, an observant and quietly spoken Hindu officer in his early thirties, on a plumed horse with a snow leopard skin draped under his saddle. ‘I wanted to see it thoroughly,’ he wrote enthusiastically in his diary of the amphitheatre’s great spectacle. ‘Just as we entered the pace was reduced from a trot to a walk and we were able to see what a splendid gathering it was.’ For him, the Delhi Durbar was ‘great & historic [and] will be remembered for ages . . . worthy of the illustrious sovereign’. Among the standing Indian soldiers, meanwhile, was a bearded Muslim soldier named Mir Dast. He had enlisted in 1894, been decorated for bravery in action in 1908, and in the amphitheatre joined the rest of the Indian troops in a flawless rifle fire salute that rippled from them to troops outside lining the road for several miles to the King-Emperor’s camp, and then back again. According to Mir Dast’s British officer, he was just the kind of man British recruiters looked for: ‘always outstanding’ and ‘intensely “imperialist”’.

With men like Mir Dast in its ranks, the British generals in the stands seemed to have every confidence in the Indian Army. There was the Chief of the Indian General Staff – a Scotsman, Douglas Haig – who considered the Durbar ‘a wonderful show’. And sitting near him was the Indian Army’s most senior field commander, James Willcocks, who also happened to be the British soldier most decorated for active service. The Durbar, Willcocks was sure, confirmed the Indian troops’ visible allegiance to their King-Emperor. ‘It left its imprint deeper than any event that took place during my long service in India,’ he wrote. ‘It was used by the Indians as the date to describe occurrences by, i.e. “before” or “after” the Durbar . . . The King was the only power the Indians understood thoroughly . . . he alone could finally say “yea” or “nea”.’

To all appearances, therefore, when the First World War broke out in 1914 the British, and by extension the Allies, had in the Indian Army a professional force ready, willing and able to fight for its King-Emperor. Up to 1918, a total of 1.5 million Indian recruits would serve in the Indian Army, seven times the prewar number. They were to fight far and wide, on Flanders fields, rocky ridges above Turkish beaches, coral island shores with swaying coconut trees, golden grasslands with roaming giraffe, lion and rhino, in steaming tropical rainforests on mountain slopes wandered by gorillas, and the sun-baked deserts of the Islamic world.

In fact, the Indian Army was the Allies’ most widespread army of 1914–18, serving in foreign lands across Africa, Asia and Europe that today number some fifty different countries. This book is the first single narrative of it on all fronts, a global epic not only of the Indians’ part in the Allied victory over the Central Powers, but also of soldiers’ personal discoveries on their four-year odyssey. It retraces Indian Army footsteps from front to front, following the Hindu diarist Thakur Amar Singh, the Muslim Mir Dast (who was to be one of eighteen Indian Army Victoria Cross winners), Douglas Haig, James Willcocks and others. In exploring the Indians’ war, this book reveals their differing experiences of the worldwide tragedy of 1914 to 1918, whether as villagers or travellers, fighting men or prisoners of war, secret agents or lovers across cultural divides. So far as possible, the story is told in the words of the Indian Army’s officers and men, using wartime letters and veteran interviews, many previously unpublished, to revisit the First World War as never before.

The ‘Indian’ Army

The Indian Army of 1914–18 was uniquely multicultural, combining such a variety of humankind into a single brotherhood-in-arms that it was really a modern wonder of the world. Its officers and men were a breathtaking array worshipping more gods and speaking more languages than any other army on the planet. They were a mix of Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists, Christians, Jews, Zoroastrians and pagans, and they spoke not just Hindustani, the army’s official vernacular blending Hindi and Urdu, but also their separate home languages. These were numerous and some Indian servicemen not fluent in Hindustani could only understand each other if they knew the right language: Hindi, Urdu, Punjabi, Pushtu, Dari, Bengali, Marathi, Tamil, Burmese, Nepali or a number of other tongues, uttered in local dialects beyond count.

In having such stunning diversity, the Indian Army reflected the society that produced it. It came not from the country we know today as India but from a much bigger, sprawling imperial society with double its total surface area. On a map of the world of 2018, the Indian Army’s Indian and British recruits’ homelands are in ten nation states including India. In 1914, however, their homes fell within the borders of a quite different international landscape where many of those nation states did not exist, the bulk of their territories being in the colonial chains of the British Empire’s most prized possession: its great Asian bloc, the Indian Empire.

The Indian Empire was the region of South Asia now covered mainly by Pakistan, India, Bangladesh and Burma, excluding Goa and other coastal enclaves that belonged to French or Portuguese India. Its isolated outposts stretched as far west as the Arabian Peninsula’s port of Aden opposite Somalia, and eastwards to the Andaman Islands in the Bay of Bengal. The British shorthand for it all was ‘India’, and the Indian Army was its principal security force, based in its biggest sector – British India, the two thirds under the direct rule of the British autocracy nicknamed the Raj.

The majority of the Indian Army’s Indian recruits of 1914–18 – some 1.28 million, or 85 per cent – came from British India’s provinces, above all Punjab. The other 15 per cent were immigrants to British India, slightly over half of whom, or around 115,000 recruits, came from the Indian Empire’s third that was not under direct British rule and consisted of the princely States of India. These were spread in their hundreds the length and breadth of the Indian Empire, from Kashmir, Bikaner and Jaipur in the north to Hyderabad in the south. Their rulers were a constellation of fabulously wealthy hereditary monarchs dubbed ‘princes’ for colonial ease of reference, their panoply of royal titles ranging from Hindu or Sikh rajas, maharajahs and begums to Muslim khans, nawabs and nizams. Although formally independent of British India, they were bound by treaty into allegiance to the King-Emperor. The arrangement extended to some of their own domestic regiments, collectively known as the Imperial Service Troops, being liable for active service abroad alongside the Indian Army.

The final tranche of the Indian Army’s Indian recruits of 1914–18, numbering 100,000 or so, came from independent foreign lands neighbouring the Indian Empire. Several thousand were Muslims either from Afghanistan, ruled by its Emir at Kabul, or from an internationally anomalous Islamic territory wedged between Afghanistan and British India’s North-West Frontier Province. This was the independent tribal areas of the Pukhtun tribes, divided into Waziristan, Tirah and other constituent lands encompassing 25,000 square miles and with a population of over a million Pukhtun. They were stateless, with no central government, no taxes and no passports; so protective were their tribes of their traditional autonomy and society, no one had ever taken the trouble of trying to rule them according to international norms.
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The remaining Indian recruits were Gurkhas from Nepal, along with a few Tibetans. Meanwhile the Indian Army’s white British officers came from all corners of imperial Britain – Englishmen, Welshmen, Scotsmen and Irishmen. But they also came from elsewhere around the British Empire. Some were recruited from British India itself, including a number born there, and some came from Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), Australia, Canada and Jamaica. The Indian Army’s Asian recruits were called ‘Indian’, therefore, not so much after where they came from but after the name of the army itself. Indeed, their white officers were often called ‘Indian’ on the same basis, and talked of their men as ‘native’ to set them apart.

The Indian Army’s exclusively British officer-led units broadly divided into two types: on the one hand fighting (or combatant) units, and on the other hand logistical (or non-combatant). The fighting variety had a total of 1 million Indian soldiers up to 1918, mostly infantrymen spoken of as ‘sepoys’ and cavalrymen as ‘sowars’, along with some engineers and artillery gunners; they filled five hundred battalions that divided into thousands of companies, squadrons and batteries. The logistical units had 500,000 men, officially classed as ‘followers’ or ‘labourers’, not as soldiers.

Over the course of the First World War, there were twenty Indian infantry and cavalry divisions, the war’s standard higher battle unit; at any one time, each division had 12–14,000 soldiers divided between three brigades. However, following pre-war tradition, the divisions were ‘Indian’ in only a limited sense. They were created not simply from the Indian Army and the princely States’ Imperial Service Troops, but from the ‘Army in India’ – the official title of the entire garrison of British India, which included British Army regiments on rotation from the garrison of the British Isles, designated the Home Army. Accordingly, the Indian divisions were usually 25 per cent British Army.

From 1914, the Army in India produced seven Indian Expeditionary Forces, labelled A to G and containing the majority of the Indian divisions. Their destinations were dictated by the British Cabinet at No. 10 Downing Street, and depended on a fundamental split in the British Empire’s war effort. The Indian Army was deployed either for the primary British cause, to defeat Germany as the Central Powers’ linchpin, or for the secondary, to defeat the Ottoman Empire, ‘Turkey’ for short and their sole Islamic member.

‘We are unsheathing our sword in a just cause’

The British took the Indian Empire to war in 1914 as Germany and Austria-Hungary, the co-founding Central Power, invaded the free nations of Belgium, France, Serbia and Montenegro, and Poland as partitioned within the Tsarist Russian Empire. ‘We are unsheathing our sword in a just cause,’ Britain’s brandy-loving Prime Minister Herbert Asquith told Parliament on 6 August in his first war speech, ‘in defence of principles the maintenance of which is vital to the civilisation of the world.’ To the British government, Germany was possessed by a toxic militarism personified by the hawkish Kaiser Wilhelm, emperor of the Second Reich. He had inherited the crown of Germany’s leading constituent state, Prussia, whose ruling elite dominated the German government and army. Under them the German people appeared in British minds spellbound by Kultur, a national spirit demanding the individual’s subservience to the community, and bent on carrying out an aggressive programme of national expansion by military means.

The apparent pitilessness of Prussian militarism was plain to see from August 1914 during the invasion of Belgium where the German Army burned down villages, towns, a university library and even a cathedral, and killed several thousand civilian men, women and children, many of them lined up and shot in town squares. As German troops rampaged into France, killing hundreds more civilians on the road to Paris, at stake in British eyes was civilisation itself on the basis that Europe had been its cradle since the ancient Greeks invented democracy. The ultimate British fear was that any German hegemony imposed on Europe by Prussian militarism would be authoritarian, thereby threatening democracy’s status as the high road of human progress, and eclipsing its sacred values of liberalism, freedom and the rule of law. ‘Decades before Hitler was even heard of,’ George Orwell was to say shortly after the Second World War, ‘the word “Prussian” had much the same significance in England as “Nazi” has today.’ The British government therefore embarked on the First World War against Germany as a war of survival between ideas of civilisation: militarism versus liberalism, authoritarianism versus democracy – total ideas, justifying total commitment.

All the men of Indian Expeditionary Force A to France went to liberate German-occupied territory in the name of democracy. Some 85,000 Indian soldiers and 50,000 non-combatants served with Force A on the western front. In the wider world the Indian Army served extensively to shut down the German colonial empire, partly as a natural adjunct of the British cause against Prussian militarism in Europe, and partly to secure British colonies. On 6 August 1914 the Cabinet at 10 Downing Street was already cooking up, wrote Asquith, ‘with some gusto . . . schemes for taking German ports & wireless stations in E & W Africa & the China Seas . . . I had to remark we looked more like a gang of Elizabethan buccaneers than a meek collection of black-coated Liberal Ministers.’ These extra-European anti-German schemes unfurled until the war’s end, with some 40,000 Indian soldiers and 12,000 Indian non-combatants taking part, primarily with Indian Expeditionary Forces B and C in tropical Africa.

The greatest Indian numbers overseas, however, were involved in the war against the Ottoman Empire covering most of the Middle East. Approximately 430,000 Indian soldiers and 330,000 non-combatants invaded the region, making the Indian Army by 1918 the single largest Allied force on Ottoman soil. Turkey had been neutral until the end of October 1914, when it picked sides by sending warships over the Black Sea under a German admiral to bombard Tsarist Ukraine. ‘The Turkish Empire has committed suicide, and dug with its own hands its grave,’ Asquith proclaimed within days, as Russia, Serbia, Britain and France responded with declarations of war. ‘It is the Ottoman Government that has drawn the sword, and which, I venture to predict, will perish by the sword. It is they and not we who have rung the death-knell of Ottoman dominion, not only in Europe, but in Asia.’

As Asquith heard that death-knell in early November 1914, he was distracted by the need for British notes of religious caution towards the Ottoman Empire as an Islamic state. At the time the global Muslim population stood at 270 million. Around 100 million Muslims were British subjects, 70 million of them living in the Indian Empire, which made Britain the greatest Muslim power of the day, as the French Empire in North Africa and the Russian in Central Asia had 20 million Muslims each, and the Ottomans 15 million. While most Indian Muslims’ head of state was the King-Emperor, they generally revered his Ottoman counterpart, the Sultan of Turkey, as their highest religious leader. The overwhelming majority were Sunnis for whom the Sultan was Caliph, or the Prophet Muhammad’s direct successor, in whose stewardship lay Islam’s Holy Places including Mecca and Jerusalem. The British were anxious that Indian Muslims could see the war on Turkey as a war on Islam, stirring them into anti-British protest in sympathy with Ottoman co-religionists, and that Arabs under Ottoman rule could be equally alienated when they might otherwise turn on the Turks as Allied rebels. So Asquith was quick to reassure the King-Emperor and the Sultan’s Muslim subjects alike. ‘Nothing is further from our thoughts or intentions than to initiate or encourage a crusade against their belief,’ he announced on 9 November. ‘Their holy places we are prepared, if any such need should arise, to defend against all invaders and to maintain inviolate . . . We have no quarrel with Mussulman subjects of the Sultan.’

In the earliest days of the war on Turkey, therefore, British sensitivity to Muslim opinion ruled out any large gathering of British Empire forces for an immediate strike on the Ottoman state. Instead the British government ordered only pinpricks on the Ottoman Empire’s southern limits, reckoned to be the unavoidable minimum of military action at low risk of offending Muslims worldwide. They were all tasks in November 1914 for the Army in India. Thus Indian Expeditionary Force D of just one Indian brigade headed up the Persian Gulf. Its most obvious job was to guard from Turkish attack the Anglo-Persian Oil Company’s refinery at Abadan, vital to the British government as Anglo-Persian’s majority shareholder which depended on it to fuel the Royal Navy’s warships, and lying on the coast of neutral Iran by the border of Ottoman Iraq (known to the British as Mesopotamia). But Force D’s primary purpose was to put Indian and British boots on the ground in Iraq close to Abadan, just enough to give the local Arabs confidence of British support if they rebelled against the Turks.

Meanwhile Indian Expeditionary Forces E and F sailed to secure Egypt, a de facto part of the British Empire. Egypt’s northeastern border was the longest British imperial land frontier with the Ottoman Empire, and its main asset was another British government shareholding: the Suez Canal, the precious sea link between the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean for Allied troopships and war materials.

From the second week of November 1914, however, the initial caution of the British war on Turkey receded as three pressures turned it into a tornado that over the next four years tore about the Middle East and European Turkey, carrying the Indian Army with it in all directions.

Firstly, the Sultan of Turkey made a dramatic intervention to wield his spiritual authority as Caliph as a force of Allied destruction. At Istanbul on 14 November 1914 he declared a holy war, or jihad, against the Allies, developing the world war into a collision between Christianity and Islam. In a joint effort with the Germans, the Turkish government orchestrated the Sultan’s jihad to multiply anti-Allied fighters. It called on all Ottoman Muslims as obedient servants of Allah to defend their Islamic state against the Christian Allied invaders coming from the Persian Gulf and elsewhere, and on all Muslims of the wider world, especially in the British, French and Russian empires and Iran, to join the jihad to punish the Allies for conspiring to annihilate Islam. ‘The rank of those who depart to the next world is martyrdom,’ the Sultan’s chief religious scholar, the Sheikh al-Islam, said of the holy warriors summoned by the official jihad proclamations that spread across Muslim Asia and Africa; ‘those who sacrifice their lives to give life to the truth will have honour in this world, and their latter end in paradise.’ For the sin of refusing to join the jihad, the Sheikh warned, the inevitable penalties were ‘the wrath of God’ and ‘the fire of hell’. Within days, in the name of the jihad the Turkish Army was plotting attacks with German officers and desert-dwelling jihadists on British Empire troops, oil pipelines and other installations from Egypt to Aden, Iraq and Abadan – all places where Indian troops were targets.

Secondly, following a Russian request in New Year 1915 for new Allied operations to divert the Turkish Army from the Caucasus, the Allies kick-started coalition warfare out of the eastern Mediterranean towards Istanbul. This began in February 1915 with Anglo-French naval attacks launched from island bases in the Aegean Sea, before falling hardest with military landings on the Gallipoli Peninsula dangling from the Ottoman Empire’s European fringe – where Indian Expeditionary Force G served.

Thirdly, the British kept bounding forward through the Middle East by following their imperialist noses to the war’s end. They seized military opportunities on horizon after horizon from the edges of Egypt, Ottoman Iraq and the Indian Empire, all in British imperial security interests and eventually making Britain the dominant force in the Middle East with control over the Islamic Holy Places. There was no masterplan here; rather it happened almost by accident as the sum of grand strategic decisions taken in bursts to secure and expand the British Empire – broadly speaking, if the war on Germany was for democracy, the war on Turkey was for imperialism.

By November 1918, the British had a stranglehold over the Ottoman Empire resembling the grip of an enchanted giant squid, its master the Prime Minister in London, its main body the Indian Empire, and its two longest tentacles Indian Expeditionary Forces: one being Force D extending from British India 2000 miles up the Persian Gulf into Ottoman Iraq, the other Force E 2500 miles up the Red Sea to Syria.

‘Forgotten heroes’?

In the 2014 media coverage of the First World War’s centenary, from the Guardian, the New York Times and Newsweek to the BBC and the Times of India, Indian servicemen were most often described as ‘forgotten heroes’. The underlying idea was that over the years the Indians had somehow slipped through the net of war memory which had tightly held on to Wilfred Owen, Siegfried Sassoon and other usual suspects, but that the Indians had shared the same heroic attributes – courage, determination, sacrifice, with the VCs to prove it – and well-deserved recognition was overdue. However, portraying the Indians as ‘forgotten’ is something of a deception. Since 1919 a great deal has been written and said about them, with controversies alive and kicking all along.

From 1919 to the 1930s, the British celebrated the Indian soldiers as loyal heroes under the King-Emperor’s banner to save democracy from Prussian militarism, bound in common cause with the British Empire’s other troops. The shiny bronze Allied Victory Medal hanging on a rainbow-coloured ribbon handed to Indian veterans could not have been clearer about what they had fought for: ‘THE GREAT WAR FOR CIVILISATION 1914–1919’ it said on one side, with Nike, the ancient Athenian democrats’ goddess of victory, standing tall on the other. Yet the British were wary of openly celebrating in parallel their cause against Turkey. This was taken for granted as supportive of the primary cause against Germany; its more awkward religious and imperialist aspects were left to the side.

In 1927 F. E. Smith, the Secretary of State at London’s India Office, the British government department responsible for the Indian Empire, favourably compared the Indian infantry in France to the 300 Spartans at Thermopylae, ‘those whose valour was immortal’. Smith had made his name as the legendarily flippant star London lawyer of his generation, but was entirely sincere in avowing that ‘while all who fought suffered greatly and wrought nobly, the endurance of the Indians [in France] was specially to be remarked’:

they fought thousands of miles from their homes . . . in a quarrel of which their understanding was less than perfect. . . The special soldierly virtue of these troops [was] that they met with undefeated eyes the clash of a novel and horrible war, certainly without the clear, perhaps without the discernible, stimulus of a danger to their own homes, or to their wives and children. Whence then came this spirit of endurance and of high endeavour? It came from the twin sources of an inborn and simple loyalty; of an instructed and very perfect discipline. Like the Roman legionary, they were faithful unto death. They had accepted a duty. They discharged it. More cannot be said: more need not be said.

Indeed, the British often commented that the Indian Muslim troops had been unruffled by the Sultan of Turkey’s call to jihad. ‘Time and again Muhammadan soldiers of the Indian Army have fought against their co-religionists . . . and have not exhibited any particular repugnance in so doing,’ wrote George Barrow, a pre-war colonel of the 35th Scinde Horse who from 1914 to 1918 commanded Indian cavalry in France, Palestine and Syria:

During the Great War the Muhammadan sowar and sepoy neither showed nor expressed reluctance to shooting a Turk or running him through with a lance. Their conversation led one rather to believe they enjoyed doing these things. The fact is, as borne out by history, Muslim no more minds fighting Muslim than Christian minds fighting Christian.

An alternative view, espoused by some politicians of the Indian National Congress, the leading party of India’s independence movement, saw the Indian soldiers as dishonourable mercenaries. In 1919 Mahatma Gandhi found the causes the Indian soldiers had served absolutely despicable. ‘The Allies have proved themselves to be just as deceitful, cruel, greedy and selfish as Germany,’ he said, while ‘the British Empire, today, represents Satanism . . . repression and terrorism. [It] seems an evil thing [and] the height of tyranny. [For] its own imperial glory it will stoop to any atrocity.’ Gandhi felt the war on Turkey had exposed British democratic credentials as cavernously hollow. He saw little difference between the German conquest of Belgium and the British conquest of Ottoman Iraq, or German troops who killed Belgian civilians and Indian troops in Iraq who, he gathered, had ‘cut down inoffensive Turks or Arabs’.

As for Satanism, Gandhi had in mind the Indian Army’s actions in the Indian Empire to assert the colonial regime’s dominance. Most notoriously, in British India on 13 April 1919 in the Jallianwala Bagh, a public square in the Punjabi town of Amritsar, Indian troops of two Indian regiments that had served on the western front massacred a peaceful crowd the British suspected of protesting against colonial rule. Gandhi scolded the Indian soldiers of 1914 and after for taking up ‘the sword of the hireling’, ‘doing so merely for money’, in the process shunning his nationalist path of non-violence and peace. ‘A loyalty that sells its soul is worth nothing,’ he wrote in disgust.

Other critics, meanwhile, disparaged the Indian soldiers’ battlefield performance. The British private Frank Richards, in his best-selling memoir Old Soldiers Never Die (1933), was one of many British Army voices talking of low Indian fighting value on the western front. ‘Native infantry were no good in France,’ he wrote, ‘a few enemy shells exploding round their trenches were enough to demoralise the majority of them.’ Richards averred that to hold on to their trenches the Indians depended on help from British troops, who ‘the first night they went over they found the natives wailing and weeping . . . The bloody niggers were no good at fighting.’ Many British writers of the 1920s and 1930s wrote in the same vein, albeit in softer words of pity, seeing the Indian soldier of 1914 as doomed to fare worse on the western front than his European counterpart because he was unprepared. For Rudyard Kipling, the Indians sent there were innocents abroad peeping fearfully out of village India into the wider world for the first time:

Have you ever thought what they endured on the spiritual side when they voyaged forth over oceans, whose existence they had never conceived, into lands which lay beyond the extremist limits of their imagination – into countries which, for aught they knew, were populated by devils and monsters? Columbus and his men did not confront half the dread possibilities which these men of India prepared themselves to meet.

Several of Kipling’s illustrious contemporaries, including his fellow authors Arthur Conan Doyle and John Buchan and the politicians Herbert Asquith and David Lloyd George, had no doubt that the Indians were the unhappiest victims of the western front winter of 1914–15, suffering the sub-zero temperatures, rain and snow more painfully than hardier, naturally acclimatised Europeans. ‘The Indians,’ detected Conan Doyle, ‘were fighting at an enormous disadvantage . . . As well turn a tiger loose upon an ice-floe and expect that he will show all his fierceness and activity.’ To Conan Doyle the Indian troops were in fact ‘children of the sun, dependent on warmth for their vitality and numbed by the cold’. Buchan went further: ‘the climate was their chief enemy . . . They suffered terribly from the unfamiliar weather, and physical stamina gave way in many.’

Such criticisms developed by the 1990s into a clear-cut theory that the Indian troops on the western front had been military failures. Historians from the United States, Canada and elsewhere argued that the Indian Army had been a weak colonial fire-brigade of a force, ready only to douse meagre flames of local resistance in and around the Indian Empire. The American historian and Vietnam War veteran Jeffrey Greenhut described the pre-war Indian Army as trained for easy border scraps in the independent Pukhtun tribal areas between Afghanistan and British India against ‘disorganized, ill-disciplined, and poorly equipped tribesmen’. The upshot, the argument goes, was that the Indian regiments sailed from India in 1914 oblivious of modern tactics as basic as taking cover in trenches. To make matters worse the Indian troops were ‘a poor choice to fight a modern war’, said Greenhut, digging into their psychology as villagers. He described them as uneducated peasants from a pre-industrial village culture, and therefore intuitively unready for the industrialised modern battlefield of Europe.

Greenhut and others charted an Indian Army collapse in western front battle, referred to as ‘a history of failure’. They catalogued a deluge of battlefield breakdowns in 1914–15 by Indian infantrymen stunned by raking German shell fire, with their bewilderment fast leading to refusals to fight as they self-inflicted wounds at rates of up to 65 per cent a week to get on a ship home, or just scarpered from the front line. ‘Indian unit after unit broke and fled the horror of the trenches’ was the verdict of the American historian Pradeep Barua. ‘What destroyed the Indians in France,’ declared Greenhut, ‘was the most severe imaginable form of culture shock.’

By the early 2000s the view of Indian Expeditionary Force A to France as a failure had become embedded in the narratives of the First World War’s leading military historians. John Keegan’s First World War (1999) summed things up with a series of asides that the Indian Army was ‘scarcely suitable’ for the western front, its men proving ‘the only dissentients’ from industrial battle. Indeed Keegan hinted that the Indians may have used knives to carry out war crimes of beheadings and mutilation, airily describing their ‘barbaric flurries of slash and stab’ in close-quarters trench combat as ‘an introduction of tribal military practice into the “civilised” warfare of western armies’.

The perception that Indian troops failed in battle on the western front has often been the cue for gauging the political effect of European service on them. ‘Village India saw Europe in its sordid wartime clothes and was not impressed with what it saw,’ Percival Spear, a British historian living in India, wrote in 1965. Far from serving the British loyally to save civilisation in Europe, the contention here was that the Indians had been morally appalled by its bloodthirstiness while having their eyes opened by its democratic societies and liberal ideals. It followed that when they returned home, the British were now the enemy.

From this vantage point the pre-war Indian soldier had been a cowed colonial subordinate who had accepted British rule in ignorance of democratic alternatives, but post-war he was politically awakened and in the mood for revolution. For the American historian David J. Silbey in 2006, the post-war period was therefore abuzz with ‘sepoy dreams of independence . . . The veterans of the war returned to India and demanded something more than to be imperial subjects. In coming years, this would be fertile ground for the recruiting of the newly aggressive Indian National Congress led by Jawaharlal Nehru and Gandhi.’ Quite how this squared with Gandhi’s vehement rejection of the Indian troops went unsaid.

As for the Indian ranks’ own views, they did not share in the western soldier’s literary habit of putting down the gun to pick up the pen. Mainly illiterate, up to their last days in the 1980s they wrote no widely published war novels or memoirs such as Erich Maria Remarque, Ernst Jünger and other European veterans did, let alone war histories or plays. Equally there was not a single Indian war poet, in the classic western sense, telling of the trauma of the trenches. There were a few war memoirs by welleducated Indian non-combatants from Calcutta and other cities, but they were predominantly published in private on tiny print runs in Indian languages, and provided geographically limited snapshots from Indian hospitals or labour units in France and Ottoman Iraq. A rare Indian novel, Mulk Raj Anand’s Across the Black Waters, appeared in 1939, about Hindu infantrymen on the western front in 1914–15; the author himself was a civilian and the son of an Indian Army non-combatant clerk who did not serve overseas.

In 1999, the British historian David Omissi momentously lifted a lid to release a chorus of Indian soldiers’ own voices – the box was his Indian Voices of the Great War, an unprecedented anthology of hundreds of wartime letters by Indian servicemen and their families drawn from a collection of thousands, left in the London archives of the defunct India Office. The letters were not originals but wartime translations of the originals, which as a rule had been dictated by Indian combatants to scribes and hand-written. The originals had been intercepted in the Indian Army’s mail system by a crack team of British censors gathered from Britain and the Indian Empire, who translated them into English before putting them back in the mail.

The letters, however, paint an incomplete picture, and a blurred one at that. They were collected exclusively from the mail of Indian Expeditionary Force A to France, and mostly between 1915 and 1917; the Indian troops on other fronts are represented only by a minority of censored incoming letters to France from British India, Ottoman Iraq, Iran, Somalia and East Africa. More problematic is that the letters come to us distorted and thirdhand. The scribes who first wrote down the majority of them as dictations inserted many of their own preferred words or turns of phrase. Then in the British censors’ hands some of the original letters’ meaning must have been lost in translation, for instance where they guessed the meaning of Indian words they could not make out or did not know.

Furthermore, the Indian soldiers were keenly aware that their letters were being censored, severely restricting what they were prepared to say in them. A number of their letters were blatantly first written in code to hide thoughts, and they often decline to discuss female family members – subjects too personal for British eyes. In addition, the soldiers’ letters were generally addressed to parents, wives, brothers, sisters and children at home, naturally leading them to lighten their messages about life on the western front to soothe family fears. For all that the India Office letters are a rich memory bank, then, their accounts can be only of limited value in terms of the global Indian experience.

As the First World War’s centenary commemorations unfolded in 2014, with Hindu, Muslim and Sikh communities around the globe taking part in renewed public interest in the Indian soldiers’ story, a tendency emerged to tell it in binary terms of loyalty and disloyalty. By way of illustration, extensive attention was paid in newspapers, books, blogs and on Twitter to the stories of two Muslim brothers who fought with Indian Expeditionary Force A to France. The brothers were among the Indian recruits from outside the Indian Empire: they were Pukhtun of the Afridi tribe whose independent homeland, Tirah, was in the tribal areas between British India and Afghanistan. The older brother was none other than the Mir Dast who attended the Delhi Durbar in 1911 and won the Victoria Cross, for bravery under poison gas attack in Belgium in 1915. While convalescing that August from his wounds at the Brighton Pavilion – the former royal residence on the English south coast, converted into a wartime Indian Army hospital on account of its supposedly comforting Indo-Saracenic architecture – he received his medal at a special ceremony in the Pavilion gardens. ‘By the great, great, great kindness of God, the King with his royal hand has given me the decoration of the Victoria Cross,’ Mir Dast wrote in one of his much-quoted letters, preserved in the India Office collection, to regimental comrades in British India. ‘The desire of my heart is accomplished . . . Show great zeal in your duty, and be faithful.’ The story went that shortly afterwards he returned to India as a loyal war hero, before being invalided out of the Indian Army in 1917. In Britain during the centenary Mir Dast was lionised as a Muslim hero. He was personally honoured in the national tradition by a blue plaque at the Brighton Pavilion, unveiled in 2016 and in plain sight for the Pavilion’s 325,000 visitors a year.

Mir Dast VC’s younger brother was portrayed quite differently. ‘Mir Dast’s fame and honour stand in stark contrast to the infamy and disgrace attained by his brother,’ stated the Brighton Pavilion’s official blog for Mir Dast’s plaque. The brother’s name was Mir Mast. According to British tradition, his story was an extraordinary tale of pure disloyalty. Mir Mast had apparently deserted to the Germans in March 1915, switched into German service, been awarded the German Iron Cross for bravery – in some accounts by Kaiser Wilhelm himself – and then joined a Central Powers secret mission to Afghanistan to recruit Muslims to attack the British in the name of the Sultan of Turkey’s jihad. His notebook from France was widely publicised during the centenary after it was found in India’s national archives at Delhi, left behind by the British who had impounded it from his deserted trench. It begins with lists of basic vocabulary in two languages – one illegible, the other in English with neatly copied but occasionally misspelt words, such as ‘testacles’ and ‘brests’ – indicating a man trying to educate himself. Tantalisingly, there the notebook ends, so there are no personal thoughts on why he might have deserted or what he knew of the jihad. And there are no India Office letters from Mir Mast, so his story only went so far – typical, it seemed, of the generally illiterate million or so Indian servicemen who served overseas.

Rather than beams of loyalty or disloyalty, however, this book shines a more filtered light on the Indian soldiers, so that even the brothers Mir Dast and Mir Mast do not necessarily stand on opposite sides of a loyalty line. For Mir Mast was not the only deserter in his family: his VC brother also deserted. As one of this book’s hitherto untold personal stories, the double family desertion is only surprising if Mir Dast is seen as a loyal hero. The real man behind the plaque was not so simple. Like his brother, he was first and foremost an Afridi with a highly individualistic tribal identity that shaped his worldview.

‘Play fool, to catch wise’

In their regiments every Indian soldier had to cope daily with the painful disadvantages of being a colonial subject. In a world dominated by white men – where a seat in a railway carriage or a ship saloon could be off limits depending on the colour of your skin – they had to negotiate their subordinate position as best they could. In the presence of the British they were in a similar position to the British Empire’s Jamaican slaves who said ‘play fool, to catch wise’ of their struggle to get by under their slaveowners, to whom speaking their minds could mean a flogging or worse. Or to African Americans of the Segregation Era, who when face to face with white privilege were described by the civil rights activist W. E. B. Du Bois as ‘daily tempted to be silent and wary, politic and sly’; ‘the young Negro of the South who would succeed . . . must flatter and be pleasant, endure petty insults with a smile, shut his eyes to wrong; in too many cases he sees positive personal advantage in deception and lying. His real thoughts, his real aspirations, must be guarded in whispers; he must not criticize, he must not complain.’

In searching for the Indian soldier’s personal reality at war as a colonial subject, this book looks at the more familiar battlefields but also beyond them. The Indians’ experiences in France have always received the most attention; their time in the forty-nine or so other countries in which they served needs to come into the picture more. Militarily, this book shows the Indian Army in a state of perpetual evolution, a phenomenon involving British, Indian and Allied politicians, General Staffs, British officers, recruitment drives, logistics, shipping and supply, all of which cannot be underestimated in how powerfully or directly they shaped the Indian troops’ personal fates across all fronts. They determined when an Indian recruit joined the army and where he went, and they made the difference between life and death once he got there, depending on the quality of leadership, weapons, food and medical care. This makes the Indians’ war story not just one of what they could see for themselves in front of them, but also one of policy, grand strategy and supreme command above their heads – right up to 10 Downing Street where their fates were ultimately controlled.

Politically, the fact that Indian troops looked down their rifle barrels and pulled their triggers over a thousand times at the Amritsar massacre of 1919 shows that their fighting to win the war ostensibly for democracy did not mean that afterwards they were suddenly its champions and lost to the British imperialists: at Amritsar they shot who the British told them to. Equally, the subsequent Indian nationalist disdain for the imperial Indian soldiers as mercenaries suggests that if they did back the nationalist cause in the 1920s and 1930s, they might have done so in a way that left a margin for the British to believe in them as loyal heroes of the empire. The great political riddle of the Indian soldiers of 1914–18 is whether they returned home from overseas minded to align themselves with either imperialism or nationalism, or both – perhaps wrestling with inner turmoil about their relationship with the British.

Socially and culturally, this book seeks to portray Indian soldiers as individuals of particular tribes, clans, faiths, castes and widely spread regions, rather than just generally as ‘Indians’ – something they would not necessarily have seen themselves as, given the primacy of their local identities. The Afridi brothers Mir Dast and Mir Mast and the other Pukhtun recruits of the independent tribal areas between British India and Afghanistan are an obvious case in point. Apart from the brothers, almost nothing was heard of the independent Pukhtun during the First World War’s centenary commemorations compared to Punjabi and Sikh recruits. This was partly because in recent years their ancestral homes on the fringe of Pakistan have not been open for outsiders to visit and politely ask after them, Waziristan and their adjacent homelands having been among the most dangerous places in the world following the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks on the United States. But the stories of the tribal areas’ recruits, as much as those of the recruits from Afghanistan and elsewhere outside British India, need to be told alongside those of the Punjabis and Sikhs in order to understand how the war meant different things for Indian soldiers from different places. Not least, of course, for Muslims, whose feelings about the Sultan of Turkey’s jihad naturally contrasted with Hindu or Sikh responses.

Beyond the thematic furniture, what sources does this book draw on to tell the Indian story anew? There are the India Office archive letters, of which many but by no means all have already been published. There are also some recently published Indian soldier diaries, especially those of the Hindu officer Thakur Amar Singh who attended the Delhi Durbar. He was from one of the princely States of the Indian Empire, Jaipur State in the north-western region of Rajputana, and was a well-educated rural nobleman whose home was the family estate; he lived there with his wife, Rasal, his parents, five brothers and one sister. His military education started at the age of ten, when he was sent away by his father to the neighbouring princely State of Jodhpur in Rajputana for tutelage under the most famous Indian soldier of the day – the Hindu prince and flamboyant socialite Sir Pratap Singh, well known to Vanity Fair and other western social bibles, and the strict commandant of the Jodhpur Lancers, widely regarded as the elite of all the princely States’ Imperial Service Troops. Under Sir Pratap, Amar Singh joined the Jodhpur Lancers and became both multi-lingual and widely read, devouring classics by writers from Plato to Omar Khayyam and Victor Hugo. Having switched to the Indian Army by 1914, Amar Singh served with Indian Expeditionary Forces A to France and D to Ottoman Iraq and then in British India, often writing his reflections in the heat of the moment.

Needless to say, Amar Singh’s privileged polymath perspective was far removed from the illiterate Indian servicemen’s, but in three respects his diary is a crucial piece in the Indian Army puzzle. Firstly, like all the Indian troops he was still a colonial subject, so his views on being in that position can reflect how Indian troops in general may have felt. Secondly, his breadth of education allowed him to analyse Indians’ common lot as colonial subjects in ways the illiterate majority could not, making his diary in places more revealing about the imperial world than the India Office letters. And thirdly, by 1918 he had risen to become the most senior Indian soldier in any Indian Army regiment, giving him a unique bird’s-eye view of how the British treated the Indian ranks.

But above all, this book draws from overlooked interviews and conversations with Indian servicemen of 1914–18 written down by people they spoke with. Possibly the most significant of these interviews are the transcripts of an Indo-American interviewing team that in the 1970s and early 1980s travelled the countryside of northern India and southern Pakistan asking the last of the veterans for their thoughts with the wisdom of age on the world war of their youth. They talked of many things – such as what serving the British, life at the fronts and nationalist politics meant to them – and their children chipped in with their own thoughts on the war’s impact on their fathers.

As for the other interviews and conversations with the Indians, they are mined from archives in Britain, Germany and India having been written down by soldiers and civilians of several nationalities. They come, for example, from British officers’ private notes of Indian chatter, chiding and teasing in the trenches from France to East Africa; from reports of British India’s domestic intelligence agency, the Department of Criminal Investigation, which spied on Indian troops; and from intelligence reports of the British Indian diplomatic corps whose agents in the independent Pukhtun tribal areas learned of the Afridi deserter Mir Mast’s return overland from Germany in 1916, and overheard what he told his fellow tribesmen. Then there are US State Department reports on Indian prisoners of war in Germany and Turkey, and snippets of Indian soldiers’ conversations preserved in wartime newspapers and post-war books, above all British and German memoirs. In addition, there is the investigative research of Indian and Pakistani journalists who for the 2014 centenary traced the families of Indian veterans of 1914–18 and listened to their war stories and songs of the home front, preserved by word of mouth down the generations.

This book, therefore, is something of a detective history based on a wide range of fragmentary evidence, pulled together as never before. To start its story, it is essential to go back to the eve of the First World War to get the measure of the pre-war Indian Army. For this alone provided the Indian troops that served at the war’s fronts into mid-1915 before the first wartime Indian recruits became available for overseas, and its officers and men formed the nucleus of the victorious Indian Army of 1918.

Too often the pre-war Indian Army has been assumed to be inferior to European armies, its men politically naïve and disconnected from the world beyond their villages. But such assumptions are fundamental miscalculations. When Indian Expeditionary Force A arrived in France in September 1914, one of its British officers who was an old hand with Indian troops posted a revealing remark to his wife: ‘those who do not know them comment on their not evincing wonder at their novel surroundings’. The Frenchmen he had encountered since the Indians’ arrival, he went on, imagined them to be strangers to foreign climes, yet the Indian soldier from pre-war experience was already, as the British officer put it, ‘a man of the world’. The Indian soldiers were in fact seasoned professionals and cold-blooded killers, more travelled, politically aware and militarily skilled than they have been given credit for.
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‘THE PEASANT’S UNIVERSITY’

The men of the pre-First World War Indian Army were a tiny proportion of the Indian Empire’s population, just 0.07 per cent of 310 million. In July 1914 there were 217,000 volunteer Indian servicemen. Around 150,000 of them were active professional soldiers, 35,000 reservist soldiers and 32,000 non-combatants; altogether roughly two fifths were Muslims, nearly as many were Hindus, and a fifth were Sikhs. They were not remotely representative of India’s population as a whole. The combatant majority were members of an exclusive list of rural peasant farming communities to whom alone the British opened military service. These were the ‘martial races’, a mix of tribes, clans and castes mostly dotted about British India’s northern provinces – in the plains and hills of Punjab, the valleys of the North-West Frontier Province, and the southern slopes of the Himalayas in the United Provinces of Agra and Oudh – or beyond British Indian borders in the independent Pukhtun tribal areas by Afghanistan or in Nepal. The British selected them in the pseudo-scientific delusion that their offspring were genetically fitter for fighting than India’s more numerous ‘non-martial races’. As George MacMunn, the pre-eminent British buff on the subject, explained: ‘In India we speak of the martial races as a thing apart because the mass of the people have neither martial aptitude nor physical courage, the courage that we should talk of colloquially as “guts”.’

A dearth of sources on individual Indian soldiers’ pre-war lives makes it difficult to fathom their personal motivations. But by generally following their journeys from their villages to the Indian Army between the 1890s and 1913, using snapshots from veteran interviews and also the viewpoints of British officers, it becomes clear that illiterate men of the martial races willingly joined up for a professional career with distinct benefits. The Indian Army for them was more than just an employer: it doubled as an educational institution that taught them many things, not least on overseas assignments prior to 1914. One British civil servant, as an administrator of numerous Punjabi martial race villages, judiciously summed it up with his nickname for the Indian Army: ‘the peasant’s university’.

From village to ‘university’

If you walked into the pre-1914 village of an Indian soldier, you would see no obvious signs of the modernity of the day. In the Punjabi countryside the villages consisted mainly of small mud-plastered single-storey houses, windowless with low, flat roofs over a single room. In the Himalayas, the Garhwalis and Gurkhas had larger houses with upper storeys and balconies, often whitewashed all around, with thatched gable roofs. The soldiers’ villages in general ran on old technology, with no paved roads but dusty mud or sand tracks along which unsprung bullock carts moved as slowly as they had for centuries, along with potter’s wheels, leather buckets and the traditional toothbrush, the neem tree twig. Equally ancient was the use of honking geese as burglar alarms. In the absence of electricity, clocks or wristwatches, the time of day was commonly told in daylight by the length of shadows cast by houses or even by hairs on the back of the hand held up to the sun. Village sanitation was basic at best, with no plumbing, lavatories or pipes to bring in clean water.

Young villagers ordinarily did not venture far from their birthplaces. The furthest most went was to a shrine or temple in their own district or province, or to religious festivals and markets in provincial towns. The wider Indian Empire, let alone the sea and the world beyond, was commonly a mystery to them. Meanwhile their villages were rarely visited by foreigners, in Punjab perhaps only by a British civil servant touring on horseback or a doctor offering a vaccination programme. There were no such visitors in the independent Pukhtun tribal areas between British India and Afghanistan where outsiders were customarily forbidden, or in Nepal, which was officially closed to foreigners.

The foundation of village families’ livelihoods as small farmers was their land. The fields surrounding a village were typically divided into smallholdings belonging to its families either outright or as tenants of rich regional landowners. The main crops were wheat and barley, farmed using wooden ploughs pulled by nimble bullocks. The villagers relied on farming so much because illiteracy was widespread. In Punjab in 1901, for example, there were almost no village schools and 97 per cent of Punjabis could neither read nor write. This lack of education perpetuated numerous customs and superstitions. For instance, to cure epidemic diseases including bubonic plague, malaria and smallpox that periodically ravaged the countryside, Punjabi villagers bought magic charms peddled by medicine men – there were potions for pouring on the ground in a circle around a patient’s house, and concoctions of saliva sprinkled with pearl shavings. In the Gurkha valleys of Nepal, priests sacrificed birds in search of divine deliverance from disease.

Epidemic diseases and scarcity of modern medicine were just some of the many challenges of rural life. The villagers’ land yielded low incomes because it was relatively unproductive: wheat yield per acre in 1911 averaged one third of Britain’s and was ten times lower than the prairies of the American Midwest. Any crop surplus they might have to sell could have a heartbreakingly low value depending on fluctuating prices on India’s grain markets. The annual monsoon rains could be a blessing for the soil but a curse if they disintegrated the less robust mud houses, or if they flooded a whole village. Then again, poor rains led to drought and famine. To help tide over times of hardship, or to pay for important family events such as weddings with feasts and fireworks, villagers habitually turned to local moneylenders. Yet the rates of interest were often extravagant, plunging them deep into debt.

To cope with these kinds of challenge, village families tended to have many children and stick together – the family culture was for children to grow up feeling a total commitment to working and earning to guarantee the family’s survival, rather than any free licence to put themselves first and choose a more individual path in life. ‘My father and mother,’ a wry Sikh said to them, ‘you call those your sons and daughters who give you money. Those who do not, you refuse to look upon’.

A major problem for village families was supplementing their land income. They generally tried by looking beyond the village for money-making opportunities. Some of these were grasped locally; for instance Hindus in the eastern Punjab’s Kangra Hills used nets to catch rare hawks for sale. Villagers also ventured further afield, emigrating to find agricultural, construction or police work anywhere from Australia and Singapore to the United States and Canada. Another option, of course, was soldiering in the Indian Army, which pre-1914 had 169 regiments, three quarters of them infantry with 750 men per battalion. Every year between 1900 and 1913, approximately 15,000 new recruits in their late teens came from the villages. They enlisted direct with a regiment at its depot in British India, usually placed in a town near its allocated martial race catchment areas, and they routinely signed on with a thumbprint because they could not write their name.

Villagers colloquially referred to military service as ‘eating the Sirkar’s salt’, their way of referring to the military wage – ‘Sirkar’ was a word for the British as the governing authority, and salt signified money. Army pay by no means made a recruit a rich man, but it was a crucial part of his family’s income. For an infantry private in 1914, the base rate of salt was 11 rupees a month, although there was a regulation that out of this each man had to make a small contribution towards the cost of his uniform and rations. A cavalry trooper could earn 34 rupees a month through paying a cash bond of around 250 rupees, known as an assami, which made him a shareholder in a regimental investment fund that paid for his equipment including his horse, either Indian-bred at the regimental stud or imported from Australia. For all Indian recruits there was a range of pay bonuses, such as for going on active service.

Long service was incentivised for all recruits by standard offers not only of a pension inheritable by family dependents, but also of a grant of up to 50 acres of canal-irrigated land next to retirement villages or ‘canal colonies’ veterans could move to in Punjab or the United Provinces of Agra and Oudh, the grant invaluably being protected by a British law prohibiting the transfer of grantee land to debt collectors. The carrot of irrigated land loomed especially large for recruits from areas of poor soil such as northern Punjab’s hilly Salt Range, where agricultural productivity was hindered by heavy rock salt deposits. For a cavalryman retiring after long service who had bought a share in his regiment’s investment fund, meanwhile, there was the added benefit of cashing it in for hundreds of rupees, depending on how much the fund had accrued in value.

When Indian recruits who had joined up before 1914 were asked in later life why they had volunteered for the Indian Army, they frequently said that the primary reason was bhuk – Punjabi for ‘hunger’, a way of saying ‘money’. This was recognised across their communities, from Sikhs who enlisted looking for a pension to help them emigrate to the United States or Canada, to Gurkhas who in their poverty-stricken Nepalese valleys were traditionally known as la¯hures. The moniker la¯hure identified Gurkhas as migrant workers who since the nineteenth century had gone abroad, initially to the Punjabi city of Lahore, to enter foreign military service for a regular wage with which to feed their families and pay off their mortgages. The pay of the Indian Army’s 35,500 Gurkha recruits between 1894 and 1913 was in fact Nepal’s single largest source of foreign currency.

The secondary reason Indian recruits gave for joining up in the years before 1914 was shauq, meaning a keenness or zeal for soldiering. This was particularly significant for Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs from British India’s provinces who had family or community traditions of military service, making it preferable to lowlier civilian labouring work, and simultaneously compatible with their izzat – a concept of honour or reputation that was absolutely fundamental to villagers’ sensibilities of pride and shame, whether personally, for their family or their local community. ‘To us there is a great hatred of coolie work,’ said one Hindu Jat recruit of Punjab. ‘Those who do that are not Jats.’* Most famously the Sikhs took pride in their reputation for military prowess going back to the pre-British years of the late 1700s and early 1800s when Sikh armies conquered much of northern India. ‘We Sikhs are warriors by profession, so I decided to join the army to maintain the tradition,’ recalled one Sikh veteran, Narain Singh, in old age of his decision to enlist in 1910. Similarly, there were Hindu Rajputs of the warrior caste known as Kshatriyas whose dharma (their righteous path through the universe) involved bearing arms, standing more physical hardship than other castes, and overpowering enemies. ‘Every boy dreamt of being in the army,’ said Mohan Nikam, the grandson of an Indian soldier of 1914 with Hindu Rajput heritage, of his village in what is now India’s western state of Maharashtra.

Certain Hindu, Muslim or Sikh village communities tended to provide recruits for particular Indian regiments, so that companies could be filled with fathers, sons, brothers, uncles and cousins serving together, or at least with local men of the same faith. This was another vital attraction of soldiering: the regiment was a home from home. The regimental British officers did much to make the regiment a comfortable professional environment where village religious or community customs were respected. They doggedly studied their men’s languages, faiths and social ways, becoming quasi-anthropologists in order to ensure that the regimental kitchen turned out curries, dairy foods and other staples in keeping with company religious requirements; that daily prayers and annual holy festivals were accommodated in the regimental calendar; and that recruits were free to wear their hair as they liked according to their own community traditions, for example the Sikhs’ waist-length uncut locks tied up under the turban, or the Waziristani style of curls about the shoulders. They also strove to make military service consistent with tending to village matters, allowing men generous home leave.

These things added up to the British officers’ leadership ethos of kindly care. They did not just learn about their men, but could take a real personal interest. ‘I think with me and with most of us the feeling was especially in the Indian Army that you were responsible for these chaps, these men under you, and that you had to see they got the best that could be given them,’ said Claude Auchinleck, who joined the 62nd Punjabis in 1904. ‘There was always that feeling that you belonged and that they belonged to you . . . In the Indian Army you’d go to the home of your private soldier, not in uniform, and his father would greet you and give you a meal, and you’d talk to the boy as if you were a friend of his.’ The Indian recruits certainly recognised the British officers’ care as a benefit of military service. ‘They had good relations with their men, and looked after them,’ said a Sikh veteran, Suran Singh.

‘I joined the army to learn more outside [the village] and see more things’, added Suran Singh, touching on another benefit the British officers oversaw: the Indian recruits’ basic army education. Its foundations were self-discipline, thinking ahead and time-keeping, instilled by rigid routines comprising drills, parades, route marches and kit inspections, an emphasis on hygiene, and bans on gambling and intoxicating drugs available in villages, such as homebrews loaded with bhang (a derivative of cannabis). At regimental schoolhouses recruits could enrol for primary education in their own languages and English, which one British officer of the Gurkhas, Eden Vansittart, gathered was of special interest among his men. ‘It may seem strange but it is an undoubted fact that a number of recruits are yearly obtained who profess to enlist entirely for the sake of learning to read, write, and keep accounts,’ he wrote. Many Gurkhas brought their wives from Nepal to live with their regiments in British India, and sent their sons to the schoolhouses. There were also music lessons to teach men to play in regimental bands with instruments ranging from Punjabi drums, wooden reed-pipes and sitars to brass trumpets, trombones, oboes, tubas and Scottish Highland bagpipes. Regimental sports coaching initiated men in European games, anything from soccer, cricket and hockey to rugby, fencing and athletics – swimming and roller-skating, too – all to bring on their physical fitness and feel for teamwork.

More importantly as professional soldiers, the Indian recruits became steeped in military knowledge. Their standard-issue weapons introduced them to factory-made technology: modern magazine rifles firing smokeless ammunition accurate up to a mile, Maxim machine guns firing 600 bullets a minute, and mountain artillery whose smokeless shells were accurate up to three miles. Marksmanship and individual fire were meticulously taught, with lessons in velocities, trajectories and range-finding. The Indian recruits of the engineer regiments had the most varied technical education. The engineers of the Sappers and Miners learned about mathematics, electricity, explosive devices including land mines, reconnaissance balloons using processed gases, and telegraph and wireless signals systems. Others of the Pioneer regiments learned the arts of construction – for roads, railways, dams and docks – becoming skilled at manipulating rock, metal and wood with their specialist tools from dynamite to axes.

The highest plane of the Indian recruits’ military knowledge, however, was their training in battlefield tactics. In the twenty years before 1914 Indian regiments were trained using not only the same manuals as the British Army, which increasingly focused on methods of European battle with the Germans as the enemy, but also their own mountain warfare manuals on how to fight the Russians, Afghans and independent Pukhtun tribes in the Indian Empire’s Afghan and Iranian borderlands. The upshot was a varied annual diet of modern tactical training featuring common infantry themes such as digging trenches for protection from enemy fire, attacking by day or night in rushes of small, fast, flexible skirmishing groups of riflemen supported by artillery, and setting up machine gun posts. Some Indian cavalry regiments trained to fight dismounted against a European enemy whose firepower would limit mounted action, and learned how to cooperate with reconnaissance bi-planes.

Many Indian regiments had
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