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INDIA AND PAKISTAN

INDIA: ARMY AIRBORNE

Influenced by the German use of paratroopers early in World War Two, Gen. Sir Robert Cassels, the Commander-in-Chief India, ordered the formation of an airborne cadre in October 1940. The cadre was to consist of British, Indian, and Gorkha(1) troops, and would be used as the basis for a mixed airborne brigade. Two months later Cassels further ordered the formation of three parachute battalions. However, because of equipment and aircraft shortages, London would not consent to the formation of Indian paratroop units. It was not until June 1941 that the British War Office approved plans for three airborne battalions to be raised in India, provided that one was British.
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A stick of paratroopers from 152 Para Battalion line up outside a C-47 Dakota, circa 1943. Note the British-style wings on the shoulder, and knit headgear.

With London’s consent, 50 Indian Parachute Brigade was officially formed in October 1941. It was located in Delhi, while a new Airlanding School was opened nearby at Willingdon Airport, New Delhi. The initial units in the brigade were 151 British, 152 Indian and 153 Gorkha Parachute Battalions. All were volunteers, and most of the brigade’s officers were British.

The brigade’s first experimental jump was conducted at Karachi on 15 October 1941. The first brigade exercise took place in February 1942. Few parachutes were available, but the troops were put through extensive ground training. Three small airborne operations were undertaken during this time. In July 1942 a company from 152 Indian Para Bn. was dropped in the Sind in an unsuccessful attempt to neutralize rebellious tribesmen. During the same month 11 officers and men from the brigade were dropped at Myitkyina, Burma, to gather intelligence on Japanese forces. In August, 11 more officers and men were dropped in Burma to repair the airfield facilities at Fort Herz.
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Map of India. The Parachute Regiment is located at Agra (1). The Special Frontier Force has its training camp at Chakrata (2) and airbase at Sarasawa (3).

In October 1942 151 British Para Bn. departed the brigade and was sent to the Middle East. During the same month the Airlanding School was renamed the Parachute Training School and moved to Chaklala, and 50 Indian Para Bde. was moved to Campbellpur, about 50 miles west of Chaklala. In early 1943 the brigade was given another Gorkha battalion to bring it up to strength. In addition, C-47 Dakotas began supporting the Parachute Training School. In September 1943 the decision was made to form a mixed Indian airborne division as soon as a British parachute brigade could be sent from the Middle East or Europe. Because a British brigade could not be spared the new Indian formation, called 9 Indian Airborne Division, was given only a skeleton staff.

In March 1944 50 Indian Para Bde. was placed under 23 Indian Infantry Division and used successfully to repel a Japanese ground attack in north-eastern India. Fighting lasted until July, and the brigade was singled out for special mention for its actions at Imphal and Kohima.

During March, while 50 Para Bde. was being rushed to the north-east, the skeleton 9 Indian Abn. Div. was renamed 44 Indian Abn. Div. and given a fresh infusion of officers. The new division was given 14 Brigade (because of its previous experience in the Chindit operations, this British formation was renamed 14 Airlanding Brigade). 50 Indian Para Bde., the division’s second brigade, was posted to Rawalpindi. In January 1945 the division received 77 Para Bde., which was also a veteran British Chindit unit.

In December 1944 the British government authorized the formation of the Indian Parachute Regiment. In the Indian system, like its British model, regiments act as a headquarters for training and recruitment. In this way the parachute regiment could raise and train its own Indian and Gorkha battalions for the Airborne Division’s two parachute brigades. The regiment was initially tasked with providing four parachute battalions(2); the remaining battalions in the division were British.

On 30 April 1945, with many of its officers and men on leave, a composite parachute battalion from the division was put together and parachuted at Tawhai during operations to recapture Burma from Japanese forces.


Order of Battle, 44 Indian Airborne Division, July 1945

50 Indian Para Brigade

16 Para Bn. (British)

1 Indian Para Bn.

3 Gorkha Para Bn.

77 Indian Para Brigade

15 Para Bn. (British)

2 Gorkha Para Bn.

4 Indian Para Bn.

44 (British) Independent

Pathfinder Coy.

14 Airlanding Brigade

2 Black Watch (British)

4 Rajputana Rifles

6/16 Punjab Regt.

Recce

44 Indian Airborne

Div. Recce Sqn.

Support

Four engineer squadrons, a signals unit, two light artillery/AAA units, one supply company, three transport companies, four medical units, and a division workshop.
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Indian Parachute insignia. In 1952, the Parachute Regt. created a new white metal cap badge (left). During World War Two the cap badge of the old Indian Parachute Regt. resembled that of the British Parachute Regt., with the addition of an Ashok lion at the top and the word ‘India’ at the bottom. Also in 1952, 50 Independent Para Bde. adopted a new formation insignia featuring the winged Shatrujeet from Hindu mythology (right), in white metal on maroon. Prior to 1952, the formation sign for 50 Independent Para Bde., conceived by the British, featured Pegasus.

With the end of World War Two, 44 Indian Abn. Div. moved in October 1945 to new quarters at Karachi. Along with the change in location, the division was renamed 2 Indian Airborne Division.

Partition

Following the war, plans were forwarded for the demobilization of significant portions of the Indian Army. While it was recommended that the airborne division be retained, the parachute regiment was to be disbanded. In addition, the British were committed to gradually nationalizing the Indian Army. As a result, British troops were removed from the parachute brigades, as were some British officers. Gorkha troops, too, were removed from the division. Finally, 14 Airlanding Bde. was converted into 14 Parachute Brigade. On 26 October 1946 the Indian Parachute Regiment was officially disbanded. Without its own training and recruitment headquarters, the Airborne Division had to rely on selected infantry regiments to supply battalions. Once received, these battalions would then be put through airborne training by the division. The new organization of 2 Indian Abn. Div. was as follows:

Division Headquarters

1 Bn., Kumaon Regiment

3 Bn., 15 Punjab Regiment

14 Parachute Brigade

1 Bn., Frontier Force Regiment

3 Bn., 16 Punjab Regiment

4 Bn., 6 Rajputana Rifles Regiment

50 Parachute Brigade

3 Bn., 1 Punjab Regiment

3 Bn., Baluch Regiment

2 Bn., Madras Regiment

77 Parachute Brigade

1 Bn., 2 Punjab Regiment

3 Bn., Maratha Light Infantry Regiment

3 Bn., Rajput Regiment

In February 1947 the British announced their intention of leaving India by June 1948. Unprecedented communal violence between Hindu and Muslim communities forced the airborne division to be used in internal security operations.

On 14 August 1947 India became a sovereign state; at the same time a divided Pakistan was born as an independent Muslim nation. In the partitioned subcontinent, India was granted two-thirds of the old Indian Army while Pakistan received one-third. The airborne division was divided between them: its headquarters, 50 and 77 Para Bdes. went to India, while 14 Para Bde. went to Pakistan. However, the parachute battalions did not necessarily follow the division headquarters or brigades, but rather took the lead of their parent regiments, which in turn were divided between the two states. Thus, within the division headquarters, 1 Bn., Kumaon Regt. remained with India, while 3 Bn., 15 Punjab Regt. went to Pakistan. All three battalions of 77 Para Bde. went to India, while in 14 Para Bde. all but 4 Bn., Rajputana Rifles went to Pakistan. In 50 Para Bde. only 3 Bn., Madras Regt. stayed with India.

Within a month of partition a crisis developed in relations between India and Pakistan over future control of the border state of Jammu and Kashmir. Open conflict broke out on 22 October 1947; five days later the headquarters of 2 Abn. Div., which had moved to Dehra Dun after partition, sent its 1 Bn., Kumaon Regt. to Srinagar to confront the Pakistanis. The two parachute brigades, meanwhile, were engaged in refugee evacuations elsewhere in the country. By November both brigades had been shifted to Jammu and Kashmir. Sporadic fighting lasted until the end of 1948, with the paratroopers used in a normal infantry role. A United Nations ceasefire ended hostilities in Kashmir on 1 January 1949.
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Mountain division insignia: 2 Mountain Division (left), yellow on black; 3 Mountain Division (right), yellow, red and white on black.


Battle and Theatre Honours, 1947–1965



	1 Para Bn.:
	Theatre Honours (Jammu and Kashmir, 1947–48)



	 
	Theatre Honours (Jammu and Kashmir, 1965)



	 
	Battle Honours (Punch, 1947–48)



	 
	Battle Honours (Hajipur, 1965)



	2 Para Bn.:
	Theatre Honours (Jammu and Kashmir, 1947–48)



	 
	Battle Honours (Srinagar, Naushera, and Jhanger, 1947–48)



	3 Para Bn.:
	Theatre Honours (Jammu and Kashmir, 1947–48)



	 
	Battle Honours (Punch, 1947–48)



	411 Para Field Coy:
	Theatre Honours (Jammu and Kashmir, 1947–48)






After the ceasefire the paratroopers underwent major reorganization. 50 Para Bde. was moved to Ranchi in Bihar State, and placed under 5 Inf. Div. until August 1949, after which it was made independent and placed under the Eastern Command. In November 1949 a new Parachute Training School was opened at Agra(3). In November 1950 India decided to retain only one parachute brigade, and 77 Para Bde. reverted to an infantry role. In addition, three of India’s six parachute battalions reverted to infantry battalions(4). The three remaining parachute battalions, placed under 50 Independent Para Bde., were permanently separated from their parent regiments to reform a Parachute Regiment at Agra. The new regiment was officially created on 15 April 1952; on that day, the three battalions were redesignated, 1 Bn., Punjab Regt. becoming 1 Bn., Para Regt.; 3 Bn., Maratha LI becoming 2 Bn., and 1 Bn., Kumaon Regt. becoming 3 Battalion.

Korea and the Middle East

In March 1951 India sent 60 Para Field Ambulance, a medical support unit within 50 Independent Para Bde., to Korea to serve with the United Nations forces. During that month the unit jumped with the US 187 Regimental Combat Team at Munsan, 25 miles north-west of Seoul. Over the following week the Indian medics treated more than 400 men. In September 1953 2 Para Bn. was sent to Korea to help oversee prison camps after the armistice. The battalion left Korea in February 1954. Upon its return it was posted to Agra, which became the new home of 50 Independent Para Bde.

In November 1956, following the Arab-Israeli War, 3 Para Bn. was sent to the Middle East for peace-keeping duties. One year later it was replaced by 1 Para Bn.

In 1957, and again in 1961, the Parachute Regt. established recruitment quotas based on geographical and ethnic background for each battalion. Based on these quotas, 1 Para Bn. contained a mix of Dogras, Sikhs, and other peoples from the Indian plains; 2 Para Bn. had a mix of Marathas, southern Indians, and Bengalis; and 3 Para Bn. a mix of Kumaons and other hill peoples. The regiment expanded slightly in June 1960 when the President’s Bodyguard was airborne-qualified and designated the Pathfinder Squadron of 50 Independent Para Bde.; in addition, 4 Para Bn., consisting of Gorkhas, Dogras, Garwhalis, and south Indians, was raised in August 1961.

Goa

In November 1961 the Indian Army formulated plans to take the Portuguese colony of Goa, located on the Indian coast about 250 miles south of Bombay. The operation, codenamed ‘Vijay’, called for elements of 17 Inf. Div. and paratroopers to overwhelm the estimated 4,500 defenders. The Portuguese, expecting an airborne assault, had dispersed their troops and armour. Instead, 1 and 2 Para Bns. moved into Goa on foot beginning on 17 December; by the next morning the paras were accepting the surrender of the Portuguese troops. Final capitulation came later that morning.

The China War

By early 1961 the border between India and China was growing tense. Elements of the para brigade patrolled the Chinese frontier for the remainder of the year. When war erupted in October 1962, none of the para battalions were sent to battle. The only airborne unit committed was 17 Para Field Regt., an artillery formation attached to 50 Independent Para Bde. On 6 October men from the regiment were flown by helicopter to the frontline in the northeast, where they brought two field guns into action. This section was eventually overrun and taken prisoner. The remainder of the regiment was employed in the defence of the border town of Walong.

India was soundly defeated in its month-long confrontation with the Chinese. A period of rapid military expansion ensued, resulting in the creation of 5 Para Bn. in January 1963 and 6 Para Bn. in February 1963. 5 Para Bn. was attached to 61 Mountain Brigade, and 6 Para Bn. was posted to the new 58 Infantry Brigade. In October 1964 the Parachute Regiment raised 7 Para Bn.; this unit was placed in 50 Independent Para Bde. until the September 1965 war with Pakistan; after that it was removed from the brigade and replaced by 6 Para Bn. In January 1965 8 Para Bn. was formed and, nine months later, sent off to fight against Pakistan.

The Mountain Divisions

When relations with China first began to deteriorate in 1959, India took steps to create entire formations of acclimatized troops to fight along the Tibetan frontier. By the end of the year 4 Inf. Div. was moved to Assam and given responsibility for the border from Bhutan to Burma. The division’s 11 Bde. was sent to Sikkim, while 7 and 5 Bdes. were posted to Arunachal. All of these units came under the army’s 33 Corps, which was formed to control units in the north-east.

In September 1962 the Indian Army created the new 4 Corps as a second command structure to oversee units in the north-east. Neither of these corps was able to avert India’s embarrassing defeat by China in October and November.

Immediately following the war India began a massive expansion to raise entire new mountain divisions. Mountain divisions differed from normal infantry divisions in several ways. First, because of transportation problems, mountain divisions had no attached armoured units. Second, transportation elements were limited to smaller trucks and pack animals. Third, artillery consisted mainly of smaller 75mm pack howitzers and mortars. Fourth, troops assigned to mountain divisions were acclimatized in order to be able to fight at high altitude. In order to arm the new mountain divisions quickly, India received major infusions of equipment from the US and Britain; and these divisions were given preference when the British 7.62 Self-Loading Rifle began arriving
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