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‘Arriving in the Nick of Time’
The Indian Corps in France, 1914–151

Chandar S. Sundaram*

Today, military historians as well as those dealing with colonial South 
Asian history tend to overlook the fact that during the First World War, 
the Indian Army was Britain’s strategic reserve. It vitally despatched over 
150,000 troops to the Western Front to shore-up the British sector in the 
critical period of 1914-1915. To the Indian sepoys who crossed the kala 
pani to fight, die or be wounded in the trenches there, it was a jarring 
initiation into modern industrialised warfare. This article examines that 
episode and advances two arguments: first, that, contrary to accounts 
written as recently as the 1980s, Indian sepoys performed quite well 
in the trenches; second, that racial concerns and the advent of the 
Kitchener armies, rather than a poor combat record, led to their transfer 
from the Western Front at the end of 1915.

[T]he Indian soldiers are due a great debt of gratitude by the people 
[of Britain], because at a time when our own countrymen were 
fighting against enormous odds and performing deeds of deathless 
glory, the Indian Corps was able to step in and fill the gap, and thus 
help roll…[back]…the billows thundering against that thin but still 
unshatterable granite wall…[T]hey arrived at the very nick of time 
and took their place in the sadly reduced battle line, thus relieving 
the strain which was becoming nigh intolerable for our own brave 
men.

—General Sir James Willcocks, 1917
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How many of us today know that the India Gate, that stately sandstone 
monument that graces one end of Rajpath in New Delhi, began life as 
a memorial to Indian soldiers who died in far-flung corners of foreign 
fields during World War I, and that a large portion of the jawans whose 
names are inscribed on India Gate were killed in Europe? In 1914–15, 
fully one-third of the British front-line in Flanders was held by brown 
men, the ‘doughty Sikhs, Gurkhas, and Pathans’ of the Indian Army.2 
Fully a century later, this has been forgotten in most of the scholarly 
and popular historical writings on the French and Belgian theatre of 
World War I, which, until recently, has conformed to the judgement of a 
writer cleverer than I, that it was ‘All White on the Western Front’.3 The 
contribution, service and presence of colonial peoples of colour in this 
pivotal front have been all but ignored. Even when it has been dealt with, 
scholars of ‘the cultural turn’, with their rather cavalier and dismissive 
attitude towards careful, archival, empirical history, have hitherto 
dominated; which means that, for the empirical military historian, the 
‘non-white’ factor on the western front has remained a terra incognita.4 
And, despite claims to the contrary, the subject has also been neglected 
by South Asianist historians, obsessed as they are with the doings of 
Mohandas Gandhi.5 Moreover, it—and military/war and society history  
generally—has been all but ignored by the Indian defence establishment. 
As recently as November 2008, this author was shocked to be proudly told 
by his second cousin, who at that time was the secretary of the National 
Defence College (NDC) in New Delhi, that military history was absent 
from the curriculum there.6

The present article seeks to begin to counteract this neglect, at least 
for the roughly 89,000 Indian combatant soldiers who deployed in France 
and Belgium in 1914–15, as part of the Indian Expeditionary Force A 
(IEFA), otherwise known as the Indian Corps in France.7 This article 
will cover the following topics: What was the Army in India? Why did 
it find itself on the western front? How did the Indian Army perform? 
What were the experiences of Indian troops? It will add to the corpus of 
scholarly writings that seeks to counter the long-held view, established by 
Jeffrey Greenhut, that IEFA was a failure,8 and also popularise knowledge 
of the IEFA, and military history generally, among the Indian defence and 
strategic studies establishment. Indeed, the present author agrees with 
P.K. Gautam that there is a crying need for a greater focus on military 
history in Indian academe.9 Discerning readers will no doubt note that 
this article contains relatively little primary archival research. However, 
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it is hoped that they will see from the footnotes that there now exists a 
sufficient corpus of secondary material on the Indian Corps in France and 
Belgium to enable historically nuanced and sophisticated analyses to be 
made. 

The IndIan army In 1914

In 1914, the Army in India was the name by which the land forces of 
Britain’s Indian Empire—the British Raj—were known. It had existed, in 
one form or another, since the early seventeenth century.10 It consisted of 
two parts: the Indian Army consisted of Indian units headed by British 
officers with the King’s Commission; and the British Home Army, which 
sent units to India on a rotative basis. In 1914, the strength of the Army 
in India stood at 239,561 men, 76,953 of whom were members of the 
British Army doing duty in India. Indian personnel numbered 193,901 
combatant troops plus 45,660 non-combatants. A Commander-in-Chief, 
India (C-in-C India), was in charge of the Army in India’s operations 
and administration. The ‘Indian Army’ which consisted of the Indian 
component of the Army in India, and its British higher officers, will be 
the focus of this article. 

In 1914, the Indian Army was an all-volunteer force consisting 
of 138 infantry battalions and 39 cavalry regiments. As a result of the  
Indian uprising of 1857, which had been spearheaded by Indian sepoys 
(soldiers), official policy dictated that, apart from 12 mountain batteries, 
the Indian Army have no artillery—considered an ‘advanced’ weapon, 
and therefore deemed dangerous in the hands of ‘non-whites’.11 The 
Indian Army’s tasks in 1914 were classically colonial. Internal security 
troops were to aid the civil power in the event of another 1857-like 
popular uprising. Covering troops were tasked with monitoring and 
controlling the ‘wild tribes’ of the north-west frontier. From time to time, 
the Indian Army was, in the words of the British Prime Minister Lord 
Salisbury (1830–1903),12 ‘an English barrack in the Oriental Seas’, which 
Britain could despatch to prosecute Britain’s colonial wars east of Suez, 
‘…without having to pay for them.’13 This was because expenditure on 
the Army in India was totally borne by the Indian exchequer, through 
various taxes and ‘Home Charges’ imposed on Indians, which ‘drained’ 
wealth from India.14 Finally, as a result of the Kitchener15 reforms of 1903, 
the Indian Army formed a nine-division field force, which was a mobile 
reserve, ready to deploy against either the Afghans or, until 1907, the 
Russians. Only the field force was ready for deployment outside India.16
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When we talk of Indian troops, also known as sepoys, of this period, 
we must remember that they did not represent all the regions of British 
India, which, at that time, included what are now the countries of Pakistan, 
Bangladesh and Burma, as well as India. They were recruited from the 
‘martial races’ of India. The ‘martial races theory’ was a hodgepodge of 
European racial pseudo-science. Essentially, it held that in India, unlike 
in Europe, only certain ‘martial races’—what we would term ‘ethnicities’ 
today—had the ability and inclination to become soldiers.17 It also played 
up some martial and masculine self-images and identities of certain  
Indian communities.18 The martial races doctrine only reached its epitome 
from the 1880s onwards. It essentially consisted of five elements. First, 
the British military in India began recruiting taller, well-built Indians in 
the belief that they would be more impressive on parade and in battle 
than their shorter compatriots. It must be noted that an exception to 
this was the Gurkhas. The second factor was climatic–civilisational 
determinism, which contended that men from the bracing and temperate 
north of India were more virile, enterprising, vigorous, and therefore more 
martial, than men from the tropical south. Third was the emphasis on 
the rural peasant or ‘yeoman’ farmer, who was thought to be dependable 
and trustworthy as well as apolitical as a result of his illiteracy.19 Fourth 
was the geographical reorientation of recruitment, in the aftermath of 
the 1857 uprising, to Punjab, the United Provinces and Rajputana in the 
north-west and north, and Nepal in the north-east. Finally, there was the 
British tendency to recruit from communities that they had previously 
had the most trouble quelling militarily, such as the Sikhs and the  
Gurkhas.20

To command and control the multiethnic Indian Army, and to assist 
them in their roles of ‘maa–baap’ (mother and father in Hindi) of the 
‘child-like’ sepoy, British officers of the Indian service, who were often 
linguistically challenged, needed close Indian collaborators. For this, 
they relied on a subordinate class of Indian officer, designated Viceroy 
Commissioned Officers (VCOs) sometime after 1858.21 The three VCO 
ranks were: Jemadar (same in infantry and cavalry); Subedar (Risaldar in 
cavalry); and Subedar-Major (Risaldar-Major in cavalry). Jemadars and 
Subedars performed the routine duties of junior company officers, while 
the Subedar-/Risaldar-Major advised the infantry battalion’s or cavalry 
regiment’s commanding officer. A typical battalion or regiment had about 
12 British officers and 20 VCOs. Rising always from the ranks, VCOs 
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shared the ethnicity of their unit and served with it throughout their 
careers. Without exception, they were subordinate to the junior-most 
British officer.22

Pre-war recruitment was done on a purely regimental, almost familial, 
basis. This ensured that recruits only joined units recruited from their 
own territorial area or ethnic group.23 According to one source: 

A regiment might send a recruiting party to a selected district; British 
officers might obtain men through their contacts with pensioners of 
the regiment; or men on leave might bring men back with them 
when they rejoined [the unit]. In each case, recruiting relied on 
local connections. Men on leave tended to bring in men of their 
own family or clan; and a recruiting party would normally be led 
by an Indian officer or NCO from the district, who would obtain 
suitable men more quickly than someone who was locally unknown. 
In practice, regimental recruiting parties tended to return often to 
those districts…they knew well. The men preferred it that way, as 
they wanted their families to retain the useful option of regimental 
employment.24

In the period before World War I, yearly recruitment into the 
Indian Army stood at between 14,000–16,000 men.25 Recruitment 
was further complicated by the Indian Army’s structure: regiments were 
either organised on a single class basis, in which all the men came from a 
single community, or on a class-company basis, where each company of 
a regiment came from a different martial race.26 This was not conducive 
to the rapid expansion of the kind the Indian Army would soon be 
called upon to undertake. The combatant strength of an Indian infantry  
division stood at 12,154, and consisted of 8,606 Indians and 3,548 
Britons. It also had 3,212 followers.27

deploymenT To France

In 1912, as war clouds began to loom, the Army in India (Nicholson) 
Committee opened the door to India’s military contribution in the event 
of a general European war. As part of a general principle that all parts 
of the empire had to be ‘prepared to…support…forces operating at the 
decisive point’,28 the Committee declared that:

while the Army in India should not be specifically maintained for 
the purpose of meeting external obligations of an Imperial character, 
it should be so organised and equipped as to be capable of affording 
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ready overseas co-operation, when the situation in India allows of 
it, in such direction as His Majesty’s Government may determine.29

General Douglas Haig, when the Army in India’s Chief of Staff 
between 1910–12—and already convinced that war with Germany was 
very much in the offing—had already formulated a secret plan to despatch 
Indian forces to Europe under London’s control. However, Charles 
Hardinge, the Viceroy, apparently vehemently opposed this. Morton-Jack 
contends that Hardinge objected on financial grounds,30 which might 
have been the case, but the present writer thinks another reason the 
Viceroy objected to Haig’s plan was that, if approved, it would remove 
front-line Indian Army units from New Delhi’s control. This is plausible 
if we remember that the first Mesopotamian campaign, which ended in 
disaster and defeat at Kut in 1916, was under the Government of India’s  
control. 

In 1913, London asked New Delhi what forces it could send overseas 
in the event of war. Anglo-Indian authorities replied that the colony could 
despatch two infantry divisions and one cavalry brigade and that, in an 
emergency, an additional infantry division could be sent. However, when 
war was declared, India offered two infantry divisions and two cavalry 
brigades.31 Initially, these forces were to be sent to Egypt, but Hardinge 
now contended that it would be a slur upon India’s loyalty if Indian  
troops were not deployed in France, especially as France itself had  
deployed its own colonial troops to defend its soil.32 That Hardinge 
prevailed was an indication of the critical manpower shortage the British 
Army faced in the opening months of the war. The composition of this 
‘Force A’ was solidly martial race: Pathans, Sikhs, Jats, Punjabi Musalmans, 
Dogras, Garhwalis, Gurkhas, Rajputs and Mahrattas. The Indian Army 
was thus called upon to fulfil a heretofore unintended purpose: that of  
an Imperial strategic reserve, ‘…to meet contingencies as they arose.’33

BaTTle perFormance

Sepoys saw combat in the First and Second Battles of Ypres, Neuve 
Chapelle, Festubert, Givenchy and Loos. Two Indian infantry divisions, 
the Lahore and the Meerut, began arriving at the French port of Marseilles 
in late September and early October 1914, to cries of ‘vivons les Hindous’34 
from the local population. This first contingent was about 24,000-men 
strong.35 Sepoy units accounted for 75 per cent of them, the rest being 
British units stationed in India. Commanding this Indian Corps was 
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General Sir James Willcocks, who, though not of the Indian service, had 
spent most of his career in India. 

The Indians had arrived in ‘the nick of time’. By late October, the 
British Expeditionary Force (BEF) was utterly spent, exhausted by 
continuous fighting along its entire sector. Seventy-five of its 84 battalions 
were now at a third of their established strength. It was barely hanging 
on, and the strategic town of Ypres lay tantalisingly open to the Germans. 
Sepoys were rushed into positions at Messines and Wytshaete on 22 
October. It would have been better had the Indians been held back to 
form a fresh contingent, but according to a senior commander, ‘…the 
truth was it could not wait because it had to fill up gaps. We are now right 
up against the trenches, pushed in brigade by brigade…a few hundred 
men anywhere against us would turn the scale.’36 The urgency of the 
situation is shown by the fact that the Indians were not given any time to 
acclimatise to western front conditions, unlike the 1st Canadian division, 
which was to train in England for six months. 

Already, though, the war was forcing change. Witness the somewhat 
wistful comment of the naturally conservative British regimental  
historian of the 47th Sikhs, who wrote, ‘[o]nly a week before mobilization 
…we had been rearmed with the short L.E. rifle, a fact which may be 
considered as the first of many breaches of orthodox military ideas that 
we were to encounter in the years of war before us.’37 The ‘orthodox 
military idea’ to which he was referring was the Raj’s military practice 
of keeping sepoys a generation behind pigmentally challenged troops in 
terms of rifles. This was done for ‘security’ reasons—the fear that Indians 
with advanced weapons that they knew how to use would inevitably rise 
up against the Raj—and also because it was assumed that sepoys would 
not have to face a first-class (that is, Western European) enemy. Thus, 
in 1914, they still had the obsolete Long Lee–Enfield or Lee–Metford 
rifles.38 Now that they were to face the highly advanced German Army, 
and fight for Britain in Europe, all caution was thrown aside and sepoys 
were re-equipped with the Short Magazine Lee–Enfield (SMLE) .303. 
Perhaps it was thought that this was safe because the sepoys in France 
and Belgium were very far from a critical mass of any potential Indian 
‘mutineers’ back home. 

The Indian Corps area of responsibility (AoR) was a 13-mile sector 
of the British line, from La Cordonnerie farm, 3 miles east of Laventie, 
south-west through Neuve Chappelle to Richebourg-l’Avoué, and then 
almost due south to Givenchy and Cuichy, which were north and south 
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of the Aire-la Basée canal.39 Béthune and Merville were the main towns 
in this sector, and there were numerous villages, such as Hinges, Festubert 
and Rouge Bancs.40 The country was:

…flat and open, interspersed with small copses and villages, and was 
very low-lying and devoid of cover. The trenches occupied by…[the 
sepoys]…were either shallow ditches temporarily converted to fire 
trenches, or pits dug by individuals along hedgerows as they halted, 
and [were] in no way intended to be permanent.41

The ground, which was only 16 feet above sea level, was therefore 
impossible to drain. This resulted in the bottoms of the trenches being 
perpetually waterlogged, and the tops always crumbling in. Initially, there 
were no communication trenches, nor any barbed wire.42

Sepoys adapted quickly. Most were veterans of frontier fighting and 
regarded their rifles as extensions of themselves. The German shortage 
of artillery shells at 1st Ypres meant that sepoy riflemen could come into 
their own. According to a contemporary British observer, sepoys seemed 
not to mind ‘dangerous’ rifle fire, and a modern source contends that 
sepoys caused the majority of the 17, 250 small-arms casualties suffered 
by the German 4th Army in the period 30 October–3 November 1914.43 
At the end of November 1914, Haig assessed the Indians’ hold over their 
10-mile sector of the ‘British’ front as ‘very strong’ and was confident that 
they could hold it. Willcocks, who had commanded north-west frontier 
operations against the Zakka Khel in 1908,44 had stressed that his sepoys 
be tactically flexible. He saw no reason why his sepoys could not employ 
their skills of ‘savage warfare’ to the western front, which he thought was 
an equally savage place. Willcocks encouraged the British officers of his 
sepoy units to spur their men to:

those constant enterprises and surprises in which the Indian troops 
do and must excel. Every ruse and device which the ingenuity of 
officers and men can bring into useful play should be employed to 
harass the enemy, disturb his rest, and inspire in him a wholesale 
respect for, and awe of, the Indian Corps.45

Pathan sepoys used their stalking ability, honed in their tribal regions, 
to steal German sniping rifles. Garhwali sepoys used their Himalayan 
skirmishing skills to great effect by innovating nocturnal raids on enemy 
trenches. One such raid, which went in at 3 am on 10 November 1914, 
proceeded as follows. About 100 men of the 1st and 2nd Battalions of 
the 39th Garhwal Regiment traversed the 60-yard-wide stretch of no-
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man’s-land to the German trench undetected. A report states that they 
did this by creeping very low, but I suspect that their silence was due 
to the fact that they approached, not in their hobnailed boots, but in 
their stocking feet. Going barefoot over any sort of terrain is still rather 
common in the poorer rural parts of South Asia. The Garhwali sepoys 
then silently attacked the left flank of the German trench and captured 
105 Germans, two machine guns and a trench mortar, which apparently 
was one of the first of that particular type to be captured by British forces. 
Its intelligence value was therefore significant. The silence of their attack, 
and the fact that they seem to have accomplished the raid with relatively 
little casualties,46 leads to the conclusion that they cut not a few enemy 
throats with their knives.

Some sepoys showed great individual initiative and cunning. For 
example, in mid-November 1914, one Naik Jehandad, a Yusufzai 
Pathan of the 58th Rifles, became separated from his raiding party 
on a misty night. After blundering about for some time, he was 
challenged in German and found that he was within a few yards of an 
enemy saphead. Thinking quickly, he shouted out ‘Musalman’, and by 
gesticulating, made it clear that he was a deserter and wanted to give 
himself up. He was then taken along a series of communication trenches 
to the battalion headquarters. Here, he somehow made it known to the 
German officers that more of his compatriots wanted to desert and that 
he had come to arrange this. This evidently impressed the Germans 
and the following night, Jehandad was taken back to the same saphead 
whence he had come, with the understanding that he would return 
with his deserting companions. Instead he returned to his unit, where 
he was able to give valuable intelligence on the layout and locations of 
the German communication trenches and their battalion headquarters.47 
As a result of similar, and other, exploits, captured German letters and 
diaries showed that the Kaiser’s forces had a healthy respect for the  
sepoys. 

Improvisation in the Indian Corps was not only tactical, it was 
technological as well. A good example of this was the Battye bomb, a 
grenade so called after its inventor, Captain Basil Battye, who commanded 
the 21st Field Company, Bombay Sappers and Miners. It comprised a 
cylindrical container, segmented for fragmentation, filled with high 
explosive (originally guncotton but later, ammonal) and sealed with a 
wooden plug and wax with a fuse. The fuse was lit by a Nobel safety 
device inserted when it was to be used. Over 250,000 Battye bombs were 
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manufactured at an iron foundry located at Béthune. They were later 
superseded by the Mills bomb.48

Several issues have been often brought up by detractors of the corps’ 
battlefield performance. One has been the incidence of self-inflicted 
wounds amongst sepoys, a sure sign of their ‘cowardice’. While it is true 
that 57 per cent of the sepoys admitted to hospital from 22 October to 
3 November 1914 had handwounds, one source contends that this does 
not tell us much because we are not told the causes of the handwounds. 
However, so widespread was the belief at the time that a comprehensive 
secret report was written about it by the commander of the Kitchener 
Indian Hospital in Brighton, Colonel Sir Bruce Seton, Indian Medical 
Service (IMS). The Kitchener Indian Hospital, Brighton, was one of seven 
hospitals for wounded sepoys established on the English south coast. 
Seton compiled the report after carefully examining 1,000 cases of sepoy 
wounds and injuries received in combat, looking all the while for specific 
evidence of self-inflicted wounds. Seton’s assiduous analysis recorded the 
nature of the wound, its cause, its location on the body, as well as the cause 
of the wound—such as trench collapses or gas attacks—when known. He 
concluded that of the 1,000 wounds he had examined, only six or 0.06 
per cent could be classified as self-inflicted. Seton therefore wrote that:

…there is no evidence of self-infliction of wounds which could be 
supported by statistical examination. That there is an extraordinarily 
well-marked preponderance of wounds of the hand in certain 
classes of fighting is certain. The figures given show that the normal 
percentage among the survivors of an action is 28 [per cent]; but, 
in the case of the most distinguished [Indian Army] regiment, the 
percentage rose to 46 [per cent] when fighting in the open, and when 
there could have been no question of self-infliction. That being so, 
it would appear to be fairer to the Indian Army to seek some other 
explanation, before suggesting, as is very commonly done, that there 
is strong suspicion attaching to any individual with a wound in his 
hand, especially in a left hand.49

A possible reason for wounds of the left hand amongst sepoys 
is provided by Frederic Coleman, an American living in the United 
Kingdom (UK) who volunteered himself and his car to chauffeur staff 
officers at the front. During 1st Messines, he noticed that quite a few 
sepoys of 57th Wilde’s Rifles had wounds to their left hands and/or arms. 
When he mentioned this to a British officer of the unit, he was told that 
‘…this was due to the peculiar way the Indians shield their head with 
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the left arm when firing’.50 However, this does not fully explain the sheer 
number of the wounds. If firing their SMLEs in a particular way resulted 
in wounds to themselves, why didn’t the sepoys modify their firing drill? 
In short, the evidence on sepoy self-harm seems inconclusive and needs 
further research. It would be useful in this connection to determine if 
the sepoys thus wounded were newly arrived, or had some experience of 
western front conditions, or whether their left-hand wounds had anything 
to do with the characteristics of their new SMLEs. Another possible 
explanation for the large number of handwounds that counters the self-
harm myth comes to us from a World War I vintage postcard, which 
depicts turbaned sepoys, their left arms and hands swathed in bandages, 
being attended to by a British ‘tommy’. The caption on this postcard reads:  
‘“Tommy” adjusts the bandage. The wounds in the left hand of our gallant 
Indian soldiers are largely due to the fearless manner in which they grab 
the bayonets of their opponents.’51

Another critique of the sepoy performance contends that, being from 
South Asia, they were unused to the cold, damp and snowy winters of 
continental Europe. This is based on the erroneous Western belief, which 
is still being perpetuated, that South Asia is uniformly hot. Unfortunately, 
this belief began quite early and was instigated by people like Lord Curzon 
who, perhaps to magnify the great efforts the sepoys on the western front 
made, wrote of ‘the sharp severity of a northern winter’52 that they faced 
there. Curzon should have known better for he had been Viceroy of India 
from 1899 to 1905 and, presumably, had experienced a north Indian 
winter. As anyone who has visited Delhi or other parts of northern India, 
or Pakistan or Nepal, in the months of November–February will tell you 
that it can get pretty cold there, with daylight temperatures hovering 
around 10–18° Celsius and dipping down to 0–5° Celsius at night. Added 
to this, village dwellings were constructed not from wood, but from mud 
and stone, which are not very good for heat retention. So, for the north 
Indian sepoy, who had often fought in sub-zero conditions in frontier 
campaign and in the Boxer rebellion in northern China in 1900, the cold 
of the western front was not that much of a shock. Indeed, one Lieutenant 
Alan Brooke, an artillery officer who rose to be Chief of Imperial General 
Staff under Churchill in World War II, wrote to his mother in October 
1914 that the Punjabi Muslim sepoys driving the artillery columns were 
withstanding the cold as ‘cheery as sandpipers’.53

Sepoys also used their common sense, wearing oversized boots, which 
enabled them to insulate their feet with an extra pair or pairs of socks. 
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Indeed, Willcocks had ordered every sepoy to wear two pairs of socks and 
keep a third as spare. That he was able to do this was because a London 
charitable organisation, called the Indian Soldiers’ Fund, had sent the 
sepoys 78,000 pairs of wool socks and so much clothing that some 
sepoys sent some of it back to their kinfolk in India. Sepoys thus suffered 
from far less cases of frostbite than their pigmentally challenged British 
compatriots. This accounted for the assessment by a British War Office 
health inspector that, in late November 1914, the BEF sickness rate was 
five times that of the IEFA.54

An army marches on its stomach, and the IEFA in France was no 
exception. Here, the religious sensibilities of the sepoys came into play. 
The British knew that they had to heed and respect these if they wanted 
optimal performance from their sepoys. In May 1915, a sepoy wrote to 
his relatives back in the Punjab that the food arrangements for Indians 
on the western front were ‘very good’. He elaborated that sepoys were 
provided with ghee (clarified butter), sugar, milk and meat, and other 
commodities as well, such as salt, pepper, oil and tobacco. Because sepoys 
abhorred beef and pork, authorities arranged for thousands of goats to 
be brought from Corsica and distributed to the sepoys for slaughter, 
according to their own strict religious codes. Atta (flour) and dhal (lentils) 
were specially imported from India. Sepoys also received over 3,000 food 
packages from India. Clearly, the authorities wanted to placate the sepoys, 
but why? The answer was that authorities were worried that wholesale 
complaints would lead to insubordination and mutiny at a time when 
every able body was needed for the fight. Such was the concern that, in 
late 1914, a senior Government of India bureaucrat, Sir Walter Lawrence, 
was appointed to monitor and care for the needs of the sepoys of IEFA.55

Despite the Indians’ sterling service on the western front, some racism 
in the British attitude towards them reared its ugly head. One modern 
source states that the regimental history of a British Army unit, which 
was nowhere near the fighting Indians at 1st Ypres, nevertheless describes 
them as refusing to fight.56 This scurrilous fabrication, unfortunately, 
snowballed. The Indian Corps also seemed to be ideal for the tendency, 
unfortunately common in most large organisations, including militaries, 
to find scapegoats. An Indian nobleman attached to the staff of IEFA 
wrote: 

There is no doubt [that]…a great trouble under which we have 
laboured is that whenever we fail in the slightest degree anywhere 
people raise a hue and cry whereas if the British fail under the same 
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conditions, no one mentions it…The Indian troops had done very 
well all along but when we did the reverse at Givenchy and Festubert 
there was a hue and cry…Plainly, the thing is that if there is a success 
it is due to the British element, but if there is a reverse…it is all put 
down to the Indian troops.57

Although some scholars have sought to emphasise the issue of 
desertion among Indian troops, either as evidence of their deficiency or 
as proof of some ‘subaltern resistance’ by the sepoys towards their British 
overlords,58 desertion was, in fact, rare among Indian troops. German 
efforts to suborn the loyalty of sepoys consisted mainly of the dropping 
of Hindi-language leaflets from the air. These leaflets encouraged sepoys 
to mutiny, and some specifically targeted Muslim sepoys, promising those 
who joined the Germans a chance to join a jihad against the Allies.59

The largest instances of desertion occurred in March 1915, when 22 
sepoys defected, and in October 1915, which involved 14 sepoys. The 
sepoys involved were Afridis and Pashtuns from the tribal areas of the 
north-west frontier which the Raj never managed to completely control. 
Thus, they were deemed not the staunchest in terms of loyalty to the 
sarkar. Investigation of these instances by British seemed to suggest that 
the sepoys involved were not particularly motivated by nationalism or 
hatred of the British, but rather by war weariness, extreme stress and 
homesickness—‘a short cut’, in the words of one official, ‘to India and 
home’.60 Desertion, which one scholar has characterised as a ‘high risk 
method of self-help’,61 definitely was a hazardous choice. Deserting sepoys 
could be mistaken by the Germans for raiding parties. This happened on 
a particularly dark night in November 1914. The Germans opened fire on 
the Indians, killing all; only daylight revealed that every sepoy they had 
killed was unarmed.62

Sepoy experIenceS

What did sepoys, an overwhelming majority of whom were illiterate men 
from peasant backgrounds, think of their time in Europe? British censor 
reports of letters that sepoys dictated to scribes and sent to India provide 
some indication.63 In this section, selections from these letters will be 
presented verbatim, to lend immediacy to their voices.

First of all, sepoys, like their European compatriots, were horrified by 
the industrial meatgrinder that was trench warfare. ‘It is very hard’, wrote 
a sepoy of the 39th Garhwalis:
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to endure the bombs…It will be difficult for anyone to survive and 
come back safe and sound from the war…The bullets and cannon-
balls come down like snow. The distance between us and the enemy 
is fifty paces. The mud is up to a man’s middle. Since I have been 
here, the enemy has remained in his trenches and we in ours. Neither 
side has advanced at all. The Germans are very cunning.64

A wounded sepoy told his relative in India, ‘Do not think that this is 
war. This is not war. It is the ending of the world.’65 Another despaired: 
‘The battle is beginning and men are dying like maggots. No one can 
count them—not in thousands but in hundreds of thousands. No one 
can count them.’66

Some sepoys from southern India keenly felt the cold of France and 
Belgium. A Tamil sepoy wrote:

The war is a calamity on three worlds and has caused me to cross seas 
and live here. The cold is so great that it cannot be described. Snow 
falls day and night and covers the ground to a depth of two feet. 
We have not seen the sun for four months. Thus we are sacrificed. I 
have neither sleep by night or ease by day. In the world there could 
have never been such a war before, nor will there be again. It is sad 
that God who has so much power…should have brought such a day 
to pass. He has given…[the Germans] such a spirit that it cannot 
be described…And he has given them such skill that, when we 
encounter their deceitful bayonets, they set light to some substance 
which causes a suffocating vapour, and then they attack.67

There was also a tendency among Indian troops to lionise their 
German adversaries. This was clearly a ploy to emphasise the Indians’ 
own difficulties:

The German is very strong. His ships sail the clouds and drop 
shells from the sky; his mines dig the earth, and his hidden craft 
strike below the sea. Bombs and blinding acid are thrown from his 
trenches, which are only 100 or 50 yards from ours. He has countless 
machine guns, which kill the whole firing line when in attack. When 
he attacks we kill his men. The dead lie in heaps…No man can 
return to the Punjab whole. Only the broken limbed can go back. 
The regiments that came first are finished—here and there a man 
remains. Reinforcements have twice and three times brought them 
up to strength, but straightaway, they were used up.68

A wounded sepoy wrote this from one of the Indian hospitals in 
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England. Commenting on the terrific and terrible attrition of the trench 
warfare:

The battle is being carried on very bitterly. In the Lahore Division, 
only 300 men are left. Some are dead, some wounded. The division 
is finished. Think of it—in taking fifty yards of a German trench 
50,000 men are killed. When we attack, they direct a terrific fire on 
us—thousands of men die daily. It looks as if not a single man can 
remain alive on either side—then, when none is left, there will be 
peace. When the Germans attack they are killed in the same way. For 
us men it is a bad state of affairs here…[T]hose who return from the 
battlefield…are slightly wounded. No one is carried off. Even Sahibs 
are not lifted away. The battlefield resounds with cries.69

The same sepoy wrote this warning: 

So far as [it] is in your power, do not come here. If you come, get 
yourself written down [as] ill of something in Marseilles, and say 
you are weak. You will do better to get the Doctor to write down the 
[the] sickness you have [is] in the head. Sick men do not come to the 
war…Do not be anxious about me.70

Some educated Indians of IEFA commented about European social 
conditions as well. Witness this letter by a sub-assistant surgeon:

When one considers this country and these people in comparison 
with our own country and our own people one cannot but be 
distressed. Our country is very poor and feeble and its lot is very 
depressed. Our people copy the faults of the British nation and leave 
the good qualities alone. We shall never advance ourselves merely by 
wearing trousers and smoking cigarettes and drinking wine. In fact, 
they have a real moral superiority. They are energetic. We are poor 
and hunger for ease. They limit their leisure, do their work justly and 
do it well. They do not follow their own inclinations, but obey their 
superior officers and masters. They avoid idle chatter. They delight 
in cleanliness…As for shopkeepers, everything has a fixed price.71

One of the most significant features that sepoys’ letters dwelt upon 
was the status and position of women in France, which they contrasted 
with the situation in their Indian homeland. Sepoys were struck not only 
by the beauty of French women,72 but by their independence and self-
sufficiency. One Sikh cavalryman wrote to his grandfather in the Punjab:

I know well that a woman in our country is of no more value than 
a pair of shoes and this is the reason why the people of India are 
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so low in the scale. When I look at Europe, I bewail the lot India. 
In Europe, everyone—man and woman, boy and girl—is educated. 
The men are at the war and the women are doing the work…You 
ought to educate your girls as well as your boys.73

Another wrote the following to his wife: ‘It is very wrong of you to 
work yourself into a state of illness through high anxiety for me. Just look 
at the people here. The women have their husbands killed, and yet they 
go on working just as hard as ever.’74

Indians who were evacuated to one of the seven hospitals in southern 
England that had been specially created for them75 were generally 
impressed:

We are very well looked after. White soldiers are always beside our 
beds—day and night. We get very good food four times a day. We 
also get milk. Every man is washed once in hot water…Men in 
hospital are tended like flowers, and the king and queen sometimes 
come to visit them.76

At the Lady Hardinge Hospital at Brockenhurst in England:

There were about 1000 patients, all quite happy; and seeing the 
arrangements there, I think every one of them must be thanking 
God for having a bullet in their body. There were phonographs and 
pianos playing everywhere, fruits supplied in large amounts…and 
every possible comfort. The patients have become fat and plump.77

However, some sepoys chafed at the restriction British authorities 
placed upon them while convalescing.78

There was some official anxiety over the nursing arrangements for 
sepoys. It ‘wouldn’t do’ to have European or English female nurses caring 
for sepoys, for fear that the latter might be tempted to have sexual relations 
with the former. Therefore, most of the staff of the Indian hospitals were 
men. Physicians were Britons who had served in India and knew Urdu or 
Hindi. Sub-assistant surgeons were Eurasian, and dhobis (laundrymen), 
sweepers and clerks were Indian. However, some white female nurses were 
present in supervisory roles.79

There were some sexual relations between sepoys and Frenchwomen. 
Sepoys almost certainly frequented prostitutes, though we do not know 
if, and at what rate, they came down with venereal diseases. An Indian 
cavalry unit which had been billeted in one area and then was transferred, 
began to receive imploring letters from Frenchwomen from that area with 
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whom sepoys had formed relationships.80 There is also some indication 
that sepoys relished the idea of contact with European women and 
brandished this as a status symbol: for example, one Waziri sepoy boasted 
to his friend back home that he would come back from Europe with a 
‘lovely fine girl’ for him to marry who would surpass any that could be 
found amongst his native Mahsud tribe.81

concluSIon

The IEFA was transferred out of the western front in December 1915. 
Its force levels had been depleted and Indian recruitment, which was still 
adhoc,82 could not keep up. Its sepoys were also becoming increasingly 
weary of the fighting, which seemed to have no end in sight. As Sir Walter 
Lawrence observed in June 1915:

The hundreds of sepoys’ letters which I have read show that sepoys 
serving in Europe are genuinely anxious to get back home to look 
after their affairs. Their enemies in the village are trying to seize their 
land; they have trouble about their debts; they are anxious to look 
after marriages and other domestic details which form so important 
a part of the life of an Indian.83

Sepoys were also needed elsewhere, most particularly against the 
Turks in Mesopotamia. Finally, the arrival at the front of Kitchener’s New 
Armies and Canadian troops meant that the reinforcement need was not 
as desperate as it had been when the Indians first arrived. 

Sepoys had faced up well to the western front. Here, they faced a 
dual shock: that of modern, industrial war, dominated by barbed wire, 
deafening artillery, machine guns and static trench warfare, a world away 
from the campaigns on the north-west frontier which they had trained 
for and waged until then—here, it must be said that European troops 
faced this shock too; and that of being in a very unfamiliar land, many 
thousands of miles from their north Indian homes, where they did not 
know the language—French—and found the local dress and customs 
strange indeed. Their experience of culture shock can be likened to the 
experience of Western troops in Vietnam, Afghanistan and Iraq in the mid-
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, and of Indian Army units with 
the Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF) in Sri Lanka in the late 1980s.84 
One important differentiating factor was that the Indians in France faced 
organised armies, as opposed to the popular insurgencies of the later 
wars mentioned. Yet, while it is perhaps an overstatement that the Indian 
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Corps ‘saved’ the BEF all by itself, it is nevertheless not overstating things 
to say that ‘...it was a vital link in the chain of reinforcements without 
which the BEF, and the Allies, would have suffered a disastrous defeat.’85
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