
INDIA AND THE GREAT WARINDIA AND THE GREAT WAR
FRANCE & FLANDERSFRANCE & FLANDERS



2 3

N

S

W E

North Sea

Black SeaATLANTIC 
OCEAN

Balt
ic 

Se
a RUSSIA

GERMANY

AUSTRIA-HUNGARY

ROMANIA

BULGARIA

GREECE

SERBIA

ALBANIA
OTTOMAN 
EMPIRE

FRANCE

ITALY
SPAIN

NORWAY

SWEDEN

N
E

T
H

E
R

LA
N

D
S

BELGIUM

Paris

Berlin

Rome

London

N

S

W E

INDIA AND THE GREAT WAR

FRANCE & FLANDERS
1914-1915

Ma
ps

 no
t to

 sc
ale

An Indian cavalry brigade signal troop at work near Aire in France, 1916.
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Cover Image: Staged photograph of Gorkhas charging a trench near Merville, France. 
(Source: British Library Girdwood Collection)
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INTRODUCTION

When the German Army crossed the Belgian frontier on  
4 August 1914, Great Britain declared war on Germany, 
taking with it the member countries of the erstwhile British 

Empire. Britain’s small regular army, the “Old Contemptibles” that 
made up the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) was exhausted and hard 
pressed by September 1914 when the Indian Corps arrived in France. In 
August 1914, apart from Britain, the Indian Army was the only trained 
regular army ready to take to the field in the entire Commonwealth.

Unloading officers’ chargers.
Indian officers, 39th Garhwalis at Estaire, La Bassée Road, France.

DEPLOYMENT OF THE INDIAN ARMY TO FRANCE
It was decided in London by 6th August, just two days after the declaration 
of war, that India would send two divisions to Egypt, and mobilization 
in India commenced straightaway. Even before the BEF had embarked 
the destination of the Indian Corps was changed to France.

The Corps filled an essential gap until the British Territorial Army 
began to arrive at the front in the spring of 1915 (just a few regiments 
came in 1914) and before the New Army (the volunteer army initiated 
by Lord Kitchener) was ready to take to the field.
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Order of Battle of the Original* Indian Army 
Corps (Indian Expeditionary Force “A”)

INFANTRY:

CAVALRY:
Mhow Division:
2nd Lancers

Meerut Division:
MEERUT BRIGADE:

3rd Horse

16th Cavalry

18th Tiwan Lancers 

DIVISIONAL CAVALRY:

4th Cavalry

11th Lancers

Lahore Division:
FEROZEPORE BRIGADE:

7th Lancers

JULLUNDUR BRIGADE:

15th Lancers

DIVISIONAL CAVALRY:

23rd Cavalry (F.F)

AMBALA BRIGADE:

30th Lancers

Poona Division:
LUCKNOW BRIGADE:

29th Lancers

1st Indian Cavalry Division:
6th King Edward’s Own Cavalry

9th Hodson’s Horse (3rd Ambala Cavalry Brigade)

39th Garhwali riflemen on the march in France, Estaire La Bassée Road. 

Lahore Division:
FEROZEPORE BRIGADE:

129th Baluchis 

57th (Wilde’s) Rifles (F.F.) 

89th Punjabis

9th Bhopal Infantry

JULLUNDUR BRIGADE:

15th Ludhiana Sikhs 

40th Pathans

47th Sikhs 

59th (Scinde) Rifles (F.F.)

SIRHIND BRIGADE:

1/1st Gurkha Rifles

1/4th Gurkha Rifles 

27th Punjabis

125th (Napier’s) Rifles

DIVISIONAL TROOPS: 

15th Lancers 

23rd Sikh Pioneers

34th Sikh Pioneers 

20th and 21st Field Companies, 

3rd (Bombay) Sappers and Miners

Indian Field Ambulance

Meerut Division
DEHRA DUN BRIGADE:

1/9th Gurkha Rifles 

2/2nd Gurkha Rifles 

6th Jat Light Infantry

28th Punjabis

GARHWAL BRIGADE:

2/3rd Gurkha Rifles 

1/39th Garhwal Rifles 

2/39th Garhwal Rifles

BAREILLY BRIGADE:

41st Dogras

33rd Punjabis

58th (Vaughan’s) Rifles (F.F.) 

69th Punjabis

2/8th Gurkha Rifles

DIVISIONAL TROOPS:

4th Cavalry 

107th Pioneers 

2nd and 3rd Field Company,  

Sappers and Miners

4th and 5th Field Companies, 3rd 

(Bengal) Sappers and Miners

Indian Field Ambulance

Support Services: Supply and 

Transport Corps, Indian Hospital 

Corps, Indian Labour Corps

IMPERIAL SERVICE TROOPS:

CAVALRY:
Alwar Lancers

1st Gwalior Lancers

Indore Mounted Escort

1st Jodhpur Lancers

SAPPERS:
Maler Kotla Sappers

Tehri-Garhwal Sappers

TRANSPORT:
Bharatpur Transport Corps

Gwalior Transport Corps

Indore Transport Corps* other units also served subsequently.
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ARRIVAL
READINESS OF THE INDIAN ARMY FOR WAR

The Indian Army was trained and equipped for warfare on the 
frontier of India. Personal weapons were a generation behind 
those of the British. It was not trained or equipped for modern 

war against a Western army. That it performed as well as it did, adapting 
to changed circumstances and embracing new technology says much 
for the discipline, loyalty, adaptability and bravery of the Indian 
soldier. As in the British Army, musketry (rifle shooting) was the main 
preoccupation, and, with bayonet practice, this formed the major part of 
their weapons training. An Indian infantry battalion or cavalry regiment 
also included a machine gun section consisting of two guns.

ARRIVAL AT MARSEILLES
The Indians received a warm welcome from the inhabitants of 
Marseilles. The 47th Sikhs’ historian recorded that this “was the result 
of genuine feeling and not mere excitement over a novel sight.” When 
Vaughan’s Rifles arrived, the battalion “wended its way through streets 
lined ten deep with cheering inhabitants who offered a great welcome, 
and presented, indiscriminately, flowers, wine and tobacco to the 
men.”

The first to arrive, however, were only there for a few days as on 30th 
September they entrained for Orléans, about seventy miles south-west of 
Paris, where an Indian advanced base camp was established. The large 
camp at Orléans remained in use throughout the stay of the Indian 
Corps in France.

ARRIVAL AT THE FRONT:
When the regiments of the Indian Corps moved up from Orléans to 
the Front they found themselves immediately thrust into the front line 
– and into battle – with no time to become acclimatized to shelling, or 
even to learn their way around. The first Indian units to head north, in 
mid-October, were the 57th Rifles and 129th Baluchis when, at a most 
critical point in the First Battle of Ypres, they were sent to reinforce 
Allenby’s Cavalry Corps at Ypres. 

Many regiments went into the line without time to reconnoitre their 
new positions. On 29th October the 2/8th Gurkhas marched up through 
Festubert to take over front line trenches for the first time. The troops 
endured almost unimaginable conditions: soaked with water and caked 
with mud they occupied waterlogged ditches and shell-holes. Because the 
trenches had been dug for taller men the diminutive Gurkhas could not 
see over the parapet to fire their rifles.

Under these conditions the Germans launched a series of more or less 
intensive bouts of shelling and several feint attacks during darkness. In 
the morning came a severe German attack, which was beaten off, then 
four hours of concentrated bombardment. German shells obliterated the 
front line trench, but the Gurkhas held on. Eventually, with Germans 
working around behind the positions and a grave shortage of British 
officers there was no option but to retire.

HAND GRENADES AND TRENCH MORTARS
A major problem was the superiority of the Germans in the availability 
and quality of hand grenades. This reflected the more general superiority 
of the Germans in the weapons of war, particularly heavy artillery 
and trench mortars. In the Indian Corps, technical innovation (and 
improvisation) was encouraged and the Sappers and Miners developed 
the first trench mortars as well as organising local manufacture of 
grenades.

THE JOURNEY TO THE WESTERN FRONT
War was declared on 4th August 1914 and on the 8th orders began to 
arrive for the Lahore and Meerut Divisions to mobilize. All regiments 
were eager, and quick to mobilize. The Lahore Division sailed before 
the end of the month and started landing on 26th September 1914. The 
Meerut Division followed soon after, reaching Marseilles in mid-October.

 The 58th Rifles detrained near Hazebrouck on 28th October and  
marched to Gorre, near Béthune. Within twenty-four hours of its arrival 
at the front it was involved in the counter-attack where the 2/8th Gurkhas 
had lost their trenches. At 2.30 a.m. on October 31st the 58th was called 
upon to pass through the troops in front and rush to the trenches. It was a  
pitch dark night in pouring rain, and no one in the Battalion had ever 
seen the trenches or knew anything of the state of the ground, or how far 
they were from their objective. But their attack was successful.

In the early days the trenches were primitive and supplies rudimentary. 
Many of the troops were wearing light weight Khaki Drill deep into the 
first winter of the war. The mud and water in hastily constructed trenches, 
many of which were adapted ditches, was almost knee deep: there were 
no duck boards. They were very narrow, with no fire step at first, and by 
day utterly isolated as there were no communication trenches – nor any 
latrines. There were frequent alarms and firing; supply arrangments were 
haphazard, despite the efforts of the Mule Corps. There was certainly no 
hot food in the front line.

Indian soldiers disembark at Marseilles on 26th September 1914. 

Indian cavalryman on sentry duty. Two typically French figures are looking down the road in the direction of the battle-front.
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The First Battle of Ypres in Belgium was the culmination of the 
famous “Race to the Sea.” At the most critical point in the 
battle, during the last week of October and the first days of 

November, British infantry were so heavily committed that the front from 
Zandvoorde south to Messines was defended only by Allenby’s Cavalry 
Corps, fighting dismounted in the fields east of the Ypres-Armentières 
road. The Cavalry Corps was in touch with probing German forces when 
two Indian battalions, 129th Baluchis and 57th Wilde’s Rifles, arrived 
as reinforcements. These battalions were quickly parcelled out among 
the cavalrymen. The 129th Baluchis made the first actual attack by an 
Indian unit on the Western Front when, on 26th October 1914, they 
attacked German trenches east of Hollebeke. In this attack, under bleak 
and darkening autumn skies two companies advanced side-by-side on a 
600 yard front. Together they were to charge across muddy, open fields 
and cross a small watercourse before attacking the German trenches after 
a preliminary bombardment of ten minutes duration. Despite support 

ATTACK ON NEUVE CHAPELLE - 28TH OCTOBER 1914 
On the 26th October the Germans advanced through the Bois du Biez 
and captured some of the British trenches north-west of the village of 
Neuve Chapelle, a small and straggling habitation which was to be the 
scene of a major battle in March 1915.

Two companies of the 47th Sikhs moved up to the front alongside 
the 9th Bhopals and the last reserves, the 20th and 21st Companies 
Sappers and Miners, were called in to complete the line by filling 
in gaps on either side of the Sikhs. These men were highly trained 

THE FIRST BATTLE OF YPRES

from its own machine guns at Jardine’s Farm, the battalion could make 
no real headway and, under sustained rifle and machine gun fire, they 
were stopped about the natural line of the Roosebeke stream which offered 
them some protection. With dusk falling orders were received to fall back 
to their original trenches. Casualties were seven killed and forty wounded.

Not far away, at Jardine’s Farm the Baluchis’ two machine guns were 
eventually overrun by the Germans on 31st October after a very severe 
fight. The farm was smashed by shellfire, and was burning, when one 
gun suffered a direct hit and was put out of action. The men kept the 
remaining gun in action until the German assault swept over them, 
every man being shot or bayoneted at his post except Sepoy Khudadad 
Khan. Although severely wounded, Khudadad Khan continued to fire 
his gun until prevented from doing so. Feigning death, he waited until 
dark then managed to crawl back from the front to find his regiment. 
He received the first Victoria Cross awarded to an Indian.

Meanwhile, 57th Wilde’s Rifles was the first Indian regiment to hold its 
own front line trenches and take an active part in the Great War. When 
the big German attack came on the 30th October Wilde’s were spread 
out on a line between Wytschaete and Messines, and all four companies 
fought hard and suffered severely. The remnants of the 57th regrouped 
with the 129th Baluchis at Westoutre on 1st November. Both regiments 
then returned to the Indian Corps in its own sector near Béthune.

specialists not normally used as infantrymen. Their employment in 
the counter-attack on Neuve Chapelle is indicative of the seriousness 
of the situation. The 47th Sikhs and the Sappers and Miners, charging 
shoulder to shoulder, had to cross about 700 yards of open ground to 
make their attack.

By the time the Indians reached the enemy trenches many of the 
Germans had already retreated and those left were either bayoneted or 
captured. The attackers quickly moved into the village where fierce hand-
to-hand fighting took place. The fighting in Neuve Chapelle was bitter 

The Punjabi Mussalman company of 57th Wilde’s Rifles (FF) takes up positions on the outskirts of Wytschaete, Belgium, in October 1914. A row of houses is visible behind them, showing their proximity to the town.

Indian Machine Gun Section with pack mules carrying 
MG and ammo, Hollebeke, near Ypres, 1914.

and disorganized and the Indians struggled to retain their hold on the 
main street through the village. Against great odds they recaptured the 
village, but without support had no option but to retire.

This attack showed how the élan of the Indian Corps was sufficient to 
overcome seemingly insuperable odds to gain an objective. However it 
also demonstrated that holding on to an objective required a level of 
manpower and firepower that the British Army simply did not possess 
at that stage. The Sikhs’ & Sappers’ appeals for reinforcements went 
unanswered and as a consequence their fate was sealed. IW
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BATTLE OF FESTUBERT, NOVEMBER 1914
Essentially a defensive action by the Indian Corps consequent on a 
severe German attack resulting in loss of trenches, it was significant in 
that it was the first time that they had fought together as a Corps.

General Willcocks, recognising the significance of this battle to the 
Indian Corps’ reputation, was insistent that trenches lost in the 
German attack should be recovered. Several counter-attacks were 
launched, but while some portions of the trenches were regained a 
large part of the line remained in German hands by nightfall. The 

snow covered ground made the attacking troops very conspicuous and 
casualties were heavy.

By the morning of 24th November the Indian Corps had recaptured 
their lost trenches and had emerged victorious in what the Indian Corps 
historians referred to as “the most important battle in which the Indian 
Corps as a whole had hitherto been engaged.” Whilst the battle had 
undoubtedly demonstrated the fighting prowess of the Indians and their 
skilful use of artillery, it had also demonstrated the serious shortfalls 
that existed in the tools of trench warfare.

Indian soldiers digging trenches in France

THE BATTLE OF GIVENCHY, 16TH-22ND DECEMBER 1914

In December 1914 the Indian Corps was ordered to adopt an offensive 
stance. In accordance with this the Ferozepore Brigade undertook an 
attack on the German lines north-east of Givenchy on 16th December. 

Although ultimately unsuccessful, the attack, by the 129th Baluchis,  
was pressed home doggedly and this was reflected in the high number  
of casualties.
 
Orders were received the following day for the Indian Corps to participate 
in a concerted attack with three other Corps on the 18th December. 
Over a period of forty-eight hours on 18th and 19th December various 
regiments, notably the 2/3rd Gurkhas, 41st Dogras, 1/4th Gurkhas, 
59th Rifles, as well as the Sappers and Miners, participated in offensive EC

PA
D

operations, often reaching and holding portions of the German trenches 
during fighting in atrocious conditions with heavy casualties. 
On the 20th the Germans detonated a series of ten mines under the trenches 
held by the Sirhind Brigade around Givenchy. The mines were followed 
by a massive German attack. Vicious hand to hand fighting ensued in the 
1/4th Gurkha trenches, with the Gurkhas making good use of their kukris 
in the confined space. However they were eventually overwhelmed by sheer 
numbers and superior weaponry and were forced to retire. Heavy fighting 
continued throughout the day and the Indian units were sorely tired. By 
the night of the 20th/21st December the Indian Corps had been fighting 
for some thirty hours and was badly in need of relief. The relief of the 
Lahore Division was complete by the night of 22nd December, although 
the Meerut Division remained in the line until 27th December.

NA
M

Horses and men of the 18th K.G.O. Tiwana Lancers in a snow bound field in northern France

BATTLES OF FESTUBERT AND GIVENCHY
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The Battle of Neuve Chapelle was significant because it was the 
first planned British offensive of the war – previous actions in 
which the British and Indian armies had been involved had 

either been defensive in nature or were relatively small scale.

The plan was to break through the German salient round the village on 
a 2,000 yard front, then to follow through this breakout and to capture 
the Aubers Ridge, just over a mile away. The attack was to be undertaken 
on the right by the Meerut Division of the Indian Corps and on the left 
by IV Corps.

The night of the 9th/10th March was cold with steady rain and 
occasional snow flurries. The morning was cold and dull with low cloud. 
At daybreak the attack went in as planned and achieved the expected 
degree of surprise. The initial artillery bombardment was relatively 

The battle commenced on 22nd April with a ferocious German 
attack north-east of Ypres, an attack of particular horror and 
significance as it was the first occasion on which gas was used. 

During the ensuing days the situation remained precarious and reserves 
were so scant that, for the second time in six months, units of the Lahore 
Division were rushed to Flanders.

BATTLE OF NEUVE CHAPELLE THE SECOND BATTLE OF YPRES

successful. The German wire was cut, trenches and breastworks were 
destroyed and the German front line troops were either killed, wounded 
or fled to the rear.

The 1/39th Garhwal Rifles on the right of the attack unintentionally 
veered off to the right and lost all of their British officers and a large 
number of men. As a result of this mistake, a gap of 250 yards opened up 
between the two companies of Garhwal Rifles on the right and the 2nd 
Leicesters on their left. The Germans took advantage of this opportunity 
to improve their defences in this area. The remainder of the Garhwal 
Brigade crossed the 200 yards of No-Man’s-Land and succeeded in 
capturing the German front line and support trenches. 

The 2/3rd Gurkhas and parties of the 2nd Battalion of the Garhwal 
Rifles both took advantage of a favourable opportunity and advanced 
into Neuve Chapelle, joining up with the 2nd Rifle Brigade and moving 
through the village. The attackers reached the Smith Dorrien Line, the 
old British line held before the Germans captured Neuve Chapelle. 
Finding that this Line was flooded, they dug in fifty yards to the rear. 
By now it was midday and opposition in front appeared relatively light, 
making further advance attractive, however it was not permitted by 
higher authority. Instead, consolidation continued for five more hours 
and there was no further attempt to advance until 5 p.m. when the 
Dehra Dun Brigade reached the Bois du Biez.

The morning of 11th March opened with a thick fog. During the day 
the Gurkhas were ordered on two occasions to advance only when the 
8th Division on their left advanced, but no such advance materialised. 
By 5 p.m. all firing had ceased and the enemy’s evacuation was complete.

The British planned to continue the attack on the Bois du Biez on the 
12th March but this attack was pre-empted by the Germans who opened 
an intense artillery bombardment. This was followed at 5.45 a.m. by 
a massed frontal attack. The British and Indian troops held their fire 
until the German infantry was within 200 yards range and then opened 
up with a deluge of artillery, machine gun and small arms fire that cut 
swathes in the German formations. Over 2,000 bodies were counted in 
front of the Meerut Division alone. The following morning Sir Douglas 
Haig suspended all further operations and the battle drew to a close.

Brigade Signal Section of the Dehra Dun Brigade with the Headquarter Section at work in the field,  
St Floris, France. 

Indian infantry of the 3rd (Lahore) Division marching through the village of Vlamertinge on their way to launch a counter attack on German forces north of St Jean near Ypres.

After marching north on its feet for twenty-six miles, by 11 a.m. on 
26th April the Lahore Division was in position on a 600 yard front 
north of Ypres. The plan was to attack the German trenches some 1,500 
yards distant on Mauser Ridge, but the exact position of the German 
line was unknown. In between the British and the German lines was an 
intermediate feature, Hill Top Ridge.
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9TH MAY 1915 

The Battle of Aubers Ridge, also known in the Indian Corps as 
the Rue du Bois attack, was conceived in April 1915, only to 
be postponed by the Second Battle of Ypres. The plan was for 

a two pronged attack either side of Neuve Chapelle. The two attacking 
forces, 6,000 yards apart, would break through the lines and advance 
concentrically, meeting on the Aubers Ridge and therefore cutting off 
the German forces in the triangle Neuve Chapelle-Aubers-Fauquissart.

Opposite both “prongs” the Germans were well dug-in; after the shock 
of Neuve Chapelle they had devoted a huge effort to strengthening their 
lines. Between the British and German lines, just 200 yards distant, ran a 
ditch about ten feet broad and several feet deep with water.

As an element of surprise was part of the plan of attack, all the artillery 
had done during the days preceding it was to inconspicuously register 
targets. On the morning of the attack there was to be a forty minute 
barrage, to cut the wire and destroy strong points.

THE BATTLE OF AUBERS RIDGE
 The early morning of 9th May was fine and clear. For the British and 
Indians it had been a busy night as assault troops assembled in the 
trenches, supports made their way forward to assembly trenches and 
crammed the communication trenches in readiness to move forward. 
Bridges had been brought up to cross the wide ditch in between the lines 
and other careful preparations for the attack included the provision of 
dumps of equipment close to the front lines.

Immediately the attack began, at 5.40 a.m., the slaughter commenced. The 
attacking battalions’ experiences were not dissimilar as they were mown 
down by German machine guns as soon as they crossed the parapet. In 
the evening when the attack was officially broken off, the position of 
the trenches was identical to when the battle had commenced; but in the 
Meerut Division alone casualties were sixty-nine British officers, twenty-
four Indian officers, 1,055 British and 823 Indian other ranks. To these 
may be added 122 of all ranks in the Lahore Division alongside, making 
a total of 2,093.

The Indians attacked at 2.00 p.m. For the first 500 yards the attackers 
were protected by Hill Top Ridge, but disaster lay ahead. Once they had 
crossed the ridge they had to advance down the other side, in full view 
of the Germans to a small stream, then up a bare slope for the final 
600 yards. Emphasis had been placed on speed but, as soon became 
horrifically apparent, the enemy trenches were too far away to charge.

It was impossible to stop or reorganise the attack. Everywhere men were 
falling, units lost direction and became intermingled, and the survivors 
were pinned down. In an hour’s fighting some got to within about 
eighty yards of the German trench, but none, so far as is known, reached 
it, although the troops fought with great gallantry and there were many 
acts of bravery.

Chief among these was Jemadar Mir Dast, 55th (Coke’s) Rifles attached 
to 57th (Wilde’s) Rifles, who reorganised men of the shattered battalion 
when no British officers were left and later helped to carry in no less 

than eight wounded British and Indian officers as well as a number of 
men. He was awarded the Victoria Cross.

It was decided to renew the attack the following day. The Germans 
were still well dug-in. The leading units advanced across Hill Top Ridge 
and into aimed machine gun and rifle fire from the Germans and the 
Indians met the same fate as the previous day. During the next two days 
proposed continuations of the attack were cancelled, and on the night 
of 29th April the Jullundur and Ferozepore Brigades were withdrawn, 
leaving only the Sirhind Brigade taking an active part in operations.

On the aftrenoon of 1st May; the Sirhind Brigade made advances, but 
the German lines remained impenetrable. The brigade commander 
reported this situation to the GOC Lahore Division and orders were 
issued “to collect the wounded, bury the dead and withdraw after dark.” 
That night the Brigade came out of the battle and the role of the Indian 
Army in the Second Battle of Ypres ended.

57th Wilde’s Rifles (FF) bombing party near St. Floris, France.

Baggage of a cavalry brigade on the march near Fenges, France.
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ACTION AT PIÈTRE, 25TH SEPTEMBER 1915

The Indian Corps’ last battle was one of four holding actions 
that took place at a distance from the main battle at Loos. 
The aim was to prevent the enemy moving troops south to the 

main area of attack and to create uncertainty about where that was to 
take place. Once again, the scene of the action was not far from Neuve 
Chapelle.

The attack was notable in that it was the first time that British troops 
had used gas and as it turned out it was not a successful initiation. The 
attack included explosion of a mine under the enemy parapet; a gas and 

THE BATTLE OF LOOS

15TH-25TH MAY 1915

The Battle of Festubert was the next in the series of British 
offensives. The plan was to advance in a south-easterly direction 
towards the town of La Bassée along a front of 5,000 yards 

with, from left to right, the Meerut Division, and the British 2nd and 
7th Divisions, on converging lines. The German defence in this area 
consisted of three lines of trenches.

The Indian troops involved were from both divisions. The Meerut 
Division was to undertake the attack. The Lahore Division was to hold 
their front and support the attacking troops with small-arms fire and 
artillery.

THE BATTLE OF FESTUBERT
The attack was launched from the trenches south of the Rue du Bois 
at 11.30 p.m. on the night of 15th May. As soon as the men left their 
trenches the night was lit up by German searchlights, flares and fire 
grenades and came under heavy artillery and machine gun fire. By 
midnight it became clear that there was no possibility of success, but 
notwithstanding a fresh assault was ordered by Brigade headquarters to 
take place at 3.00 a.m. This attack was to be led by the 2/3rd Gurkhas: as 
soon as they climbed over the parapet they were met by a deadly hail of 
rifle, machine gun and artillery fire and lost severely.

On the morning of 16th May bombardment of the German trenches 
resumed. At this stage it was acknowledged that the defences in front of 
the Indian Corps were too strong to enable a breakthrough to be made 
and it was decided that the Indian troops should attack instead through 
the opening adjacent to them held by the 2nd Division.

One section of the captured trench held by the 15th Sikhs was known as 
the “Glory Hole.” The two opposing sides were separated here only by a 
barricade. The 15th Sikhs spent the morning of the 18th resisting heavy 
bombing attacks. By early afternoon on 18th May they were running 
short of bombs. At 3.30 p.m. Lieutenant J.G. Smyth of the 15th Sikhs 
was ordered to take a bombing party and two boxes of bombs from 
the old front line to the captured trench – a distance of 250 yards over 
open ground. He selected ten Indian bombers from the many who 
volunteered – four from the 15th Sikhs, four from the 19th Punjabis 
and two from the 45th Sikhs.

By the time Smyth got to a shell hole within thirty yards of their objective 
he had only one man left with him – the rest had been killed or wounded 
– and one of the two boxes of bombs. Under covering fire they finally 
reached the captured trench. Smyth was awarded the Victoria Cross and 
all the men in his party were decorated for their bravery.

The overall result of the Battle of Festubert was mixed. Sir John French 
referred to the fact that “ground was won on a front of four miles to an 
average depth of 600 yards,” and emphasized the enemy’s heavy losses. 
However it has to be acknowledged that the attacking troops, including 
the Indian Army, largely failed to reach their objectives and suffered 
severe casualties. 

A Hotchkiss machine gun section of the 18th Tiwana Lancers at Querrien.

A group of Indian soldiers wounded during the early fighting on the western front walk across the cobbles of a French 
village square to a casualty clearing station.

smoke attack immediately prior to the attack; thick smoke barrages on 
each side of the attacking troops and a smoke screen along the front of 
the attack; finally, field guns were placed in the front parapet to destroy 
the enemy’s parapet and machine guns.

A day of gallant endeavour, some confusion and further heavy casualties 
(the Meerut Division suffered a total of over 3,000 killed, wounded and 
missing in the battle) ended with the British troops back in their start 
lines and no German reinforcements other than local supports had been 
drawn into the battle. Through no fault of its own, the Indian Corps 
failed to influence the outcome of the Battle of Loos.
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BREAK-UP AND DEPARTURE 

After Loos, having endured a year of continuous trench warfare on the 
Western Front, and participation in ten major battles or operations, 
the decision was made to break up the Indian Corps and employ its 

regiments on other fronts. By the end of 1915 all the infantry had re-embarked 
at Marseilles. However, two cavalry divisions remained in France hill early 1918.

Total casualties in the Indian Corps in France and Flanders amounted to some 
33,000, killed, wounded or missing (of which around 9000 died), together with 
around 18,000 sick.

The dead are mostly commemorated on the Indian Memorial at 
Neuve Chapelle, some on the Menin Gate Memorial in Belgium 
or buried in cemeteries in France and Belgium. In addition, 170 
died on hospital ships en route for England, or on English soil. 
Forty-nine Muslims were buried at the Woking (they were later 
reinterred in Brookwood Cemetery and Brookwood Military 
Cemetery), three men (possibly Christians) buried in the parish 
churchyard at Brockenhurst and the remainder – Sikhs and 
Hindus – cremated.

THE BRIGHTON CONNECTION
No serious thought had been given to the treatment of sick and 
wounded Indian soldiers until they quickly started to mount when the 
Indian Corps arrived at the Front. The India Office in London sent 
a commissioner to Brighton, a coastal resort with large hotels, with a 
view to renting hotels as hospitals for Indian soldiers. He was offered 
various municipal facilities including, famously, the Royal Pavilion, but 
also the poor law institution (which became known as the Kitchener 

Hospital, and was by far the largest of the Brighton hospitals) and school 
buildings in York Place. During a twelve month period some 12,000 
Indians passed through Brighton. Their presence is remembered to 
this day and commemorated by two memorials, the Indian Memorial 
Gateway at the Royal Pavilion and the Chattri, a memorial which stands 
on the site of the cremations of fifty-three Hindus and Sikhs who died in 
Brighton. The names of these men are engraved on a CWGC cremation 
memorial erected adjacent to the Chattri in 2010.Indian cavalrymen in France, 1917.

The dome in the Royal Pavilion Hospital, Brighton.
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Gorkhas wrestling on the regimental transport mules, Le Sart, France.

Indian cavalryman near Messines, October 1914.
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VICTORIA CROSSES

Till 1911 Indian soldiers were not eligible for award of the Victoria Cross 
(VC). The first VC awarded to an Indian soldier was that to Khudadad 
Khan at the First Battle of Ypres in Belgium on 31 October 1914. The 
VC was gazetted on the 7th December 1914. The following personnel 
gained the VC on the Western Front:

4050 Sepoy Khudadad Khan, 129th Baluchis, 31st October 1914, at 
Hollebeke, Belgium

1909 Naik Darwán Sing Negi, 1/39th Garhwal Rifles, night of the 23rd-
24th November 1914, Battle of Festubert, France.

Lieutenant F.A. De Pass, 34th (Poona) Horse, 24th November 1914, 
Battle of Festubert, France (posthumous).

Lieutenant W.A. McC Bruce, 59th (Scinde) Rifles (F.F.), 19th December 
1914, near Givenchy, France.

1685 Rifleman Gobar Sing Negi, 2/39th Garhwal Rifles, 10th March 
1915, at Neuve Chapelle, France.

Subedar Mir Dast, IOM, OBI, 55th (Coke’s) attached 57th (Wilde’s) 
Rifles (F.F.), 26th April 1915, at Wieltje, Belgium.

Lieutenant J.G. Smyth, 15th (Ludhiana) Sikhs, on 18th May 1915, near 
Richebourg-l’Avoué, France.

2129 Rifleman Kulbir Thapa, 1/3rd attached 2/3rd Gurkha Rifles, 25th 
September, 1915, south of Mauqissart in the Battle of Loos, France.

2008 Lance Dafadar Gobind Singh, 28th Light Cavalry attached 2nd 
Lancers, 1st December 1917, east of Peizières in Battle of Cambrai, France.

Battle Honours are awarded to military units as official 
acknowledgement of their achievements in specific wars or battles of 
a military campaign. These honours usually take the form of a place 
and a date and are emblazoned on the colours of the units that are so 
honoured. Artillery units, which traditionally do not carry colours, 
are awarded honour titles instead. Units take great pride in their Battle 
Honours and specially hard-earned honours are commemorated 
annually by the celebration of selected “battle honour days”.

Battle Honours awarded to units of the Indian Army in France and 
Flanders:

France and Flanders, 1914-18
France and Flanders, 1914-16
France and Flanders, 1914-15
France and Flanders, 1915
France and Flanders, 1916-17
La Bassee, 1914
Armentiers, 1914
Messines, 1914
Ypres 1914-15
Gheluvelt
Festubert, 1914
Festubert, 1914-15
Givenchy 1914
Neuve Chapelle
Ypres 1915
St Julien
Aubers
Festubert, 1915
Loos
Somme, 1916
Bazentin
Delville Wood
Flers-Courcelette
Morval
Cambrai 1917
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“Study the past, if  you would define the future”
Confucius.

India played a significant part in the First World War (1914-1918), which was a watershed event 
in modern world history. Indian servicemen served with credit and honour in nearly every 
theatre of the war around the globe. By the end of the war, India’s all-volunteer army stood 
at 1.4 million men, of whom some 1.3 million had served overseas at the cost of over 74,000 
dead. Indian soldiers won over 9200 decorations for gallantry, including 11 Victoria Crosses. 
As a result of its sterling contribution to the war effort, India was one of the signatories of the 
Treaty of Versailles in 1919. The war was also a turning point in the history of the national 
freedom movement, setting in motion a chain of events that would ultimately lead to the end 
of the British Raj in August 1947.

The Indian Army Corps that arrived on the Western Front in the autumn of 1914 was instrumental 
in checking the German advance towards the channel ports. The infantry element of two divisions 
served in France and Flanders till the end of 1915, while the cavalry stayed in France till 1918. 
Wounded Indian soldiers were treated in hospitals set up in the south of England. This was the 
first operational deployment of Indian troops in Europe. The exposure to European society had 
a significant impact upon the soldiers who served in this theatre of the Great War.
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