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War Everywhere 
Quaestio: What made the Great War a truly World War? 
 
Battle of Verdun  

Source: Traditions and Encounters, Jerry H Bentley 
 
What is your impression of this war so far? What feeling do you get? How do you think you 
would feel if you were fighting in it, or even back home hearing about it? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Why the Indian Soldiers of 
WWI Were Forgotten 
2 July 2015  |  Shashi Tharoor 

As many as 74,187 Indian soldiers 
died during the war and a 
comparable number were 
wounded. Their stories, and their 
heroism, have long been omitted 
from popular histories of the war, 

or relegated to the footnotes. India contributed a number 
of divisions and brigades to the European, 
Mediterranean, Mesopotamian, North African and East 
African theatres of war. In Europe, Indian soldiers were 
among the first victims who suffered the horrors of the 
trenches. They were killed in droves before the war was into its second year and bore the brunt of many a 
German offensive. It was Indian jawans (junior soldiers) who stopped the German advance at Ypres in the 
autumn of 1914, soon after the war broke out, while the British were still recruiting and training their own 
forces. Hundreds were killed in a gallant but futile engagement at Neuve Chappelle. More than 1,000 of them 
died at Gallipoli, thanks to Churchill's folly. Nearly 700,000 Indian sepoys (infantry privates) fought in 
Mesopotamia against the Ottoman Empire, Germany's ally, many of them Indian Muslims taking up arms 
against their co-religionists in defence of the British Empire. The most painful experiences were those of 
soldiers fighting in the trenches of Europe. Letters sent by Indian soldiers in France and Belgium to their family 



members in their villages back home 
speak an evocative language of cultural 
dislocation and tragedy. "The shells are 
pouring like rain in the monsoon," declared 
one. "The corpses cover the country, like 
sheaves of harvested corn," wrote another. 
 
These men were undoubtedly heroes - 
pitchforked into battle in unfamiliar lands, in 
harsh and cold climatic conditions they 
were neither used to nor prepared for, 
fighting an enemy of whom they had no 
knowledge, risking their lives every day for 
little more than pride… None of the 
soldiers was a conscript - soldiering was 
their profession. They served the very 
British Empire that was oppressing their 
own people back home. The British raised 
men and money from India, as well as 

large supplies of food, cash and ammunition, collected both by British taxation of Indians and from the 
nominally autonomous princely states. In return, the British had insincerely promised to deliver progressive 
self-rule to India at the end of the war.  
 
India was wracked by high taxation to support the war and the high inflation accompanying it, while the 
disruption of trade caused by the conflict led to widespread economic losses - all this while the country was 
also reeling from a raging influenza epidemic that took many lives. But nationalists widely understood from 
British statements that at the end of the war India would receive the Dominion Status hitherto reserved for the 
"White Commonwealth". 
 
It was not to be. When the war ended in triumph for Britain, India was denied its promised reward. Instead of 
self-government, the British imposed the repressive Rowlatt Act, which vested the Viceroy's government with 
extraordinary powers to quell "sedition" against the Empire by silencing and censoring the press, detaining 
political activists without trial, and arresting without a warrant any individuals suspected of treason against the 
Empire. 
 
What are your thoughts after reading this selection? How do you think colonial soldiers felt 
about being in the war? Why do you think they fought? How were they treated differently than 
white soldiers? 


