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Tales of The brave 
indian soldiers of WW-i
The book, Sowars and Sepoys in the Great War 1914-1918, has been written by former Indian 

Army cavalry officer, Ashok NAth. The author has performed yeoman national service by  
writing this book, says MAj GeN RAj MehtA, AVsM, VsM (Retd)

 
Sowars and Sepoys in the great 
war 1914-1918
Author: Ashok Nath
Publishers: Nathfoundations 
Sweden 
Pages: 280
Price: Not mentioned

In his painstakingly researched, lav-
ishly illustrated, minutely cross-ref-
erenced and authoritative book on 

the historiography and iconography of 
the Cavalry and Infantry Regiments of 
the British Indian Army in World War I, 
Sowars and Sepoys in the Great War, 1914-
1918, Indo-Swedish veteran author Ashok 
Nath puts the Indian soldier’s work ethic, 
grit and deathless spirit in context in his 
moving dedication “to the soldiers of un-
divided India who fell in the great war 
1914-1918”. 

“I saw them – I can see them now – 
shivering in those early and primitive 
trenches, standing up to their knees in foul 
water. Their features composed in that 
mask of fatalism which gave an impres-

complex arabesque of organisational and 
cultural underpinnings that are the sub-
text behind the Indian Army’s current Al-
pha rating among land forces world-wide. 

Sowars and Sepoys in the Great War, 
1914-1918 does not involve in straight-
line historical recall of India’s participa-
tion. Ashok Nath instead, breaks fresh 
ground by bridging the gap in the histo-
riography and iconography of the British 
Indian Empire during World War I. His fo-
cus is on Cavalry and Infantry Regiments 
of the British-Indian Army. He sets the 
stage for this scholarly approach by first 
explaining the complex class structure, 
martial race theory, the issue of self and 
unit identity and the primary elements 
that helped create a united Army from 
what, before the prescient Field Marshal 
Lord Kitchener-driven reforms, were dis-
parate armed forces at best provincial, 
certainly not the unified “Indian Army” 
they became post these reforms.  Ashok 
Nath also explains how the British think 
tank system went deep into India’s culture 
and class composition and sense of caste 
and self-identity; the soldiers’ pedigreed 
value-system while creating the new 
model. The book in later chapters focuses 
on the war services that were delivered 
during the Great War; battle honours, eth-
nic composition of each Regiment and its 
constituent units, along with a detailed 
account of the Regiments iconography 
(symbols) worn during that period, all of 
which have been illustrated in 1200 high 
fidelity life-size colour images.  

By way of providing an overview, the 
book states that in August 1914, the Indi-
an Army comprised 240,000 men includ-
ing reserves. By the end of the war in De-
cember 1918, it had grown to 1,440,337; 
the largest volunteer army in the world, 
a feat that would be repeated during the 
Second World War. Its main combatant 
arms, the Cavalry and Infantry expanded 

sion of pathos altogether terrible. Their 
bodies were often broken by the elements, 
but their souls were never conquered,” 
writes Ashok Nath.

It is good that Ashok Nath and Cap-
tain Amarinder Singh, author of Honour 
and Fidelity – India’s Military Contribu-
tion to the Great War, 1914-1918 have po-
sitioned the Indian effort in World War 
I in its proper context. The Indian polity 
in 1914 thought that Indian participation 
would advance India’s pitch for Inde-
pendence. This strategy, reinforced by a 
similar participation during World War II 
contributed significantly to the eventual 
British decision to grant India her Inde-
pendence.

By December 1918, the Indian troop 
strength had swelled to a staggering 
1,440,337, with over 64,000 regulars dead 
as per Ashok Nath and twice that number 
wounded; 11 soldiers earning Victoria 
Crosses and over 13,000 other awards.

As mentioned, the political leaders of 
India wanted their soldiers to participate 
in the Great War. The soldiers volunteered 
for Izzat (Honour), Unit, self-respect, 
caste; not necessarily for “King and Coun-
try”. That the British did out-of-the-box 
perception management, using all these 
motifs besides the inducement of canal-
irrigated land for distinguished service as 
Ashok Nath pertinently points out, were 
the standard wiles of a conqueror which 
cannot be blamed on them. What acts as 
a genuine dampener is the unwarranted 
criticism of commentators like retired 
Justice Markandey Katju, who in a De-
cember, 2014 blog, insensitively wrote 
that “the Indian troops fought as hired as-
sassins” to kill Germans for Anglo-French 
not Indian interests”. This is why reading 
books on the Great War such as by Ashok 
Nath makes the reader understand the 
reasons and circumstances the Indian 
troops took part, besides highlighting the 
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to include 151 Infantry regiments, com-
prising a total of 256 Battalions, 30 special 
infantry companies and 52 Cavalry Regi-
ments composed of over a hundred differ-
ent ethnic groups, castes or classes. The 
book brings out that the actual work of 
merging the Presidency armies of Bengal, 
Madras and Bombay together with quasi-
independent forces such as the Punjab 
Frontier Force and the Hyderabad Con-
tingent into the “Indian Army”. The move 
was driven post-1895 by Lord Kitchener 
and was not just visionary in its outlook 
and depth of reform but a transformation 
whose time had come.

The book then takes on the Cavalry 
Regiments and notes that pre-war there 
were 39 regiments of the Indian Cavalry 
of which all but three were organised 
on the Silladar system, and the remain-
ing three on the non-Silladar system. In 
the Silladar system, each man supplied 
and maintained his own horse, clothing, 
equipment, arms (other than his rifle) 
and barracks. In the non-Silladar sys-
tem, the men were mounted, equipped 
and paid by the state. The organisational 
and establishment details of the Infantry 
and Pioneer Regiments are similarly dis-
cussed including their manning patterns. 
The creation of Regimental Centres, the 
book notes, began in 1886, when linked 
infantry Regiments with similar classes 
were slotted into groups of two or more, 
with each group being allotted a perma-
nent Regimental Centre. Forty-five such 
centres were located throughout India. 
As an informative aside, Ashok Nath 
mentions that the 75th Carnatic Infantry 
serving in Aden earned high praise from 
none other than their adversary, a Turk-
ish Commander, who grudgingly admit-
ted that his men feared the 75th Carnatic 
Infantry more than any other Indian bat-
talion, “because they were not afraid to go 
in with the bayonet”.

One of the significant contributions 
of this book is that it objectively examines 
the canny British thinking behind their 
restructuring of the “Native Army”. The 
British never really forgot the Indian Mu-
tiny and the post mutiny restructuring of 
the native army was based upon the rec-
ommendations of the Army Commission 
of 1859.  A quote from their deliberations 
is revealing:

“As we cannot do without a large Na-
tive army in India, our main object is to 
make that army safe; and next to the 
grand counterpoise of a sufficient Eu-
ropean force, comes the counterpoise 
of Natives against Natives. At first sight, 
it might be thought that the best way to 
secure this would be to mix up all the 

available military races of India in each 
and every regiment, and to make them 
all general service corps. But excellent as 
this theory seems, it does not bear the test 
of practice. It is found that different races 
mixed together do not long preserve their 
distinctiveness; their corners and angles, 
and feeling, and prejudice get rubbed off, 
till at last they assimilate, and the object 
of their association to a considerable ex-
tent is lost…” 

Ashok Nath examines “The Punjab 

factor” in some detail and explains that 
the Sikhs supplied a total of 88,925 com-
bat recruits out of a population of 2.5 mil-
lion, which implies that 1 out of 14 Sikhs 
joined the war effort. The author opines 
that “the primary elements that created an 
effective Indian Cavalry or Infantry regi-
ment was the overall Regimental identity 
and its Regimental spirit”. The guardian 
of this “spirit” was the officer community 
and its “sacred temple” was the Officers 
Mess which was the repository of tradi-
tion and ‘form’. Each mess proclaimed its 
distinct and separate Regimental identity 
by displaying and glorifying its history via 
its Regimental relics, and by maintaining 
its own distinctive, badges, regalia and 
marching tunes. 

The book notes that the British model 
had several shortcomings which were 
exposed during the war; primary among 
them being the near total marginalisation 
of the Indian officer or Viceroy’s Com-
missioned Officer (VCO) who remained 
grossly underutilized and under exposed 
as well as under-trained, possibly be-
cause of the Indian Mutiny hangover of 
the British. Ashok Nath suggests that the 
Esher Committee Report of 1919-1920 
did examine these lacunae resulting in 
the 1922 reorganisation but history tells 
us that effort too kept the Indians largely 
on the fringes of cutting-edge reform and 
its dividends thereto. Left un-discussed 
is the influence Lord Macaulay and his 
jaundiced outlook about both India as a 
civilisation and its intellectual worth as 
well as the way Indians could become 
loyal servants of the British Empire by im-
posing English language based education 
on them.

“I saw them – I can see 
them now – shivering in 
those early and primi-
tive trenches, standing 
up to their knees in foul 

water. Their features 
composed in that mask 
of fatalism which gave 

an impression of pa-
thos altogether terrible. 
Their bodies were often 
broken by the elements, 

but their souls were 
never conquered.“  

Ashok Nath

Book LAUNCh: Ashok Nath’s (left) book being launched by Johan Frissel (right) the Swedish Ambassador 
to Bangladesh on December 9, 2014


