
Indian Soldiers in Europe during 
World War I

uring the last ninety years of British rule in India, the “Jewel of the 
Empire” was, according to Lord Salisbury (1882), regarded by many DBritish imperialists as ‘an English barrack in the Oriental Seas from 

which we may draw any number of troops without paying for them’. India was 
seen as a permanent strategic reserve and was the central component in 
the British imperial system.

 

Before the Revolt of 1857, the proportion of British to Indian in the army had 
been one to nine, and after the revolt it was felt that this low ratio was a risk. 
Hence, it was changed to one British soldier to two Indians, this remained 
unchanged until the outbreak of the Great War. This ratio was a central tenet 
of the Indian military administration and an indicator of mistrust. Before 
1914, the provision for equipment, organization and transport of Indian 
army, was partly regulated by the requirements of frontier warfare, 
especially with the tribes on the Afghan border, and partly, for maintaining 
internal security. It worked on the assumption that it was unlikely to engage 
outside India, with the army of a major European power. The demand for 
British Indian units during the war was so great that Indians were drafted. 
Unlike before, recruitment was not concentrated among the ‘martial races’ 
of north India alone i.e. Sikhs, Jats, Rajputs, Muslims, Baluchis, but 
extended to all cross sections of Indian society. While in Britain conscription 
for all males between age 18 and 41 was introduced in early 1916, a quota 
system was assigned to all Indian provinces, for which the civil 
administration was responsible. When the war broke out, the Indian army 
was suddenly and unexpectedly called upon to participate in an external 
warfare for which it was unprepared. During the period of the Great War 
(1914 – 1919) over one million Indians [621,224 combatants and 474,789 
non-combatants] were sent overseas to serve in places as diverse as France, 
Flanders and Belgium, Mesopotamia, Egypt, Gallipoli, Palestine and Sinai, 
East and West Africa. Approximately half the new recruits were drafted from 
Punjab, followed by the Bombay Presidency.  There was hardly any time to 
train the recruits. Nearly 1,50,000 Indian soldiers were sent to France alone 
and they fought in some of the fiercest battles – Ypres, Givenchy, Neuve 
Chapelle, Festubert, Loos – around Somme and Lys Valley in Northern 
France.

 

For all the overseas engagement of Indian soldiers, Bombay was the port of 
embarkation and disembarkation. The soldiers who joined the front lines in 
France disembarked at Marseilles. Some of the early Brigades to engage in 
this theatre of conflict were: Lahore Cavalry and Meerut Divisions, 129th 
Baluchis in the Ferozepore Brigade, 125th Rifles of Mhow, Gurkha 
battalion, Company No 20 & 21 of the Bombay Sappers and Miners, the 34th 
Poona Horse of the Secunderabad Cavalry.
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