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Introduction

Vasco da Gama’s arrival in the Malabar sea port of Calicut on May 27, 1498, triggered a wave of European interest in the lucrative trade with India. The British crown formally entered the race on December 31, 1600, when Queen Elizabeth I granted a Royal Charter to what became known as the East India Trading Company. The next year a small trading post was set up in Surat. Almost immediately the British became embroiled in conflicts with competing European powers such as the Portuguese, Dutch, and French as well as local Indian powers. For much of the seventeenth century the British were content with securing trade posts in India with Mughal permission, but as their influence expanded they came into conflict with the French, the other major European trading presence in India. In 1746, the French East India Company (EIC) gained the upper hand when it seized the British fort of St. George in Madras. However, British fortunes improved when the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle restored Madras to their control in 1749. To secure and expand its position in India, the Company, under Robert Clive’s leadership, began to create a more permanent military force. Beginning with the Bengal Army, Clive also established the precedent of using European offices to command Indian soldiers. Throughout the later eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries as the British gradually conquered all of India, three presidency armies in Bengal, Madras, and Bombay came into existence. However, the British leadership’s increased attempts to exercise control over these soldiers, known as sepoys, and to use them in foreign conflicts resulted in great unrest. In 1857, the Bengal Army, the largest of the three presidency armies, rose in rebellion. The British crushed the uprising with tremendous brutality.

The rebellion of 1857 brought an end to the EIC rule in India. Soon after the Government of India Act of 1858 formally dissolved the Company and transferred all power, including all military forces of the EIC to Her Majesty’s Government. In terms of the Company’s armed forces the act specified the following:


The military and naval forces of the East India Company shall be deemed to be the Indian military and naval forces of Her Majesty, and shall be under the same obligations to serve Her Majesty as they would have been under to serve the said Company, and shall be liable to serve within the same territorial limits only, for the same terms only, and be entitled to the like pay, pensions, allowances, and privileges, and the like advantages as regards promotion and otherwise, as if they had continued in the service of the said Company: such forces, and all persons hereafter enlisting in or entering the same, shall continue and be subject to all Acts of Parliament, laws of the Governor-General of India in Council, and articles of war, and all other laws, regulations, and provisions relating to the East India Company’s military and naval forces respectively, as if Her Majesty’s Indian military and naval forces respectively had throughout such acts, laws, articles, regulations; and provisions been mentioned or referred to, instead of such forces of the said Company; and the pay and expenses of and incident to Her Majesty’s Indian military and naval forces shall be defrayed out of the revenues of India.1



The passage of the act ostensibly marked the end of the early colonial Indian Army under the aegis of the East India Company. The early colonial army was indeed a remarkable institution and was a major military innovator. During the period of intense fighting from 1750 to 1850 the fighting techniques learned in India greatly influenced the British Army and its operations in Europe. Experience from the Anglo-Sikh Wars had a direct impact on the development of tactics. At the battles of Chillianwalla and Gujrat the British, for the first time, used a combination of line and column infantry formations. At Chillianwalla the stunning defeat of the British cavalry prompted the adoption of the inversion drill (the about-face) for cavalry formations by entire divisions rather than threes and twos. As one scholar noted, “It required the Chillianwalla debacle, a far greater strain on the British cavalry than the charge of the Light Brigade, to ensure . . . [that] inversion was permitted.”2 Artillery underwent a similar reform process. During the battle of Gujrat, the final large-scale engagement of the Anglo-Sikh Wars, the British, in reaction to the excellent Sikh artillery, deployed 100 guns, which was the largest British artillery concentration to date. The wars convinced the British that increasing artillery would reduce infantry casualties.3 This legacy greatly influenced the later colonial Indian Army and it is this later colonial Indian Army that is the focus of the book.

Although the Government of India Act of 1858 marks the formal start of the late colonial Indian Army era, it is the Afghan War that determines the commencement of the operational time line of this era. As a consequence chapter 1—“The Frontier Army”—begins with the First Afghan War in 1839. There are a number of excellent manuscripts that cover various campaigns ranging from the Afghan Wars, World War I, and World War II. The Afghan Wars, however, have received little recent scholarly interest with the rare exception being T. R. Moreman’s excellent monograph on frontier warfare tactics.4 The First World War has garnered a much wider breadth of scholarly interest that has focused on specific Indian Army campaigns from Africa to Europe.5 Others have focused on the experience of soldiers and officers.6 In addition, there have been several scholarly articles written about these and a broad variety of issues related to the Indian Army and the Great War.7 By far the most voluminous scholarly interest in the late colonial Indian Army has been generated by the Second World War. Recent books range the gamut from campaign and battle histories to strategy, tactics, culture, and politics.8 A huge and growing body of scholarly articles also contributes to our understanding of this field.9 Although this represents an extensive historiography of the Indian Army covering individual aspects of issues and time periods, none of these works tackle the late colonial army as a single entity.10 By examining the late colonial Indian Army in a continuous analysis from 1838 to 1947, we can gain a better understanding of the vital changes and transformations that influenced this army.

This book seeks to present an operational and institutional history of the late colonial Indian Army during a period of dramatic domestic and international change. The late colonial Indian Army begins as a highly specialized frontier fighting force along the Afghan border with a handpicked force of Indian and British soldiers officered exclusively by white British officers. By 1947, however, it had developed one of the world’s largest conventional armies made up mainly of Indian soldiers led by fellow Indian officers. The goal of this book is to present this important period in the history of the Indian Army in a cohesive and chronological historical narrative and analysis. To achieve this goal, the book is divided into six chapters. The first chapter on the Frontier Army covers the period from 1839 to 1914. It tracks the evolution of a specialized and skilled army that had extensive experience in mountain and jungle warfare. The chapter also investigates the early attempts to incorporate Indians into the army’s officer ranks. Chapter 2 explores the participation of the Indian Army in the First World War. The chapter covers the operational details of the Indian Army in the western front, Gallipoli, Mesopotamia, Egypt and Palestine, and East Africa. The chapter delves into the problems of raising, equipping, and training a massive all-volunteer force of more than 1.3 million and concludes with an examination of the problems caused by the lack of trained and commissioned Indian officers. Chapter 3 covers the interwar period. It examines the Indian Army’s reentry into frontier warfare with the Tirah campaign and the Third Afghan War. The Indian Army also saw action against domestic insurgency with the Mappila uprising in the Malabar. These conflicts influenced the development of new training doctrines for both the British and Indian armies. The interwar period also saw intense debate about the general thrust of overall military doctrine in view of the deteriorating world situation. The chapter concludes with a review of the Indian Army’s modernization and the introduction of Indians into the army’s commissioned ranks.

The remainder of the book is devoted to the examination of the Indian Army’s experiences during the Second World War. More than any other conflict, this war had the most important and lasting effect upon the late colonial Indian Army. Chapter 4 examines the war in North Africa. It covers the Indian and Commonwealth forces’ operations against the Italians and the Germans. The chapter addresses the serious problems that the Commonwealth forces had in relation to training and armored doctrine, and how commanders like Auchinleck and Montgomery sought to rectify these deficiencies. The chapter also follows closely the experiences of the Indian officers during the desert campaigns. Their wartime service greatly influenced their role in the postindependence army as senior general officers. Chapter 5 studies the campaign of the three Indian divisions in Italy. Unlike Burma this is the true “forgotten war” of the Indian Army in the Second World War. The operational experience of this campaign had a lasting impact upon the Indian Army. Future conflict in the Punjab between India and Pakistan would draw heavily from effective German use of agricultural canals as a defensive feature. This campaign enabled the Indian Army to hone joint fighting skills with armor, infantry, artillery, and airpower.

Chapter 6 deals with the war in the East and is by far the largest chapter in the book. This is partly because the conflict covered spans Hong Kong, Singapore, and Burma. However, it is the battle for Burma that absorbs most attention. This campaign involved the largest number of Indian troops during the entire war. Not surprisingly, the largest number of postwar senior Indian Army officers also served in the Burma theater. The lengthy military operational experiences gained here from retreat to victory enabled the Indian Army to emerge as a well-trained jungle fighting force with expertise in combined arms operations involving air, land, and amphibious assets over vast distances. The Indian Army’s lightning 14-day campaign to liberate East Pakistan (later Bangladesh) in 1971 bore all the hallmarks of these operations. The Indian Army chief responsible for the East Pakistan campaign was General Sam Manekshaw, a veteran of the Burma War.

The end of the Second World War also signified the end of colonial India. While the late colonial Indian Army ceased to be a sword arm of the British Empire, its successful legacy continued into the Republic of India’s army.




Chapter 1

 The Frontier Army


A little after noon on the 13th, one of the sentries of that part of the wall which faced Gandamak and on the road to Cabul, called out that he saw a mounted man in the distance. In a moment glasses were levelled in that direction, and there, sure enough, could be distinguished, leaning rather than sitting upon a miserable pony, a European, faint, as it seemed, from travel, if not sick, or perhaps wounded. It was impossible to describe the sort of thrill which ran through the men’s veins as they watched the movement of the stranger. . . . An escort of cavalry being sent out to meet the traveler, he was brought in bleeding and faint, and covered with wounds; grasping in his right hand the hilt, and a small fragment of a sword which had broken in the terrible conflict from which he had come. He proved to be Dr. Brydon, whose escape from the scene of the slaughter had been marvelous, and who at the moment believed himself, and was so regarded by others, as the sole survivor of General Elphinstone’s once magnificent little army.1



The prelude to the First Afghan War began with a disturbing intelligence report. In the spring of 1838, the British became aware of the presence of a Russian agent, Lieutenant Ivan Viktievitch, in Kabul. In October of 1838, the governor-general of India, Lord Auckland, issued the Simla Manifesto.2 The document essentially stated that Britain intended to have a friendly regime installed in Kabul and pursuant to that goal would support the Afghan chief, Shah Shuja, in his claim to the Afghan throne against the current ruler Dost Mohammed who had received the Russian envoy.

In February 1839, a grand coalition army dubbed “the Army of the Indus” composed of 21,000 British, Indian, Sikh, and Afghani soldiers under General Sir John Keane’s command headed for Kabul. They were accompanied by tens of thousands of camp followers, including family members, servants, artisans, shopkeepers, butchers, cooks, sweepers, blacksmiths, singers, nautch (dance) girls, and prostitutes. The column stretched for 40 miles as it made its way to the Indus and on to Kabul. Transport was provided by hundreds of bullocks, 8,000 horses, and 30,000 camels. The camels proved disastrous in the mountains, and no less than 5,000 were lost on the way.3 By March 26, a very different column reached Quetta: “as men looked at the shrunken frames and sunken cheeks of each other, and in their own feebleness and exhaustion felt what wrecks they had become.”4 After an arduous trek through inhospitable terrain with little food and water, the exhausted column reached Kandahar in May. They were unopposed and the city was taken with no fighting. After a month of recuperation, the British forces marched on the fortress of Ghazni, which fell after a short but intense battle. More than a thousand Afghans died in Ghazni’s defense, and its governor upon being taken prisoner declared, “I shall ever be found your enemy . . . and drive you all out of Kabul.”5 Most of Dost Mohammad’s army dispersed or joined Shah Shuja’s forces. By August, the British occupied Kabul and installed Shah Shuja in the fortress on Bala Hissar. However, instead of occupying the fortress, the British constructed a cantonment on an exposed plain north of Kabul. The cantonment appeared to be designed more as a peacetime camp with an emphasis on sports and recreation.6 William Hay Macnaghten, Lord Auckland’s political secretary, had accompanied the force and now directed more British wives including his own to join the Kabul encampment toward the end of 1839. By 1841, the number of troops in Kabul had shrunk to 4,500, but there were more than 11,500 camp followers. Their presence placed great strain on the fragile Kabul economy. Macnaghten complained that by June 1841 price inflation had risen by 500 percent. The British presence had enriched the grain merchants, starved the people of Kabul, and disempowered the local Afghan chiefs.7 In November 1840, Lord Auckland appointed Major-General William Elphinstone as the commander of the Bengal Army’s Benares Division and the Kabul garrison’s new commander. General Elphinstone was old and in poor health, and he had no Indian combat experience. He proved to be a passive and indecisive commander, and differed to Macnaghten even on military matters.8 The unexpected surrender of Dost Mohammad to Macnaghten in November 1839 did nothing to secure the British. As the British position in Kabul worsened, Dost Mohammad’s son Akbar Khan and his allies began to raise forces to topple the Shuja regime. The British were also losing their tribal “allies.” By the fall of 1841, the escalating cost of the Afghanistan occupation stirred Lord Auckland to cut cash subsidies to the surrounding tribes. The Ghilzai tribes that controlled the supply lines between Kabul and Jalalabad now began to attack the supply caravans. British forces under Brigadier Sir Robert “Fighting Bob” Sale fought desperate battles with the Ghilzai to keep the route to Jalalabad open. Meanwhile, in Kabul, the continued British presence, and the intemperate actions of their principal agent, Alexander Burnes, made the British extremely unpopular. On November 2, 1841, Burnes was assassinated near his residence in Kabul by an Afghan mob, and a spontaneous uprising against the British broke out. In the cantonment, neither General Elphinstone nor Macnaghten was able to coordinate a response. Isolated pockets of British forces around Kabul were besieged and overrun with no help from the main force. The commissariat fort, the main stores of the force, had inexplicably been placed outside the cantonment despite warnings from Captain Skinner, the chief commissariat officer.9 Lady Sale, the wife of Brigadier Sale, was in Kabul and penned a scathing letter to Emily Eden, the governor-general’s sister in Calcutta.


No military steps have been taken to suppress the insurrection nor even to protect our means of subsistence [commissariat fort] in the event of a siege. The King [Shah Shuja], Envoy [Machaghten] and General [Elphinstone] appear paralysed by this sudden outbreak.10



General Elphinstone made weak attempts to secure the commissariat, but these failed in the face of overwhelming Afghan attacks. Finally on November 4, the small unit guarding the commissariat fled to the cantonment abandoning all the supplies to Afghan looters. In the meantime, the Afghans had installed themselves in the neighboring Mohammad Shariff Fort and were laying withering fire down upon the cantonment’s entrances.11 Within the cantonment, indecision and disagreement plagued the relationship between General Elphinstone and his second in command, Brigadier John Shelton, who had moved into the cantonment from the Bala Hissar.12 For much of November, the British launched ineffectual attacks to secure the heights surrounding the cantonment. On November 23, British units under Brigadier Shelton almost secured the heights, but poor planning and a lack of follow-up support resulted in a disastrous retreat with heavy losses. Lady Sale, who witnessed the whole sordid affair from a roof-top perch, described the event as “a regular sauve qui peut.”13 Morale in the camp sank to new lows. On December 6, the Mohammad Shariff Fort near the camp fell again to Afghan raiders. Units of the 44th British Regiment, the only Queen’s Regiment with all British troops, gave it up and ran.14 The emboldened Afghans meanwhile were demanding an unconditional surrender. On December 11, Macnaghten and the Afghan chiefs agreed upon a British evacuation plan from Kabul within three days.15 Untrusting of the Afghan guarantees of free passage, Macnaghten sent Mohan Lal, his Indian agent, to negotiate in secret with the Ghilzai and Kaizalbash tribes asking them to defect to the British. Mohan Lal, however, was unable to get the tribes to come over.16 Helpless, Macnaghten agreed to yet another meeting with the Afghans, this time with Akbar Khan, the leader of the uprising. Mohan Lal, the Indian agent, sent a frantic note to Macnaghten informing him that the sham meeting was a trap.17 Despite this, Macnaghten attended the meeting on December 23 whereupon he was murdered and his small escort captured and dispersed.18 In the encampment, Eldred Pottinger, the British political agent for Kohistan, was appointed as Macnaghten’s replacement. Pottinger advised a retreat to the fort of Bala Hissar and a stand until spring and rescue. However, neither General Elphinstone nor Brigadier Shelton supported him.19 On January 6, 1842, the British began their disorganized evacuation from Kabul in the middle of winter. As the column progressed painfully toward Jalalabad, the Ghilzai tribesmen and the freezing temperatures exacted a heavy toll. The Afghan jazails, which outranged the British muskets, caused many casualties. On January 8, Akbar Khan convinced General Elphinstone to allow him to convey all women, children, and married couples to safety in Peshawar. On January 10, with Brigadier Shelton and the remnants of the 44th Regiment providing a rearguard action, the advance to Jalalabad resumed. Only a quarter of the 17,000 contingent that had left Kabul now remained.20 At this point, Akbar Khan took in as hostages a wounded General Elphinstone and Brigadier Shelton. The remnants of the 44th sallied forth on January 12 only to make their last stand at Gandamak on January 13. Scattered individuals and groups headed on to Jalalabad, but only one, a surgeon seconded to Shah Shuja’s army named Dr. William Brydon, made it to Jalalabad.

Flushed with the Kabul garrison’s destruction, Akbar Khan turned his attention to Brigadier Sale and the Jalalabad garrison. He sent his hostage Pottinger to “reason” with Sale. Pottinger only reinforced the complete lack of trust the British had for any assurances from Akbar Khan.21 “Fighting Bob” was an altogether different commander than General Elphinstone. On April 7, at the urging of his officers he marched out with his 5,000-man brigade to give battle to Akbar Khan’s 6,000. He gained a decisive victory dispersing the Afghans and capturing much-needed weapons and supplies for Jalalabad’s defense. In India, meanwhile, a dithering Lord Auckland finally appointed General George Pollock commander of a relief force known as “the army of retribution.” This force began its advance on Jalalabad on April 5. Pollock sent out advanced patrols to occupy the heights while his army advanced through the Khyber Pass. The Afridi tribesmen seeing British soldiers above them fled, and the British traveled through the pass unscathed and arrived at Jalalabad. Good news now dominated British fortunes. In Kandahar, General Nott and his 9,000-man garrison not only held out against a much larger besieging force of Ghilzai but also like Sale managed to defeat them with a counterattack.

Meanwhile, in Calcutta, the incompetent Lord Auckland had been replaced by Lord Edward L. Ellenborough who arrived on February 28, 1842. However, instead of supporting Pollock’s advance, he ordered all British forces in Afghanistan to retreat. Pollock in Jalalabad and Nott in Kandahar were appalled and sought ways to stall obeying these orders.22 Ellenborough, now fully realizing the folly of his decision and feeling the negative brunt of British public opinion, reversed himself on July 4; the “army of retribution” could advance.

In the meantime, Akbar Khan while still trying to negotiate a complete British withdrawal from Afghanistan retreated to Kabul with his hostages. Along the route the hostages saw firsthand the horrific fate of the slaughtered Kabul column. Lady Sale’s diary remarked:


The sight was dreadful, the smell of blood sickening, and the corpses lay so thick it was impossible to look from them as it required care to guide my horse so as not to tread upon their bodies.23



The hostages endured fever, dysentery, periodic earthquakes, heat, and rain. On April 23, the sick General Elphinstone passed away.24

On August 4, the British began a general advance on Kabul. General Nott set out from Kandahar with the 40th and 41st Queen’s Regiments, and several Bengal Sepoy Regiments (including 16th, 38th, 42nd, and 43rd). On August 20, Pollock and Sale set out from Jalalabad with 8,000 soldiers. In Kabul, Shah Shuja had been assassinated, and a nervous Akbar Khan sought to use the hostages as a shield, threatening to execute them if Pollock kept advancing. Fortunately, the other Afghan chiefs opposed this plan.25 Pollock’s relentless advance continued. As at the Khyber Pass, he directed his infantry to clear the heights before the advancing column. The Ghilzai fell back in terror at the attack of khukri-wielding Gurkha troops perfectly at home in the mountainous terrain. (A khukri is a traditional curved hacking blade of the Nepalese.) As the “army of retribution” marched on, it kept true to its namesake and exacted a terrible toll on the Afghans. In the Shinwari country south of Jalalabad, troops burned forts and villages, and felled trees. The pattern was followed all the way to Kabul.26 On the outskirts of Kabul, the general met Mohan Lal, the tireless Indian agent in Kabul, who despite torture and death threats had done much to supply timely intelligence to the British.27 Pollock reached Kabul on September 15. He was joined two days later by Nott who had savaged the Afghans at the Battle of Ghazni. On September 20, Brigadier Sale arrived with a rescue force to liberate the British hostages located in Bamiyan. There was a poignant reunion between the Brigadier and Lady Sale.28 In Kabul itself the great bazaar was burnt to the ground on Pollock’s orders, and British soldiers were allowed to undertake an orgy of looting and burning. Dost Mohammad, the very leader the British had initiated the war to remove from power, was now quietly restored to the throne before the British quickly departed Kabul. The war had cost between 15,000 and 20,000 soldiers, as well as an unknown number of camp followers, and incurred a cost of £17–20 million.29

The First Afghan War came as a shock to the British military system in India. The barren mountains and guerilla tactics of the Afghan tribes had introduced the British, inured to conventional conflicts on the Indian plains, to a new form of combat. The debacle in Afghanistan notwithstanding, from 1750 to 1850 the armies of the EIC had engaged in intense conventional warfare in the subcontinent to overthrow political rivals and to seize and consolidate territorial gains. The British faced many formidable rivals—Mysore, Marathas, and the Sikhs—each of whom had the ability to inflict decisive defeats upon the British. Their inability to achieve these victories eventually resulted in their eclipse and amalgamation into the British Indian Empire. During this century-long conflict, the Company’s sepoy army developed into a formidable fighting force. Along with their British military units, these forces became major military innovators. The tactics and techniques developed in India greatly influenced the conduct of war in Europe. At the battles of Chillianwalla and Gujrat (second Sikh War, 1848–1849), the British utilized a combination of line and column infantry formations for the first time. Furthermore, at Chillianwalla the British cavalry’s stunning defeat at the hands of Sikh cavalry prompted the adaptation of the inversion drill (about-face) for cavalry formations by the entire division rather than by threes and twos. During the Battle of Gujrat, the British, in reaction to the excellent Sikh artillery, deployed 100 guns, the largest British artillery concentration to date.30 Despite the successes enjoyed in plains warfare, the First Afghan War served as a warning to the British about a weakness in their military system. Throughout the next 70 years, the British civil and military leadership in India would struggle to adapt to the demands of frontier and mountain warfare.

This process began after the second Sikh War in 1849, when the British annexed Punjab. This move placed a rugged 700-mile mountainous range populated by Pathan tribesmen under British control. This region would eventually be known as the North-West Frontier Province. The province was separated by a frontier—the Durand Line—from Afghanistan where tribesmen shared ethnic, religious, and linguistic ties with their Pathan brethren. Highly individualistic, these tribes emphasized male independence, honor, and status. The only recognized centralized leadership structures were groups of tribal elders known as jirgahs. Each tribe was subdivided into clans, which in turn were divided into family units.31 The autonomy of the tribes, families, and individual male members within the tribe meant that the tribes existed in a state of constant conflict or “ordered anarchy.”32 Heavily armed tribesmen dominated the trade routes through the passes, between Punjab and Afghanistan. They levied charges for safe conduct through the passes, and heavily armed tribesmen frequently raided the plains for money, livestock, and goods.33 The British priority was to keep open the trade routes along the passes and to protect their subjects in the plains. A partial solution was found by paying allowances to the tribes.34 However, the military threat posed by tens of thousands of armed tribesmen meant that the British had to set up a permanent military garrison in the Punjab. This was known as the Punjab Irregular Force (later referred to as the Punjab Frontier Force [PFF]). Some 10 regiments (five infantry and five cavalry) were raised in 1849 in the Punjab.35 However, despite the establishment of a specialized border force of more than 10,000 men, 15 forts, and over 50 outposts, the British were unable to defend the border from tribal raiders.36 The British response was to launch frequent punitive or punishment raids into tribal territory as a deterrent to the raiders. It is these raids and counterraids that became the staple of frontier warfare in India.

While the British sought to stabilize their new frontier, Dost Mohammad sought to unify Afghanistan. He managed to bring the previously independent regions of Kandahar, Herat, and Turkistan under nominal centralized rule. He governed as a patrimonial ruler interested in revenue extraction rather than direct rule. Most members of his government were handpicked from his own family.37 This patrimonial family government, however, fell apart in 1863 when Dost Mohammad died at the age of 72. He left behind 27 sons and 25 daughters born to 16 wives.38 Brothers and half brothers were soon enmeshed in a five-year civil war. In 1868, Sher Ali, the third son of Dost Mohammad’s favorite wife, emerged victorious and ruled for the next 10 years.39

Unlike his father, Sher Ali sought to be a state builder. He reformed the administrative system and paid particular attention to building up a professional army. He traveled to India in 1869 to seek help, and the British agreed to let him hire retired noncommissioned officers to train his forces. By the end of his reign, he had built an army of 56,000 soldiers divided into 42 regiments of cavalry, 73 of infantry, and 48 artillery batteries. The units were set up along ethnic lines and were dominated by Ghilzai and Wadak Pashtuns. The traditional Durrani aristocracy showed little appetite for military service.40 The army absorbed 40 percent of the government’s total revenue of 13 million rupees. Sher Ali also was able to extract five million additional rupees than his father had by reforming the tax system. He insisted that some land taxes be paid in cash instead of in-kind and imposed severe budget-saving measures on the court by decreasing royal allowances.41

As Sher Ali’s state-building effort gathered steam, Britain’s old nemesis, Imperial Russia, was becoming more aggressive. General Constantine von Kaufman had succeeded in making the Khivan Khanate a protectorate in 1873 and had taken over Kokand in 1876. He also sent letters to Sher Ali implying that northern Afghanistan was potentially within the Russian sphere too.42 In Britain, Benjamin Disraeli’s government, which came into office in 1874, also favored a more aggressive forward policy in Afghanistan, partly in reaction to the Russians. In 1876, the new viceroy of India, Lord Edward Robert Bulwer-Lytton, demanded that Sher Ali accept a British political agent in Kabul. Sher Ali, however, refused to do this. In June 1878, when the British learned of the presence of an uninvited Russian diplomatic mission (the Stolyetov mission) to Kabul they demanded a similar mission. Sher Ali again refused the British demands. In response, the British invaded Afghanistan in November, triggering the Second Afghan War.43

Although the Indian Army that entered Afghanistan during the second invasion of 1879 was still being built along the system of the presidency armies of the pre-1858 era, some significant changes had been made to it. Indian regiments increasingly became manned by “martial races”—Rajputs, Jats, Sikhs, and Gurkhas who were preferred over the Brahmins and Hindustani Muslims of the premutiny era. Soldiers already in the regiment encouraged family members and friends to apply for entry. After a medical exam and interviews with Indian noncommissioned officers and the adjutant of the regiment, the commanders placed the successful applicants on the umedwar, or hopeful list, to be called upon when vacancies in the regiment opened up. The new recruits were trained within the regiments. By the end of the nineteenth century as “martial races” recruitment became the norm, recruiting officers scoured a particular district in India looking for the right kind of recruit to be presented before the British officers. The intricate selection process was heavily influenced by pseudosciences like anthropometry (race determination by physical measurements), which ultimately led to the publishing of recruiting handbooks that conveniently highlighted a particular martial race’s physical and mental traits. In time these handbooks, which the army regularly updated, became the recruiting officer’s bible.44 Senior officers such as Lord Roberts echoed the information in the handbooks based on their own personal observations:


I made long tours in order to acquaint myself with the needs and capabilities of the Madras Army. I tried hard to discover in them those fighting qualities which had distinguished their forefathers. . . . But long years of peace and prosperity attending, it had evidently had upon them, as they always seem to have upon Asiatics, a softening and deteriorating effect; and I was forced to the conclusion that the ancient military spirit had died in them as it had died in the ordinary Hindoostani of Bengal and the Mahratta of Bombay, and they could no longer with safety be pitted against warlike races.45



In addition to the establishment of the martial races recruitment system, the British government also appointed a commission of inquiry to investigate the causes of the 1857 uprising and to propose changes in the Indian Army’s organization. The chief recommendation of the Peel Commission (headed by Secretary of State for War Jonathan Peel) was that the proportion of Indian to British soldiers in India should not be greater than three to one.46 All artillery was transferred to British hands to prevent the native troops from having access to heavier firepower. In the Bengal Army, the largest of the three presidency armies (the other being Madras and Bombay) and the main source of the rebellion, the ratio of British to Indian troops was increased from 1:5 to 1:1.7 by 1878. The ratio of British to Indian troops was maintained by the Cardwell System. In the process of reforming the British Army, Secretary of State for War Edward Cardwell introduced a 12-year standard service to be split between active and reserve service. As per this system, short-service commission soldiers posted to India must be at least 20 years old. They would serve at least six years before returning to England on reserve status.47 In practice, it was impossible to keep an equal number of battalions at home, and units could not maintain regular drafts. The home units eventually became training battalions for their sister battalions overseas. One contemporary critic of the system, Colonel George Henderson, went so far as to declare that the real army was in India.48 The British regiments posted to India were all paid for by the Indian government. In 1878, the army’s budget accounted for £17 million out of a total Indian revenue of £63.25 million.49 The Government of India also resented the cost of passage for the recruits to and from England, and the fact that India essentially had the job of training raw recruits from Britain. The Indian government noted:


It was no consideration for efficiency of the army in India that evoked the short service system, and its suitability to the conditions of Indian requirements has been gravely questioned on more than one occasion.50



None of the presidency armies had seen any significant action after 1857 and were largely peacetime armies. Only the small PFF had any combat experience. In July 1879, the army in India was made up of 6,602 British officers, 60,341 soldiers, and 123,254 Indian soldiers.51 That year a specially appointed commission, the Eden Commission, whose mission was to examine the Indian Army’s organization and expenditures, warned of the dangers in persisting with the presidency armies. The commission proposed the establishment of four regional corps located in the presidencies of Bengal, Madras, Bombay, and Punjab. It also concluded that currently it would not be possible to lower the army budget. In 1895, in response to the Eden Report, Lord Roberts abolished the presidency armies in favor of a single army headquarters.52

However, before the Eden Commission’s reorganization plans could be implemented the Indian Army entered the Second Afghan War. The second invasion of Afghanistan was to be a three-pronged affair. The first was the Kurram Valley Field Force under Major-General Frederick Roberts. The second column would be the Peshawar Valley Field Force under Lieutenant-General Sam Browne. This force also included the political officer Major Louis Cavagnari. The third was a smaller Kandahar force under Lieutenant-General Donald Stewart. The Peshawar Force made the first advance attacking the Afghan-held fort of Ali Masjid on November 21, 1878. The fort was taken after a hard-fought action, and the column moved on until it reached Dakka on November 24 some 2 miles beyond the Khyber Pass.53 There the force paused for three weeks having achieved its initial objectives. To the south, the Kurram Field Force under Roberts concentrated at Thal, also began its advance on November 21. By November 25, his advance guard had occupied the abandoned Kurram Fort. On November 28, his forces finally met determined Afghan resistance at the fort of Peiwar Kotal. After investing the area around the fort, the assault began on December 1. A night attack by the 5th Gurkhas and the 72nd Highlanders turned the Afghan left line at Spangwai Kotal. After some resistance, the Afghan garrison at Peiwar Kotal fled.54 Roberts moved up the road to Ali Khel on December 6 where he set up temporary quarters. Some 450 miles south, the Kandahar column under Stewart prepared to set out from their forward base in Quetta. The infrastructure was poor, and it was only on December 1 that Stewart could order a general advance on Kandahar.55 With minor resistance from the Afghans, the force reached Kandahar on January 8. After a three-week pause in Dakka, the Peshawar Field Force moved on to Jalalabad on December 20. Roberts’s Kurram Field Force, with the exception of a few forays, kept itself busy by improving and securing the lines of communication to Thal. Stewart’s Kandahar column too had difficulty moving out of Kandahar with the full onset of winter conditions.56 In fact, the conditions in Kandahar proved too intractable, and a large portion of the force under Major-General Michael Biddulph had to return to India.

In Afghanistan, Sher Ali, upon hearing of the British successes in Ali Masjid and Peiwar Kotal, evacuated Kabul for northern Afghanistan to make his stand. He sought help from the Russians, but received none and passed away in Mazar on February 21, 1879.57 He was succeeded by his son Yakub Khan who now opened negotiations with the British through Cavagnari who was in Jalalabad. In March, Yakub agreed to accept a British mission at Kabul. In Jalalabad, Browne had his hands full fending off the restive tribes surrounding him and securing his lines of communication. Nevertheless on April 12 he set out for Gandamak, and by the end of April had almost 5,000 men set up camp in Gandamak. On May 8, Yakub Khan arrived at the British camp and was received with full honors. The subsequent talks were tense, but an agreement was reached and the Treaty of Gandamak was signed on May 26. In a letter to Bulwer-Lytton on May 23, 1879, Cavagnari expressed his contempt of the Afghans: “Their arguments were so feeble and far from the point that I at once made up my mind to deal with the case as if it concerned an ordinary affair connected with border Pathan tribes.”58 The treaty formally brought certain territories under British protection, and the amir placed his foreign policy under British control, accepted the presence of a British political officer in Kabul, and allowed the possible placement of British agents elsewhere in Afghanistan. With the war over, the British forces prepared to return to India.

In July, Cavagnari was appointed the first envoy to Kabul and set off for his new post.59 He arrived there on the 24th and set up inside the Bala Hissar fortress.60 He was accompanied by a small force of 75 Guides Cavalry and Infantry under Lieutenant Walter Hamilton. He seemed completely oblivious to the fact that the Treaty of Gandamak, and his presence in the Bala Hissar, had greatly undermined Yakub Khan’s position. The inevitable end came in the form of a military uprising against Yakub Khan. On September 3, soldiers of the Herat Regiment marched on the Bala Hissar where they quickly turned their anger against Cavagnari’s Residency. After a brief siege, the Residency was burned to the ground and all the inhabitants died. Some 250 yards away in his apartments, Yakub Khan was powerless to intervene.

Cavagnari’s death came as a shock to the British in Simla. Immediately the decision was made to reconstitute a force in the Kurram under General Roberts to march on Kabul. Roberts departed Simla on September 6 and arrived at Ali Khel six days later to take command of the 1st Division of the Kabul Field Force. By October 1, Roberts’s force of 6,600 men, 18 guns, 6,000 camp followers, and 4,400 baggage animals were at Zargunshahr some 35 miles from Kabul.61 On October 6, Roberts fought a battle at Chaharasia against a force of Afghan regulars supported by tribesmen. Some 20 Afghan artillery pieces that been moved out from Kabul were captured, including an 8-inch brass howitzer that been a British present to the Afghans.62 This force was dispersed and Roberts moved on to occupy Kabul on October 11.63 However, investiture of Kabul only exposed Roberts to tribal attacks along his lines of communication, which severed his supply line to Kurram. Roberts’s position in Kabul was precarious; however, he set about establishing strong defenses in the Bala Hissar and in the Sherpur cantonment north of the city. By November 19, Roberts’s forces had managed to establish a telegraph line from Kabul to Peshawar. In Kabul, Roberts appointed a commission to investigate and try people responsible for the attack on Cavagnari’s residence. Several dozen Afghan men were tried, convicted, and hanged for their supposed involvement in the attack.64 In October, Yakub Khan abdicated the throne and was “escorted” to India.

Throughout November Roberts continued to strengthen his Kabul defenses and build up his supplies for winter. Meanwhile, the situation in the rest of Afghanistan deteriorated: in Kohistan, the Logar district, Maidan, and Wardak, British-appointed governors lost control and in some cases fled. Calls for jihad against the British grew. Roberts then decided (on December 8) to move preemptively against insurgents led by Mohammed Jan in Maidan and Wardak. The plan was a complex three-pronged movement, and by December 11 it had failed, resulting in 27 dead.65 Roberts placed the blame on his subordinates:


Reviewing the incidents of the 11th of December, as I have frequently done since, with all of the concomitant circumstances deeply impressed upon my memory, I have failed to discover that any disposition of my force different from that I made could have better results, or that what did occur could have been averted by greater foresight or more careful calculation on my part. Two deviations from my programme were the principal factors in bringing about the unfortunate occurrences of that day. Had Macpherson marched at 7 a.m. instead of 8, and had Massy followed the route I had arranged for him to take, Mohammed Jan must have fallen into the trap I had prepared for him.66



Roberts’s ungracious criticisms ignored the fact that the British had no intelligence on Mohammed Jan’s forces and their movements. By December 15, the British were holed up in Sherpur with growing Afghan forces arrayed against them.67 Roberts had at his disposal some 7,000 infantry and cavalry to guard an 8,000-yard perimeter of the Sherpur cantonment and the adjoining Behmaru heights.68 On December 23, Afghan tribesmen from Kohistan, Maidan, Logar Valley, and Wardak numbering some 60,000 began an all-out assault on the British position. In the open, the Afghans stood little chance against Roberts’s artillery, gatling guns, and well-directed volleys of Martini-Henry and Snider rifles. By midday, the Afghans began to scatter and were hunted down by cavalry as they fled.69 In the meantime, Brigadier Gough had managed to concentrate his brigade at Jagdalak some 40 miles from Kabul. On December 21, despite sniping from hostile Ghilzai tribesmen, he set out for Kabul and reached it on December 24. Roberts had gained a huge victory inflicting some 3,000 casualties for a loss of only 96 dead and 263 wounded.70 On December 24, the great Afghan host had melted away.71 Roberts now had 10,000 men under his command. He immediately set about strengthening his positions in Kabul and launching punitive expeditions to punish and gather supplies from the surrounding villages.72

In India (and in London), the decision had now been made to break up Afghanistan. The contours of the new plan essentially sought to sever Kandahar from Kabul and to support any leader the Afghans might pick other than Yakub Khan. A spring campaign would be launched with the express purpose of leaving Afghanistan as soon as possible.73 To this end, a force under General Donald Stewart was to set off for Kabul via Ghazni on March 27, 1880. The force consisted of 7,249 men of the Bengal Army, with 7,273 camp followers and 11,000 animals. The force was to move in two brigade groups with a day’s interval in between to facilitate resupply operations.74 On April 19 as his division marched along a 6-mile stretch, Stewart’s advance units came under determined attack by Ghazi swordsmen and Afghan cavalry at Ahmed Khel. So swift was the attack that the 19th Bengal Lancers were thrown back in confusion. Only the determined volleys by the 3rd Gurkha Regiment and the 2nd Sikh Infantry saved the day. When the “ceasefire” was sounded at 10:00 a.m. some 1,000 Afghan dead lay in front of the British lines. All told, the Afghan force of about 15,000 suffered some 3,000 killed and wounded to the British losses of 17 killed and 124 wounded.75 Stewart reached Ghazni on April 21. There he dispersed an Afghan force of several thousand that had gathered for another ambush. On May 2, he reached Kabul, and on May 5 he assumed command of all forces in Northern Afghanistan under the new designation as the Northern Afghanistan Field Force.

In Kabul, a new Afghan figure emerged in the form of Abdur Rahman Khan, the son of Sher Ali’s brother and rival Afzal Khan, and a cousin of Yakub Khan.76 He would negotiate with the new British political agent in Kabul, Lepel Griffin. However, in Herat, Ayub Khan, the younger brother of Yakub Khan, had no intention of relinquishing his claim to the throne. On June 9, he began his advance from Herat. The British responded by sending a force under Brigadier Burrows to stop Ayub before he reached Ghazni. By the first week of July, the two forces began to converge. Burrows had 1,885 infantry, 507 cavalry, and 12 guns while Ayub could muster more than 7,000 including 30 guns.77 On July 27, 1880, the two forces literally marched into each other near Maiwand. Burrows decided to deploy his forces in a defensive position facing the Afghans. This action enabled Ayub Khan to gradually bring his superior numbers to bear. His artillery was more numerous and included a battery of six superior breech-loading Armstrongs with greater range and firepower to the British smoothbores. Lieutenant T. F. T. Fowle, a British artillery officer, remarked:


Their artillery was well served; their guns took our flank as well as directly, and their fire was concentrated. We were completely outmatched, and although we continued to fire steadily, our guns seemed quite unable to silence theirs. Their six Armstrong guns threw heavier shell than ours, and their smooth-bore guns had great range and accuracy, and caused great damage, especially among our horses and limbers, which were totally without cover. They continued to advance, overlapping us on both flanks.78



With his entire force deployed, Burrows had no reserves. The 66th Regiment, the 1st Bombay Infantry, and the 30th Bombay Infantry were all facing regular Herati and Kabuli infantry and large numbers of Ghazi irregulars. Between 1:30 p.m. and 3:00 p.m. the entire British line exchanged heavy fire with the Afghans. However, Burrows had ignored a nala or ravine across from his front. From this hidden position thousands of Ghazi irregulars stormed out to flank the British center and left. An attempt to form a square failed as did some weak cavalry charges. The 1st and 30th Bombay Infantry fell apart, and only the 66th maintained some cohesion. At 3:30 p.m. a disorganized retreat began with the enemy in pursuit. In the village of Khig, 100 survivors of the 66th Regiment and survivors of the 1st Bombay Infantry made their last stand. Further south in the village of Mandabad near which the baggage train had stopped, Burrows and the infantry gathered briefly. Then the brigade’s exhausted remnants fled on toward Kandahar. Only a relief force from Kandahar the next morning covered the retreat of the remnants of Burrows’s brigade. The brigade had lost 21 officers and 948 men killed, with 8 officers and 169 men wounded. The total represented 43 percent of the brigade.79 Ayub’s forces lost 3,200 killed and 1,800 wounded.80

In Kandahar, garrison commander Lieutenant-General Primrose moved his forces into the city and prepared for Ayub’s siege, which commenced on August 6. The same day 300 miles to the north, Roberts marched out of Kabul with a relief force. Roberts reached Ghazni on August 15 and then pressed on marching 21 miles a day, despite illness, heatstroke, and exhaustion afflicting the column.81 On August 27, Roberts heard that Ayub had raised the siege of Kandahar, and more important, he found out that the Quetta relief column under Major-General Robert Phayre would not reach Kandahar before he did. Roberts arrived at Kandahar on August 31. Since Roberts was senior to Primrose he assumed command at Kandahar. Roberts now immediately turned his attention to Ayub. The Afghan forces had retreated to Mazra some 3 miles northwest of Kandahar over the Baba Wali Kotal in the Arghandab Valley. Ayub had garrisoned towns as well as the Baba Wali Kotal Pass between his camp and Kandahar. Roberts decided to feint an attack against the heavily defended Afghan left at Baba Wali Kotal and turn the Afghan right with the main attack against the village of Pir Paimal. The attack was launched on September 1 at 9:00 a.m. with an artillery bombardment of the Baba Wali. At 9:30 a.m. the infantry assault against Pir Paimal and its surrounding villages began, and after heavy fighting the village was taken. Pir Paimal’s fall brought the British behind the Afghan defenses on Baba Wali Kotal. The Afghan Herati and Kabuli regulars and Ayub fled for Herat while the tribesmen dispersed into the hills. By 1:00 p.m. the deserted Mazra camp was in British hands along with all the Afghan artillery. For the loss of only 35 killed and 213 wounded, the Afghans had been routed.82 On October 15, Roberts handed over command to General Phayre and left for Simla and England where he would be received as a conquering hero. In November 1880, Whitehall finally decided to vacate Afghanistan and the new governor-general, Lord George Robinson Ripon, was ordered to arrange the evacuation of Kabul.83 In January 1881, Ripon invited Abdur Rahman to take over Kandahar, and on May 23 Major-General R. Hume reported from Quetta that the last regiment had left Afghanistan. The Second Afghan War had ended.84

The Second Afghan War once again revealed deep flaws in the British-Indian military system. Tactics devised for operations in the plains or in European conditions were ineffective against a “semicivilized” enemy.85 While Afghan regulars conformed to regular European tactics at Ali Masjid and Peiwar Kotal, the Afghan tribesmen did not. Skirmishing was important in taking on the tribesmen. In subsequent battles, a combination of direct assaults, flank attacks, and turning maneuvers was used to defeat Afghan regulars and irregulars, but in the broken terrain, skirmishing was fraught with danger. Units became disorganized and lost contact, and a sudden charge by Afghan swordsmen could easily overwhelm a thin skirmishing line. In such situations, a tightly formed line formation with volley fire was the only method of stopping the enemy. At Ahmed Khel, Donald Stewart’s hurriedly formed infantry squares with artillery support alone managed to stop the charge of thousands of Ghazi irregulars and Afghan cavalry. On the other hand, at Maiwand, Brigadier Burrows’s inability to form a square with integral artillery support led to the virtual destruction of his brigade. The war confirmed the efficacy of the lessons learned by the PFF. The core tactics of pickets, perimeter camps, and skirmishing tactics were all vindicated. Yet few attempts were made to imbibe the new tactics of frontier warfare. The PFF was left to guard the frontier on its own. The one exception was the introduction of new mountain artillery. In August 1880, the Kurram Field Force included in its arsenal two batteries of the new 2.5-inch screw guns. After the war, a total of six screw gun batteries were maintained.86 A manual for Mountain Artillery Drill was also published.87 Unlike the field artillery, which British troops exclusively manned and operated, the mountain artillery units were operated by Indian gunners with British officers. In 1888, the magazine-fed Lee-Metford rifles were distributed to British regiments, while Indian units inherited the Martini-Henry in place of the older Snider rifles. Maxim machine guns were also introduced.

In 1885, the Indian Army increased in size to 190,000 men. Three new cavalry and nine new infantry regiments were raised. By 1893, the number of British troops had increased by 11,000 to a total of 72,000.88 The frontier with Afghanistan was consolidated. As commander in chief in India (1885–1893), Lord Roberts had pursued a forward policy of defense. New road and railway infrastructure was developed along the frontier, and the Zhob Valley was annexed in 1890. Abdur Rahman looked upon the British actions as hostile, but could do little in the face of the Russian threat. The Panjdeh incident in 1885, when the Russians attacked and defeated 4,000 Afghan troops in northern Afghanistan, and another clash in July 24, 1892, at Somatash in the Pamir Mountains in northern Afghanistan convinced him that the British were his only ally.89 Abdur Rahman died on October 3, 1901, and his son Habibullah succeeded him.

Throughout the 1880s and 1890s, the British “forward policy” resulted in a number of punitive expeditions being launched against Afghanistan. In March 1895, the British initiated a major operation to rescue their agent in Chitral, and the 1st Division was mobilized under Major-General Sir Robert Low. The Chitral Relief Force numbered 18,000 men armed with Lee-Metford rifles and Maxim machine guns. The force was supported by 38,000 pack animals and had a logistical “tail” some 170 miles long.90 On April 3, the force confronted 12,000 Afghan tribesmen defending the Malakand Pass. The tribesmen men were in sangars (stone bunkers) marked with standards. In short order, rifle volleys of 2.5-inch mountain guns and Maxim guns had wrought havoc and overwhelmed the Afghans.91 Although the campaign was a success, it was also apparent that the Afghans were also acquiring modern rifles through the lucrative North-West Frontier arms trade.92 On July 10, 1897, tribal attacks on a British political officer and his party in North Waziristan resulted in the dispatch of the Tochi Field Force to suppress the tribes. However, this operation soon escalated into a major confrontation. On July 26, Swati tribesmen attacked the fort of Chakdara. On August 2, the Malakand Field Force was organized to relieve Chakdara and to then conduct punitive operations in the Swat Valley. As tribal attacks increased, the scope of operations also increased. By September, the Malakand Field Force was supplemented by the Mohmand Field Force. In the course of these operations, the tribal lashkars (groups) were increasingly armed with Martini-Henry and Remington rifles unlike their compatriots in Malakand. Furthermore, instead of closing in immediately, the tribesmen now resorted to long-range sniping. They would only attack in strength when the Indian forces withdrew at the end of the engagement. These tactics proved effective in heavy fighting near Inayat Khel. On September 16, the 2nd Brigade lost 150 killed and wounded, which was the Indian Army’s greatest number of casualties incurred in 20 years of fighting in the North-West Frontier.93

As the operations in the Mohmand wound down, unrest now spread south to the Afridi and Orakzai tribes inhabiting the strategic region between the Khyber Pass and the Kurram Valley. This would be the start of the Indian Army’s largest and most difficult campaign—the Tirah campaign of 1897–1898. On August 23, Afridi tribesmen attacked the forts in the Khyber Pass. These were held by locally recruited levies who surrendered after a brief resistance.94 On September 12, a mixed lashkar of Orakzai and Afridi attacked Fort Saragarhi on the Samana Ridge and the 36th Sikh’s entire 21-man garrison fought to the last man. The attacks then spread to the Kurram Valley. In October 1897, the Tirah Expeditionary Force was mobilized under General Sir William Lockhart. It would be the largest operation of its kind in the North-West Frontier. It consisted of two divisions totaling 34,000 men with infantry, cavalry, and mountain artillery.95 The force included British, Indian, Gurkha, and Imperial Service soldiers (troops of the princely states). It broke up into 1,010 British officers, 10,882 British troops, 491 native officers, 22,123 native troops, 197 hospital assistants, and 179 clerks. Significantly, the force also included a large logistical tail with 19,558 camp followers, 8,000 horses, 18,384 mules and ponies, and 1,440 hospital riding ponies. Thousands of other camels, carts, and ponies worked along the line of communication with Kohat.96

On October 18, a reconnaissance in force was launched to clear the enemy from the Dargai heights on the route to Tirah. When the main advance commenced on October 20, it was discovered, however, that Afridi and Orakzai tribesmen armed with Enfield, Snider, and Martini-Henry rifles had reoccupied Dargai. Brigadier Francis Kempster’s 3rd Brigade launched the attack on Dargai. However, intense rifle fire from the tribesmen savaged successive attacks by five of Kempster’s infantry battalions. Even the massed fire from 24 guns of the mountain artillery failed to suppress the tribesmen in their fortified sangars.97 It was only later in the day when a desperate charge by the Gordon Highlanders and the 3rd Sikh across the narrow neck of land below the ridge finally forced the tribesmen to flee their positions atop the ridge. The Tirah force lost 172 men dead and wounded.98

Dargai was the Tirah campaign’s last conventional engagement. After this battle, neither the Afridi nor the Orakzai sought to hold ground. Instead sniping and skirmishing became the order of the day as the column advanced. As one of General Lockhart’s aides noted:


The Tirah Expeditionary Force . . . did not realize what it meant to be confronted by an active and agile enemy who knew every inch of his country and would be ready to seize every opportunity for turning the tables on his civilized foe.99



Problems of resupply meant that the Tirah force advanced slowly. On October 29, the Sampagha Pass was captured with a flanking move and the largest mountain artillery barrage used to date. The bombardment was delivered by the massed batteries of the two divisions’ 36 guns under Brigadier Spragge and a rocket detachment under Captain Browne.100 The tribesmen continually harassed the columns and camps and avoided pitched confrontation with superior forces. The Expeditionary Force finally reached the Maidan Valley on October 31, 1897. The expectation was that the tribesmen would now negotiate. Instead the valley had emptied in the face of the British advance.101 The British established a camp at Maidan, only to have the Afridi constantly snipe at it. Commenting on Afridi tactics Colonel T. Hungerford Holdich remarked:


Neither by night or by day would they [Afridis] trust themselves to open resistance or solid attack, but by day they could watch from their nest above the valley the scattered threads of transport moving in lines for foraging purposes, the little bands of scouts covering the survey party that was making its way slowly up the hillside, working its way comfortably within their range; or they could hang about the cliffs and woods whilst an advance force was in progress, ready to mass themselves with most surprising rapidity on any luckless party. . . . This small brigade of bandits owed quite as much of their extraordinary mobility to the fewness of their numbers, as to their loose organization and mountaineering instincts. They simply played around the British force, and with the facilities they possess of attaining safe cover when too hard pressed, the hunting of them with an army of two divisions was not unlike hunting rabbits with a pair of foxhounds.102



The Afridis’ and the Orakzais’ skills were also based upon prior experiences as former Indian Army soldiers who had served in frontier units such as the Khyber Force. On the other hand, inexperienced British units, such as the Northamptonshire Regiment, suffered 62 casualties on November 9 when they forgot to take the elementary precaution of using a covering force when withdrawing from Saran Sar Ridge. The regiment’s officers simply lacked the experience and training to operate safely in such terrain.103 General Lockhart ruefully noted:


I fully recognize that hill-fighting, especially in such difficult country as Maidan, is an art that can only be learnt by experience, and that British soldiers, especially those regiments that have not served before on the North-West Frontier, are at serious disadvantage when opposed to the Afridis, who are experts in guerrilla warfare, and who are lightly equipped and fully acquainted with the ground they work over.104



In sharp contrast, the three PFF regiments—the 53rd Sikhs, the 56th Punjabis, and the 5th Gurkhas—displayed great mountain warfare skills. When advancing through the valley, the 53rd Sikhs advanced in small mutually supporting units and secured the surrounding heights from enemy fire. The 5th Gurkhas were adept at performing highly mobile rearguard actions with enlarged platoons of 50–60 men.105

On November 18, the main force moved to a new encampment in Bagh and continued to launch punitive raids to pacify the tribesmen. In December, amid the worsening weather the decision was made to withdraw. On December 7 and 8, the 1st Division withdrew unscathed via the Waran and Mastura Valleys; however, the 2nd Division’s withdrawal along the narrow Bara Valley resulted in heavy fighting against the Zakka Khel Afridis. Driving sleet and snow slowed the division’s movement and the constant sniping caused heavy casualties. The 3rd Brigade was hardest hit on December 11 as it moved toward Peshawar. The Afghans used captured British smokeless cartridges to inflict heavy losses on the brigade.106 The Times correspondent accompanying the column described the desperate rearguard action:


For four days and nights it was an unbroken rearguard battle, and the masses of troops and transport were the constant mark and quarry of vicious snipers. At times the baggage train became an uncontrollable mass. . . . Time and time again the situation became so critical that the Medical Officers marching with the wounded became combatants in the hand-to-hand struggles. The rear-guard and flank guards were fighting without respite from sun up until nightfall.107



The battered 2nd Division finally managed to join the Peshawar Division near Swaikot, having incurred losses of almost 300 dead and wounded.108 The Peshawar and 2nd divisions continued to launch punitive raids in the region, but despite the destruction of houses and food stocks, many Afridi tribes refused to parley. In January 1898, the Khyber Pass was reoccupied.109 A series of meetings with tribal jirgahs finally resulted in a settlement, and on April 6 the Tirah Expeditionary Force was disbanded.

The Tirah campaign was the most difficult of all the Afghan Wars. Virtually the entire Indian Army’s strength was utilized in this conflict—59,000 regulars, 4,000 Imperial Service Soldiers, and 118 guns were deployed.110 The Indian Army suffered 287 dead and 853 wounded.111 Major-General Lockhart, the Tirah force’s commander, described the campaign as the most arduous of the frontier campaigns:


Its [Tirah Expeditionary Force] operations have been carried out in a country destitute of roads, the physical configuration of which is such as to present the maximum difficulty to the movement of regular troops. The enemy were for the most part skilled marksmen, exceptionally active and well armed and expert in guerilla tactics. While avoiding serious resistance to the advance of the troops they have lost no opportunity of harassing both on the march and in bivouac, a system of fighting admirably suited to the nature of the country, and which has necessarily occasioned us considerable loss, not only in action, but also from toil and exposure.112



The Tirah campaign showed that the PFF, or the “Piffers” as they were known, was the only Indian force trained for mountain warfare. Despite being amalgamated into the Bengal Army since 1886, none of its skills had been imparted to the units serving in the plains. Some Indian Army observers thought that this was deliberate:


Mountain warfare was their business, and not that of the army of the “plains,” to which they scarcely belonged. What wonder if the lessons learnt in the rough school of the Khyber Hills found no place in the training manuals, but were jealously guarded as trade secrets in the standing orders of the regiments and batteries?113



The Tirah campaign’s scale, however, made it clear that the PFF was too small to handle such challenges on its own. The entire Indian Army was needed in such a situation. On June 28, 1898, at a lecture in the United Services Institution in Simla, Colonel Henry Hutchinson, the director of military training, called on the institution’s membership to catalog the experiences of the Tirah operations, so as to create a new Drill Book devoted to Mountain Warfare.114 Between 1898 and 1900 the Journal of the United Services Institute of India produced several papers on aspects of mountain (north-west frontier) and jungle (north-east India) warfare.115 These papers were supplemented by a number of pamphlets and books published in India and England related to frontier warfare. In 1901, the Indian government published a manual titled Frontier Warfare 1901.116 When Lord Herbert Kitchener established the staff college in Quetta in 1903, frontier fighting was an integral part of the curriculum.117

The new training system’s first test came in 1908 during operations against the Zakka Khel Afridis and the Mohmands. This operation would not be conducted as an old-style punitive expedition that involved the burning of villages, blowing up of houses, cutting down of fruit trees, and other destructive actions. Instead, a fine would be levied, the area disarmed, ring leaders would be brought to justice, and a road would be constructed in the affected region.118 The force under Major-General Willcock’s command traveled lightly and swiftly, and utilized new breach loading 2.75-inch 10-pounder mountain guns to pacify the tribes with minimal casualties. It was clear that the new infantry training schemes had borne fruit.119 These operations represented the last major frontier operations before the First World War.

Reorganization and new methods of training were not the only changes the Indian Army went through during the Afghan Wars. Indeed, throughout the nineteenth century, a steady debate had been going on regarding the granting of officers’ commissions to Indians.120 The issue came to the fore on April 16, 1884, when Sir George Chesney, first as military secretary and then as member of the military department proposed: “It would be sound policy to open a definitive military career to natives of the higher classes giving them not only honorary commands but substantive ones.”121 The proposal garnered the support of the commander in chief, India, General Sir Donald Stewart, who, along with Sir Chesney, sent a joint proposal on March 21, 1885, to Lord John Wodehouse Kimberley. The proposal recommended the raising of two special native regiments—one infantry and one cavalry—to be officered entirely by Indians.122 Lord Kimberley reviewed the proposals on March 21, 1885, and decided to obtain the views of senior military officers. The majority of officers polled supported the plan. General Sir Neville Chamberlain (no relation to the future prime minister) thought that British rule in India would benefit with the incorporation of Indian elites in the army. Lord Napier of Magdala stated that the time had come to match the civilian service (Indian Civil Service) in opening the army’s higher posts to “distinguished native gentlemen of suitable character.”123 Those who opposed the plan did so on several grounds: they questioned if such a plan would increase the army’s efficiency, or if there was a demand for military employment among Indian elites, they wondered if such a plan could lead to another mutiny and they also wanted to know if British officers would ever be placed in a subordinate position to Indians.124

When Lord Roberts succeeded Sir Stewart as commander in chief in 1886 he firmly rejected the proposal:


Though a policy which would improve the prospects of the native officers of the Indian army and open to men of superior military qualities opportunities of rising to positions of trust and responsibility is one which has my warmest sympathies, I am unable to support the proposal that Indian gentlemen should be appointed to the commissioned ranks of the army in the same grade as Europeans. I am convinced that however well-educated and clever an Indian may be, and however much he may distinguish himself, he would be never looked up to by the British soldier in the same way that the latter looks up to the British subaltern.125



Without the commander in chief’s support the scheme had little hope for success, and the Government of India decided in April 1887 to drop the plan on “financial” grounds.126 For the rest of the decade, Sir Chesney made several attempts to reintroduce the issue of commissions for Indians only to have Roberts reject them. In 1897, the Maharajah of Cooch Behar requested that his son studying in Eton be allowed to join a British regiment. However, Lord George Hamilton, the secretary of state for India, turned down the request noting that reforms once initiated could not be stopped.127

It was the arrival of the new viceroy, Lord Curzon, that gave a dramatic push toward reforms. After a careful study of the debate, Curzon noted that as educational opportunities for Indians increased so too did the need for the entry of Indians into the officer corps. He specifically noted that the prestigious Chiefs Colleges—Mayo College, Ajmer; Aitchison College, Lahore; Rajkumar College, Kathiawar; and Daly College, Indore—were producing a large number of cadets and remarked “I hold, therefore, that the problem of finding some military opening for the cadets of princely and noble families, not merely exists, but that it is yearly becoming more acute.”128 Curzon went on to propose the creation of a Viceroy’s Corps consisting of 20–30 young men, later to become the Imperial Cadet Corps (ICC). The cadets aged between 17 and 20 would be selected solely from the Chiefs Colleges. The selection would be based on family, conduct, and knowledge of the English language. They would be brought to Calcutta and placed under the tutelage of a prince of noble birth, exemplary character, and military attainment. In Calcutta, the cadets would live in the maidan, or park grounds, and be taught to dress, ride, and perform physical activities. From there, the cadets would be sent to Delhi for further military drill. They would be sent home for the summer, and those still interested would return for a definite course of military training. The nature of the commission (a key issue) would be left to discussion.129

The ICC held its first course in April 1902. It had two seasonal locations. It wintered in Meerut and spent the summers in the hill station of Dehra Dun. After the cadets successfully completed the three-and-a-half-year course they obtained a commission in the Native Indian Land Forces. This was a limited commission, for its holder could only command “native” troops. If this was not possible they were assigned to the staffs of general officers.130 The first commission was granted in July 1905; however, the Indians commissioned into this system were not employed into ordinary regimental service.131 This created obvious dissatisfaction within the ICC officer ranks. General Sir Edmund Barrow, commander in chief of the Southern Army, noted in March 1912 that two of his ICC aides-de-camp (ADCs), Lieutenant Aga Casim Shah and Lieutenant Kanwar Amar Singh, were “naturally not altogether pleased with their present position and prospects.”132 The training imparted to the cadets at the camps in Meerut and Dehra Dun was geared more toward producing Indian “gentlemen” rather than military officers. Great emphasis was placed upon ceremonial dress, equestrian drill, and parade ground routine. The cadets were allowed to bring with them their own personal attendant and cook.133 It was obvious that such training was not equivalent to the quality of education offered to British officer cadets coming out of Sandhurst. In February 1911, the War Office informed the India Office that it was willing to grant two commissions to sons of Indian chiefs in the Household Cavalry and the Foot Guards, if these candidates successfully completed the officer training course at Sandhurst. Later in the year, the Indian General Staff fleshed out the War Office proposal with specific guidelines:


	a. The administration of Indians to the full rights of King’s Commission is a step of great importance for it is on its officers as a body that an army depends for success in war. Any distinction between the two races as regards to conditions of service or relative rank will militate against whole-hearted cooperation and good comradeship, and Indians should, therefore, be in all respects on exactly the same footing as their British brother-in-arms.

	b. Indian gentlemen of best birth and position alone will be suitable to hold commissions. Therefore there will be strict selection by nomination.

	c. Early education must be in England.

	d. Military education must be carried out at Sandhurst where a certain number of vacancies (Indian cadetships) will be reserved for Indians who obtain the minimum qualifying marks.

	e. They should go through the whole curriculum at Sandhurst, the same as their British counterparts.

	f. Indians for the present will be posted to the Indian army where vacancies will be reserved for them.

	g. Promotion, pay, army, and regimental rank will be on the same term as those of British officers of the Indian army.

	h. After obtaining their commissions Indians should be attached to a British unit in England for a year.

	i. Indians will be eligible to serve in all units of cavalry and infantry of the Indian army and should not be relegated to a special corps.

	j. Three senior officers of the regiment should decide if retention of the young Indians is desirable after the first three years of service.

	k. Though 20 commissions a year might eventually be given it would be advisable to limit the number to 10 until this scheme has proven its feasibility.134



On the eve of the First World War the Indian Army had developed into a skilled frontier (and jungle) fighting force and had initiated an ambitious plan to bring Indians into the officer ranks. These transformations (or the lack thereof in the case of the officer corps) would have a dramatic effect on the Indian Army’s conduct during this cataclysmic global conflict.




Chapter 2

 The Indian Army and the Great War


A dramatic incident occurred at this time. Rifleman Gane Gurung observing that heavy fire was being kept up from a particular house, most gallantly entered it by himself, cowed into surrendering and brought out single-handed eight Germans at the point of his bayonet. At this moment the 2nd Rifle Brigade came on the scene, and on seeing the little Gurkha shepherding eight burly Germans out of the house, gave him three hearty cheers. . . . Sir James Willcocks subsequently remarked that there was probably no other instance in English history of an individual Indian soldier being cheered by a British battalion in the midst of a battle.1



Three years after the Tirah campaign ended, Lord Kitchener arrived in India in 1902 to take over as commander in chief. He came to India from his former post as commander of British forces in South Africa during the Second Boer War. Kitchener was determined to put into place reforms garnered during his Boer War experiences. One of his first reforms was to reequip the Indian Army with the Lee Enfield Mk.1 .303 magazine rifle. With an acknowledgment of the Indian Army’s requirements along the Afghan frontier, he also replaced the old 2.5-inch mountain gun with the new 2.75-inch mountain gun, a mobile gun that fired a heavier 10-pound shell 6,000 yards and broke up into five mule-transportable loads. In addition to equipment changes, Kitchener restructured the army into nine divisions, divided between two commands, northern and southern, the latter having four divisions and the former five. He renumbered the regiments, eliminated defective ones, and dropped the old designations of Bombay, Calcutta, and Madras from the regimental titles.2 Kitchener initiated brigade- and division-scale weeklong training maneuvers with senior commanders in attendance to supervise the training.3 In 1906, during a meeting to coordinate the practices of the British Home Army and the Indian Army, many members of the Army Council favored dividing the British and Continental armies into larger divisions similar to those in India since they were regarded as being more flexible and better suited to the British military’s imperial requirements.4 In 1911, at the culmination of the Imperial Conferences on Defense in London, it was decided that all military training throughout the British Empire must be standardized. Under the new Indian commander in chief, O’Moore Creagh, and his chief of staff, Douglas Haig, the frontier fighting manuals were discarded in favor of the new British Army Field Service Regulations (1909). The new manual focused on European-style warfare based upon the experiences of the Boer War.5

In 1910, the Indian General Staff came into being, and in 1911 Haig initiated a secret plan for deploying an Indian expeditionary force (IEF) either to Europe to fight along the Home Army or to Mesopotamia to take on the Ottoman Empire.6 Creagh and Haig sought to use the Field Service Regulations to modernize the army in India and make it capable of overseas deployment.7 The army was deficient in infantry, small arms, artillery, and field communications; however, Governor-General Lord Charles Hardinge saw no need to release funds other than for new rifles since in his view the army’s main focus was frontier warfare.8 Since 1910 the Indian Army had been conducting maneuvers in the plains, but the lack of funds prevented them from being comprehensive combined arms exercises like those practiced by the Home Army. Creagh complained that in 1912–1913 he was only given a paltry £9,000 to conduct training exercises.9 In 1911, his chief of staff, Haig, noted the deficiency in the army’s combined arms training: “The Army in India’s training of the several arms in combination is not as satisfactory as it should be. In fact it is the weak spot of the army.”10 During a three-week winter exercise outside Delhi in 1912, the army conducted maneuvers without artillery and relied on bullock carts for transportation. In Berlin, in the meantime, the German Army was conducting its own exercises with field radios.11 More troubling was the lack of adequate reserves for the Indian Army. The army had only 35,000 men, which was sufficient for small conflicts but completely deficient for regular warfare. By contrast, the British home army had a regular reserve of 145,000 former regulars, 64,000 part-time soldiers, and a territorial force of 269,000 part-time volunteers (home duty only). The Indian government did have a force of 34,000 border militia, including the Assam Rifles, the Khyber Rifles, and the North Waziristan Militia, but they existed purely as a backup to the Indian Army in these regions and could not free up Indian troops for overseas service.12 In March 1914, Creagh, frustrated with Hardinge’s lack of funding for the military, resigned his post six months early.13

When war broke out in Europe, the Indian government offered Britain two infantry divisions composed of three brigades each with one British and three Indian battalions, and two cavalry divisions with three brigades each with one British and two Indian regiments. After some hesitation, the British government readily accepted the offer.14 Two Indian infantry divisions, the 3rd (Lahore Division) and the 7th (Meerut Division), along with the 9th Cavalry Brigade, embarked from Karachi and Bombay in August. The units began to arrive in Marseilles from September 26. The same day it was announced that Lieutenant-General Sir James Willcocks—a frontier soldier who commanded the forces during the Zakka Khel and Mohmand operations—would be appointed commander of the Indian Expeditionary Force (IEF). Upon arrival in France, the Indian troops were reequipped with short Enfield .303 rifles, machine guns, and field artillery (British manned), and moved to the front.15

On October 22, the Lahore Division headed to the front lines at Ypres. There the Ferozepore Brigade was attached to the British cavalry corps under Lieutenant-General Allenby. The cavalry corps was stretched along a ridgeline some 11 miles long north of Ypres from Zandvoorde to Wytschaete. This ridge was the key to Ypres’s defense and had to be held at all cost. Three battalions of the Ferozepore Brigade—the Indian 129th Baluch, the 57th Wilde’s Rifles, and the British 1st Connaught Ranger—were assigned to the 1st and 2nd Cavalry divisions. The Indians had arrived just in time as the allies were outmanned along this sector. However, even the Ferozepore Brigade’s arrival did not alter the German’s huge numerical and firepower advantage. On October 26, the three battalions saw their first offensive action when they were directed to attack German positions near Messines. The attack began in the late afternoon in wet, waterlogged conditions. By nightfall, the battalions had become disoriented, and even though they were near German lines, they were ordered to withdraw. German fire caused casualties, with the 129th Baluch losing Captain Hampe-Vincent and nine other ranks killed, four missing, and 48 wounded.16 The Indian Corps baptism of fire on the western front had been brief yet bloody.

On October 30, the Germans launched a heavy assault on the ridge, and the entire British line came under intense shellfire and overwhelming infantry attacks. The British numbers had depleted to such an extent that only widely separated positions guarded the ridgeline. The Germans bypassed and surrounded these positions forcing the whole British and Indian line to retreat. On October 31, nine German battalions launched a fierce attack on Messines. The Indian units of the 57th Rifles were engulfed in the assault. The battalion’s Number 2 Company was wiped out. Jemadar Kapur Singh, one of the last survivors, shot himself with his last cartridge rather than surrender to the Germans.17 Number 4 Company was also forced to retreat. Only Number 3 Company, north of Wytschaete, held on to part of their positions in the course of brutal hand-to-hand fighting and heavy losses. The 129th Baluch also enjoyed success when they counterattacked and retook a farm position from the Germans on November 1.18 A few days later, the two Indian battalions were relieved. Together they had lost 537 men killed, wounded, and missing.19

Further south of Ypres, the British 2nd Corps under General Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien was holding the line from Givenchy to Aubers Ridge. Heavy German attacks on October 22 from the direction of Lille forced the British to withdraw from Givenchy to a new position in front of Neuve Chapelle. By October 24, continued German attacks were wearing down the corps. When the Lahore Division’s Jullundur Brigade arrived on October 24, they were quickly inserted to the left of 2nd Corps taking over ground held by French cavalry. The move to the French trenches was carried out at night in total darkness over wire entanglements and deep ditches filled with water and mud. The three Indian battalions (the 15th Sikh, the 34th Pioneers, and the 59th Scinde Rifles) were attacked almost immediately upon taking over the French positions. During the next several days, the three Indian battalions, thinly spread over a large front, faced repeated shelling, sniper fire, and German night raids, which caused 584 casualties in dead, wounded, and missing.20

Further south in the village of Neuve Chapelle, the situation was quite dire. On October 26, a German attack had succeeded in taking part of the village. As fighting raged on, it became clear that the Germans had succeeded in driving a salient into the British lines, creating a gap in the defenses between the British 3rd and 5th divisions, and threatening the British 2nd Corps. At this point on October 27 the Ferozepore Brigade’s 9th Bhopal Rifles were thrust into the battle. They arrived just in time to prevent the West Kents from being overrun. The Bhopals were later joined by the Jullundur Brigade’s 47th Sikhs. The Sikhs along with the 20th Sapper Company assaulted the village.21 The 9th Bhopals also attacked in support south of Neuve Chappelle.22 Bitter hand-to-hand and vicious street fighting followed. However, heavy losses and the lack of reinforcements meant that much of the Neuve Chapelle had to be evacuated. The 9th Bhopals lost 267 men killed, wounded, and missing, while the 47th Sikhs lost 178 men killed, wounded, and missing in two days. By November 3, 1914, the Indian Corps’ total casualties amounted to 182 killed, 1,455 wounded, and 352 missing.23

The Indian Corps’ second division, the Meerut Division, arrived at the front almost a week after the Lahore Division’s arrival. It was accompanied by the Secunderabad Cavalry Brigade and the Jodhpur Lancers. Their arrival finally completed the composition of the Indian Corps. They were directed to take over part of the line held by the British 3rd and 5th divisions under 2nd Corps. They held a line from Rouges Bancs north of Fromelles to Givenchy in the south. The move to the front was carried out at night on October 29 amid a heavy downpour. The Germans welcomed the 2/8th Gurkhas with heavy shellfire and infantry attacks on October 30. The battalion fought a desperate defense and by nightfall had lost 44 killed, 65 wounded, and 112 missing (most buried by shellfire).24 Early on October 31, the 58th Rifles counterattacked and expelled the Germans from all but three advanced trenches. On November 2, it was the turn of the 2/2nd Gurkha Rifles northwest of Neuve Chapelle to face an all-out German assault supported by artillery and trench mortars. The trenches that the Gurkhas occupied were little more than mud-filled irrigation ditches, and there had been little time to improve them when the Germans attacked at 8:00 a.m. Within minutes, the 1st Company trench had been obliterated along with most of its inhabitants. The same fate befell 2nd Company and a seesaw battle developed with attacks and counterattacks. Some timely reinforcements from the neighboring Connaught Rangers enabled the remnants of the Gurkhas to hold and then fall back to rear at night. The 2/2 Gurkhas lost 42 killed and 105 wounded and missing.25 The fighting had taken its toll on the Germans, too, and they withdrew to their own positions. On November 5, the British reoccupied the evacuated trenches.

For the rest of November, the Indian Corps numbering 14,000 infantry and 1,700 cavalry held the front line previously under British 2nd Corps. On November 23, the Germans, taking advantage of the Meerut Division’s relief by the Lahore Division, launched a major attack near Festubert. The Germans had a marked superiority not only in numbers but also in weapons with an abundant supply of trench mortars, bombs, and hand grenades. The fighting was intense with heavy casualties. The 6th Jat lost 200 men and was reduced to 300; the 58th Rifles lost 46 killed, 64 wounded, and 11 missing; the 1/39th Garhwal Rifles lost 18 killed, 35 wounded, and Major Wardell missing; the 2/8th Gurkhas lost 77 killed, wounded, and missing. German losses were also heavy. In one location 100 bodies were found, and 100 Germans were taken prisoner, including three officers along with three machine guns and a trench mortar.26 The Battle of Festubert ended in success for the Indian Corps as all the trenches were retaken from the enemy. However, the fighting also clearly revealed that the corps was desperately short of machine guns, grenades, and trench-fighting equipment.

On December 17, the Indian Corps along with the British 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Corps were directed to mount a general attack on the German positions on December 19. General Willcocks thought that the thinly spread corps had already suffered tremendous losses from incessant trench fighting and were in poor shape for the assault. Nevertheless, Sir John French insisted that the corps take part in the assault near Givenchy. The Meerut Division’s Garhwal Brigade began its assault at 3:15 a.m. with the 2nd Leicesters under Lieutenant-Colonel Blackader leading the advance supported by the 2/3 Gurkhas. The German frontline trenches were seized and held, but a massive German counterattack supported by trench mortars stymied any further advance. In the meantime, the Lahore Division’s Sirhand Brigade began its attack on the German trenches to the northeast of Givenchy with the 1st Battalion Highland Infantry and the 1/4th Gurkha Rifles. The attack was launched at 5:30 a.m. after a short artillery barrage. The lightly held German front trenches were quickly taken. However, the inability to complete the connecting trench under heavy German fire meant that troops had to fall back in the evening. To the right of the Sirhand Brigade, the 59th Scinde Rifles attached to the Jullundur Brigade also attacked the German lines. They managed to hold on to part of the German front trenches despite fearful losses of 26 dead and 86 wounded.27

At 9:00 a.m. on December 20, the German counteroffensive began with the explosion of two mines under the Sirhand Brigade’s positions around Givenchy. Almost three companies of the Highland Light Infantry and the 1/4th Gurkhas were wiped out. The surviving Gurkhas (including the neighboring 1/1st Gurkhas) came under heavy infantry assault. Despite heavy hand-to-hand fighting with khukris and primitive trench bombs, the Gurkhas were forced back.28 The Highlanders held on until the South Wales Borderers relieved them on the evening of December 21. By December 20, the 1/4th Gurkhas had lost 302 men and the 1/1st Gurkhas had lost 202.29

On December 20, the German assault also caused the 129th Baluch to retreat.30 At this point, the Germans had taken the Sirhand Brigade’s front line, forcing the brigade to fall back on the Festubert Road and brought Givenchy under direct attack.31 A counterattack was needed to restore the corps’ position in Givenchy. At 3:00 p.m. the 1st Manchesters launched the attack and, despite heavy losses, managed to clear Givenchy and hold it until it was relieved. At the same time, the dismounted Secunderabad Cavalry Brigade with the support of the 47th Sikhs and the 2/8th Gurkhas launched an adjoining attack but were not as fortunate. They were unable to hold on to their gains in the German trenches and had to fall back on December 21. Amar Singh, an Indian officer (graduate of the ICC) who was ADC to Major-General Brunker, the commander of the Sirhand Brigade, describes the brigade’s retreat:


We had a bad knock and were severely handled. The troops were quite demoralized and disorganized. We had lost over half the men in casualties. . . . It was a bad thing to be so badly beaten at the very beginning. . . . It was low lying land where our brigade was and consequently the trenches were one mass of mud. The Germans had been working here for some time and had prepared mines which they blew up.32



Captain Roly Grimshaw, a cavalry officer, also describes the pitiful retreat:


Little Gurkhas slopping through the freezing mud barefooted; tommies with no caps and plastered in blood and mud from head to foot; Sikhs with their hair down and looking more wild and weird than I have ever seen them; Pathans more dirty and untidy than usual; all limping or reeling along like drunken men, some helping an almost floundered comrade. In most cases misery depicted on their faces.33



By December 1914, the Indian Corps had been in constant action for two months and had suffered heavy losses. The decision was made to relieve the corps and on December 21 the British 1st Division from the 1st Corps arrived to replace the Indian Corps. The relief was affected in the midst of continuous German assaults and the corps kept fighting in the area until December 22. The official casualty list drawn up on December 31, 1914, put the corps’ losses as the following:


Table 2.1 Casualty List Indian Corps, December 1914


	
 


	
Killed


	
Wounded


	
Missing







	
British Officers


	
104


	
148


	
40





	
Indian Officers


	
39


	
96


	
31





	
Other Ranks British


	
349


	
1,246


	
566





	
Other Ranks Indian


	
906


	
4,370


	
1,685





	
Total


	
1,397


	
5,860


	
2,322







	Source: Merewether and Smith, The Indian Corps in France, 199.





The period of rest was consumed with intensive training for trench warfare. The corps received training on the use of trench mortars, rifle grenades, bombs, and the assaulting and holding of enemy trenches.34 The corps was also reinforced with four British battalions, the 2nd Connaught Rangers, and three new Territorial battalions—the 4th Battalion London Regiment, the 4th Battalion Suffolks, and the 4th Battalion Seaforths. On January 15, the corps began to move back to the front, and by February 2 the Lahore Division had taken over the British 1st Corps position with the Meerut Division in reserve.

During the course of a January–February offensive in Champagne, the French had enjoyed considerable success, and the allies had learned valuable lessons on the use of artillery. It was thought that a large concentration of artillery fire prior to an infantry attack was a virtual guarantor of success. The British now decided to mount their own offensive against the German salient of Neuve Chapelle. Orders were issued to the 8th British Division of 4th Corps and the Meerut Division of the Indian Corps to carry out the assault on March 10, 1915. Special care was taken with the artillery preparation. On March 7, the Lahore and Meerut divisions’ artillery along with No. 1 Group GHQ Heavy Artillery was brought forth to register enemy targets. At 7:30 a.m. on March 10, the massed 480 guns opened a heavy 35-minute bombardment of the German positions. The 18 pounders dealt with the wire, while the 15-inch, 9.2-inch, and 6-inch howitzers delivered heavy plunging fire into the German trenches in front of Neuve Chapelle. The Garhwal Brigade under Brigadier-General Blackader attacked as soon as the barrage ended. The artillery fire had done its work, and the assaulting battalions closed in on the German trenches with little loss. The 2/3rd Gurkhas were the first into Neuve Chapelle, and Rifleman Gane Gurung won his Indian Order of Merit here for capturing eight Germans single-handedly in full view of the British 2nd Brigade’s soldiers.35 By 9:30 a.m., German resistance began to stiffen and losses mounted. The assault continued with the Territorials performing well. The Seaforths and the Londoners took their objectives despite heavy losses. The corps consolidated its newly won positions along the eastern side of Neuve Chapelle throughout March 11 and 12 and, in doing so, completely cleared the village of German holdouts.

While the Garhwal Brigade assaulted Neuve Chapelle, south of the village, the Dehra Dun Brigade under Brigadier-General C. W. Jacob launched its attack at 4:00 p.m. on March 10 toward the Bois du Biez woods. The attack went ahead despite heavy resistance, but the brigade had to fall back when the supporting British units were unable to advance. On March 11, the Sirhand Brigade relieved the Dehra Dun Brigade. The brigade arrived in time to meet a full-scale German counterattack on March 12.36 The attack was repulsed with heavy casualties; the Germans left behind at least 1,200 casualties in front of the Meerut Division.37 In the meantime, heavy artillery fire on the Bois du Biez woods caused heavy casualties among the Germans. At 1 p.m. the Jullundur and Sirhand brigades were ordered to attack the demoralized enemy in the Bois du Biez. However, they met heavy fire, and the 59th Rifles lost all of its British officers. Despite bitter fighting, no progress could be made. General Willcocks rejected orders from General Haig to continue the assault on the Bois du Biez. The Battle of Neuve Chapelle cost the Indian Corps 133 British officers, 60 Indian officers, 1,912 British other ranks, and 2,128 Indian other ranks dead, wounded, and missing.38

On March 21, the Indian Corps received orders to proceed northeast of Neuve Chapelle to Chapigny to relieve the British 4th Corps. The brief interlude was used to train the corps intensively on the use of trench bombs. Three-day divisional classes were organized to train the men in this important aspect of trench warfare. On April 24, the Lahore Division moved toward Ypres to take part in the Second Battle of Ypres. German forces had attacked the French Colonial Division on April 22 with gas, and the latter had fled in the face of this new horror. On April 26, General Horace Smith-Dorrien ordered the British Second Army to counterattack. The Lahore Division would take part in the attack under Second Army. The division assembled northwest of Ypres near Potize and St. Jean. The Jullundur and Ferozepore brigades made the initial attack with the Sirhand Brigade in reserve. An artillery bombardment at 1:20 p.m. on April 26 signaled the attack’s commencement. It was met by heavy German fire and losses mounted rapidly. The Jullundur Brigade’s 1st Manchesters lost 289 men killed, wounded, and missing; the 40th Pathans lost 320 killed, wounded, and missing; the 47th Sikhs lost 348 killed, missing, and wounded out of a total strength of 11 British officers, 10 Indian officers, and 423 other ranks. The Ferozepore Brigade attacking on the left also suffered heavily. The 129th Baluchis lost 231 killed, wounded, and missing; the 57th Rifles lost 275 killed, missing, and wounded; and the Connaught Rangers lost 361 killed and wounded.39 The attack had been launched jointly with the neighboring French units, and in the advance many units had lost direction and become intertwined. At 2:20 p.m. the Germans released gas.40 The troops were unprepared for this and could only avail of wet handkerchiefs or turbans. Within moments the attack faltered and French, British, and Indian troops streamed back.41 On April 27, the Sirhand Brigade relieved the battered Jullundur and Ferozepore brigades and sought to consolidate the front line. The brigade launched an attack in the afternoon with the 1/4th and 1/1st Gurkhas. Both battalions came under heavy fire and were stopped several hundred yards from the German trenches. Later in the afternoon, fresh battalions from the Ferozepore Brigade, the 9th Bhopals and the 4th London, joined the attack but were soon pinned down with heavy losses. At 5:30 p.m., the 1st Highland Light Infantry and the 15th Sikhs were thrown in to face a murderous crossfire. Lieutenant-Colonel Vivian, the Sikh commander, was killed leading his men forward. This attack too faltered as the French Moroccan Brigade’s attack on the left fell apart. On May 1, the Sirhand Brigade was once again deployed to attack in support of the French assault. Two battalions, the 1/4th and 1/1st Gurkhas, took part. Despite considerable initial progress, the attack eventually stopped in the face of overwhelming German artillery fire. On May 3, the Lahore Division departed the front to rejoin the Indian Corps.42 The division had started the Second Battle of Ypres with a total strength of 15,980 men but lost 3,889 during the course of this bloody campaign.43

In April 1915, a surprise German offensive on the eastern front placed tremendous pressure on the Russians. The French and the British sought to relieve this by launching a new offensive on the western front. The objective was the railroad junctions of Valenciennes and Douai through which three German armies were supplied. If these junctions fell to the allies, the German position in the Lille-Soissons sector would become untenable. The French would attack toward Lens, while the British attacked farther north. The 4th British Corps was directed to attack German positions in the Rouges Banc area, while the 1st British Corps and the Indian Corps were to take on German positions between Neuve Chapelle and Givenchy. Their main objective was Aubers Ridge, which protected the Germans at Lille, Tourcoing, Roubaix, and La Bassée.

The Indian Corps’ objective was to support the 1st British Corps’ attack by initially taking Ferme du Biez. The corps’ earlier engagements in Neuve Chapelle had taught it valuable lessons. Great care was taken to secure lines of communications, and minute details were worked out in order to ensure that reserves could arrive on time to support the attack. The Meerut Division would spearhead the Indian Corps’ attack. It was to take Ferme du Biez and then move on to the Bois du Biez and La Cliqueterie where it would meet the advancing British 4th Corps. On May 2, 1915, the Indian Corps received a welcome reinforcement with the 1st Highland Territorial Division’s arrival. The assault was to begin May 9 with the Dehra Dun Brigade advancing with a three-battalion front. The assault was preceded by a 40-minute bombardment at 5:00 a.m. Unfortunately, the artillery preparation was ineffective and inaccurate as it missed many of the German trenches. As soon as the three Dehra Dun battalions (the 2/2nd Gurkhas, the 1/4th Seaforths, and the 1st Seaforths) went over the parapet, they came under withering fire, and entire units were down to a man. By 6:00 a.m. the attack had failed. The 1st Highland Division’s attack to the Meerut Division’s right also failed. At 3:40 p.m. the Bareilly Brigade came up to relieve the Dehra Dun and continue the attack with three battalions: the 2nd Black Watch, the 58th Rifles, and the 41st Dogras. As soon as the battalions attacked, however, they experienced a storm of fire, and the attack bogged down quickly. By nightfall the entire British attack stalled.44 The Indian Corps had suffered tremendous losses. The 1st Seaforths had 494 men killed, wounded, and missing; the 1/4th Seaforths lost 216 men killed, wounded, and missing; the 2nd Black Watch lost 270 men killed, wounded, and missing; and the 58th lost 252, while the 41st Dogras lost 401 men.45

The French offensive in Lens and Arras, on the other hand, met with great success with three lines of German trenches being taken with 3,000 prisoners. French artillery had been most effective with careful planning and a heavy bombardment of several hours. On May 14, the Sirhand Brigade renewed the attack on the Ferme du Bois. Once again the German positions proved too strong, and the two attacking battalions, the 2nd Leicesters and the 39th Garhwalis, suffered heavy losses for little gain. On May 16, the 2/3rd Gurkhas and the 2nd London sought to renew the attack and met a similar fate. On May 18, a more intense artillery bombardment of the German positions was undertaken between 2:00 p.m. and 4:30 p.m. before the brigade attacked yet again to no avail as the German defenses were as strong as ever. On May 20, General Willcocks informed General Anderson, the Meerut Division commander, that the Ferme du Bois must be taken to support the general British attack. The Sirhand Brigade attacked on May 22 with 1/4th Gurkha, 1/1st Gurkha, and the 1st Highland Infantry. Despite a heavy artillery preparation lasting from 1:00 p.m. on May 21 to 5:00 a.m. on May 22, it was discovered that much of the German wire remained uncut. Only the 1/1st Gurkhas took the German frontline trench, but the other battalions had to withdraw. Without relief the 1/1st were also forced to abandon their hard-won gains. The Dehra Dun Brigade relieved the Sirhand on May 23, and the Indian Corps ended offensive operations. Table 2.2 shows the Indian Corps’ casualties as of May 1915:


Table 2.2 Casualty List Indian Corps, May 1915
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	Source: Merewether and Smith, The Indian Corps in France, 375.





Much of July was spent replenishing the Indian Corps’ ranks with new recruits. On September 3, General Willcocks, the corps’ commander, was relieved and his position taken over by Lieutenant-General Sir Charles Anderson, the Meerut Division’s former commander.46 In September, the allies decided to mount a major operation in Champagne. They also mounted a number of supporting attacks to prevent the Germans from reinforcing the Champagne. A plan was crafted to mount a major assault in the La Bassée—Arras sector with the same aim of cutting German communications between Lille and Soissons. The Indian Corps’ objective was to turn the German defenses at La Bassée from the north via Haut Pommereau and Cliqueterie Farm. The Meerut Division was to begin the Battle of Loos. Its attack would be supported by a four-day bombardment, the explosion of a mine, and for the first time the use of gas. The bombardment began on September 21, and the attack started on September 25 following the mine explosion at 5:45 a.m. The Garhwal and Bareilly brigades took part in the assault with the Dehra Dun Brigade in reserve. Almost immediately the attack ran into trouble. The gas proved to be ineffectual as shifting winds caused it to drift back on the attackers’ trenches.47 The bombardment had not cut portions of the German wire. The Garhwal Brigade’s attack by the 2/3rd Gurkhas and the 2nd Leicesters failed at the German wire. The 2/3rd Gurkhas incurred 231 casualties including their commander Lieutenant-Colonel Brakspear who was killed trying to find a way through the wire. The Leicesters’ losses were even greater amounting to 20 officers and 427 men.48 The 2/8th Gurkhas seized part of the German trenches but came under heavy German attack and were overwhelmed. The battalion suffered 481 casualties.49 The Bareilly Brigade’s attack to the left of the Garhwal Brigade had also commenced after the mine explosion.50 Three battalions—the 1/4th Black Watch, the 69th Punjabis, and the 2nd Black Watch—spearheaded the attack. Despite being affected by the gas, the attack managed to penetrate the German second-line trenches in the direction of Moulin du Piètre. A massive German counterattack, however, forced the units back with heavy casualties. The 2nd Black Watch incurred 363 casualties while the 69th Punjabis’ losses stood at 348.51 Other supporting units like the 1/4th Black Watch and the 58th Rifles also suffered heavy losses. The Battle of Loos had cost the two Indian divisions a total of 156 British officers, 44 Indian officers, 1,891 British other ranks, and 1,882 Indian other ranks for a total of 3,973 casualties.52

By now, the heavy casualty rates were having a dramatic effect on the Indian Corps. This all-volunteer force was not designed to replenish its ranks at such a high rate. The number of qualified recruits available dropped drastically. In December 1914, the Indian Base Depot in Marseilles reported that 331 of the new recruits arriving from India were found to be unfit for service. In January 1915, Sir John French noted that 876 men or one-sixth of the reinforcements received were unfit for service. A temporary reprieve was sought in milking units and regiments stationed in India. The local troops of Indian Chiefs were also mined as were units of the Military Police Corps. However, these solutions only highlighted the tenuous nature of the Indian Army’s peacetime recruitment system. In 1915, the 39th Garhwal Rifles received a reinforcement force composed of 96 men from the Tehri Garhwal Field Company and Indian State Forces’ engineer unit, as well as 240 men from the Burma Military Police.53 Equally damaging was the mixing of different classes in a single battalion, which undermined unit morale. In May 1915, the 9th Bhopal infantry consisted of three double companies with a mix of Sikhs, Rajputs, Mussalmans, and Brahmins.54 In India, the traditional recruiting system came under severe strain and was all but abandoned in 1917 when recruiting officers were made responsible for recruiting on a territorial system and not along martial races or class lines.55 More crucial was the drastic loss of British officers. These experienced officers who were familiar with the culture and language of their Indian soldiers could not be replaced so readily. Table 2.3 shows the Indian Corps’ casualty list as of November 19, 1915:


Table 2.3 Casualty List Indian Corps, November 1915
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	Source: Merewether and Smith, The Indian Corps in France, 459.





It was clear that the replenishment system was collapsing. With most units operating under strength and with a skeleton officer cadre, it came as no surprise when the order was issued to evacuate the corps to Marseilles for deployment outside of Europe. The corps ceased to exist by order on December 8, and by December 26 the last ship carrying troops of the Indian Corps left Marseilles. The two Indian cavalry divisions stayed on in France until 1918. They took part in actions in the Somme, the Hindenburg Line, and Cambrai.56

France was not the only European theater of war to draw Indian troops. They would also take part in the Gallipoli campaign. When the Anzac Corps landed on April 25, 1915, it was accompanied by two Indian mountain batteries, the 21st and 26th, armed with the venerable 10-pounder breach loaders. On May 1, they were joined by the 29th Indian Brigade, which was made up of the 14th Sikhs, the 1/5th Royal, and the 1/6th and 2/10th Gurkhas.57 The Indian gunners proved their worth by stopping heavy Turkish assaults on the Anzac positions. They saw their heaviest action on May 19 with the 21st battery alone firing 613 rounds. At the precariously located Quinn’s post the Indian guns fought it out with Turkish guns only 350 yards away and managed to silence them. The Australian defenders freely admitted that the strategic post could not have been held without the Indian artillery.58

Elsewhere in Gallipoli the Indian infantry worked with the British forces in Cape Helles. On June 4, the 14th Sikhs attacked the heavily defended Turkish position at Gully Ravine. The futile attack was fully exposed to the Turks who met it with deadly interlocking fire from rifles and machine guns, and the Sikhs lost 80 percent (380 men) of their strength.59 On July 2, the 1/5th Gurkha paid the Turks back when it mowed down massed formations of Turkish attacking infantry. On August 6, the Indian Brigade took part in the general Allied assault on the peaks of Sari Bair. The column’s movement from Anzac Cove to the ridge was done at night over rocky terrain and steep gullies with no reconnaissance and much confusion and delay resulted.60 This enabled the Turks to rush reinforcements to the strategic heights. The Australian and New Zealand brigades were stopped. Only a small force of Gurkhas (from the 1/6th) and British soldiers under Major C. J. L. Allanson made it to the summit early on the 9th to take on the defenders. Allanson takes up the account:


At the top we met the Turks. Le Marchand was down, a bayonet through the heart. I got one through the leg, and then, for about ten minutes we fought hand to hand, we bit and fisted and used rifles and pistols and clubs; blood was flying about like spray from a hair wash bottle. And then the Turks fled, and I felt a very proud man. The key of the whole peninsular was ours. . . . Below I saw the straits, motors and wheeled transports on the road leading to Achi Baba.61



This triumph, however, was short lived. Friendly artillery fire from Anzac artillery (prearranged and without knowledge of the Indian success) now fell among his party, and a Turkish counterattack drove them off the ridge. The assault on Sari Bair was the last Allied attempt to break the deadlock, and by November orders were issued to evacuate the peninsula. The Indian Brigade withdrew on the night of December 19–20. The Indians lost 1,600 dead out of a British and French total of 57,000 dead.

The 29th Indian Brigade was withdrawn from Gallipoli and sent to Egypt. There it joined a growing force of Commonwealth troops being deployed to defend the Suez Canal. Britain had occupied Egypt since 1882 in order to defend the Suez Canal, its vital lifeline to India. However, constitutionally Egypt remained a province of the Ottoman Empire. This changed on December 17, 1914, when Britain declared Egypt as its protectorate. This came on the heels of Britain and France declaring war on Turkey in November after Turkey attacked the Russian fleet in the Black Sea. As tensions with Turkey escalated, Egypt altered from being a transit point for Indian troops to France to becoming a garrison in its own right. By the end of 1914, the 10th and 11th Indian divisions along with the Imperial Service Cavalry Brigade and some artillery units were placed in defense of the canal. They were joined by the British 42nd Territorial Division, and by December 1914 the first units of the Australian and New Zealand divisions began to arrive. In all, the British had 70,000 men in place by 1915 under the command of Major-General Sir John Maxwell.62 The arrival of such a large number of troops meant that all housing options had to be explored including using old barracks built by the French during Napoléon’s invasion of Egypt.63

In Syria, the Turkish commander Djemal Pasha planned to invade the canal. He had two corps, the VI and VII, at his disposal for the attack. In mid-January, the Turkish invasion force composed of two divisions (the 10th and 25th) left the staging area of Beersheba and headed across the Sinai desert for the canal. They arrived there by January 27. The Indian troops were dug in mainly along the canal’s west bank. On February 3, the Turkish forces attempted a crossing of the canal’s central zone with pontoons and rafts. The Indian troops opened up with machine guns, and the attack was decimated.64 The Turkish forces withdrew and the British did not pursue. The Egyptian front remained relatively quiet for much of 1915, as the Turks and the British concentrated their efforts on the Gallipoli campaign and in Mesopotamia. Success in staving off the British in both those locations, however, now led to a renewed Turkish push toward the canal. The Turks had extended the railroad to Beersheba and begun building new roads and water wells to better support the next assault.65 By the end of 1915, metalled roads were extended from Beersheba to El Auja on the Egyptian frontier.66

The British were not idle either. They reinforced the canal with the influx of additional troops, mainly those evacuated from the Gallipoli Peninsula. The plan for the canal’s defense also changed under the advice of artillery officer General Henry Horne. Instead of basing the defensive lines along the canal itself, a new defensive position would be established 11,000 yards east. This line would be supported by another line halfway to the canal, and that in turn would be supported by a series of fortified bridgeheads on the canal’s eastern bank. Warships in the canal and in the lakes would provide additional fire support.67 In early 1916, the British forces in Egypt were named the Egyptian Expeditionary Force (EEF) under a new commander, Lieutenant-General Sir Archibald Murray.68 In February 1916, Murray occupied the Oasis of Qatiya on the Sinai desert and began to establish a rail link between Qatiya and Qantara on the canal. In April, a Turkish force of 3,650 men under German colonel Kress von Kressenstein launched a surprise raid on Qatiya.69 In July, Kressenstein returned with a much larger invasion force of 16,000 men including heavy and mountain artillery all transported with great skill across the desert.70 The Turks attacked the British positions in Romani, which was defended by the Australian Light Horse. After intense actions, the Turks were halted and forced back as British reinforcements arrived. The Turks retreated having incurred 5,000 casualties and 4,000 captured.71 The Battle of Romani represented the last Turkish attempt to take the canal. With Egypt secured the British high command decided to take the offensive to the Turks before they were able to regroup.72

For much of 1917, the British steadily advanced across the desert toward El Arish on the edge of the Sinai, building the railroad as they advanced. As the British Desert Column (part of the Eastern Force) approached El Arish, the Turks evacuated it and fell back on Magdhaba. Here the Turks were surrounded by the 3rd Australian Light Horse Regiment and two companies of the Camel Brigade, and they surrendered on December 23, 1916.73 By January 9, the British had defeated the Turks at Rafa and expelled all Turkish presence from Egypt. In March, General Murray planned to invade Palestine with a direct attack on the Turkish garrison in Gaza. The British had at their disposal the 52nd, 53rd, and 54th Infantry divisions along with the Australian, New Zealand, and Imperial Mounted divisions for a total of 8,500 cavalry, 25,000 infantry, and 92 guns. The Turks had 1,500 cavalry, 12,000–16,000 infantry, and 74 guns in southern Palestine.74 The British force launched the attack on March 26, 1917. However, the lack of coherent command and control, as well as poor communication, meant that the ill-planned assault ended in failure and heavy losses.75 On April 19, Murray launched a second attack against Gaza only to meet with an even costlier repulse.76

While the Palestine front ground down to a stalemate in 1917, in the Hejaz British fortunes were faring much better. There the Arab ruler of Mecca, Sherif Hussein, had been in lengthy negotiations with the British high commissioner in Egypt, Sir Henry MacMahon. By October 1915, MacMahon had led the sherif to believe that the British would accede to his demands to recognize Syria, Palestine, and Arabia as an independent Arab country in return for joining the war against Turkey.77 The Arab revolt against Turkey broke out in Medina on June 5, 1916, but it was the lightly garrisoned Mecca that fell quickly to the Arabs. A key figure in the Arab uprising was T. E. Lawrence, a member of the Arab Bureau in Cairo. Lawrence became a close adviser to Feisal, one of Sherif Hussein’s sons, and saw the Hejaz as only a first step in the Arab uprising that would eventually expand to Syria and beyond. Lawrence orchestrated a series of Arab attacks (with British support) on the Hejaz railway. In May 1917, Lawrence launched his most ambitious operation to take the Turkish-held port of Aqaba. After destroying a Turkish battalion sent from the garrison at Maan, the Arab forces stormed Aqaba on July 6, 1917, and seized it.78 The fall of Aqaba now meant that the British had a direct link with the Arabs from Egypt.

Welcome though the Arab revolt might have been to the British, in Whitehall, there was much consternation about the failed assaults on Gaza. Prime Minister David Lloyd George had lost confidence in General Murray and decided in June 1917 to replace him with Lieutenant-General Sir Edmund Allenby, the British Third Army commander in France.79 Upon his arrival in Egypt, Allenby immediately took close charge of the operations by moving his headquarters from the sumptuous Savoy Hotel in Cairo to the Um el Kelab near Rafa, a “hot and unpleasant fly-plagued camp of huts a few miles behind the line.”80 He followed this up with a complete overhaul of the General Staff. He now endorsed the plan of Lieutenant-General Sir Philip Chetwode, the Eastern Force commander, to mount an indirect flanking attack on Gaza after taking the small town of Beersheba to the west of Gaza. Allenby now received the much promised reinforcements from other theaters. The 10th Division arrived from Salonika, and a new division—the 75th—was created from assorted British and Indian units. Three new corps formations replaced the Eastern Force. The 20th Army Corps under General Chetwode was made up of the 10th, 53rd, 60th, and 74th divisions. The 21st Army Corps under General Bulfin included the 52nd, 54th, and 75th divisions. Lieutenant-General Sir Harry Chauvel commanded the Desert Mounted Column composed of the Anzac, Australian, and Mounted divisions.81 Allenby’s seven divisions of infantry and cavalry corps would face nine infantry and one cavalry division on the Turkish side.82 On July 10, Lawrence arrived in Cairo bringing news of the stunning capture of the Red Sea port of Aqaba. A British breakthrough at Gaza and collaboration with the Arabs hastened Allenby’s planning for an attack on Beersheba.

The British took great pains to hide their flank attack from Beersheba. This was aided by the arrival of brand-new Bristol fighter aircraft that attained air superiority over the battlefield. Colonel Richard Meinertzhagen, the head of military intelligence at GHQ, also engineered an elaborate skirmish to ensure that a haversack containing fake plans indicating a direct attack on Gaza fell into Turkish hands.83 By October 30, the forces were concentrated. The XX Corps and Mounted Corps were near Beersheba, while the XXI Corps stayed in front of Gaza. In Gaza, the Turks had nine infantry divisions and one cavalry division. The Turkish garrison in Beersheba was the 3rd Corps with the 27th Division, the 3rd Cavalry Division, and elements of the 16th and 24th divisions. The British attack on Beersheba began early on October 31, 1917. The 60th and 74th divisions attacked the outer Turkish defenses. By 1:30 p.m., the Turkish outer line from the Khalasa Road to the Wadi es Shaba was in British hands. The Mounted Corps in the meantime had taken position due east of Beersheba. The Anzac Division began to attack Turkish positions at 9:00 a.m. Although they and the 2nd Australian Light Horse made progress, resistance was strong. General Chauvel, worried by the delay, ordered the 4th Australian Light Brigade to attack the town. At 4:30 p.m., the 4th Australian joined by other units led a two-division cavalry attack across the 4-mile-wide plain into Beersheba. The Turks, taken by surprise, were unable to bring great firepower to bear and were overrun.84 Most of the Turkish soldiers were captured, while their commander, Ismet Bey, managed to escape.85

The loss of Beersheba exposed the Gaza defenses’ left flank at Hureira and Sheria. British artillery had been pounding the town since October 27. On November 1, the 21st Corps launched a diversionary frontal attack on Gaza to distract the Turks from the impending main attack on their left via Beersheba. The attack was successful in capturing the height of Sheikh Hasan, which overlooked the Gaza port, and ensured that the Turks would not move troops to their left flank. In Beersheba, the Turks had deployed their reserves the 3rd Cavalry Division, the 19th Division, and the units of the 24th and 27th divisions to retake Beersheba. They were met by the Chauvel’s mounted corps at the height of Tel el Khuweiifeh on November 2. The Turkish positions on the height were too strong and a deadlock lasted until November 5. At 5:00 a.m. on November 6, the long-awaited left flank attack began, which was spearheaded by the 74th Division. In the afternoon, the 60th joined in the attack on the main Turkish trench line in the Sheria area. The ridge at Khuweiifeh continued to see heavy fighting as both sides attacked and counterattacked. The Turks were desperate to hold on to the ridge in order to threaten the British left flank attack.86 The British breakthrough in the Sheria lines meant, however, that no more reinforcements could be sent, and the ridge fell. By November 7, the entire Turkish force began a general northward withdrawal from the Gaza-Beersheba front. As the Turks withdrew they mounted desperate rearguards at Huj and Wadi Hesi to cover their retreat. These were overcome after some intense fighting including a daring cavalry charge by the Warwickshire and Worcestershire Yeomanry at Huj. Allenby had ordered the Mounted Cavalry to encircle the retreating Turks; however, the combination of the rearguards and supply problems allowed much of the Turkish 8th Army to escape northward.87 The Turks now began to establish a new defensive line to protect Junction Station—a vital rail hub to Jerusalem. The anchors of this line were the two fortified villages of Qatra and El Maghar. On November 13, the British infantry and cavalry attacked both villages, and after intense fighting they fell in the evening. The next day, the 75th Division captured Junction Station thus cutting off Jerusalem and driving a deep wedge between the Turkish 8th Army and the Turkish 7th Army in the Judean hills.88

The success at Junction Station encouraged Allenby to press on toward Jerusalem. Using the newly won territory in the Phillstra Plain as a base, Allenby now sought to advance east via the Judean hills and commence an assault on Jerusalem. By advancing in a northeasterly direction, Allenby planned on cutting off Jerusalem from Nablus and forcing the isolated Turkish garrison to withdraw. Units of the 21st Corps including the 75th and 52nd divisions along with the Mounted Corps were involved. The German commander, General Erich von Falkenhayn, organized rearguard actions to delay the British advance. However, on November 21, the 75th Division captured the hill of Nebi Samweil overlooking Jerusalem.89 On December 7, 20th Corps, which relieved 21st Corps, renewed the attack on Jerusalem. The British attack overcame the demoralized Turkish garrison, and they evacuated Jerusalem on December 8. On December 11, Allenby entered the Holy City on foot via the Jaffa Gate. The Palestine campaign had cost the Turks 28,443 casualties and 12,000 captured to 18,928 British casualties.90 On December 27, a Turkish counterattack was defeated, and the British consolidated their positions around Jerusalem.

With the taking of Jerusalem, Allenby now sought to collaborate more closely with the Arab revolt. He had met Lawrence for the first time in Cairo on July 10 and had been very impressed.91 He approved Lawrence’s plan to use Aqaba as a base for Arab attacks on the Hejaz railway. As the British forces in Palestine moved on Jerusalem, Lawrence led Feisal’s forces on a number of railway raids in September and October. In December, Lawrence met Allenby in newly captured Jerusalem to ask for and receive permission to move the Arab forces north. Upon his return, he took on and defeated a Turkish force of 900 men under Hamid Fakri Pasha who were trying to retake the town of Tafila seized by Feisal’s forces. In Palestine, meanwhile, Allenby was under pressure from Lloyd George to carry on with the successful advance. The problem Allenby faced was extended supply lines and an exhausted army. To complicate matters more the success at Jerusalem reignited a debate at GHQ between the “Easterners” versus the “Westerners.” At the end of 1917 the military advisers of the Allied Supreme War Council at Versailles came to the conclusion that Palestine being a weak point of the German-Turkish alliance should be attacked.92 This victory for the “Easterners” was strongly opposed by the chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS), General Sir William Robertson—a staunch “Westerner” who believed all efforts must be concentrated on meeting the expected German offensive on the western front.93 Lloyd George dispatched Lieutenant-General Jan Smuts to meet Allenby in February 1918. Smuts recommended that Allenby’s forces in Palestine rather than the British forces in Mesopotamia should vigorously prosecute the offensive against the Turks. In subsequent discussions between the CIGS General Robertson and the commander in chief, India, General Monro, it was suggested that the assault should focus on the main Allied prize in the region—Aleppo.94 Allenby had already been making plans to secure his right flank by occupying the Jordan Valley and cutting the Hejaz railway line near Amman. This would completely cut off Turkish forces in Medina and Maan. In March, the expected German offensive began, and Robertson once again voiced his strong opposition to the Aleppo plan at a February meeting of the Supreme War Council in Versailles.95 This public falling-out with Lloyd George drew a rebuke from the prime minister, and Robertson was dismissed and replaced by General Sir Henry Wilson.

On February 21, the British captured Jericho, thereby securing Jerusalem from the east. On the Turkish side, General Otto Liman von Sanders, the “victor” of Gallipoli, replaced General Falkenhayn as commander of the Turkish 7th and 8th armies in Palestine.96 On March 21, the same day the Germans initiated their great Michael Offensive on the western front, the British launched a raid toward Amman with the objective of taking the town of Es Salt before attacking Amman. However, the advance’s slow pace allowed the Turks to reinforce their positions in Amman and Es Salt, and the British withdrew on March 31. The Arab forces under Feisal, operating at the same time, now once again mounted an attack against the Turkish garrison in Maan. The attack was repulsed with heavy losses, but the Arab forces managed to permanently cut the rail links to Medina.

On the western front the initial success of Germany’s Michael Offensive was causing much consternation. The War Cabinet immediately halted offensive operations in Palestine and began transferring troops to France.97 In April, the 52nd and 74th British divisions were sent to France.98 The Indian 3rd and 7th divisions from Mesopotamia were to replace them. Also the Indian Cavalry Division serving in France were to replace the British cavalry units.99 On April 30, Allenby launched another attack on Es Salt. This time the attack completely surprised the Turks and by May 1 Es Salt was captured, but strong Turkish counterattacks forced a British retreat with the captured Turkish garrison.100 Although a failure, the attacks forced the Turks to maintain a large presence in the Jordan Valley and kept them from the coastline along which the main British northern offensive was planned.101

The next four months were a period of rest and restructuring. Allenby’s forces were going through a period of Indianization after some 60,000 British officers and men left for the western front. Only one wholly British division—the 54th—remained. The others, the 10th, 53rd, 60th, and the 75th, were Indianized, each with nine Indian and three British battalions.102 Many of the Indians arrived directly from India with partial training like those sent to the western front. However, the commander in chief, India, General Monro, thought that this was a temporary problem and that it was the only way to immediately expand the EEF.103 A major training effort to bring these units up to standard was instituted and by the summer seven such battalions of Indian infantry were formed.104 Indian battalions like those of the 10th Indianized Division (Part of the 20th Corps) were slowly incorporated into frontline service. Field exercises, squad drills, fire control and discipline, rapid loading, throwing dummy bombs, and routine trench duties were instituted to familiarize the Indians with the front line. In addition to intensive training, the Indian units were used in aggressive combat patrols to test the Turkish defenses and to dominate no man’s land. On August 12, a month before the Battle of Megiddo, two Indian battalions, the 1/54th Sikh and the 1/101st Grenadiers, along with the 1st Leinsters, carried out a major night attack on the 5,000 yard-long el Burj-Ghurabeh Ridge located between Nablus and Jerusalem. The raid caused 450 Turkish casualties and brought in 239 prisoners. In addition to putting the Turks off guard, the raid proved that the Indian units were capable of large-scale attacks.105 The Desert Mounted Corps also underwent change. The Yeomanry Division, the 5th Mounted Brigade, and the Imperial Camel Corps were disbanded. Newly arriving Indian cavalry units allowed the creation of two new cavalry divisions—the 4th and the 5th. All told, the corps now had four divisions—the 4th, 5th, Australian Mounted, and Anzac.106 The one problem that arose during this period of restructuring and training was derived from the fact that some 29 percent of the Indian infantry were Muslim, and several Pathan soldiers had deserted to the Turkish side.107

By the summer of 1918, Germany’s Michael Offensive on the western front had ground to a halt, and Allenby received the signal to renew the offensive against the Turks. The Turks had some 100,000 soldiers south of Damascus, but in opposition to the British lines they could only muster 32,000 infantry, 4,000 cavalry, and 402 guns. Allenby could count on 57,000 infantry, 12,000 cavalry, and 540 guns, a two-to-one advantage.108 The Turkish Palestine Force under General Otto Liman von Sanders’s command (based in Nazareth) was composed of three corps: the 7th under Mustafa Kemal Pasha’s command, the 8th under Djemal Pasha’s command (who had succeeded Kress von Kressenstein) based west of the Jordan, and the 4th under Djemal—the Lesser’s command based east of the Jordan. Allenby’s offensive plan envisaged the 7th and 8th Turkish corps’ destruction and the seizure of the crossing at Jisr ed Damieh, which would isolate the Turkish 4th Corps.109 Allenby’s plan was to make a surprise attack on the Turkish line in the coastal plains with infantry and secure a breach. This would open the way for the cavalry to advance north before turning east and encircling the Turkish armies. The key was total surprise and to make the Turks think that the main attack would come from the left flank in the Jordan Valley. The task of breaking through the coastal line was given to Lieutenant-General Sir Edward Bulfin’s 21st Corps. He had at his disposal the 54th and 7th Infantry divisions along with the 3rd and 7th Indian divisions; they would be supported by most of Allenby’s medium and heavy artillery, as well as the 5th Australian Light Horse Brigade. The Desert Mounted Corps consisting of the 4th and 5th Cavalry divisions and the Australian Division were deployed amid the greatest secrecy behind the 21st Corps. To the 21st Corps’ right in the Jordan Valley, the 20th Corps under Lieutenant-General Sir Philip Chetwode with eight infantry battalions and detachments from the Australian and New Zealand cavalry was given the task of blocking the main exit routes from the Judean hills to the crossing of Jisr ed Damieh on the Jordan. The 20th Corps was to fool the enemy into thinking that an advance on Amman was the main thrust of the British offensive. On the coast, meanwhile, General Bulfin had 35,000 infantry, 9,000 cavalry, and 383 guns on a short 15-mile front from the coastline. He faced a weaker Turkish force of 10,000 men and 130 guns.110

In the meantime, the Arab irregulars under Lawrence’s direction were given the task of moving against Deraa and disrupting the Turkish lines of communication, thereby further drawing their attention away from the coast. In mid-September, Lawrence cut the Hejaz rail link south of Deraa.111 Sanders responded just as Allenby had hoped by transferring troops from Haifa on the coast to Deraa. On September 18, British artillery began the Battle of Megiddo with a bombardment of the Turkish communication lines and command positions. On September 19 at 4:30 a.m., the artillery unleashed a heavy half-hour bombardment of the Turkish front lines, and the infantry moved forward. On the advance’s right flank, the 54th Division and a French force met strong resistance but took their objectives. To the west, the 3rd Lahore Division seized the Turkish trench lines between Bir Adas and Hadrah Road and made a flank attack on the Turkish defenses at Jiljulieh and Kalkilieh. To the left of the Lahore Division, the 7th Meerut Division took the enemy positions west of Tabsor then moved northward along the coastal plain before pivoting right over Et Tireh. The 75th Division took the fortified village of Et Tireh. On the coast, the 60th Division advanced swiftly despite Turkish resistance. The British attack’s intensity took the Turks completely by surprise, and the Turkish Eighth Army collapsed and fell back northward in a chaotic retreat.112 By the end of the day, the 60th Division had secured its objective: Tul Kerman; indeed, all of the attacking divisions achieved their first-day objectives.

Now as per the plan, the 5th Cavalry Division moved through the gap and moved rapidly across the Plain of Sharon. It was joined by the 4th Cavalry Division and they moved deep into the Turkish rear. Captain Davidson, the 2nd Indian Lancers commander (10th Brigade of the 4th Cavalry Division), describes the scene:


As we cleared the Turkish trenches and rode through the debris of defeat, we felt that the G in GAP for which we had waited patiently for years had at last been reached. Far over the undulating Plain of Sharon rode the division; to our left and along the sea-shore rode the 5th Cavalry Division; while on our right could be seen and heard the din of the infantry battle as XXI Corps drive the Turks farther into the hills.113



By September 20, the 13th Brigade of the 5th Division reached Nazareth, Sanders’s headquarters. After a hard-fought action, Sanders and his staff managed to evacuate Nazareth before the British occupied it on September 21.114 The 5th Division also occupied El Afule on September 20 while the 4th took Beisan. On the same day, the 2nd Indian Lancers charged the Musmus Pass opening the way for the 4th Cavalry Division to move on to the Jordan River and to cut off the Turkish line of retreat.115 The Australian Mounted Division following behind the 5th and the 4th now surprised and captured Jenin. In less than 48 hours the mounted corps had succeeded in its objective of encircling the retreating Turkish 7th and 8th armies.

To the right of the 21st Corps, the 20th Corps had been given the task of cutting off the Turkish escape routes into the Jordan. Its two divisions, the 10th and 53rd, were responsible for taking Nablus. Despite difficult terrain and Turkish resistance, the 10th Division arrived at Balata Gorge north of Nablus on September 21, cutting off the Turkish Army’s retreat into the Jordan Valley.116 In two days of nonstop combat, the 10th Indian Division had covered 20 miles of difficult terrain and incurred losses of 3 officers, 103 other ranks killed, and 683 wounded.117 By now, the Turkish 7th and 8th armies had ceased to exist as a fighting force. The surviving units that made it to Nablus never reached the Jordan crossing as they were destroyed in Wadi Fara. On September 22, the Megiddo Campaign was almost over but for the capture of Haifa and Acre. The 5th Cavalry Division now billeted in Nazareth was given the task. The division’s 13th Brigade took Acre with ease, but the Turkish garrison in Haifa with their gun positions on Mount Carmel would take more preparation. The Mysore Lancers supported by a company of Sherwood Rangers were ordered to attack the gun batteries on Mount Carmel while the Jodhpur Lancers launched the main attack on Haifa. The Mysoreans were down to 15 men, but both attacks went in successfully and the demoralized Turkish defenses collapsed. The Jodhpurs lost their commander Major Thakur Dalpat Singh, as well as 2 dead and 34 wounded, but took 689 Turkish prisoners and captured 16 field guns and 10 machine guns.118 The only organized Turkish force left was the 4th Army under Djemal the Lesser in the Jordan Valley. Djemal began his retreat on September 22 when he learned of the defeat along the coast. The previous day the British forces in the area under Major-General Chaytor moved forward, and the New Zealand Mounted Brigade took the crucial river crossing at Jisr ed Damieh. On September 22, the Anzacs took the long-fought-over town of Es Salt. Amman fell on September 25. The Turkish 2nd Corps was now cut off from its line of retreat, and on September 28, it surrendered bringing the campaign to an end.

Allenby now decided to press home his advantage before the Turks could recover. General Barrow’s 4th Cavalry Division was ordered to Deraa and General Chauvel’s Australian forces were told to go on to Damascus.119 In the meantime, Feisal’s Arab forces had permanently destroyed the Hejaz line forcing the Turks to retreat by road. Allenby now agreed to allow Feisal to establish a government in Damascus and ordered British troops to stay out of the city unless needed militarily. On September 27, the Arab forces took Deraa and harried the Turkish 4th Army as it retreated toward Damascus. By September 30, British and Australian cavalry arrived at Damascus, and the Turkish garrison left the city that evening. In Damascus, Allenby rested his army, as it was suffering heavily from malaria, and by the start of October, the deadly influenza epidemic was beginning to emerge. His subsequent pursuit of the retreating Turks was slower. On October 3, the 7th Indian Division left Haifa and advanced toward Beirut, which had already been invested by the French, while on October 13 the British took Tripoli. By now, Allenby received news that the Turks were withdrawing from Aleppo. He then ordered the cavalry to advance. The outbreak of malaria and influenza, however, left only one cavalry brigade capable of mounting the assault on Aleppo. By the morning of October 26, the 15th Imperial Service Cavalry Brigade arrived at Aleppo. The Mysore and Jodhpur Lancers were given the task of launching the campaign’s last major cavalry action.120 They charged a strong Turkish defensive position commanded by Mustafa Kemal, the commander of the 7th Army, and were rebuffed. After a tenacious defense the Turks evacuated Aleppo by midnight bringing to an end the Palestine campaign.121

The Gallipoli and Palestine campaigns were not the only theaters of conflict that pitted the British against the Turks. To the northeast in Mesopotamia an ill-fated campaign saw disaster unfold for both sides. In 1912, the area of the Persian Gulf and parts of Arabia including Basra were made the security responsibility of the Indian government. With relations between Britain and Turkey deteriorating there was immediate concern about the British oil installations on Abadan Island and the pipeline along the Karun River into Persia.122 In September, news came of Turkey sending troops to Basra and deploying artillery to dominate the Shatt al Arab waterway. On October 16, 1914, the 6th Poona Division’s 16th Brigade, called Expeditionary Force D under Brigadier-General Walter S. Delamain’s command (the overall force commander was Lieutenant-General Sir Arthur Barnett) set sail from Bombay for Mesopotamia.123 On November 6, Delamain took the fort of Fao from the Turks and proceeded upstream. The troops disembarked on November 7 and established a base in the village of Sanniya. By November 13, General Barrett and the 18th Infantry Brigade and the 33rd Light Cavalry joined them. On November 17, the combined forces moved against the Turkish positions at Sahil. After a quick skirmish, the Turks fell back and the British occupied Basra. The Turkish forces fell back to the historic site of Qurna at the junction of the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers. Barnett decided to occupy Qurna as an advanced post for the defense of Basra. On December 3, two Indian battalions, the 110th Marathas and the 104th Wellesley’s Rifles, assaulted the Turkish positions. On December 6, the arrival of reinforcements in the form of the 7th Rajputs and the 120th Infantry led to a renewed assault. After bitter street fighting the Turkish garrison under Subhi Bey surrendered.124 By the end of December, most of the Poona Division had arrived in Basra and the British position was looking secure. The Turkish 38th Division had ceased to exist losing 1,200 prisoners and 21 guns. The oil refinery of Abadan was also securely in British hands.

Following the loss of Qurna, the Turks planned an operation to retake Basra. Lieutenant-Colonel Sulaiman Askari Bey based in Nasariyah would lead a force of 6,000 Turkish infantry, 21 guns, and up to 20,000 Arab tribesmen. General Barrett assembled 7,000 men in a fortified camp in Shaiba 9 miles to the southwest of Basra. On April 9, General Sir John Nixon arrived to take over from General Barrett who was in poor health. The Turkish offensive began two days later with a bombardment of Qurna. On April 10, the Arab forces attacked the British positions in Shaiba. There Major-General Charles Melliss ordered the 7th Haryana Lancers and the 104th Wellesley’s Rifles to attack the enemy. However, both attacks mounted in the open were repulsed. A renewed attack by the 2nd Dorsets and 24th Punjabis with artillery support did scatter the Arabs who took no part in the following actions. On April 14, Melliss ordered a general advance on the Turkish trench lines 2 miles south of Shaiba. By late afternoon, the British were pinned down and running out of ammunition. However, a general assault with the bayonet broke the Turkish defenders, and the entire Turkish force fled across the desert. Their commander, Colonel Askari, shot himself.125 The victory at Shaiba came at a cost of 1,062 British casualties to 6,000 for the Turks and their Arab allies.126

General Nixon’s arrival in Mesopotamia saw a substantial change in the nature of “Force D” and its mandate. The force was to be now organized as an army corps with two divisions, and its task was to further consolidate the British position in Basra by taking Ahwaz and securing the oil pipelines in the region. On April 22, a column force of 9,000 men of the 12th Division under Major-General G. F. Gorringe was sent to Ahwaz. The Turks withdrew and the oil pumping to Abadan resumed.127 With the oil pumping again, Nixon now turned his attention to Amara. At this point Major-General Charles Townshend, a veteran of the Afghan Wars, arrived to take command of the 6th Division. In May, Townshend began a methodical advance up the Tigris north from Qurna. On June 1, he established his HQ in the gunboat HMS Espiègle, and the flotilla nicknamed “Townshend’s Regatta”—composed of HMS Espiègle, HMS Clio, and HMS Odin—set off upriver pursuing the Turkish gunboat Marmariss.128 The Marmariss was destroyed, and the demoralized Turkish garrison in Amara surrendered to a small British party without a struggle.129 Nixon now turned toward Nasariyah, the seat of the Turkish government in the region some 70 miles west of Qurna. The 12th Division’s 30th Brigade under General Gorringe began the advance on June 27 up the Euphrates. The advance moved steadily clearing Turkish opposition on the river’s bank near Akaika through to mid-July. Some 6 miles south of Nasariyah near Majinina Creek on July 14, the Turks put up more determined resistance, and the 24th Punjabis were forced to retreat losing 56 killed and 91 wounded.130 On July 24, Gorringe launched a substantial attack with artillery support against Turkish positions in the Maiyadiya Creek (left bank) and Majinina Creek (right bank). The West Kents and 90th Punjabis of the newly arrived 12th Brigade led the attack on the left bank side. Bitter fighting followed and the 110th Marathas from the general reserve were sent in. Eventually the Turkish position was taken. On the right bank, the 30th Brigade’s 1/4th Hampshire and 2/7th Gurkhas advanced on the Turkish positions in Majinina Creek. At 8:15 a.m. they were reinforced by the 76th Punjabis, and the assault carried the Turkish position. By 1:00 p.m. the British had closed in on the Turkish rear positions in Sadanwiya Creek on the left bank. Concentrated gunboat fire from HMS Shushan and HMS Mejidieh, however, broke the final resistance, and the Turks abandoned Nasariyah and retreated toward Kut.131 The successes at Amara and Kut had cost the British casualties, but it was disease that was causing heavy attrition to the forces and constant reinforcements were needed. General Townshend himself was taken ill and had to return to India temporarily.

The success of the Nasariyah operation now encouraged General Nixon and the Government of India to entertain hopes of an advance on Baghdad via Kut-al-Amara. Viceroy Lord Hardinge, who had initially been cautious about the Mesopotamia operation, now saw it as the most successful operation of the war and was a firm believer in the “forward policy.”132 The secretary of state for India, Austen Chamberlain, and Whitehall, however, were worried by the operation’s growing scope and only authorized an advance on Kut on August 20. On August 27, General Townshend returned to Amara to take over preparations for the 6th Division’s assault on Kut. By September 11, Townshend’s force of 11,000 men with 28 guns was ready and the advance by boat and foot along the Tigris began. The Turks were dug in at Es Sinn along both banks of the Tigris. They were commanded by Nur-ud-Din and numbered some 8,500 men with 23 guns and supporting Arab tribesmen. Townshend intended to fake an attack on the right bank entrenchments and put in his main attack on the left bank. The feint attack went in on the morning of September 26. On September 27, the main left flank attack was launched at midnight and ran into difficulties trying to maneuver around a series of three marshes that anchored the Turkish left defensive line. Despite these difficulties, by early morning on September 28, Delamain’s brigade attacked the central Turkish trench lines. An intense action followed with the 117th Marathas losing 50 percent of their strength. Most of the soldiers in Delamain’s brigade had been marching and fighting for 18 miles and were dehydrated and exhausted. Captain Henry Reynardson of the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry observes: “The men were so dead-beat that they literally could not understand an order: thirst and exhaustion had produced a stupefying effect.”133 By 10:00 a.m., however, the position was in British hands along with 135 prisoners. By 12:45 p.m., the remaining Turkish positions were also placed under heavy assault, and the Turks began a fighting retreat. The actions continued all throughout the day on September 28. In the meantime, an attempt by the British river flotilla to force the Turkish chained barge defenses on the river failed. However, the Turks began to pull out, and on September 29, the British entered Kut.134 On October 5, the riverine force reached Aziziya, and Townshend halted the advance. He had inflicted 4,000 casualties on the Turks, including 1,153 prisoners for a loss of 1,233 of his own with only 94 dead, but he had failed to pursue and destroy the Turkish force.

With Kut in hand, General Nixon ordered the 6th Division to advance to Sulaiman Pak or Ctesiphon, the new base of the retreating Turks. This was the prelude to the operation to take Baghdad. General Nixon thought that the forces he had at his disposal were adequate for the task. Lord Hardinge supported Nixon’s view noting that while Nixon could take Baghdad without difficulty, he would need an extra division to stay there.135 The operation went ahead despite grave doubts at the War Office by the General Staff who saw any move toward Baghdad as a “dangerous operation” with the forces currently at Nixon’s disposal.136 Townshend also claimed to have had grave reservations about a further advance and noted in his diary on October 3:


The Army Commander does not seem to realize the weakness and danger of his line of communications. We are now some 380 miles from the sea and have only two weak divisions, including my own, in the country. There is my division to do the fighting and Gorringe’s to hold the line of communication from Kut to the sea. There is no possible support to give me if I receive a check, and the consequences of a retreat are not to be imagined. Thus, I feel it is my duty to give my opinion plainly to the Army Commander, whether he likes it or not!137



Townshend’s doubts were allayed by General Headquarters and the 6th Division was ordered to advance on Ctesiphon. On October 18, the leading brigades marched out of the concentration area at Aziziya. As at Kut the Turkish forces were deployed in a line across both banks of the Tigris. The first line of trenches lay 2 miles east of the ruins, and a second line of trenches lay a mile behind the archway ruins. By November 21, Turkish commander Nur-ud-Din had at his disposal 18,000 infantry, 38 guns, and several thousand Arabs. The right bank defenses were the Turkish 35th Division’s responsibility, while the left bank was under the Turkish 51st Division commanded by the energetic Muhammed Ali Bey. The left bank was divided into four sectors—the south held by the Turkish 38th Division, the north held by the Turkish 45th Division, and the rear of the extreme flank held by the Turkish cavalry and camel units. The Turkish 51st Division formed the general reserve at Qusaiba.138 With only the 6th Division—with 13,000 men and 38 guns—at his disposal, Townshend lacked numerical superiority and he decided to focus his attack on the left bank positions with three columns. Column A under the command of Major-General Delamain was composed of the 16th and 30th brigades. Column B with the 18th Brigade was under Brigadier-General Hamilton’s command. Column C made up of the 17th Brigade was led by Brigadier-General Hoghton. A separate mixed cavalry and infantry force composed of the 6th Cavalry Brigade and the 76th Punjabis under Major-General Melliss was to sweep out to the right and come behind the Turkish second line in a movement coordinated with Hamilton’s brigade. All the columns had integral artillery support. Townshend’s battle plan called for Hoghton’s column C to fix the main Turkish defenses with a frontal attack along the river bank to the left while Delamain’s column delivered the main blow against the flank and rear from the center. The attack began on the morning of November 22 with the naval flotilla of four gunboats (HMS Firefly, HMS Comet, HMS Shaitan, and HMS Sumana) and artillery barges bombarding the Turkish positions. As Hoghton’s forces advanced at 6:30 a.m. there was no initial response from the 112th Regiment of the Turkish 38th Division holding the line in front of them. Hamilton’s column began its advance (along with Melliss) at 8:30 a.m. across open ground and came under heavy fire from the Turkish 51st Division and was forced to halt at 10:00 a.m. The 76th Punjabis suffered heavy casualties during this advance. At 9:00 a.m. Delamain’s column began its assault, and the 30th Brigade took its initial objective, two important redoubts termed Water Redoubt and Vital Point or “V.P.” by General Townshend. At 10:30 a.m., Hoghton’s 17th Brigade came within 700 yards of the Turkish trench lines and began to take heavy fire. The confusion of the battle and the lack of communication meant that the columns were not able to synchronize their actions. Following the capture of the “V.P.” position, Delamain’s column, believing that the Turks were retreating, went on to the second Turkish line instead of rolling up the first line of trenches. This left Hoghton’s column stranded in front of the Turkish first line without flank support. In the meantime both Delamain and Hamilton were held up by the Turkish second line. Melliss’s cavalry had failed to sweep northward and instead also ran into the Turkish second line. Hoghton’s situation soon became apparent to Townshend and Delamain, and the latter sent in his only reserve, a half battalion of the Dorsets and the 22nd Sapper Company. With the added reinforcements, Hoghton finally took the formidable Water Redoubt from the Turkish 142nd Regiment, which was annihilated in the assault. The fall of the “V.P.” had lessened the resistance in front of General Hamilton who managed by the afternoon to consolidate the gains made by the 76th Punjabis. The Turkish 45th Division had been destroyed, and much of the 38th Division had retreated to Ctesiphon village.139 By 1:30 p.m., the entire first line was in British hands, but the Turkish second line stayed intact and even managed to launch counterattacks. At 5:00 p.m., General Townshend called a halt to the advance and ordered a bivouac in position. The exhausted British and Indian troops spent the night on the battlefield. The next day Townshend, recognizing the condition of the troops, sought to reorganize and evacuate his wounded. At 1:30 p.m., the Turkish commander, seeing no attack coming from the British and believing them to be weakened, ordered a counterattack. The Turkish 35th and 38th divisions, launched an attack on the central sector, while the Turkish 51st, and remnants of the 45th Division, attacked the northern sector. The central sector attacks were quickly repulsed, but the attacks in the north against the “V.P.” by the Turkish 45th Division continued through the night. The Turkish 35th Division returned to attack the area south of the Water Redoubt for the remainder of the night with no success. On November 24, Nur-ud Din, believing the British were advancing, ordered a retreat toward a third defensive line at Diyala. Townshend had incurred more than 3,000 casualties and was not intending to pursue, and by November 24 like Nur-ud Din had made the decision to withdraw. On November 25, the Turks realizing their mistake turned back toward Ctesiphon. When British airplanes reported the Turkish advance, Townshend ordered a retreat toward Lajj.140 However, as the Turks pursued, Townshend decided to fall back to Kut, which was reached on December 3. The fighting retreat was conducted with some skill. At Umm at Tubul some 40 miles from Kut, the British forces turned on their Turkish pursuers and inflicted heavy casualties on them allowing the retreat to continue unimpeded to Kut.141

Once his exhausted division arrived at Kut, Townshend declared his intent to hold on to it at all costs. Kut was situated in a U-shaped bend in the confluence between the Tigris and the Shat Al Hai Rivers encompassing an area 2 miles long and 1 mile wide.142 The town itself had been a communication post and had a rudimentary mud-walled enclosure connected to a line of four barbed-wire blockhouses all optimistically described as a “fort.”143 Townshend’s first line of defense incorporated these blockhouses, which were demolished and replaced by redoubts. The middle and second line came behind. The area was also divided into sectors. The northeast was given to Hoghton’s 17th Brigade, the northwest to Delamain’s 16th Brigade, and the Southern Sector along the river bend with most of the artillery to Hamilton’s 18th Brigade. Melliss’s 30th Brigade remained in the town by day and relieved the 16th Brigade in the northern end of the peninsula at night.144 Townshend comfortable in the thought that he had supplies for two months allowed his troops to have regular daily rations. The Turks had surrounded Kut by December 7, and reports were coming in of eight Turkish divisions relieved from the Dardanelles making their way to Baghdad. At the same time, 72-year-old German field marshal Colmar von der Goltz arrived in Baghdad to take command of the Turkish forces.

As soon as the Turkish forces surrounded Kut, Nur-ud-Din set about digging a vast network of surrounding trench lines. On December 8, the British were forced to blow up the pontoon bridge used to get the cavalry out of Kut.145 On December 8, the bombardment began and from December 9 the Turkish infantry assaults began. On December 10, Townshend received a welcome message that Lieutenant-General Fenton Aylmer had left Basra to organize a relief force. On the Turkish side too there was much rejoicing upon hearing the news that the British had evacuated Suvla Bay. On December 24, Nur-ud-Din ordered an all-out assault on Kut. After an intense barrage that forced the evacuation of the northeast wall, the Turkish 52nd Division attacked at 12:00 p.m. Heavy fire from four Maxim guns and murderous rifle fire from British and Indian troops cut down the closely packed Turkish infantry and repulsed the attack. A Turkish feint attack in the southern sector was also repulsed but with heavy casualties on both sides.146 With the failure of the first assault, Nur-ud-Din now turned his attention to blocking Alymer’s advance to Kut.

Aylmer had given orders on January 3 to begin the relief operation. He had at his disposal the Tigris Corps, which consisted of the 7th Division under Major-General George Younghusband, the 3rd Division under Major-General Henry D’Urban Keary (which was still forming), the 6th Cavalry Brigade, 46 guns, and various engineering and support units for a total of 1,500 cavalry and 15,000 infantry.147 On January 4, Y 300 men. The left bank attack ounghusband’s column began to march toward the Turkish blocking force at Sheikh Sa’ad. The force advanced along both banks of the river with Brigadier-General Rice’s 35th Brigade moving up the left bank and Major-General Kemball’s 28th Brigade moving up the right. The force reached Sheikh Sa’ad on January 5, and the attack was launched on January 6 at 8:30 a.m. The Turks held firm and the action ended at nightfall. The British flotilla also made little headway up the river as the Turks had mined the river. On January 7, the attack was resumed with additional units from the 21st and 19th brigades moving up, but the Turkish fire was intense and casualties mounted. On the right bank, the Black Watch and the 6th Jats of 21st Brigade each suffered nearly 400 casualties including their commanding officers.148 The Seaforths and 125th Rifles each lost 300 men. The left bank attack was more successful. There the 28th Brigade, despite incurring more than 1,000 casualties, managed to take the Turkish front lines by 4:00 p.m., inflicting 300 dead and taking 600 prisoners. Younghusband now paused for two days to rest his troops and rotate them. However, on January 9, the Turks began to pull out and the 28th Brigade occupied the village of Sheikh Sa’ad. At the cost of 4,007 casualties the Tigris Corps was only 10 miles from Kut.149 In the face of determined Turkish resistance, the onset of the rains, the precarious supply situation, and the exhaustion of his soldiers, Aylmer was not ready to immediately resume the offensive.

On the Turkish side, a new Turkish Division was being sent in. Nur-ud-Din was replaced by Halil Pasha for giving up Sheikh Sa’ad. The new commander immediately halted the Turkish pull back and dug in along the line of the Wadi stream on the Tigris’s left bank. Aylmer saw an opportunity to use the Hanna defile to get behind the Turkish position and encircle them. The 21st Brigade launched the attack in the early hours of January 12, and they were followed by the 19th Brigade. Turkish resistance, however, initially proved to be strong and the attack progressed slowly. Nevertheless, by late afternoon Younghusband, believing that he had pinned the Turkish rear, sent in the 35th Brigade to complete the trap. The 1/5th Buffs and the 28th Punjabis attacked but were held up before they could get to the river and complete the encirclement. While the 35th Brigade conducted the flanking attack, the 28th Brigade was directed to attack the Wadi line. The attack was met with heavy fire and eventually stalled with 648 casualties. Toward nightfall the Turks pulled out of the Wadi and took up positions across the Hanna defile. Younghusband had taken the Wadi but failed to destroy the Turkish force, and in the process, he incurred 1,613 casualties.150 The Turks, on the other hand, had gained valuable time for their own reinforcements to arrive. On February 20, the British attacked the Hanna position with the 19th and 35th brigades. The attack was preceded with a bombardment from 46 guns and some naval gunfire. The level of fire was inadequate, however, and did little to quell the Turkish trench lines. The attacking battalions barely made it to the Turkish lines in the hail of fire. The Black Watch managed to make some inroads into the Turkish line but at a terrible cost. At nightfall heavy rain signaled both the end of both the attacks, and the failure cost the British 2,741 casualties. Some battalions, such as the Black Watch, had incurred 90 percent casualty rates.151

As the British relief forces struggled to break the Turkish blockade, the Mesopotamia Command underwent changes. In England, on January 31, 1916, the chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS), General Sir William Robertson, proposed that control of the Mesopotamia Operation be transferred from India to the CIGS himself. Robertson pointed out this change would allow the British cabinet to closely oversee the operation and enable smoother cooperation of all theater operations under the War Office. The War Committee immediately accepted, and the change came into effect on February 16.152 In Basra, there was also a change of command. Lieutenant-General Sir Percy Lake replaced General Nixon. Lake’s most pressing task was the relief of Kut. However, before this could happen, Lake had to deal with the immediate issue of rebuilding the Tigris force. He was particularly concerned with the quality of the Indian forces. He found the Indian troops to be poorly trained and that they were lost without their British officers. In February, he declared that he did not want additional Indian replacements until September and insisted on having white replacements.153 The problem was the overextension of the replenishment system in India. Not only was the system stressed, but also the best replacements were allotted to France and Gallipoli. Mesopotamia was given recruits with only eight months of service.154

In the meantime, Aylmer had decided to continue the offensive along the Tigris’s right bank. His new target was the Es Sinn position, which would put him within sight of Kut. The key to this heavily defended Turkish position was the Dujaila Redoubt, a depression that ran along the right bank. Aylmer hoped to take the depression and circle around the rear of the Turkish positions making their right bank and then their left bank positions untenable. The attack was scheduled for March 7 to allow for reinforcements to make up the Tigris Corps’ losses. Aylmer had asked Townshend what assistance the garrison could give him during the attack on the Dujaila Redoubt. Townshend indicated that he could only move after Aylmer had commenced his attack and that the river crossing would take time; he also informed Aylmer that his rations would hold out through March. The plan of attack called for a blocking force of the 19th and 21st brigades along with the 16th Cavalry to demonstrate in front of the Turkish left bank positions in the Hanna defile. The remainder of the Tigris Corps in three columns under General Kemball’s overall command would then mount a frontal attack on the Dujaila Redoubt. The initial advance up to the Dujaila position took the Turks completely by surprise, but the preparatory British artillery bombardment allowed them time to man the trenches.155 When the attack went in with heavy fire Kemball’s own B column was pinned down and took heavy losses and by 4:30 p.m. was a spent force. The supporting attack to the east by column C under Major-General Sir Henry D’Urban Keary’s command failed to make any impression against the Turkish Dardanelles veterans, and the whole attack failed with a loss of 3,474 men. In Kut, Townshend claimed to be waiting for the turning attack on Dujaila to appear and did nothing to support Alymer’s attack.156 Following the failure at Dujaila, Alymer was fired; he handed over command to General Gorringe and left.

Gorringe now decided to renew the offensive on the left bank and take a succession of Turkish positions to Kut beginning with the Hanna defile. This would be followed 3 miles north with the Fallahiyeh position and then the Sannaiyat positions and farther 3 miles on.157 The Turks had dug a final trench line across the Sinn banks from the Dujiala Redoubt to the Suwada marsh in front of Kut. The attack was set for 4:55 a.m. on April 5. This time the attacking 13th Division would use stealth to take the Turkish positions with no artillery bombardment. The plan went well mainly because the Turks, realizing the overwhelming British buildup, had evacuated the Hanna position and left behind only a covering force. At 7:30 p.m. the British began attacking the Fallahiyeh position. Here the Turks defended strongly, and the British took heavy casualties before capturing the positions. The British now put in the 7th Division to relieve the 13th and took up the advance on Sannaiyat at 4:30 a.m. Here once again the Turkish opposition was heavy, and the 7th lost 1,200 men in a fruitless attempt to force the Turkish line. On April 9, the 13th Division returned to the fray to join the attack on Sannaiyat. The Turkish positions were built around a series of three trench lines. Despite bitter trench fighting, the 13th Division was unable to break the positions, and the division’s casualties now numbered 1,807 men. Gorringe now shifted his attack to the right bank and took on the Turkish positions at Sinn. The 3rd Division was given the task of opening the attack with the seizure of the Turkish advance trenches in Bait Aisa. The two attacking brigades, the 7th and the 9th, moved out amid a heavy thunderstorm, and the 1/1st and 1/9th Gurkhas of the 9th Brigade routed the Turks in front with a khukri attack, which unnerved the Turks. The fall of Bait Aisa was seen as a major setback, and the Turks immediately organized a major counterattack. These were only beaten back with great difficulty when the 13th Division on its way to Sinn moved in to reinforce the 3rd Division.158 With the attack stalled at Bait Aisa, Gorringe decided to have the 7th Division, supported by the 35th and 36th brigades, attack Sannaiyat on April 20. The attack was launched at 7:00 a.m. after a 50-minute bombardment by the 19th and 21st brigades. However, the heavy rains and flooding prevented the 21st from advancing. Only the Highland battalion of the 19th Brigade advanced into the Turkish defenses. Heavy fighting followed in the muddy morass, and a strong Turkish counterattack drove back the surviving remnants of the battalion to their start line. Some 1,283 casualties later, the last futile attempt to force the Turkish blockade came to an end.159 Townshend’s contribution to the battle was a desultory fire from his 5-inch guns aboard the Maqasis ferry at the Turkish crossing on the Hai tributary. On April 24, the paddle steamer HMS Julnar loaded with supplies made an equally futile bid to force its way through the booms blocking the way to Kut and was captured by the Turks.160 In Kut, the situation was fast approaching a crisis. Food supplies were running out. The situation affected the Indian soldiers more since they refused to eat horse and mule meat much to Townshend’s anger.161 On April 26, Townshend began negotiations for surrender. The Turks would only accept an unconditional surrender, and the garrison began to destroy all its weapons and stores. On April 29, the Turkish forces marched into Kut to accept the British surrender. Townshend would be an honored guest of the Turks and be feted all the way to and in Constantinople. His soldiers, however, would suffer a very different fate. In all, 277 British officers, 204 Indian officers, and 12,888 rank and file surrendered to the Turks. Brutal forced marches across the desert, floggings, food depravations, and outright murder caused some 70 percent of the British prisoners to die while 2,500 out of 9,300 Indian soldiers died.162

In Basra, meanwhile, significant changes were taking place starting with the British Command. General Sir Stanley Maude was appointed army commander, and Lieutenant-General Alexander Cobbe was made Tigris Corps’ commander. Basra itself saw an influx of new equipment to improve the transportation infrastructure and medical services. The Mesopotamia Command also began to receive the latest equipment and weaponry along with additional troops. In November, Maude moved his headquarters from Basra to the front line. With newly improved rail and road transportation Maude built up a three-to-one superiority over the Turks.163 After careful inspection Maude ruled out another attack on the Sannaiyat position on the left bank. He ordered the 7th Division to make a feint against the Sannaiyat trench lines while the Cavalry Division and the 13th Division attacked the Turkish lines along the Shat Al Hai.

The attack opened on December 13 with a massive bombardment of the entire Turkish front line. The attack was a success, and by December 22 the British found themselves south of Kut and in front of the main Turkish trench lines on the Hai. On January 6, 1917, an intense artillery barrage pulverized the Turkish trenches, and the 9th and 8th brigades launched their attacks. By January 10, despite desperate counterattacks the Turks found themselves pinned into the narrow Khudhaira bend in the Tigris. After three more weeks of intense clearing operations the entire bend came under British control by January 19.164 With the Khudhaira bend in hand, Maude now renewed his attacks on the main Turkish defenses in the Hai salient.165 By February 10, Turkish resistance on the right bank began to crumble, and the entire Hai position from the Dahra bend to the northwest of Kut fell to the British along with large numbers of Turkish prisoners.166 On February 17, Maude ordered the 7th Division to attack the Turkish positions in Sannaiyat. However, the attack failed, and Maude decided to cross the Tigris up river from Kut and cut off the Turkish defenders from Baghdad. The Shumran bend just up river from the Dahra bend was selected as the crossing point. The 14th Division was given the task of crossing over on February 23. In the meantime the 7th Division would once again attack Sannaiyat on February 22 before the Shumran crossing to divert the Turkish defenders. The Sannaiyat assault was preceded by a concentrated artillery strike. The attacking infantry of the 19th Brigade quickly seized the ruined Turkish frontline trenches and prepared for the counterattack, which came at noon. After a seesaw battle the 1st Seaforth Highlanders ejected the Turks. The 28th Brigade now moved in, and by February 23, the British were finally in possession of two of the three Turkish trench lines in Sannaiyat. At 5:15 a.m., the British also began the river crossing at Shumran. The crossing was affected at two ferry points: one by the 2nd Norfolks and one by the 2/9th Gurkhas. After some strong initial resistance, the Turks who were taken completely by surprise gave way, and the British established their bridgehead on the Tigris’s right bank upstream of Kut.167 The Turkish forces now began a withdrawal from the Kut defenses. Two British cavalry brigades, the 6th and the 7th, crossed the Shumran ferry at 9:00 a.m. but were unable to cut the Turkish line of retreat.168 HMS Mantis then hoisted the British flag at Kut and then set off up river with HMS Tarantula and HMS Moth to sink much of the Turkish river fleet and turn the Turkish retreat into a rout.169 With the fall of the Kut front, Halil Pasha had lost 7,000 men to the British. The Turkish forces’ once determined resistance was now giving way to a disorganized retreat to Baghdad.

In Baghdad, Halil organized the 18th Turkish Corps for the city’s defense. The main line of defense was along the Diyala River to the east of the city on the Tigris’s left bank manned by the Turkish 51st Division. An inner line around Baghdad based on the town of Tel Mohammed was manned by the Turkish 14th Division. By March 8, the British 36th Brigade had reached the Diyala line while the 35th Brigade crossed over to the right bank and approached the Turkish positions to the north of Tel Aswad. On March 9, the British began crossing operations on the Diyala, and these were strongly resisted by the Turks. However, Halil, worried by the British moves on the right bank, decided to move most of the 51st Division to the right bank. This allowed the British to cross the Diyala in strength and advance against the Turkish inner ring at Tel Aswad. On the right bank south of Baghdad, the movements of the British 7th Division and the Cavalry Division forced the Turks to pull back to the Mahsudiya Canal just south of the city and very close to the rail line out of Baghdad. With his forces under great pressure and an impending British encirclement, Halil made the decision to abandon Baghdad at night on March 10. On the morning of March 11, 1917, the Black Watch marched into Baghdad railway station.170

Following Baghdad’s capture, Maude’s next objective was to take the railway junction of Samarrah and to prevent Halil’s 6th Army from being reinforced. The majority of the Turkish forces had retreated from Baghdad to Istanbulat 4 miles south of the rail terminal at Samarrah. On April 21, after several skirmishes, the British reached Instanbulat. The British 19th and 21st brigades attacked Istanbulat via the Dujail Canal on the Tigris’s right bank. Major T. C. Catty of the 69th Punjabis and deputy assistant adjutant general at the headquarters of the 3rd Indian Division described the action in his diary:


Our advance started at 5 am with 21st Bde they rushed the advanced position in no time & by surrounding No 1 redoubt took it & 150 prisoners very easily. Further on however they ran into a real stout opposition from the hill overlooking the canal & got held up. Here the fighting was very fierce & the ground taken & retaken several times. Eventually our advance was finally hung up & by 10 am it could get no further. During the last part of the advance the 9th Bhopals ran into fire of 3 M.Gs & lost 200 men in 2 minutes. Directly 21st Bde had got the first position the 19th Bde was pushed in & managed to establish themselves in the front line for 700 yds. They blocked the Communication trenches & made themselves safe but had a very bad time from accurate shell fire. However they stuck it & even managed to push on a bit. By nightfall we were firmly established in the front line tho’ everyone was exhausted by the heat & want of water.171



The 2nd Black Watch and the 1/8th Gurkhas took the Dujail Redoubts after heavy fighting including a successful counterattack by the Turks. The 92nd Punjabis were easily able to take Instanbulat Station. Toward evening the Turks retreated to a position outside Samarrah for a final stand. On April 22 the 51st Sikhs and the 2nd Leicestershires attacked this new position. Heavy fighting followed as more British forces followed up the Turks who took to the Tikrit Road on April 23 and abandoned Samarrah.172 As the Battle of Istanbulat took place on the right bank, Turkish reinforcements from the Turkish 13th Corps were rushing down toward Samarrah on the left bank via Adhaim. On April 30, the British 38th and 40th brigades attacked Band-i-Adhaim. After heavy fighting, during which the Cheshires and South Wales Borderers were almost overrun by a counterattack, the Turkish forces withdrew giving up the attempt to save Samarrah.173

Throughout the summer the Turks and their German allies pondered about the actions they needed to take and a new corps, the Yilderim Corps, was established with two Turkish divisions and a German brigade group, but the Turks and Germans could not agree upon its usage. Enver Pasha wanted to use it to retake Baghdad, while German commander Erich von Falkenhayn wanted it sent to Palestine. In Mesopotamia, the British renewed the offensive in September with an attack on Ramadi by the 15th Division. The attack was a complete success. The Turkish garrison was trapped, and 3,456 men surrendered to the British on September 28.174 On November 5, 1917, the British attacked Halil’s forces entrenched in Tikrit 8 miles north of Samarrah. After a brief fight that included a rare cavalry charge, the Turks determined to avoid the Ramadi garrison’s fate fled. In the midst of this success on November 18, General Maude who had been struck down with cholera died and was replaced by General Marshall. In Palestine, Allenby had begun his assault on Aleppo, and its success was to be followed up by Marshall’s steady advance on Mosul. British forces under General Cobbe moved up toward Mosul in October 1918. The Turks put up some resistance, but on October 29 at Sharqat, Ismail Hakki—the Tigris force’s commander—surrendered with 11,322 men and 51 guns.175 On November 1, 1918, a general armistice was concluded with the Turks, and the British marched into Mosul bringing the Mesopotamia campaign to an end. The campaign had cost the British 92,501 casualties. They included 14,814 killed as a result of action, 12,807 dead by disease, 51,386 wounded, and 13,494 taken prisoner or missing.176

In October 1914, when Expeditionary Force D set sail from Bombay for Mesopotamia, other IEFs were on their way or had already arrived in East Africa. On September 1, 1914, the 29th Punjabis of Expeditionary Force C disembarked at Mombasa. Between October 16 and 17 elements of Expeditionary Force B left Bombay and Karachi for Mombasa, arriving there on September 1, 1914. In early December, the two forces were concentrated into a single Expeditionary Force B.177

The dispatch of Indian forces to East Africa was necessitated by the growing German threat in the region. Eight months before the war began Lieutenant-Colonel Paul Emil von Lettow-Vorbeck had arrived in Dar-es-Salaam to take command of the Schutztruppe
178 of German East Africa. When war broke out, Lettow-Vorbeck’s plan was to engage the Allied forces to prevent them from reinforcing the European theater. He would do this by attacking the Uganda Railway in British East Africa.179 This was a threat the British readily acknowledged, and they in turn decided to eliminate the German presence in East Africa.

After the 29th Punjabis disembarked in Mombasa on September 1, 1914, they were sent to Tsavo under Major A. A. James to meet a German force. Much of the month was spent skirmishing with the German forces. By October, the remainder of Expeditionary Force C arrived in Mombasa. The entire force now numbered 27 British officers, 200 British soldiers, 2,000 Indian soldiers, and 400 support personnel.180 On September 19, the German light cruiser Königsberg swept into Zanzibar harbor, sank the HMS Pegasus, and then fled into the Rufiji Delta to hide. This new naval threat further convinced the British to seize German East Africa, and a plan was formulated to seize the port of Tanga. The port was an outlet terminal for the Ushambara Railway from New Moshi. Its capture would not only deal a blow to the most lucrative part of Germany’s East African economy181 but also would enable the British to move toward Kilimanjaro Hill via the railway. A combined attack from British East Africa would take all of northern German East Africa.182

The task of capturing Tanga fell to Major-General Arthur Aitken’s Expeditionary Force B, which arrived at Tanga on November 2, 1914. As a result of an earlier truce agreement that prohibited a British attack on Tanga, the British ship HMS Fox was sent into Tanga port to demand a German surrender. This was refused and the British planned for the attack. Lettow-Vorbeck stated that intercepted British mail had already warned him of the impending attack.183 However, Captain Richard Meinertzhagen, the intelligence officer of Force B, believed that it was HMS Fox’s arrival that gave the Germans enough time to prepare for an assault.184 Indeed, as soon as Lettow-Vorbeck heard of the ultimatum from HMS Fox he began moving additional troops to Tanga. The 17th Feldkompanie (FK) in Tanga was joined by several others so that by the time the British attacked there were almost seven companies with 1,200 men in Tanga.185

General Aitken decided to disembark his forces at a point known as Beach A to the east of Tanga town. The location was on a coral reef some 500 yards from shore, and the men had to wade ashore. Aitken thought that only three battalions were needed, and the 13th Rajput, the 61st King George’s Own Pioneers, and the 2nd Loyal North Lancashires were ordered to disembark at 6:00 p.m. on November 2. The move ashore proved to be slow, and it was not until November 3 that the Rajputs and the Pioneers were ashore. The 13th Rajputs under Lieutenant-Colonel H. W. Cordington advanced on November 3 but were stopped by German resistance near the railway workshop. The arrival of Brigadier-General Mickey Tighe with three companies of the 61st Pioneers then managed to push the Germans back to a position east of the railway. A general firefight went on for a while until German reinforcements arriving by train counterattacked. At this point both the Indian units, exhausted and demoralized, began to fall back in confusion. By nightfall the remainder of Force B including the North Lancashires, the 2nd Kashmir Battalion, and part of the 3rd Kashmir Battalion were ashore, but no attempt was made to attack Tanga, which the Germans temporarily had evacuated.186 Lettow-Vorbeck arrived at Tanga on the morning of November 4 and conducted a personal bicycle reconnaissance of the town and found no British there. He ordered the German forces now reinforced with additional troops to reenter the town.187 By the morning of November 4, 1914, the 63rd Palamcottah Light Infantry, the 101st Grenadiers, and the 98th Infantry had also come ashore. Aitken decided to mount a two-brigade attack on Tanga. The Imperial Service Brigade would hold the German defenders, while the 27th Brigade would sweep south and attack from the rear.

The advance commenced at midday and the intense heat and dense undergrowth made cohesion impossible, and gaps opened up between the brigades and the battalions. The 2nd Lancashires and the 63rd Light Infantry developed a large gap as they approached the German positions along the railroad. Here heavy machine gun fire stopped and scattered the 63rd Light Infantry leaving a huge gap along the 27th Brigade’s front. In the meantime, the 2nd and 3rd Kashmir battalions of the Imperial Service Brigade had pushed into Tanga from the east and were engaged in heavy hand-to-hand fighting. They were joined by units from the 13th Rajputs and the 2nd Lancashires from the 27th Brigade.188 Lettow-Vorbeck now recognizing the danger organized a counterattack with reinforcements. To the south, the 63rd’s collapse left only the 101st Grenadiers to continue the advance south of the railway. The 98th Infantry were sent up to support the attack, but they fell apart and retreated. Lettow-Vorbeck now having stopped the British advance in Tanga diverted his 13th FK to attack the lonely 101st on their left flank. This attack combined with the arrival of 4th FK from Moshi forced a British retreat. Throughout the action the overwhelming British artillery and naval gunfire advantage was left unused due to poor coordination.189

By evening Aitken, thinking that his forces had suffered heavy losses and were unable to continue, decided to reembark the entire force. In Tanga, meanwhile, confusion among the Germans over an imagined headquarter order led them to pull out of the town yet again; however, the British were oblivious to this.190 The evacuation was scheduled for November 5 while a covering force made up of the North Lancashires, 2nd Kashmir Rifles, and half of the 3rd Kashmir Battalion covered the retreat. The ships HMS Bharata and HMS Barjora would provide fire support with mountain artillery guns. The reembarkation began at 12:00 p.m. and was completed by 4:00 p.m. The Germans made several forays, but these were driven back.191 Lettow-Vorbeck only realized he had won when the British requested a flag of truce to pick up their wounded. The British force sailed for Mombasa on November 6. Of the force of approximately 8,000 men that has embarked some 820 were casualties including 360 dead.192

The planning for the assault on Tanga was supplemented by another operation against Longido, a German occupied hill to the northwest of Mount Kilimanjaro. This operation was entrusted to elements of Expeditionary Force C under Brigadier-General Stewart’s command. The operation was to be mounted out of British East Africa from a base along the Namanga River. The units assigned to the role included the East African Mounted Rifles, the 29th Punjabis, a half battalion of the Kapurthala Imperial Service Troops, and the 27th Mountain Battery.193 The force under Lieutenant-Colonel A. B. H. Drew’s command had to move 20 miles across a waterless area to Longido carrying its water supply. Longido had the only water supply and was defended by Major Georg Kraut’s Abteilung Kraut with 86 Germans and 583 askaris. The force of 1,500 men set out in three columns and arrived at Longido on November 3. Major Kraut immediately attacked the 29th Punjabis in the main column. A general fight developed all through the afternoon, and the British forces, including the frontal and flank columns, were unable to dislodge the Germans. By evening, with the Germans beginning to outflank the main column and water supplies running low, the British retreated back to Namanga. The failed attack cost the British 19 killed, 33 wounded, and 1 missing.194

The disaster at Tanga had immediate repercussions. The War Office took control of the East African campaign from the Colonial and Indian Offices on November 22, 1914, and on December 4, General Aitken was fired and replaced by Major-General Wapshare.195 For the remainder of 1914, the British forces under Brigadier-General Mickey Tighe undertook limited action to clear the Umba Valley from German troops, and on December 26 the Jasin post on the border with German East Africa was taken thus clearing all German forces out of British East Africa. On January 9, 1915, the British attacked and took Mafia Island from the Germans. In German East Africa, Lettow-Vorbeck now planned his own offensive actions and planned to retake Jasin post and the nearby Sisal factory from the British. Jasin was defended by two companies of the 2nd Kashmir Rifles and one company of the 101st Grenadiers under Colonel Raghubir Singh of the Kashmir Rifles. The Sisal factory, 1,000 yards north of Jasin, was held by 40 men of the 2nd Kashmir under Subedar Mardan Ali. Lettow-Vorbeck deployed nine companies for the Jasin operation. The attack, which launched on January 18, immediately drew heavy fire and stalled in front of Jasin; the Germans lost four senior officers including Major Kepler. The German attack on the nearby Sisal factory was more successful. There the 40 Indian soldiers ran out of ammunition and Subedar Mardan Ali led a bayonet and khukri charge to break out of the German encirclement. This setback now allowed the Germans to concentrate on Jasin. A counterattack by British reinforcements, including units of the 1st King’s African Rifles and the Jind Infantry, failed to retake the Sisal factory. In Jasin, Colonel Raghubir Singh had been killed and the garrison was running out of ammunition, and on January 19 some 300 Kashmiris and Grenadiers surrendered to the Germans. The “victory” cost Lettow-Vorbeck 300 casualties including seven officers and 18 German NCOs.196

The Jasin reversal may have caused yet another command change. Brigadier-General Wapshare was promoted to Major-General and transferred to command the 33rd Division in Mesopotamia. Brigadier-General Mickey Tighe took over command in British East Africa. Tighe managed to secure War Office permission to attack the German-held town of Bukoba on Lake Victoria. Bukoba not only was the base for a high-power wireless transmitter but also was the base for the 7th FK. The town was also located in a heavily populated region that was the coffee-growing economy’s base. The assault on June 23 was led by Brigadier-General J. M. Stewart with 1,500 men including units from the 25th Royal fusiliers, the 2nd Loyal North Lancashire Regiment, the 3rd Cing’s African Rifles, and a section of the 28th Mountain Battery. The German garrison of 300 men under Major Willibald von Steumer withdrew after a brief fight. The 28th Mountain Battery section proved to be decisive as its fire forced the German forces to retire.197 Further success would follow on July 11, 1915, when the navy with the aid of spotter aircraft located and sank the Königsberg in the Rufiji.198 July also saw the surrender of German South West Africa to South Africa, leaving only Cameroon and German East Africa to be the focus of British attentions. These successes were soon tempered by reverses at Mbuyuni, Kasigau, and Longido in July, August, and September, respectively. In November, the Committee of Imperial Defence initiated plans for invading German East Africa over Lord Kitchener’s objections.199 Belgian Congo and the British protectorates of Uganda, Rhodesia, and Nyasaland also began to move against German East Africa. Toward the end of 1915, the British government along with the South African government of Louis Botha had decided to send all available South African troops to East Africa, and by March 1916, some 18,700 men had reached the theater.200 On February 6, 1916, Lieutenant-General Jan Smuts was appointed commander in chief of British forces in East Africa.201

On January 14, 1916, the 2nd South African Brigade arrived in East Africa and was dispatched to the Mbuyuni camp. On February 12, the South Africans were ordered to attack the German positions on Salatia as part of a general advance on Taveta. Major Kraut commanded some 1,400 men defending Salatia. The 2nd South African Brigade, joining the 1st East African Brigade and forming the 2nd Division under Brigadier-General Malleson’s command, began their advance early on February 12 and began taking casualties. In the midst of an attack during the late morning, a German detachment from Taveta under Captain Shultz attacked the South Africans’ right flank causing them to retreat in disorder while the 130th Baluch of the 1st East African Brigade held off determined German counterattacks preventing a total rout.202 The South Africans had lost 138 men in their first rude introduction to Lettow-Vorbeck’s style of aggressive defense, a far cry from the police actions they had conducted in German South West Africa.203

By the first week of March, Smuts had concentrated enough forces to renew his advance on Kilimanjaro. On March 4, General Stewart began the main advance with 1st Division from Longido and, by March 6, had taken Nagasseni Hill west of Kilimanjaro. On March 7, General Tighe led the flanking force composed of the 2nd Division past Salatia to the east of Taveta. This move outflanked the Germans on Salatia, and they withdrew from the strong position without a fight on March 9. German forces now placed themselves in a strong position near Taveta along the Latema and Reata hills in route to Moshi. On March 11, the 130th Baluchis and the 3rd King’s African Rifles attacked the nek between the hills but were driven back. An evening attack by the 2nd Rhodesians also was thrown back. Yet more assaults were launched with additional reinforcements from the 5th and 7th South African Infantry but to no avail. At night a German counterattack forced the British back. The Germans then withdrew from the position, which the British then occupied on March 13.204 Lettow-Vorbeck had been finally pushed out of British East Africa.

Smuts now decided to press on with the offensive. He wanted to ensure that Lettow-Vorbeck could not consolidate his defenses along the 220-mile Northern Railway to Tanga. To achieve this goal he decided to send Major-General Jakobus “Jaap” van Deventer’s 2nd Division (1st South African Mounted Brigade and 3rd South African Infantry Brigade) in an outflanking move to the southwest and then follow it up with an advance down the Northern Railway. Lettow-Vorbeck had the choice of ignoring Deventer and having his line of retreat along the Central Railway Line fall to the South African cavalry, or he could reduce his forces along the Northern Railway Line to reinforce the Central Line defenses. Deventer set off on April 3, with the 1st Mounted Brigade, and by April 4 was in position to attack the German position at Lokisale 35 miles southwest of the British assembly area at Arusha. The German garrison surrendered on April 6. The next stop was Kondoa Irangi on the Masai Steppe, but Lettow-Vorbeck, however, realizing the direct threat to the Central Line had sent reinforcements to the garrison from units along the Northern Line. Before they could arrive, however, Captain Peter Langen, the 13th FK commander, believed that the artillery’s arrival made his position untenable and withdrew. As a result Lettow-Vorbeck now began to withdraw his forces from the Northern Line and launched an attack on Kondoa Irangi on May 9, with a bombardment from two salvaged naval guns from the Königsberg and the blockade runner Kronborg. He launched the attacks in the early hours of May 10. However, the South African lines, reinforced with the 3rd South African Infantry Brigade’s arrival on April 30, held and the German forces led by the 13th FK were repulsed with heavy losses.205 Lettow-Vorbeck had suffered his first major reverse of the war.

On May 18, Smuts began his offensive down the Northern Railroad with the 1st Division and elements of the newly forming 3rd Division divided into three columns. Because the German forces there under Major Kraut’s command were depleted by the Battle of Kondoa, they retreated and gave up the Northern Railway, after wrecking it.206 The retreat was a fighting fallback with Indian units heavily involved in the fighting. At Makaya and Makalmo along the railway, on June 5 and 9, the 29th Punjabis and 130th Baluch saw heavy action against German patrols and entrenchments. Near the Lukigura River on June 23, the 2nd Kashmir Rifles along with the 25th Royal Fusiliers took the German positions with a rare bayonet charge.207 On July 7, the Royal Navy and ground troops captured Tanga with little resistance.208 The fall of Tanga gave Smuts control over the entire Northern Railway Line and the surrounding territory.

To the west the Belgians finally began their offensive against German East Africa in April 1916. The removal of some German forces for the attack on Kondoa facilitated this campaign. By mid-May, the Belgians had taken Kigali, Ruanda’s capital, and on June 17, they captured Kitega, the capital of Urundi. The German forces gradually withdrew to Mwanza and then to Tabora. By mid-June, the British Lake Victoria Force under Colonel Adye also began to move against the Germans at Mwanza port, which was taken on July 14.209

In the south, British forces in Nyasaland under Brigadier-General Northey launched their offensive into German East Africa on May 25, 1916. The plan was to meet Deventer’s forces from Kondoa at the Central Railway Line. Northey’s forces easily took the border positions and moved into the interior.210 On July 24, the retreating Germans made a stand at Malangali and Madibira. After a pitched battle with casualties on both sides, the Germans withdrew toward Iringa leaving German East Africa’s substantial grain-growing region in British control.211 Despite this success, Northey, like Adye and the Belgians, failed to pin down and eliminate the German defenders. Now he decided to move on Iringa and join up with Deventer to threaten Lettow-Vorbeck’s flank. Iringa fell to Northey’s forces on August 29, but the Germans continued their retreat to Mahenge.212

In Kondoa, despite the repulse of the German assault, Deventer remained holed up in Kondoa pinned down by German skirmishing.213 Even after Lettow-Vorbeck pulled out in late June, it would be a month before Deventer could sally out of Kondoa. Nevertheless, by August, Smuts, confident of the final outcome, ordered Deventer to move south and block Lettow-Vorbeck’s movement to the Mahenge Plateau, while his forces would encircle the Germans at the Uluguru Mountains south of Morogoro. This would result in the Central Railway’s capture and hopefully the collapse of German resistance.214 However, the advance on Morogoro did not pin down the Germans, and they managed to retreat to Kisaki, and Deventer’s advance to Mahenge stalled by September 10, due to rains and sickness in his division.215 By late October, Lettow-Vorbeck had withdrawn most of his forces south of the Rufiji, and Smuts now sought to prevent him from retreating farther south. Lettow-Vorbeck had also seen this possibility and decided to preemptively attack the British forces in Kibata on November 7, 1916. The battle raged on through into December 15, but the British forces held.216 Nevertheless, it was clear that the Germans were not a spent force.

Meanwhile to the south, Northey’s forces came under attack from Major Kraut’s forces along the Ruhudje River on September 28. The attack was repelled, and the British forces crossed the river and established themselves in Makapira, 40 miles from Mahenge. There they launched a counterattack that devastated Kraut’s forces killing 50 and capturing 81.217 Despite this setback, German forces led by Captain Wintgens under Wahle’s overall command scored a success when they ambushed and destroyed a British supply position at Ngominyi on October 28.218 But Wintgens’s pause at Ngominyi prevented Wahle’s Westtruppen from moving against Iringa, as was his original intention. On November 14, Wintgens launched another attack against British positions in Lupembe, but this failed and the German Westtruppen tried to reorganize and move on to Mahenge. However, on November 26, Colonel Franz Hübner’s column of 68 Germans and 249 askaris were surrounded and forced to surrender.219 Despite this setback, Wahle and Kraut’s forces eventually came together in the fourth week of November. Northey continued his pursuit of the combined German forces now under Wahle’s command, and he met with some success when his forces cornered and forced the surrender of Major von Grawert’s 7th and 12th FK with more than 230 men at Likuyu on January 22, 1917.220

On March 9, 1916, Portugal declared war on Germany and moved to occupy German-held Kionga on April 10. In September, a larger Portuguese force under the overall command of General Ferreira Gil crossed the Rovuma River into the Makonde Highlands, as part of an ambitious offensive toward Makindi and Lindi with a westward thrust toward Tabora to link up with the Belgians. Lettow-Vorbeck decided to reinforce his small screening forces in the area with a 1,000-man expedition under the command of Captain Max Looff of the Königsberg. Looff marched his forces for three weeks and attacked the Portuguese garrison at Newala on the Makonde Plateau. After a sharp battle and a brief siege, the Portuguese defenders fled the area leaving behind huge stores. By December, the Germans cleared most of the Kionga triangle of Portuguese troops. Lettow-Vorbeck had swiftly and decisively secured his southern borders and delivered a rude shock to the Portuguese.221

By January 1917, British forces had concentrated around the Rufiji in an attempt to cut off and capture various elements of the German forces. However, the onset of the rains brought an end to these maneuvers, and Smuts left for England to attend the Imperial War Conference called by Prime Minister Lloyd George, where he was feted as a hero, despite having failed to bring Lettow-Vorbeck to heel. Upon his departure command of the East African front fell to Major-General Reginald Hoskins on January 20. Hoskins thought that the exhausted and depleted force needed strengthening prior to any advance. However, the War Office, under Smuts’s influence, disagreed; Hoskins was sent off to Mesopotamia in May, and his place was taken by another South African, General Deventer.222 In July, Northey’s forces began moving toward the Mahenge Plateau. The Belgians also began their advance from the Central Line to encircle Mahenge, which was taken on October 7. During the same month, British forces in Kilwa and Lindi began to move inland through dense bush against the bulk of Lettow-Vorbeck’s forces.223 On October 27 the Kilwa Force reached Lettow-Vorbeck’s headquarters at Nahunga, but he was able to get away. The Lindi Force had to face bitter fighting before the German forces under Wahle, and Kraut withdrew to new positions south of the Lukuledi River on October 21. By the end of the month, the bulk of the German forces were concentrated into Chiwata, a small 100-square-mile area in the southeast of German East Africa. Through November, the Lindi Force continued to push Wahle’s forces down the banks of the Lukuledi toward Ndanda, where they met up with the Kilwa Force and captured 200 Germans and askaris. By the end of November, Chiwata fell to the British with 300 Germans and 700 askaris. However, Lettow-Vorbeck had left Chiwata on October 21 with 278 Europeans, 1,700 askaris, and 3,000 carriers, and they headed for Portuguese East Africa. On November 25, the Germans crossed the Rovuma and attacked the Portuguese garrison of Negomano. After a brief battle, the 1,200-man garrison was overrun. This victory was tempered by the news that Captain Theodore Tafel who had led the German forces out of Mahenge (after replacing Wahle who had left to take command of forces on the Lindi front) gave up his attempt to link up with Lettow-Vorbeck and surrendered his surviving command of 12 officers, 6 medical officers, 92 Europeans, 1,220 askaris, and 2,200 carriers to the British.224 Deventer now faced the unenviable task of tracking down Lettow-Vorbeck in Portuguese East Africa. He believed that Lettow-Vorbeck would try to break back into German East Africa. However, on June 1, 1918, Lettow-Vorbeck moved south across the Lurio River slipping past the British ring in the Inagu Mountains and headed for Ille, where the Portuguese garrison fled and left behind a huge store for Lettow-Vorbeck’s force now on route to the Indian Ocean. On July 1, Lettow-Vorbeck attacked the settlement of Nhamacurra and decimated a joint Portuguese/British force, once again resupplying his forces with a huge booty of weapons, food, and supplies.225

In August, Deventer sent Colonel Giffard Kartucol’s Kings African Rifles mounted infantry after Lettow-Vorbeck who had turned back north to bypass the Inagu Hills. On September 6, they managed to catch up with a German column at Pere Hills and inflicted heavy casualties on it. Lettow-Vorbeck recrossed the Rovuma into German East Africa at the end of September with 172 Germans and 1,260 askaris. His new target was northern Rhodesia, which would come as a total surprise to the British.226 On November 1, Lettow-Vorbeck launched an assault on Fife on the northern Rhodesian border. Because a Rhodesian police battalion provided a strong defense of the post, Lettow-Vorbeck moved on toward Kasama. On November 13, the first news of the armistice came through. Lettow-Vorbeck initially did not believe the news, but at 11:00 a.m. on November 25, 1918, he surrendered to Brigadier-General W. F. S. Edwards at Abercorn bringing to an end one of the war’s most incredible campaigns. A total of 20 German officers, 6 medical officers, the governor, 32 officials, 3 subordinate officers, 122 German NCOs, 1,168 asakris, 11,522 carriers, 130 prisoners, 428 agricultural workers, 282 “boys” for the Europeans, 427 wives, and 392 “boys” for the Africans remained to the end.227 Although the fighting in East Africa lasted right up until November 25, 1918, most of the Indian fighting units had been withdrawn a year earlier on November 25, 1917. A few support units remained to work on roads, bridges, and railway lines. The campaign in East Africa had cost the Indian Army 4,934 casualties, including 2,865 killed, 2,002 wounded, 46 missing, and 21 prisoners.228 Of their contribution Smuts noted: “The Indians in my army proved themselves gallant and skillful soldiers and in many hard-won fights earned the respect and admiration of their European colleagues.”229

Smuts’s sentiments echoed the British government too. At the time of the armistice, more than 70,000 Indian soldiers had fought and died on battlefields ranging from France to East Africa. By November 1918, India had dispatched 1,302,394 men to various fronts—138,000 to France, 657,000 to Mesopotamia, 144,000 to Egypt and Palestine, and smaller contingents to Gallipoli and East Africa. Furthermore, India supplied 170,000 animals and 3,700,000 tons of supplies and rations for a million men.230 A grateful Prime Minister Lloyd George, supported by Austen Chamberlain and the War Cabinet, decided unanimously to include India in the Imperial War Conference in March 1917.231 These impressive numbers, however, hid tremendous problems that underpinned the Indian Army’s massive growth during the war. Even as early as 1915 the existing recruiting system was under stress. Units departing for the various fronts had left behind small depots to train replacements. These depots were unable to meet the demand until 1916. In November 1916, new units were made up by duplicating existing ones based upon recruits from the parent or regimental depots. At the same time, service conditions and pay scales were improved to attract recruits. The civil authorities were also brought in to create a Central Recruiting Board to coordinate the provincial boards and assign recruiting quotas. They needed to supply 11,750 combatants and 8,250 noncombatants every month to replace losses.232 The strain of the demands essentially broke the “martial races” recruiting system. Most of these classes of soldiers had been drained. By the middle of 1917, some 63,000 Punjabi Muslims had been recruited out of 145,000 fit for service, and 43,500 Sikhs were recruited out of a fit pool of 112,000 men.233 The “martial races” system was abandoned in 1917 when recruiting officers were made responsible for recruiting on a territorial system, and not along martial races or class lines.234

Despite these problems, by July 1917, the Indian government was able to raise 21 battalions as a reserve for future demands. The Indian government had by now raised almost 500,000 men since the war began and was making arrangements to recruit about 400,000 men annually until the war ended. This was a staggering increase from an annual peacetime recruitment pool of 15,000 men.235 By September 1917, demands for British troops in other theaters meant that a process of “Indianization” was taking place in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Salonika. It was proposed to raise 67 new infantry battalions. Of these 40 were slated to replace British battalions in Salonika, and 27 were earmarked to expand the 13th Division and 56th Infantry Brigade in Mesopotamia into three new mixed divisions.236

The success in maintaining manpower strengths, however, did nothing to alleviate concerns about the Indian troops’ fighting abilities. From France, to Egypt and Palestine, Mesopotamia and East Africa numerous doubts and concerns were raised about the Indian troops’ efficiency and reliability in heavy combat. In the Middle East and western front campaigns, there was some concern raised about the Muslim troops’ loyalty. However, the numbers involved in desertion and collaboration with the enemy were few and did not affect the Indian units’ overall combat effectiveness.237 Of more serious concern was the Indian soldiers’ ability to withstand the rigors of modern war, especially along the western front. Throughout 1914, there were many examples of Indian battalions fleeing the front lines when under heavy German fire and taking heavy casualties. On October 28, 1914, the 9th Bhopals abandoned their positions on the southern edge of Neuve Chapelle after losing most of their British and Indian officers.238 Ten miles to the north of Neuve Chapelle in the village of Hollebeke on October 30, the 129th Baluch were placed under heavy German artillery fire followed by an infantry attack. With their British and Indian officers dead, most of the unit fled.239 On December 20, the Indian Corps received its heaviest attack of the war. In addition to a heavy bombardment, the Germans detonated two huge mines under the positions of the Sirhand Brigade (of the Lahore Division) followed by a massive infantry attack. Several Indian units, including the 129th Baluch, the 1/1st Gurkhas, and the 1/4th Gurkhas, fell back after sustaining heavy casualties and losing most of their officers.240 On April 26, 1915, during the Second Battle of Ypres, the attacking units (the Ferozepore and Jullundur brigades) of the Lahore Division were subject to a gas attack. With no adequate gas protection equipment the Indian and British units fled in confusion.241 These examples of Indian troops breaking under heavy fire and casualties were not isolated to Indian units; several British, French, and German units had similar experiences during the war.242

Indian units did seem to be heavily dependent, however, upon their British officers’ presence. In virtually all the instances of units fleeing the battlefield, the units in question had lost all or most of their British (and Indian) officers. In Mesopotamia, General Sir Percy Lake who took over command in 1916 was deeply concerned about the quality of the Indian forces. He believed that they were poorly trained, and that they were lost without their British officers.243 However, it was combat operations in France that most called into question the Indian soldiers’ ability to maintain themselves in the field without their officers. Haig’s chief of intelligence, Brigadier-General John Charteris, also thought that Indian troops were lost without their white officers.244 This view did not take into account the fact that by autumn 1915 the Indian replenishment system had collapsed. The few replacements received were of poor quality lacking in training and physical fitness. As a result the Indian battalions on the western front not only were qualitatively weak but also were never at full strength.245

The restricted pool of British officers for the Indian Army was also a major problem throughout the war. When the war began there were 2,586 British Indian Army officers, many of these who were in Britain in 1914 and were reassigned to the new home army. Throughout the war about two-thirds of the 9,493 Indian Army commissions granted went to the British community in India.246 However, Indian battalions on the western front had an officer cadre of 13 British and 17 Indian officers.247 The Indian officers could and did provide a vital buttress to the British officers, but they did not have the same level of training and authority. As one British observer noted: “Their present position of subordination to British officers in the regiment is calculated to impair any initiative or leadership they may have possessed.”248 Sir Harvey Anderson, the lieutenant governor of Burma, also noted in September 1917 that Indian officers in the war lacked the initiative to command because they had never been taught to do so.249

The Great War had revealed the Indian Army to be a tremendous asset to the British Empire. However, this asset was also deeply flawed. If the Indian Army was to fulfill its role of being Britain’s strategic Imperial Reserve, then it was in need of reform during the interwar period.




Chapter 3

 Between Two Wars


The rebels change of tactics from open to guerilla warfare has developed steadily and increasing signs of more efficient and intelligent handling are apparent. More people become implicated as the rebellion continues. New recruits are brought in by terrorization and the attraction of loot. Portions of Ponnani and Calicut and the whole of the Ernad and Walluvanad taluks are involved. Active rebellion is not adopted by every Moplah, but behind the bands ambushing, dacoity and looting is participated in as opportunity offers.1



Few colonies in the British Empire were impacted as deeply as India was by the First World War. By war’s end the political scene in India had been unalterably changed. The Indian National Congress and its older generation of leaders had been replaced by a new generation. The new Indian politicians were no longer satisfied with the crumbs of power sharing being offered to them. They wanted a full share in governance and were not prepared to wait. The leader of this new political movement was Mohandas Gandhi. Gandhi returned to India in 1915 after close to 20 years in South Africa. Utilizing his strategy of Satyagraha he would proceed to shake the very foundations of the Raj.

India’s economy too was transformed by the Great War’s experience. Wartime exigencies forced the abandonment of prewar laissez-faire policies in favor of more government planning and investment.2 Prior to the war, India had been primarily a raw materials producer, mainly cotton, tea, jute, rice, and wheat. Industrial development, and Indian-owned industry, had been lagging. The war saw a rapid growth of Indian industry. The Tata Iron and Steel Company founded in 1907 with a workforce of 4,000 had grown to 30,000 by 1923, thanks largely due to huge wartime demand from the Middle East.3 Like Tata many other Indian-owned businesses were able to plough back wartime profits into new industrial projects.

In addition to these political and economic changes, the First World War also transformed the Indian Army. Despite political antagonisms, the war united Britain and India as never before. Indian nationalist leaders saw the war as an opportunity for Indians to serve and to show that they were ready for self-governance. Gandhi threw in his full support behind the Indian Army recruitment drives, noting “Indians could never be treated as equals if they depended on British protection.”4 India’s military contribution to the war effort was substantial. By 1918, more than 60,000 Indians had fought and died in battlefields from Europe to East Africa. The Indian Army alone garnered no less than 9,200 decorations including 11 Victoria Crosses. By November 1918, India had sent 1,302,394 men—138,000 to France; 657,000 to Mesopotamia; 144,000 to Egypt and Palestine; and smaller contingents to Aden, East Africa, Gallipoli, and Salonika. By contrast, all the dominions together could only muster 978,439 men. India also supplied 170,000 animals (horses and mules) and 3,700,000 tons of provisions and rations for a million soldiers.5

India’s wartime effort had the desired effect Gandhi and other Indian nationalist leaders had hoped for; Prime Minister David Lloyd George, with the backing of Austen Chamberlain and the entire War Cabinet, decided unanimously to include India in the Imperial War Conference in March 1917.6 Four months later, on August 20, 1917, Edwin Montagu, the secretary of state for India, made a historic declaration to the House of Commons:


The policy of his Majesty’s Government, which the Government of India are in complete accord, is that of increasing association of Indians in every branch of the administration with a view to the progressive realization of responsible government in India as an integral part of the British Empire.7



As S. R. Mehrotra points out, the August 20, 1917, declaration


marked a definite repudiation of the concept of “the two Empires”—the concept that there would be, under the British flag, one form of constitutional evolution for the West and another for the East, one for the White races and another for the non-white.8



Montagu’s statement represented a fundamental shift in British policy for India as it marked the beginning of the transition from empire to Commonwealth. This shift was the direct result of India’s military contributions to the war effort, which fundamentally changed the Indian Army and made it arguably one of the Raj’s most important institutions.

Any positive impact that the Montagu reforms might have had was washed away by the subsequent Rowlatt Acts. The Rowlatt Committee under Justice Sidney Rowlatt’s leadership proposed the complete gutting of individual rights under the pretext of fighting terrorism. The act effectively made permanent the wartime Defense of India Act of 1915. By that act, individuals suspected of revolutionary activities could be detained without trial and for an indefinite period. The two bills that the Rowlatt Committee proposed in February 1919 went even further by allowing arrests without warrants, a two-year detention period without trial, and strict press censorship. Despite protests from Indian members of the Imperial Legislative Council, the act was rushed through in March 1919. Many of the council’s Indian members including Muhammad Ali Jinnah resigned. The “Black Acts” added to the Indian nationalists’ general frustration, and in April 1919 Gandhi launched a national Satyagraha or noncooperation campaign. The city of Amritsar in Punjab became a hotbed for political protests and demonstrations against the British. Over time these protests turned violent, resulting in attacks on British property and individuals. Three British bankers were killed and Miss Marcella Sherwood—a missionary school teacher—was viciously beaten and left for dead. British troop reinforcements poured into this cauldron, and on April 11, 1919, Brigadier Reginald Dyer (who had been commander of the 45th Brigade at Julundhar) arrived to take overall command. The next day Dyer declared martial law and banned any public gatherings. On April 13, Dyer was made aware of a gathering at the Jalliamwala Bagh grounds and set out with a group of 50 riflemen and 2 armored cars. Upon arrival Dyer deployed his men and immediately opened fire resulting in the death of almost 500 and the wounding of more than 1,500.9 The British government sought to distance itself from the massacre. During the House of Commons’ debate, Winston Churchill, the secretary of state for war, noted the massacre was “without precedent or parallel in the modern history of the British Empire . . . it is an extraordinary event, a monstrous event.” However, Churchill went on to add that it was “an event that stands in singular and sinister isolation.”10 The Government of India appointed a committee to investigate the incident. The Disorder’s Inquiry Committee’s majority report censured Dyer for opening fire without a prior warning and for continuing to fire after the mob sought to flee.11 Dyer would be forced to retire, but the damage done to British-Indian relations was permanent.

The end of the war did not bring an immediate halt to the deployment of Indian troops abroad. Uprisings in Egypt, unrest in Iraq, and renewed Russian and Ottoman interest in the region’s oilfields led to continued Indian Army deployments in the region. The Government of India, already burdened with a wartime debt of 2,000 million rupees and facing antitax protests in the subcontinent, objected to these deployments.12 In 1919, the Government of India passed the India Act, decreeing that the main responsibility of the Indian Army was the defense of the subcontinent, not the empire, and called for the return of Indian troops.13 The British government ignored the decree and demanded an additional 39.5 infantry and pioneer battalions with supporting troops to deploy to Iraq. The Government of India refused to accept this added burden, which would account for a net revenue of 40 percent being spent on imperial policing.14 Undeterred by these protestations the British government appointed an Army in India Committee (known as the Esher Committee) to look at the Indian Army’s role in imperial defense. The Esher Report went on to propose that the Indian Army be reorganized and modernized in order to “take its share in the defense of the empire.”15

The Esher Report also recommended that the army budget be increased beyond the wartime costs. However, those costs had already soared during the war by 300 percent and the Indian government not only rejected any move to increase this budget but also, like the British government, sought to slash spending.16 The uproar caused by the Esher Report led the Committee of Imperial Defense subcommittee to launch a new study of the Indian Army, which accepted the fact that the Indian Army’s main responsibility was the defense of India and not the empire.17 With the battle of imperial commitments temporarily won, the Indian government began to reduce the Indian Army’s size and its budget. Lord Rawlinson, the commander in chief of the Indian Army, reduced the army’s size from 159,000 men to 140,000, between 1921 and 1925, and the budget reduced from £61.5 million to £42 million.18

The onset of the First World War did not mean, however, an end to conflict along the Afghan frontier. Throughout the war, the three infantry divisions, a cavalry brigade, and three independent brigades were maintained along the frontier.19 The effectiveness of these units was limited since they were constantly being drained to replace casualties in other theaters of conflict. Throughout the war years tribal unrest caused severe problems for the border forces. On May 1, 1917, a poorly trained force lost 51 officers and men killed and 59 wounded during an ambush by Mahsud tribesmen between Nili Kach and Khajuri Kach.20 To better train the frontier troops, a Mountain Warfare School was opened in Abbottabad in 1916 to train officers and NCOs. By the time the school closed in October 1918, it had developed new doctrines and guidelines for frontier warfare and trained 988 officers and 204 NCOs.21

In 1919, just as the war in Europe wound down, the conflict in Afghanistan flared anew. On May 3, Afghan regular troops crossed the Durand Line and captured the town of Bagh triggering off the Third Afghan War.22 The local North and South Waziristan Militias deserted to the Afghan side with their arms and ammunition. Despite attempts at peace, the situation continued to deteriorate with constant tribal attacks in Zhob, Derajat, and Punjab.23 In response, the Indian government decided to mount a punitive raid into Waziristan to punish the Mahsuds and Waziris. In addition to RAF bombing attacks on the Mahsuds, a two-brigade force called the Derajat Column (Deracol) was assembled under the command of Major-General Andrew Skeen to carry out operations in central Waziristan in December. However, the initial advance met with strong resistance, and the poorly trained and led units of the Derajat Column retreated with heavy losses in men and abandoned material. John Smyth, the brigade major of the 43rd Brigade, later recalled “only a few people . . . realized how close we had come to a real debacle.”24 In response, the untrained battalions of the Derajat Column were replaced with seasoned and well-trained Gurkha and Frontier Force battalions.25

Despite the infusion of new, better-trained units, the Mahsuds continued to pose stiff resistance to the Derajat Column’s advance. Using captured .303 rifles the tribesmen rained effective fire down upon the column and forward pickets and restricted the use of their older black-powder rifles to nighttime so as not to give away their positions. On January 14, 1920, the column saw the heaviest fighting when a Mahsud lashkar attacked the vital picket at the Ahnai Tangi Gorge. The Mahsuds were only repulsed after sustained bombing and strafing runs by RAF Bristol fighter-bombers. Despite the RAF’s support, the column still suffered heavy losses of 17 officers and 365 other ranks killed and wounded.26 By the end of January, the Derajat Column was relying almost exclusively upon nighttime operations to seize advance ground and establish pickets. This considerably reduced casualties and preempted Mahsud’s countermoves. On January 28, the column captured the vital Barari Gorge in a night attack. When the tribesmen gathered to attack, artillery and air attacks dispersed them. This reversal finally resulted in the collapse of Mahsud resistance, and the lashkars disbanded.27 The column now conducted its punishment (destroying houses) operations throughout February and March. By April, the operation was over, and the Derajat Column was disbanded in May 1920. The campaign has cost the Indian Army 366 dead, 1,683 wounded, and 237 missing in action and was a rude reminder of the bitter lessons learned and unlearned during and after the Tirah campaign. Waziristan continued to simmer, and it was not until the Razmak operations in 1922–1923 that some semblance of peace returned to the area. A brigade was permanently deployed on the Razmak Plateau to aid local militia and police forces.28

The Third Afghan War had clearly revealed once again deep deficiencies in the Indian Army’s training and preparedness for mountain warfare. In response, the Mountain Warfare School in Abbottabad was temporarily reopened on February 1, 1920. The syllabus that utilized the experiences of past conflicts along the border region emphasized a host of operational skills, including picketing, camping, transportation and supply, building sangars, establishing covering fire, and drill. The syllabus also addressed the usage of weapons such as the Lewis and Vickers machine guns and mountain artillery.29 The Lewis and Vickers machine guns greatly increased the firepower of the Indian Army units. The water-cooled Vickers was particularly useful for picket defense with its ability to sustain continuous long-range fire. However, this firepower came at a cost since the guns were heavy and used up vast quantities of ammunition.30 Improvements were also made in the usage and quality of mountain artillery. The Waziristan campaign demonstrated the need for close and reliable communication between the artillery and infantry. This was especially the case with the adoption of the new 3.7-inch pack howitzer. With a range of 5,900 yards it was a great improvement over the old 2.75-inch gun. It was no longer necessary to keep in close formation with the infantry, and its range and steep trajectory enabled it to provide indirect fire support to the troops. However, just as with the Vickers machine gun, the 3.7-inch pack howitzer required more logistical support since it was bigger and heavier than the 2.75-inch gun.31

Motor transportation was increasingly seen as vital to logistical needs. Their speed range and load-bearing capacity far outweighed pack animals. During the Third Afghan War, their versatility was keenly felt during the evacuation of wounded and the reduction in the number of covering troops required.32 The small numbers of armored cars used during the war also elicited a similar result. Their mobility and firepower enabled a considerable reduction in the number of covering troops.33 As the Third Afghan War wound down, Colonel Phillip Johnson, the superintendent of tank design and experiment at the War Office, toured Waziristan and offered an optimistic assessment of the possible use of tanks and all mechanized units along the frontier.34 In January 1922, two tanks arrived in Ahmednagar, India, for evaluation; however, they broke down before they could be evaluated. Nevertheless, the officer who accompanied the tanks and toured the frontier, Colonel E. B. Hankey, also reported that tanks could be effective along the frontier.35 In 1923, a Dragon tank carrier was tested in Ahmednagar and then tested in Waziristan. Colonel William Villiers-Stuart whose 5th Infantry Brigade tested the carrier near Asad Khel recommended the use of tanks on the frontier.36 In 1924, the Indian government placed an order for four Vickers MK1 light tanks.37 However, the tanks’ poor reliability led the Indian government to halt any further procurement of tanks while they were still in a developmental stage.38

The Third Afghan War also saw the largest use of colonial airpower. RAF squadrons were particularly useful for attacking enemy lashkars supporting pickets, covering withdrawals, serving as artillery spotters, and providing communications and vital photographic intelligence.39 The need for RAF planes was great enough that Handley Page bombers were flown in from England and France. Few of the bombers survived this first long-range peacetime deployment. However, on May 24, 1919, Captain Halley attacked Kabul Palace with the only surviving bomber, scoring four direct hits. The attacks’ effect on Amir Amanullah was very great, and he signed an armistice on June 3.40 Air Vice Marshal John Salmond who toured the frontier in 1922 reported to Lord Rawlinson, the commander in chief, India, that he believed that the RAF could play the primary role in policing the frontier and could even replace all ground forces in tribal regions.41 Rawlinson generally accepted the idea of using airpower as an experiment in Waziristan, but he wanted no fundamental change in policy until the use of airpower had been tested and proven in Mesopotamia.42

The cumulative experiences of the Third Afghan War made it clear that the existing War Office Field Service Regulations on warfare were inadequate for mountain warfare. The document had been updated in 1924 and still incorporated a chapter on mountain warfare.43 Nevertheless, officers like Colonel Charles Kirkpatrick thought that the 1924 Field Service Regulations were obsolete in describing the Mahsuds’ and Afridis’ fighting ability.44 In 1925, a study dedicated to frontier fighting—Manual of Operations on the North-West Frontier of India—was published. The new manual supplemented the existing Field Service Regulations and incorporated all the lessons learned during the Third Afghan War. The manual acknowledged the swiftly changing nature of the military threat from the tribesmen and their ability to adapt rapidly to modern weapons and tactics. The manual called for greater combined arms training and especially called for closer cooperation between the RAF and the infantry.45

Following the Third Afghan War, the Indian Army settled into a relatively peaceful frontier policing role for a decade. This interlude was disrupted by the Mohmand campaign in 1935.46 The campaign involved the use of four brigades—dubbed the “Mohforce”—and for the first time new techniques and weapons were utilized. A hallmark of the Mohmand campaign was the frequency of nighttime operations to cover additional ground and to surprise the enemy.47 The campaign saw the introduction of a tractor-towed battery of medium artillery the first time. This unit supported the existing mountain artillery and its range and heavy 18-pound shells enabled advancing infantry columns to get fire support on a broad front. A single company of MK II light tanks was also used in this campaign. The tanks proved to be reliable and provided mobile machine gun support to the troops. The light tanks successfully covered the Indian troops’ withdrawal from the Toriaigga Valley and the Nahahkki Plain on September 14. The tribesmen’s best attempts to impede the tanks’ mobility by digging pits and blocking the roads with boulders were not successful.48 The Mohmand operations resulted in the creation of a new Training Memorandum in 1936. The manual addressed issues of nighttime operations, the employment of light tanks and armored cars, and the protection of lines of communication.49

In 1936, the situation in Waziristan flared again when Indian Army policing marches—the Tochi Column and the Razmak Column—came under attack.50 The campaign ended in 1937 and cost the army 245 dead and 684 wounded.51 Based upon these operational experiences, a new manual for frontier warfare was introduced in 1939. The new manual continued the focus on combined arms operations along the frontier but placed a special emphasis on close cooperation between the RAF and the Indian Army.52 By the start of the Second World War, the Indian Army had almost a century’s worth of fighting experience on the Afghan frontier. The painful lessons of the Tirah and the Third Afghan War had forced the Indian Army to constantly update and reformulate its doctrines of mountain warfare in tribal regions. However, despite the new doctrines and rigorous training programs, it was also clear that Afghanistan was an intractable problem for planners in Whitehall and New Delhi. The region’s underdeveloped nature and the nonstate, decentralized structure of intratribal relations meant that there could be no lasting solution to the situation along the frontier—it could only be managed to varying degrees.

The Afghan frontier was not the only theater of conflict to involve the Indian Army during the interwar period. In 1921, long-simmering agrarian tensions in the Malabar region among the Muslim Mappila community coincided with the nationwide Khilafat movement. This movement was an anti-British movement protesting Britain’s dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire. Ali Musaliar, one of the Mappilas’ leaders, brought the strains of the agrarian unrest and Khilafat movement together for the Mappila peasantry.53 Sporadic acts of violence against Hindu landlords and local officials broke out into a full-scale rebellion in August 1921 when the authorities moved toward the Mambrath mosque in Thirurangadi to arrest Musaliar and other leaders. Mobs reacting to rumors that the police and army were attacking the mosque itself charged the police who opened fire on them.54 In the days following, violence and unrest spread throughout the Malabar. Hindu shops and homes were attacked, and railways, roadways, and telegraph lines were destroyed. Police stations were looted, and any vestige on law and order in the region was expunged.55

The rebellion took the authorities by surprise, and there were few resources in the area. A platoon of 30 men of the Leinsters and 20 Special Force Police in Malapuram were the only immediate forces. A battalion of the Dorsets were dispatched from Bangalore, and General Officer Commanding, Southern Command, made plans for two additional British battalions to be readied for deployment.56 As the situation continued to spiral downward, on August 26, Major-General John Burnett-Stuart, the general officer commanding the Madras District, was placed in charge of the disturbed areas. Burnett-Stuart, a veteran of the Afghan Wars and the Great War, was of the opinion that native soldiers of the Madras Regiment were poorly trained and unreliable for the task of suppressing the Mappila uprising. He believed that the only option was to use British troops.57

The Mappila rebels attempted to ambush a combined army and police column advancing on Thirurangadi, only to suffer some 300 casualties. On August 30, the column arrived at Thirurangadi, and engaged rebels holed up in the mosque killing 24 and capturing 38.58 The rebels, now split up into smaller groups, moved into the surrounding jungles and resorted to classic guerilla hit-and-run tactics. Lord Rawlinson, the commander in chief, India, noted that the heavy jungle cover of the Malabar and the many broad rivers that traversed the area also made it difficult to move and track down the rebels.59 By September, with the situation continuing to deteriorate, the government declared a state of martial law in the region. Burnett-Stuart now created two mobile columns with armored car support to contend with the rebellion. However, these columns had difficulty in tracking down the dispersed rebels—estimated to number 5,000. Even though subsequent operations killed 700 rebels and took 1,000 prisoners, the rebellion remained in full flow through October.60 Between October and November, two additional battalions were assigned to Burnett-Stuart. However, they arrived with obsolete wireless gear and no truck transportation, and their armored cars were so heavy that they could not traverse the region without substantial reinforcement of the local bridges.61 Burnett-Stuart believed that the Mappilas would disperse into even smaller bands making their detection even more difficult, thus requiring even more troops to cover the entire region.62

By November, Burnett-Stuart had requested a second battalion of Gurkhas and a battalion of Garhwalis.63 With a much expanded force under his command, Burnett-Stuart was able to report on November 7 that he would commence major sweeping operations. Two battalions would conduct a sweep from the Kannamanglam-Manassheri line to the Beypore River and then four battalions would sweep from the Feroke-Pannikod line to the Malapuram-Mambad line.64 The attack commenced on November 10 and was completed on November 20. Fierce resistance was met from the rebels. In one instance, the Mappilas launched an early morning attack on a company of Gurkhas at Pandikkad. One British officer was killed, and there were several casualties among the troops. However, the Mappila lost heavily leaving behind 234 dead.65 Although major confrontations like this proved elusive, large numbers of the Mappila rebels began to surrender, and by December some 27,000 of them had given themselves up.66 By November 25, the military sweeps had been completed. Burnett-Stuart arrived in Madras on December 3, and after due consultation with the government it was declared that the rebellion was collapsing and no more troops were needed. By January 1922, a full-scale withdrawal of army battalions began with the Leinsters, Suffolks, Chin-Kachins, and Gurkhas all being withdrawn by the second week of February. On February 25, the Malabar Restoration of Order Ordinance was signed by the Indian government, bringing an end to the Martial Law declaration for the region.67 The conflict in the Malabar resulted in the death of 2,339 rebels, 1,500 wounded, and 6,000 captured. The Indian Army lost 43 soldiers (including three British officers) and 132 wounded. An untold number of Hindus fell victim to communal killings and mass rapes.68

The counterinsurgency operations proved to be particularly trying on the troops. The Official History of the uprising makes note of this:


To be shot at by the rebels from an ambush and yet not to lay waste to the country in the vicinity . . . to allow the inhabitants to continue to live there though they must have known of the presence of the rebels and never gave any information . . . to know that women and children were taking an active part in the fighting and yet to let them remain in possession of their houses and property . . . to know that a mosque was being used constantly as a shelter and a store and meeting place for armed rebels and yet to leave the mosque standing.69



The sense of frustration that the troops exhibited is a familiar one that would find resonance even today among soldiers engaged in counterinsurgency operations. The Malabar experiences seemed to vindicate Colonel Charles Callwell’s Small Wars: Their Principles and Practice first published in 1906. In it, Callwell called for bold and resolute offensive action to suppress any rebellions. If the enemy engaged in hit-and-run attacks then the security forces needed to destroy crops, property, and livestock to force out the enemy and quickly bring an end to the conflict.70 The Malabar conflict influenced Charles Gwynn’s Imperial Policing in 1934. In it, he noted that the main lesson derived from the Mappila Rebellion was that the military should be given a free hand to fully suppress such an uprising with minimal civil restrictions upon the Martial Law declaration.71 Military assistance to civil authorities was codified in 1937 with an updated manual—Duties in Aid of the Civil Power (1937). The manual identified six principles for military action in internal security operations—provision for adequate forces, the need for offensive actions, coordinated intelligence under military control, good communication between civil and military agencies, mobility, and security measures to maintain secrecy of troop movements. The manual also detailed specific tasks such as cordon and search operations, sweeps through affected areas, and provisions for martial law. The key proviso, however, was that the army would act as a support to civilian leadership. The main objective of all operations was to ensure the restoration of the rule of law.72

Although frontier warfare and internal security operations dominated the Indian Army’s interwar activities, the army itself was not unaware of or averse to changes taking place in European military doctrines. Since the establishment of the Staff College in Quetta, significant efforts had been made to keep abreast of developments in Europe. A close examination of the joint entrance exam for Quetta and Camberley indicates that the two institutions carefully coordinated their training programs. The exam questions covered all aspects of British military strategy during the Great War, including “Westerners” versus “Easterners,” the mobility of a fighting force, the role of armored fighting vehicles and planes in policing the empire, and the impact of the Cardwell System and ideas to change it.73 When Sir Giffard Martel arrived in Quetta in the late 1920s to take up an instructor’s position, he wrote to Basil H. Liddell Hart that the “army in India is in no way the dud show that people at home suggest—real live show in many ways though short of equipment.”74 Martel conducted numerous mechanized war games in Quetta. In 1932, he and his students drafted a plan for taking Kandahar, Afghanistan, in 70 days with light tanks and aircraft.75 General Sir John Burnett-Stuart, an influential armored warfare officer in the British Army, also spent much of his time in India. His biographer notes that “he received a sound education in small-unit tactics during his service with the Rifle Brigade [1867–1898] in India.”76 In 1920, Burnett-Stuart returned to India as commander of the Madras District and played an important role in crushing the Moplah uprising. In the course of that conflict, he became the only interwar British officer to use mobile infantry and armored columns with artillery on a large scale in an operational environment.77 Another influential British armored officer with a Quetta connection was General Percy Hobart. He developed many of his radical views on armored warfare while he was an instructor at Quetta in 1933.78 Quetta also contributed to the doctrinal maturation of General Bernard Law Montgomery. In June 1934, recently promoted to colonel, Montgomery took over as chief instructor at Quetta. His brother Brian and his close friend General Dudley Ward thought that it was in Quetta that Monty’s “tactical concept of war had . . . fully matured.”79

Several of the interwar Indian Army commanders including Rawlinson, Chetwode, Auchinleck, and Wavell were progressive military leaders. Chetwode had served as the general officer commanding Aldershot Command prior to his posting as commander in chief, India. In September 1925, he had led part of Britain’s first large-scale peacetime maneuvers since 1914 in order to test new mechanized warfare concepts. The exercise was a fiasco, and it made Chetwode cautious about quickly adopting new fighting techniques without adequate training and preparations.80 Before he took over the India command, Wavell too commanded the experimental 6th Infantry Brigade. He penned an article in the Journal of the Royal Services Institute in which he pointed out that while mechanization was inevitable, it would happen gradually. Wavell also noted that mixed combined arms units of tanks and highly trained infantry would be the way of the future.81 Wavell’s emphasis on combined infantry-armor forces was ahead of his fellow reformers in Britain who believed heavily in armor-only units. Indeed, the Indian General Staff had a far better appreciation of the true effectiveness of their army than their British home army counterparts had of theirs. They arrived at this knowledge in no small part due to the fact that the Indian Army was constantly deployed in operational conditions from the Far East to the Middle East. This combined with constant warfare in Afghanistan and counterinsurgency operations within India (Mappila Uprising) meant that the Indian Army operating under a significantly smaller budget than their British counterpart had to be more realistic about the changes they could implement.

Indeed, by the early 1930s, the Indian Army was stretched thin from outposts ranging from the Far East to Africa. Furthermore, these deployments had come about without any financial assistance from the British government until 1933, when the Garran Tribunal appointed by the British Cabinet set aside £1.5 million for India from the British treasury to finance a portion of the Indian Army that would act as an imperial police force.82 In March 1938, as a result of the deteriorating security situation in Europe, and at the urging of the secretary of state for war, Leslie Hore-Belisha, the Committee of Imperial Defense set up a committee led by Major-General Sir Henry Pownall to look into the reorganization and modernization of the Indian Army. The Pownall Report acknowledged that the system of collective security had failed and that the empire was seriously threatened by Axis powers. On the other hand, the committee noted that the frontier threat to India along the frontier from Afghanistan and Russia had decreased. The committee noted that “there are grounds for belief that on the present scale of her defense forces India is less under insured than are other parts of the British Empire. Moreover, the degree of readiness of the forces in India is in some respects higher than elsewhere, and she maintains a large standing army in peace.”83 The committee noted that the Indian government was willing to place one division at Britain’s disposal contingent upon action being given to certain measures for the Indian Army’s reorganization and reequipment. To discharge the Indian Army’s new role successfully, the committee deemed it essential that those Indian units would adhere strictly to the standards of British home units and would be financed in part by the British government.84 In the summer of 1938 as the security situation in Europe deteriorated, a committee was established under Admiral of the Fleet Lord Chatfield to specifically deal with the modernization issue. The Chatfield Committee while agreeing with the general recommendations of the Pownall Committee’s report believed that the whole Indian Army and not just a single reserved Imperial Division needed to be modernized. The Chatfield Committee proposed a thorough reorganization of the Indian Army and submitted an estimate of the finances needed to modernize and expand key defense industries such as a metal and steel factory for the manufacture of heavy and light bombs, a gun and shell factory, a gun carriage factory, a cordite factory, a filling factory, and a TNT factory. The committee calculated that the total cost for armed forces modernization would be £27.2 million for the army, £4.66 million for the air force, and £1.96 million for the navy. The committee thought that while India could bear some of the burden, the majority of the initial modernization cost should come from Britain over a five-year period.85

The response from India toward the Chatfield Report was generally positive, Generals Sydney Muspratt and Claude Auchinleck noted that “the conclusions of the Chatfield Committee are far reaching and the recommendations made in the report are likely to influence profoundly the future of forces in India.”86 They did, however, object to the committee’s proposal to reduce the Indian Army’s size, a longtime goal of British reformers, including the secretary of state for war.87 As the generals noted: “Coming at a time when the rest of the world is furiously increasing its armed forces, the proposed reductions of the army in India on the score of them being surplus are certain to prove controversial.”88 The British General Staff concurred with Muspratt and Auchinleck and refused further troop reductions. In June 1939, the British government accepted to shoulder the added costs outlined in the Chatfield Report. That year the Indian General Staff drafted its modernization plan. The new scheme specified the Indian Army’s peacetime strength and assigned units for deployment in either the external defense force based in the Deccan (south India) or Meerut and Lucknow. The new scheme entailed a huge expansion and modernization of the defense-related production facilities, including gun, shell, metal and steel, ammunition, and explosives factories. It also called for the immediate replacement of the obsolete Berthier section machine guns with the more modern Czech-inspired Bren section machine gun.89

By late 1938 with Europe headed toward war, the Indian government placed several units at Britain’s disposal. In December 1939, the Chief of the General Staff’s Office sent a note to all regional command headquarters in India. It pointed out that the rapid modernization of European armies had “appreciably modified the theory and practice of warfare developed with older types of forces and now a tactical technique is rapidly being evolved.”90 The note called for closing the gap between the British and Indian armies. The note went on to state that modernization plans would enable the cavalry light tank regiments to be equipped with the latest two-pounder gun tanks, the artillery would be fully mechanized with modern guns and tractors, and the infantry battalions would get sufficient mechanized transportation to carry all weapons and equipment, bringing the Indian Army up to the 1938 model for battalions based on Great Britain. However, this 11th-hour plan came too late for any significant changes. The Indian Army that entered the Second World War consisted of only 205,038 men as opposed to the 269,954 that were available for the First World War. Moreover, the army remained woefully short of modern weaponry, as late as February 1939 there was only one antiaircraft battery in the whole of India.91

Financial stringency, however, did not hamper one important transformation taking place in the Indian Army during the interwar period. The debate on allowing Indians into the officer corps had been going on for more than a half century prior to the outbreak of the First World War. The war was the final catalyst that pushed the British and Indian governments to take the final step. In 1917, the War Cabinet formally agreed in principal to appoint Indians to the commissioned rank in His Majesty’s Army. Ten Indian candidates would be nominated per year provided they took the competitive entrance exams to get into Sandhurst.92 The program got off to a poor start because the British initially insisted on only allowing cadets from aristocratic military stock to enroll. Unfortunately, many of these cadets dropped out as they were unable to withstand the rigors of the Sandhurst program. The Indian government then opened the Sandhurst entrance exams to middle-class Indian youth. These young men proved to be better educated and more motivated for an officer’s career. However, few Indian middle-class families could afford to send their sons to Sandhurst. Furthermore, as the number of students allowed into Sandhurst inevitably increased, the institution was in danger of losing its British character. In April 1932, the Indian government began construction of the Indian Military Academy (IMA) at Dehra Dun.93 The IMA sought to emulate Sandhurst in most ways except one. Instead of Sandhurst’s 18-month course, the Indian Army settled on two and a half years of instruction. This allowed for extra academic preparation to make up for deficiencies in the Indian school system. The IMA was open to unmarried candidates who were British subjects of Indian domicile or a subject of a princely state.

Between October 1932 and May 1941, sixteen regular or “prewar” courses were held. Out of 693 cadets admitted, 535 were commissioned. The first five (1932–1936) of the sixteen courses have been recorded in the annals of the IMA as (1) pioneers, (2) immortals, (3) invincibles, (4) stalwarts, and (5) bahadurs (brave ones). These five classes and the “pioneers” in particular represent the Indian officer corps’ elite in preindependent India. They carried the burden of laying the foundation for future generations. However, they were the by-product of a rigorous selection process and a comprehensive one-and-a-half- to two-year training program. The Indian officers graduating from the officer training courses during the Second World War were not to be as fortunate. Between February 1940 and January 1946, forty-nine “war courses” were offered. These courses were open to Indians and Europeans residing in India. The duration of these courses was six months. All told, 3,887 British and Indian cadets were commissioned.94 The value of the IMA was further proven by the fact that 727 British cadets were sent directly from England to the IMA to get their wartime commissions.95




Part I

North Africa




Chapter 4

 The Indian Army and the Second World War


During the pursuit of the enemy following the capture of Metemma on the night 31st January–1st February 1941, Second-Lieutenant Bhagat was in command of a section of a Field Company, Sappers and Miners, detailed to accompany the leading mobile troops (Bren Carriers) to clear the road and adjacent areas of mines. For a period of four days and over a distance of 55 miles this officer in the leading carrier led the column. He detected and supervised the clearing of fifteen minefields. Speed being essential he worked at high pressure from dawn to dusk each day. On two occasions when his carrier was blown up with casualties to others and on a third occasion when ambushed and under enemy fire, he himself carried straight on with the task. He refused relief when worn out with strain and fatigue and with one ear-drum punctured by an explosion, on the grounds that he was now better qualified to continue his task to the end.1



At the start of the Great War, there had been remarkable political consensus in India about India’s wholehearted support for Britain. Gandhi himself had thrown his considerable weight behind recruitment drives to aid the war effort. In 1939, however, little of this political bonhomie existed as the empire marched into war yet again. In the 1930s, the British had initiated a plan to give India Dominion status as a federation composed of the princely states and the 11 provinces. In 1935, the Government of India Act was passed, which allowed the provinces greater autonomy to be exercised via elected provincial assemblies. At the start of the Second World War, Gandhi’s Congress Party held no less than 8 of the 11 provinces. This monopoly on political power worried the Muslim minority, and they placed their hopes in Muhammad Ali Jinnah and the Muslim League who held two provinces, the Sind and Bengal, and shared power in Punjab with the Sikhs.

When war broke out on September 3, 1939, the Marquess of Linlithgow immediately declared war on Germany. The Congress, dismayed by the lack of consultation did not back the British war effort, while the Muslim League seeing an opportunity to curry favor offered tentative support for the duration of the war. Linlithgow tried to get both the League and the Congress to join the government in a united national war effort but to no avail. On December 22, Gandhi ordered all provincial ministries to resign, and they came under direct British control. In May 1940, Winston Churchill became prime minister, and all attempts to work with the Indian political parties came to an end. Churchill had led a bitter opposition to Government of India Act as a leader of the Conservative opposition, and he made it clear that he had no intention of diminishing Britain’s hold on India in any way. His deep-rooted racism toward Indians and his personal animosity toward Gandhi made this a foregone conclusion.2

Linlithgow’s September declaration of war statement hid the fact that India was poorly prepared for war on a global and mechanized scale. In September 1939, the Indian Army’s strength stood at only 237,000 including British troops and noncombatants. As per the recommendations of the Chatfield Committee Report, a start had been made to mechanize the army. Orders were placed in Great Britain for the supply of 600 vehicles a month; however, such deliveries could only commence in May 1940. To make up for the deficit of technical manpower, the Indian Ordnance Corps Training School for artificers at Jubbulpore was expanded to take batches of 1,800 students. By May 1940, a system of expanding the army was established. The British government sanctioned the raising of new units in India to replace all units sent abroad. This ensured that the forces in India never fell below the minimum needed for internal security. Whitehall also agreed to prioritize the supply of equipment for units being raised as replacements in India. By April 1, 1940, as the framework for future expansion was put into place, the Indian Army’s strength rose to 277, 648 within India; 23,581 regulars served abroad. The Territorial Forces numbered 9,787, a Nepalese contingent numbered 8,204, and there were 5,803 men in the state forces.3

In August 1939, the Nazis and the Soviets signed a mutual nonaggression pact. This immediately raised concerns in India about a Soviet foray into Afghanistan, and in May 1940 the Indian General Staff submitted a Plan “A” program for a major expansion of the army to the secretary of state for India. The plan called for the establishment of a Field Army of one armored division and five infantry divisions. It was estimated that the new force would be ready by the spring of 1941. On May 24, 1940, the secretary of state accepted the plan. Between June 20 and November 15, 1940, the army raised 35 new battalions for the five infantry divisions. The 6th, 9th, and 10th divisions were to be given a higher scale of mechanization than the 7th and 8th divisions. Plans were also made for the formation of the 31st Indian Armored Division. The fighting in Europe had clearly highlighted the importance of armored forces, artillery, and antiaircraft weapons. However, all such equipment was in limited supply even for the British Army. In August–September 1940, the Indian government offered the British government the use of four infantry and one armored division if they were equipped by Britain. The British government accepted the offer of the four infantry divisions, but not the armored division, and in November Whitehall agreed to give India a quota of 10 percent of the monthly production of weapons except for antitank guns.4

Even as plans for expansion and modernization were underway, events in Europe and North Africa swiftly drew the Indian Army into its early combat operations against the Axis. In November 1939, Japan, Germany, and Italy signed the Anti-Comintern Pact. Italy followed this up by withdrawing from the League of Nations. In April 1939, Italy invaded Albania and then signed a political and military cooperation agreement with Germany. At the same time, Mussolini developed the harbors in Massawa and Assab on the Red Sea and increased his African Army in Ethiopia. On September 1, 1939, Hitler invaded Poland, and on September 3 Britain and France declared war on Germany. The allies expected a German land assault in Europe, while Italy would strike for Libya and Ethiopia and threaten British supply lines in the Mediterranean.5

At the time of the war’s outbreak, General Sir Archibald Wavell’s Middle East Command, which included Egypt, Palestine, and Sudan, had a substantial force allocation. Egypt was given the 7th Armored Division, the 4th Indian Infantry Division, the Royal Artillery Group with four regiments, and eight British infantry battalions. Palestine was given the 8th British Division, two cavalry regiments, and four additional British battalions. The Sudan had three British battalions and the Somaliland had three companies of the Camel Corps. However, these paper allocations had not been fulfilled, and when the war began, the Middle East Command had only 21 battalions of infantry, 64 field guns, 48 antitank guns, and only 8 antiaircraft guns.6 The Italians had 11 brigades of African troops and 12 Blackshirt battalions in the Sudan, 7,000 African and 1,000 white troops in southern Ethiopia, 7,000 African troops and 4,000 levies in Italian Somaliland, a metropolitan division in Addis Ababa, and six African brigades in Dire, Dawa, and Harar. The 30,000 white troops and 100,000 Africans were equipped with 400 guns, 200 light tanks, and 20,000 trucks.7

The first few months passed without any major actions other than the seizure of border posts and air raids. This allowed the British to build up their forces. By September, units of the 6th Royal Tank Regiment (RTR) equipped with Cruiser light tanks began to arrive from Egypt. During the same month, the 5th Indian Division also arrived. In October, a mobile force known as the Gazelle Force was established to aggressively patrol the frontier. On November 8, the 5th Indian Division undertook offensive operations to retake the Gallabat border fort from the Italians. Ten tanks were to be used; however, most broke down. Although the fort was briefly captured, Italian air superiority forced a withdrawal.8 By December, British success in the western desert of Egypt enabled Wavell to transfer the 4th Indian Division to the Sudan. With the strategic initiative passing to the British, the Italians began to withdraw from the Sudan frontier. As the 4th and 5th Indian divisions advanced, the Italians retreated. On January 18, 1941, they evacuated Kassala. By January 30, the advancing Indian divisions had taken Keru, Agordat, Om, Ager, and Gallabat with minimal effort, and the Italians retreated to Keren and Gondar. General Wavell, who had initially planned on halting the advance at Kassala, now expanded the operation to move deep into Eritrea and seize Asmara.9

Following the capture of Agordat on February 1, the Gazelle Force and the 11th Indian Infantry Brigade pursued the retreating Italians toward Keren. Situated 4,500 feet above sea level, the town of Keren was vital for the defense of Asmara and the Eritrean highlands. The town itself was surrounded by mountainous terrain and was heavily defended by Italian forces under General Luigi Frusci. He had at his disposal the 11th Colonial Brigade, the 11th Grenadier Regiment, the 42nd Colonial Brigade, and elements of the 2nd Colonial Brigade. Three main hill defenses guarded the advance to Keren from Agordat. They ranged from the Acqua Gap to the south to Falleston Ridge and Brigs Peak to the southwest. The Gazelle Force and the 11th Indian Brigade arrived in the area on February 2 and began preparations for an attack on February 3. The commander of the 11th Indian Brigade ordered the 2nd Camerons to attack a ridge feature named Cameron Ridge just below the Brigs Peak position. In the meantime, the 1st Rajputana Rifles were sent south to attack Mount Scialaco below the Acqua Gap to outflank the Italians. The attacks were launched at 2:00 a.m. on February 3. Within a few hours, the Camerons had taken their position; however, the Rajputanas had no headway and were forced to withdraw on February 4. The 11th Brigade commander now decided to concentrate his efforts on taking Brigs Peak, and 3/14 Punjab and the 2nd Camerons attacked on February 4. After bitter fighting, 3/14 Punjab took the feature, but the lack of relief forces caused them to fall back on February 5 having lost 11 killed, 96 wounded, and 9 missing.10 On February 6, the Italians launched heavy counterattacks on Cameron Ridge. The Italians on Brigs Peak dominated the position, and the defending 1st Rajputana Rifles suffered heavy casualties.11

On February 6, the 5th Indian Infantry Brigade arrived and were directed to attack the Acqua Gap while the 11th Brigade concentrated on Brigs Peak. The 4th Rajputana Rifles led the attack on Acqua Gap on the morning of February 7. Despite having taken most of its objectives, the battalion fell back due to heavy Italian counterattacks and a shortage of ammunition. At this point, the 4th Indian Division’s commander decided on a combined operation to break through the Italian defenses. The 11th Indian Brigade would attack Brigs Peak on February 10. The Gazelle Force with the 4/6th Rajputana Rifles and 4th Sikh would assault Acqua Gap on February 11. The 5th Indian Brigade would follow through and move on Keren itself. On February 10, 3/1 Punjab and the 1/6th Rajputana Rifles assaulted Brigs Peak, and after heavy fighting the battalions took vital positions on the peak, but heavy Italian counterattacks forced a withdrawal by February 12.12 On February 11, the 5th Indian Brigade began its attack on the Acqua Gap. The 4/6th Rajputana led the attack with heavy artillery support from 25-pounder and 6-inch howitzer support from divisional artillery. The assault occurred under heavy fire, and Subedar Richpal Ram received a posthumous Victoria Cross for leading his platoon into the heart of the enemy defenses.13 Despite these strong assaults, because the Italian position on the crest was heavily defended with barbed wire, trenches, and machine gun nests in defiladed positions, the attacks were called off. On February 12, General Platt decided that due to the Italians’ strong defenses in Keren, both the 4th and 5th Indian divisions would carry out future assaults. The 7th Brigade of the 4th Indian Division had advanced toward Keren down the Red Sea Coast capturing Karoara, Cub Cub, and Mescelit Pass, and by March 4 the brigade was within a few miles of Keren.

By March 1, 1941, General Platt had finalized a new plan to attack Keren using the 4th and 5th Indian divisions. The 4th was tasked with taking the Brigs Peak position and the adjoining heights of Mount Sanchil, Hogs Back, Saddle, Flat Top Hill, Mole Hill, and Samanna. The attack was scheduled for March 15. The 5th Indian Division would commence its attack immediately after the 4th Division began its attack and make maximum use of both divisions’ artillery. The 5th’s objectives were Mount Dologorodoc and Mount Zeban. Since this attack was close to the 4th Division, it would have the added effect of relieving the inevitable counterattacks on the 4th Division. This was seen as the best possible way to open the road to Asmara.14

The 4th Division’s attack began with an artillery bombardment by 96 guns at 7:00 a.m. The 11th Indian Infantry Brigade attacked the Italian positions in the Brigs Peak area. The 2nd Camerons moved on Mount Sanchil and Brigs Peak, the 1/6 Rajputana attacked Hogs Back, and 2/5th Maratha moved on Flat Top. Despite the Camerons’ determined attacks, the defending Savoy Grenadiers maintained their positions with heavy defensive fire. The decimated Camerons were supplemented with the 1st Royal Fusiliers at 6:15 p.m., but no progress was made as late as 11:00 p.m. The 1/6 Rajputana met with more success and, despite heavy casualties, managed to take Hogs Back by 8:30 a.m. The Italians launched repeated counterattacks during the day, but the Rajputanas beat off all of them. The 2/5 Marathas also began their assault on Flat Top at 7:00 a.m. They too ran into heavy defensive fire and suffered heavy casualties. However, they captured the position by 2:40 p.m. In the meantime, the task of taking the Mount Samanna position had been given to 4/11 Sikh of the 5th Indian Infantry Brigade. The Brigade began its attack at 7:00 a.m. in concert with the artillery barrage and managed to quickly take the Left Bump position before the Italians had time to recover. However, the Middle Bump and Right Bump positions were strongly held by the 1st Italian Alpini Battalion and the 10th Savoy Battalion. By nightfall, the Sikhs had suffered 120 casualties but held on to the Left Bump position.15

As the 11th Brigade of the 4th Indian Division toiled against the Italian defenses at Keren, the division’s 7th Brigade approached Keren from the north and, by March 3, had reached the Mescelit Pass. The brigade’s main objective was to pin down the Italian troops in the north and prevent them from joining the battle to the south for Keren. The main operation was to take the Italian positions at Mount Gegghiro and Mount Engiahat. After heavy fighting, the 14th Battalion of the French Foreign Legion (part of the Free French forces fighting with the 7th Indian Brigade) captured Mount Gegghiro on March 15. However, 4/16 Punjab’s attack on Mount Engiahat on March 16 failed due to the Italians’ heavily fortified positions.

These northern attacks were to cover the main assault on Keren timed for March 15. On March 15, the 9th Infantry Brigade of the 5th Indian Division began its assault on Fort Dologorodoc and the hill features guarding it. The 3/5 Marathas captured Pinnacle and the 3rd Royal Frontier Force Rifles captured Pimple on March 16. An Italian counterattack from Fort Dologorodoc was repulsed, and during their retreat the 2nd West Yorkshire Regiment pursued them and took the fort. The Italians launched heavy counterattacks to retake Fort Dologorodoc, but these were repulsed with the artillery fire.16

On the 4th Indian Division front, the Italians still held on to Mount Sanchil and Brigs Peak. The 10th Indian Brigade was now placed under the 4th Division and ordered to break through between Brigs Peak and Mount Sanchil.17 The attack went in at 3:30 a.m. on March 17, but once again the heavy defensive fire from the Italian positions on Brigs Peak and Mount Sanchil proved too great and the 3rd Royal Garhwal and 4/10th Baluch suffered heavy casualties and the brigade was pulled out.18 A joint attack by the 29th Indian brigade from Fort Dologorodoc toward Falestoh Ridge and the Zeban cross roads also failed.19

The Italians too now launched counterattacks between March 18 and March 22 to retake Fort Dologorodoc. The attacks were beaten off and Italian general Orlando Lorenzini was killed on March 19. The 5th Indian Division now began plans to use engineers to clear the road to Keren and make the way for “I” tanks and machine gun carriers to use the road.20 By March 26, the roadway had been cleared for the tanks and carriers despite heavy shelling by the Italians. On the night of March 26, Italian movements were detected in the Mogareh Plain indicating a possible pullout. This proved to be the case and as the 5th Indian Division advanced it met minimal resistance, and the vital cross roads and Mount Zeban fell.21 The 4th Indian Division also faced minimal resistance, and on March 27 the Italian Bersaglieri garrison on Mount Sanchil surrendered.22 A similar situation presented itself to the 7th Indian Infantry Brigade in front of Mount Engiahat. The Italians had pulled out on the night of March 27 and the position was taken. A mobile force of the 5th Indian Division, the “Fletcher Force,” and the 7th Indian Brigade now pursued the retreating Italians and took many prisoners. After a siege of 53 days, Keren had fallen to the British at the cost of 4,000 dead and wounded; General Frusci’s captured situation reports indicated the Italians had lost 3,000 dead.23

The fall of Keren broke the back of Italian resistance. The 5th Indian Division now carried on the advance to Asmara, which fell on March 31 with minimal resistance. The next objective was the strategically important Red Sea port of Massawa. Here too the Italians, although entrenched in good positions with ample troops, put up minimal resistance, and the post fell to the 5th Division on April 8. By May 15, Amba Alagi in northern Ethiopia, the Duke of Aosta’s last major defensive position, was surrounded by the British, and the Italians surrendered on May 16 bringing the Ethiopian campaign to an end.24

The campaign in East Africa was not the only African theater to see combat during the early years of the war. Indeed, it was the North African theater that inaugurated the first conflict between the Italian and British-Indian forces. Prior to its move to Eastern Africa, the 4th Indian Division had been established in the Egyptian town of Mena—amid the great pyramids—on October 5, 1939. The division became part of the Middle East Command under General Archibald Wavell. In North Africa, the division joined the British 7th Armored Division (Egypt), the 8th British Division (Palestine), and three British battalions (Sudan).25 Italy entered the war on June 11, 1940, and immediately launched air raids on Allied positions in the western desert. In mid-August, the 4th Indian Division was ordered to move to the western frontier area of the Naghamish hills. The division arrived at its location on August 21 and began to dig in.26 The 7th Armored Division patrolled the frontier in the area of Sollum. Opposite them across the frontier, the Italians had positions in Capuzzo, Bardia, and Gabr Saleh.

On September 11, the Italian 10th Army began the invasion of Egypt with an advance toward the fishing village of Sidi Barrani. The Italians completed the 60-mile advance on September 17 and occupied the village. The forces involved were as follows:27


	 HQ 21st Corps

	 62nd Metropolitan Division

	 63rd Metropolitan Division

	 1st Blackshirt Division

	 1st Libyan Division

	 2nd Libyan Division

	 Maletti Mobile Group

	 HQ 22nd Corps

	 4th Blackshirt Division

	 Cantanzaro Division



Once in Sidi Barrani the Italians dug in along eight strong positions—Sidi Barrani and Maktila along the coast; Tummar West and East and Point 90 south of Sidi Barrani; Nibeiwa south of the Tummars; and Sofafi and Rabia to the southwest of Nibeiwa.28 The lynch pins of the Italian defenses were Nibeiwa, Tummar West, and Sidi Barrani.

With the Italians making no move to advance further the British began preparations for their own attack on Sidi Barrani utilizing the 7th Armored and the 4th Indian divisions. The 4th Indian Division was given the task of attacking the Nibeiwa defenses with the support of “I” tanks of the 7th RTR. A carefully coordinated movement brought the division to the perimeter of Italian defenses by 3:00 a.m. on December 9; phase 1 of the attack commenced at 7:00 a.m. with artillery bombardment by the divisions’ 72 guns. The 44 “I” tanks of the 7th RTR immediately advanced and caught the Italian M. II tanks in the open and destroyed them all. Italian artillery and antitank fire had no effect on the heavy armor the “I” tanks and the Italian infantry began to panic. The 2nd Battalion of the Queens Own Highlanders (part of 11th Indian Infantry Brigade) also advanced, and by 8:30 a.m. the entire Nibeiwa camp had fallen. This success was followed up with the phase 2 assault on the Tummar West camp by the 7th RTR along with supporting infantry from the 5th Indian Infantry Brigade. The artillery strike was delivered at 1:35 p.m. followed by the “I” tanks with infantry support from the 1st Battalion Royal Fusiliers. The result was similar to the Nibeiwa assault. The entrenched Italian and Libyan infantry’s ineffective fire against the “I” tanks demoralized them and caused them to collapse. At this point, the 4th Division commander sensing an opportunity directed the tanks to continue their assault toward the Italian positions in Tummar East with the 4th Battalion Rajputana Rifles’ support. This attack happened to get underway just as Tummar East’s Italian defenders began their own counterattack to retake Tummar West. The Rajputanas and the 1st Battalion Royal Northumberland Fusiliers decimated the Italians, who were out in the open, with machine gun fire causing some 400 casualties in the process—Tummar East fell soon after.29

As Tummar East fell, the 4th Division commanders ordered phase 3 of the operation. The 16th British Infantry Brigade was ordered to cut the road between Sidi Barrani and Buq Buq to prevent the Italian garrison from retreating via its western flank. The 11th Indian Infantry Brigade also moved to cut off the exits from the south and southwest. By 1:30 p.m. on December 10, the Italians in Sidi Barrani were completely encircled. The 4th Indian Division now prepared to attack Sidi Barrani itself. The 16th British Infantry Brigade with tank support from the 7th RTR commenced the assault at 4:15 p.m. and by nightfall had taken the entire village. Following Sidi Barrani’s collapse, the Italian forces in Maktila, Sofafi, and Rabia attempted to withdraw; however, a mobile force called the Selby Force made up of units from Mersa Matruh pursued them. By late evening on December 11, some 8,500 Italians and Libyans with large quantities of equipment had surrendered to Selby Force. Within a span of three days, the 4th Indian Division had destroyed much of Marshal Graziani’s invading 10th Army. In the days following, the 7th Armored Division captured Sidi Omar, Sollum, and Musaid, thereby completely ejecting the Italians’ presence from Egypt.30

Following the Italian 10th Army’s expulsion from Egypt, the 4th Indian Division departed for the Sudan.31 Wavell now pursued the retreating Italians and commenced an offensive into Libya. The British 7th Armored Division and the 17th Australian Brigade (13th Corps) seized Bardia on January 3, 1941. Tobruk fell on January 21 to the 6th Australian Division. General O’Connor, the 13th Corps commander, now continued the offensive toward Benghazi. After a heavy action at Beda Fomm, Benghazi fell on February 6, 1941, and on February 7 the British forces reached El Agheila. The 13th Corps had taken 130,000 prisoners, 1,290 guns, and 408 tanks for a loss of 500 killed, 1,373 wounded, and 55 missing.32 At this point a new force entered the conflict. The advance elements of the Afrika Korps under the command of General Erwin Rommel had already taken up positions in El Agheila, and the British advance came to a halt.

The Afrika Korps arrival coincided with the Allied Western Desert Force’s general weakening. The 4th and 5th Indian divisions were deeply engaged in Eritrea. General Wavell was also required to send the Australian and New Zealand divisions along with an armored brigade to Greece to aid it against German attacks. With an increased German presence in the Mediterranean, and especially of German airpower, the Royal Navy was unable to prevent the buildup of Axis forces in North Africa. By mid-March 1941, Rommel had at his disposal the 15th German Armored Division, the 5th German Light Motorized Division, the 132nd Italian Ariete Armored Division, and five Italian infantry divisions. There were some 300 German tanks including the medium Mark IIIs and the heavier Mark IVs, all supported by considerable artillery and antitank guns. At the same time, the Luftwaffe had built up a huge superiority in the number and quality of planes at its disposal over the RAF. In as early as February 1941, German Stukas (dive bombers), JU88s (bombers), and ME110s (heavy fighters) constantly bombed and strafed Benghazi and El Agheila. They were lightly opposed by a single squadron of the Royal Australian Air Force No. 3; the RAF had nothing to spare for this theater of conflict.33

The main Allied force in North Africa constituted the Cyrenaica Command under General Neame. It was composed of the 2nd British Armored Division, the 3rd Indian Motor Brigade, and the newly formed 9th Australian Division (it replaced the veteran 6th Australian Division sent to Greece). On March 31, the Germans struck the 3rd Armored Brigade in Marsa Brega. This was followed up with another attack against the 3rd Armored Brigade at Agedabia—100 miles south of Benghazi. In both attacks the German tanks proved to be superior and inflicted heavy losses on the British tanks. The British forces now fell back toward Tobruk. In the course of the confused retreat, the 3rd Indian Motor Brigade found itself isolated and encircled by German forces at Mekili Fort, an important desert junction on the way to Tobruk. Rommel called upon the brigade to surrender on April 7 and was turned down.34 That night the decision was made to break out of the encirclement. Most of the brigade, along with the 2nd Armored Division’s headquarters and Lieutenant-General Sir Richard O’Connor, were taken prisoner, but the 11th Frontier Force, PAVO (Prince Albert Victor’s Own) Regiment, and some units of the 2nd Royal Lancers (Gardner’s Horse) under Major M. K. Rajendrasinhji broke out and reached El Adem with 300 Axis prisoners.35 The 3rd Indian Motor Brigade’s stand at Mekili from April 4 to 8 was crucial in enabling the Allied forces to fall back on Tobruk and prepare it for a siege.36

The disastrous retreat of the Allied forces in April coincided with the 4th Indian Division’s return to East Africa on April 23, 1941.37 By then, Tobruk was under siege, and the German forces had captured Bardia and reached the Egyptian frontier at Sollum.38 The 4th Indian Division was immediately pressed into a vast defensive front of 130 miles from Sidi Barrani to El Daba. In June, the Allied forces initiated a counterattack termed Operation Battleaxe. The 7th British Armored Division and the 4th Indian Division were to push Rommel west of Tobruk and if possible to move toward Derna-Mekili. The 4th Indian Division was tasked with capturing the area including Bardia-Sollum-Halfaya-Capuzzo and to eliminate all Axis forces there. The 7th Armored Division was to protect the 4th Indian Division’s desert flank and to bring the Axis armor to battle and eliminate it. The attacking forces were divided into two main parts: the Coast Force, which included the 11th Indian Infantry Brigade and the Central India Horse, and the Escarpment Force consisting of the 4th Armored Brigade (supported by the 7th Armored Brigade) and the 22 Guards Brigade. A smaller force known as the Halfaya Force was established to capture the Halfaya Pass and was made up of the 2nd Camerons and one squadron of the RTR.39 The Halfaya Pass was eventually made the responsibility of both the Coast Force and the Halfaya Group, while the triangle of Sollum–Bir Wair–Capuzzo was the Escarpment Group’s responsibility.40

Operation Battleaxe commenced at daybreak on June 15, 1941. The 7th Armored Brigade’s light cruiser tanks led the Escarpment forces toward Point 206 and Hafid Ridge west of Capuzzo. Point 206 fell by evening, but Hafid Ridge remained in Axis hands. In the meantime, the Guards Brigade managed to take Capuzzo. By nightfall, the 7th Armored Brigade was tasked with taking Hafid Ridge and the 4th Indian Division concentrated on taking the Musaid-Sollum barracks area. The Coast Force and Halfaya Group also began their attack against Halfaya Pass in the early hours of June 15, 1941. However, German 88mm guns atop the pass quickly destroyed the 4th RTR’s single squadron, which was supporting the 2nd Camerons of the Halfaya Group.41 The Coast Group’s attack on the pass from below the escarpment also ran into problems. The 2/5 Marathas and 1/6 Rajputana Rifles suffered heavy casualties due to enemy artillery and machine gun fire.42 On June 16, the Escarpment Force attacked Musaid and Sollum barracks and took both those positions by late morning. At the same time, Axis tank reinforcements began arriving and counterattacked in the Capuzzo area. Also on June 16, the Coast Force made a renewed attack on Halfaya Pass, but it too failed due to heavy enemy fire.43 By now, Axis tank concentrations in the area were increasing greatly, and the 7th Armored Division’s commander feared that an Axis advance on Halfaya would cut off all Allied forces west of Sollum and Halfaya. By the early morning of June 17, a massive tank battle was underway, and the 7th Armored Division fared poorly against the German armor and fell back.44 The 7th Armored Division’s failure to tackle and destroy the German armor, a major operational goal, meant that by June 18 Operation Battleaxe was called off and the Allied forces retreated once again.45

Fortunately for the allies, Rommel showed no sign of pursuit, and this enabled them to establish a defensive line along Buq Buq and Sofafi. A second line of defenses at Mersa Matruh (7th Armored Division) and Baqqush (4th Indian Division) supported this line. Establishing these defenses consumed much of the month of June. On June 29, the 5th Indian Division returned to Egypt from East Africa and it set about establishing the Alamein line—a narrow strip on desert land between the El Alamein railway station and the Qattara Depression. However, in August, the 5th Indian Division was sent to Iraq to protect the Kirkuk oilfields. The 1st South African Division was deployed in El Alamein. On July 5, 1941, General Sir Claude Auchinleck took over as commander in chief, Middle East, from General Wavell, who was sent to India as commander in chief, India.

Auchinleck’s arrival coincided with the winding down of Allied operations in East Africa, Greece, Crete, Iraq, Syria, and Persia. This allowed for huge numbers of troops to be made available for Egypt, Syria, and Palestine. A newfound support from London also meant that Auchinleck could plan for a counteroffensive in November. Two new armies were set up. The 9th Army was established in Syria and Palestine and the 8th Army was set up in the western desert. A joint headquarters was maintained in Cairo. Lieutenant-General Alexander Cunningham was the commander of the 8th Army, which came into existence on September 26, 1941. This was followed by a massive communication and logistical overhaul. The railroad was expanded 75 miles beyond Matruh, and additional tracks were laid down throughout Egypt. An oil pipeline was laid from Suez to Port Said. The existing water pipeline was extended beyond Matruh. Additional roads, hospitals, and airports were also constructed. Furthermore, between July and October of 1941, the Middle East command received 34,000 trucks, 2,100 armored vehicles, 600 field guns, 200 antitank guns, 240 antiaircraft guns, 3,700 Bren machine guns, 900 mortars, 80,000 rifles, and vast amounts of ammunition and other equipment.46

The buildup of the Middle East Command enabled General Auchinleck to initiate plans for a November offensive code-named Operation Crusader. The operation would be launched with the intention of clearing all of Libya from Axis forces. The plan envisaged a two-stage operation. The first phase involved the capture of Cyrenaica, and the second phase dealt with the capture of Tripolitania. An immediate goal of the plan was the destruction of the Axis armored forces at the earliest possible opportunity. This would be achieved by a direct move toward Tobruk, which would draw out the two German Panzer divisions located between Bardia and Tobruk into a battle away from their fortresses and supporting infantry. Auchinleck estimated that he would have a superiority of about 450–500 cruiser and American tanks to 250 Axis tanks (not counting the 138 tanks of the Italian Ariete Division).47

The opposing forces were as follows:


	 8th Army:

	 13th Corps: New Zealand Division; 4th Indian Division; 1st Army Tank Brigade.

	 30th Corps: 7th Armored Division; 4th Armored Brigade Group; 1st South African Division; 22nd Guards (Motor) Brigade.

	Oases Force: 6th South African Armored Car Regiment; 29th Indian Infantry Brigade.

	 Tobruk Garrison: 70th Division; 32nd Army Tank Brigade; Polish Carpathian Infantry Brigade Group.

	 Reserve: 2nd South African Division.



Panzer Gruppe Afrika:


	 Afrika Korps: 15th Panzer Division; 21st Panzer Division; 90th Light Infantry Division.

	 Mobile Corps: Ariete Division (armored); Trieste Division (motorized); Trento Division.

	 21st Corps: Bologna Division; Pavia Division; Brescia Division.

	 Frontier Group: Savona Division; elements of other divisions.



The main attack was to be delivered by the 30th Corps whose task was to engage and destroy the Axis armor and then relieve the siege of Tobruk. The 13th Corps’ task was to initially pin down the enemy forces on the frontier and then advance westward to help the 30th Corps mop up the battlefield, with the enemy frontier garrisons to be reduced later.48

The 7th Armored Brigade began the attack on the dawn of November 18, by crossing the frontier and heading to Sidi Rezegh. There the 7th along with the 4th and 22nd armored brigades faced off against the Axis 15th and 21st Panzer and the Italian Ariete divisions. Sidi Rezegh fell on November 21, but almost immediately the 15th and 21st Panzer divisions mounted a counterattack. In the course of the heavy fighting, the British armored brigades fell back. As the fighting intensified, the 5th South African Brigade was practically wiped out, and the 4th Armored Brigade headquarters was thrown into complete disarray after a surprise night attack captured all its wireless tanks.49 On November 21, the 13th Corps believing that the 30th Corps had succeeded in neutralizing the Axis armor began its own operations. The 4th Indian Division was given the task of capturing the two Omars—Omar Nuovo and Libyan Omar. The 7th Indian Brigade led the attack on November 22. The Italian Savona Division and some German 88mm antitank units defended the Omar positions. Additionally, both were heavily defended with minefields. The attack began at 12:30 p.m. on November 22 with the advance of the 1st Royal Sussex and 4/16 Punjab battalions supported by 45 tanks from the 1st Army Tank Brigade. Despite heavy tank losses to the German 88mm guns, Omar Nuovo fell to the infantry by 1:30 p.m.50 The next target was Libyan Omar, but here too German 88mm guns devastated the advancing British tanks. The 4/16 Punjabis managed to take several positions, but it would be several days before the entire position fell.51

Despite the success in the Omars, the operation until now had been a failure since British armor had been badly mauled by their German counterparts. General Cunningham was of the opinion that more offensive actions would further weaken the Allied armored force and leave the 30th Corps vulnerable to a German counterthrust. Auchinleck, however, wanted “Crusader” to continue with no pause. As if on cue on November 24, Rommel launched a tank and lorried infantry attack eastward directed at the rear of the Allied forces. The main action took place east of the two Omars. There the 4th Indian Division’s 1st Field Regiment with the 4/11 Sikh’s support met 28 German Panzer Mk IIIs and Mk IVs. An intense close-range tank versus artillery action commenced, which culminated in the Germans losing seven tanks and withdrawing.52 On November 25, a similar action took place southeast of the Omars once again pitting 28 German tanks against the 1st Field Regiment. During this action, 19 German tanks were destroyed and the Germans withdrew southward.53

As the German counteroffensive petered out, General Auchinleck concluded that he could no longer have full confidence in the ability of a reluctant General Cunningham to carry out his orders. As a result, he relieved him of his command and appointed his deputy chief of the General Staff, Major-General Neil M. Ritchie, as the 8th Army’s new commander on November 26.54 The 4th Indian Division now focused its attention once again on taking the remaining Axis positions in Libyan Omar. On November 27, 4/16th Punjab made a dawn attack but it was repulsed. On November 30, 3/1 Punjab launched a surprise night attack with the 4/16th Punjab’s support. The attack succeeded, and by December 1, the entire position was in Allied hands. Armored car patrols rounded up a last group of 100 Germans attempting to escape under cover of darkness.55

On November 21, the Tobruk garrison (70th British Division) with the New Zealand Division’s (13th Corps) support began its own offensive under Operation Crusader. The New Zealand Division attacked Sidi Rezegh and the Tobruk garrison struck at El Duda—the two main defensive points in the valley through which the Axis communication lines ran east to west. Both positions fell on November 26. The German response was immediate. The Panzer divisions that were raiding the frontier were immediately called back to counterattack. The British 7th Armored Division attempted to engage the German armor and prevent their redeployment, but in the ensuing battles the German armor was severely mauled. By November 28, the Germans were attacking Allied positions in El Duda and Belhamed. On November 29, a large Axis force of tanks and infantry overran the 6th New Zealand Brigade. Point 175 and Sidi Rezegh fell by November 30 and Belhamed fell on December 1.56 Despite these successes, the Germans had suffered crippling losses and were left with only 17 out of 73 Panzer II tanks, 31 out of 144 Panzer IIIs, and 9 out of 38 Panzer IVs.57

General Ritchie now decided to secure a position at El Adem, which once again threatened the Axis communications from east to west. The assault on El Adem was to be preceded by the capture of Bir El Gubi—a strongpoint that anchored the El Adem’s defenses. The task was given to the 11th Indian Infantry Brigade (4th Indian Division). On December 4, the 2nd Camerons and 2/5 Marathas began the assault at 7:00 a.m. The Italian garrison was well entrenched with tanks and artillery in support, and the attacks made little headway. After two days of fighting, the 11th Indian Brigade had suffered heavy casualties and was forced to fall back.58 To make matters worse on December 4 the Axis launched a strong attack on the Tobruk perimeter threatening to overwhelm the defenses. However, on December 5 the Axis forces having no hope of supplies or reinforcements began a general pullout.59 While the 7th Armored Brigade engaged German tank formations around Bir El Gubi, General Ritchie ordered the 13th Corps to continue its operations to take El Adem. By December 9, the 7th Indian Brigade took El Adem and the 13th Corps worked westward around the perimeter of Tobruk rolling up the Axis positions, and on December 10 the eight-month siege of Tobruk was lifted.60 After the 13th Corps lifted the siege of Tobruk, the 30th Corps, which had been pursuing the Axis toward the Gazala Line, was ordered to revert back to the frontier to clear the Axis pockets of Bardia and Halfaya. Meanwhile, the 13th Corps was ordered to continue the pursuit of the retreating Axis with the 7th Armored Division, the 4th Indian Division, and the 5th New Zealand Brigade.

The 4th Indian Division’s task was to get behind the Gazala Line and move on to Derna. On December 13, the division began this movement but was halted by strong resistance at the Gazala Line. As the 5th and 7th Indian infantry brigades maneuvered to attack the Axis positions, the 25th Field Regiment also moved forward to provide antitank cover to the 7th Brigade. In doing so, the unit came under attack by a force of 40 German tanks. The ensuing action highlighted the close cooperation between German infantry and tanks. German Mk IV tanks and artillery advanced together in bounds firing as they moved. Behind this screen of fire the German Mk III tanks and lorried infantry headed directly for the Indian gun positions. The 25th Field Regiment’s batteries held their fire until the Germans came within 1,200 yards. In the ensuing firefight 12 German tanks were destroyed and the attack repulsed. The cost to the 25th Regiment was 7 officers and 58 men who fell at the guns, and several guns damaged. The 1st Battalion, The Buffs (Royal East Kent Regiment), and a squadron of the Central India Horse who were holding Point 204 were not as fortunate; another German combined infantry, artillery, and tank assault spearheaded by the German 115th Lorried Infantry Regiment overran them and the supporting 31st Field Regiment. The German field artillery deployed well forward with the advancing tanks and, along with the Mk IV tanks provided heavy fire at a range of 2,000–3,000 yards. This enabled the German infantry to outflank the British positions and bring the guns of the 31st Field Regiment under direct machine gun fire. As soon as the German artillery bombardment ceased, the German tanks rushed in and overwhelmed the position.61 The Axis forces continued to thwart the 4th Indian Division at Alam Hamza. As it became clear that the bulk of the German strength was at the Gazala Line, General Ritchie began to redeploy the 7th Armored Division and the 4th Armored Brigade to encircle Gazala. However, before the new attacks were to commence on December 17, Rommel decided to abandon the Gazala Line and the Axis forces began to retreat westward.

The 13th Corps immediately began pursuit with two groups. One group, the 4th Indian Division, was sent across the Jebel Akhdar. Its two brigades, the 5th and the 7th, were instructed to take Martuba and Gabr El Carmusa and then exploit toward Derna. The 7th Brigade reached Carmusa at 11:00 a.m. on December 18, and then moved on to Martuba and Derna. Martuba fell to the 1st Sussex with some Italian prisoners. However, 4/11 Sikhs reaped huge rewards when it surprised the Germans in Derna airfield. Five 88mm guns and 300 prisoners were taken. After Derna’s fall a squadron of 12 JU52 transports attempted to land thinking that the airport was still in Axis hands. The Sikhs destroyed eight JU52s.62 The second pursuit group was the 7th Armored Division. Resupply problems greatly hampered it; however, it could only send a small support group out to harry the Germans. They caught up with the German armored rear guard at Antelat, but once again the lack of fuel prevented any pursuit of the Germans. The German retreat continued, however, and on December 24, Central India Horse entered Benghazi to find that the Axis had departed for Agedabia.63 General Godwin-Austin, the 13th Corps commander, tried for 10 days to take Agedabia, but the depleted and exhausted 22nd Armored Brigade could not overwhelm the German armor. While the 13th Corps pursued the Axis, the 30th Corps launched an attack to capture the remaining Axis garrisons in Bardia, Halfaya, and Sollum. Bardia fell to the 3rd South African Brigade on January 2, 1942; Sollum fell on December 12; and Halfaya followed on January 17. This series of victories now finally secured the Allied line of supply from Egypt to Agedabia.64

On January 21, Rommel began his counteroffensive and by January 23 was in control of Antelat and Saunnu. The 2nd Armored Brigade of the 1st Armored Division suffered heavy losses as it tried to stem the Axis advance on Msus.65 After some confusion Major-General Francis Tuker, the 4th Indian Division’s new commander (he replaced General Messervy who was sent to command an Indian armored division), was ordered to hold Benghazi on November 25. Plans were then made to undertake a counterattack against the German armor concentration in Msus with the 7th Indian Brigade (part of the 4th Indian Division) and the 1st Armored Division. But even as this plan was underway the Germans advanced again toward Benghazi on January 27. With the bulk of the German armor heading to Mekili, the 1st Armored Division was diverted there. General Tuker received permission to evacuate Benghazi. The 7th Indian Brigade, however, found itself cut off by German forces. The commander, Brigadier H. R. Briggs, in a desperate move broke up the unit into three columns (Headquarters Group, Gold Group, and Silver Group) and sought to break out south. After a harrowing retreat through enemy formations the three groups made it to Allied lines in Mekili and Bir Tengeder on March 31.66 The entire 8th Army including the 4th Indian Division now carried out a staged retreat to a new defensive line astride Gazala and Bir Hakeim.67 On February 21, the 50th Northumbrian Division relieved the 4th Indian Division. Soon thereafter the division was dispersed and the 5th Indian Division took its place in the western desert.68

The Gazala Line was made up of a series of defensive positions known as boxes. The main defensive boxes were at Gazala, Knightsbridge, Bir Hakeim, and El Adem. Other boxes were situated at points between Gazala and Alam Hamza. The goal was to cover the line from the coast to the desert and to also provide depth with the resources available. Infantry and artillery would garrison the boxes, while the tanks of the three armored brigades and the 1st and 7th armored divisions would provide mobile defense for the boxes.69 During this period of buildup, the allies began to receive the new American Grant tanks with the side-mounted 75mm guns and the six-pounder (57mm) antitank guns.

Throughout February, March, and April, General Ritchie planned for a new counteroffensive. However, Rommel preempted him by launching his own attack on May 26.70 Documents captured just before the Axis assault revealed Rommel’s plans. The Afrika Korps and the 90th Light Division were to concentrate north of Segnali on the evening of May 26. The next day the Ariete Armored Division was to capture Bir Hakeim. The Trieste Motorized Division was tasked with making a gap in the minefields south of Trigh el Abd. At the same time the 21st Panzer Division (less one tank battalion) to the left of the 15th Panzer Division, with the 90th Light Division, was to form up south of Bir Hakeim and move north destroying the British armor before arriving at Arcoma and El Adem by nightfall. On May 28, the three armored divisions were to assault the Allied positions between Gazala and Alem Hamza from the east, while the four Italian infantry divisions fortified by two regiments from the 90th Light Division and one tank battalion from the 21st Panzer Division attacked from the west.71 Rommel expected Tobruk to be captured in the following two days. On the Allied side, the 13th Corps had the 1st South African Division holding the front from the coast to Alam Hamza. The 50th Northumbrian Division held the line eastward from the Alam Hamza salient to the point where it turned southward. The 1st Tank Brigade was divided between these two divisions in a supporting role. The 2nd South African Division manned the Tobruk defensive perimeter’s western half below the escarpment toward Gazala, while the 9th Indian Brigade held the Tobruk perimeter’s eastern side. Toward Bir Hakeim the 30th Corps had the Free French Brigade Group holding Bir Hakeim itself. The newly arrived 3rd Indian Motor Brigade held Point 171, a position a few miles southeast of Bir Hakeim. The 29th Indian Infantry Brigade of the 5th Indian Division held a position at Bir el Gubi. The 1st Armored Division was deployed around Knightsbridge, and the 7th Armored Division was positioned to the south of it with the 7th Motor Brigade holding a position between the 3rd Indian Motor Brigade and Bir el Gubi.72

On May 26, 1942, British air reconnaissance reported a large movement of Axis forces toward Bir Hakeim. Sitting astride the Axis approach to Bir Hakeim was the Indian 3rd Motor Brigade in Point 171. The brigade had just been deployed to the position and was still building up its forces (the brigade had only 30 out of 64 antitank guns, no tanks, a small portion of carriers, and a fraction of the mines allotted to it) when the Axis column ran into it at dawn on May 26. The Italian Ariete Division was closest to the 3rd Indian Motor Brigade box. It came under heavy fire from the 2nd Field Regiment Royal Indian Artillery at 6:30 a.m. and had to disperse. The next morning at 7:30 a.m. wave after wave of Axis armor led by the 15th Panzer Division and followed by the Ariete Division attacked the box with heavy artillery support. The Indian 25-pounders and antitank guns fired incessantly, and the Bren carriers of 18th King Edward’s Own Cavalry launched a suicide charge against the Ariete Division.73 Gunners manned their guns to the last, and as their positions were overrun one gunner climbed a Panzer to wrench open its hatch while another attacked the Panzer tracks with a pickaxe. However, three hours later the box had been overrun and the brigade was destroyed.74 Three Indian gunners won the Distinguished Service Medal at Bir Hakeim. Major P. P. Kumaramangalam who commanded 7th Field Battery won the Distinguished Service Order (DSO).75 Brigadier Filose, the brigade commander, ordered the survivors to regroup at a place 4.5 miles east of Point 171. The Brigade lost 41 officers and 453 men killed. The 3rd Motor Brigade’s rapid collapse highlighted the inherent problems of the box type fortifications along the Gazala Line. These boxes were too far apart to be mutually supporting. Neither the Free French in Bir Hakeim to the left nor the 29th Indian Brigade in Bir el Gubi to the right of Point 171 came to 3rd Motor Brigade’s aid. The brigade was also unsupported by armor. It had been assigned two squadrons of Valentine tanks, but they never arrived.76

The 3rd Indian Motor Brigade was not the only unit to suffer defeat during the 30-mile front Axis advance. The 90th Light Division ran into the 7th Motor Brigade and captured the headquarters of the 7th Armored Division. However, most of the 7th Brigade fell back to Bir el Gubi, and the 7th Armored Division was also soon functional.77 On May 28, the German armor reached Knightsbridge. The British 1st Armored Division’s attempts to stop them were not successful. Of more concern was the situation in El Adem. It was linked by a short bypass road to Tobruk. Its fall would lead to Tobruk’s total isolation. The German 90th Light Division initially drove back the British 4th Armored Brigade and reached an area south of El Adem. The 4th Armored Brigade countered, however, and drove the German division away to the south. General Ritchie mindful of El Adem’s importance ordered the 29th Indian Brigade to move from Bir el Gubi to El Adem and also ordered the 21st Indian Brigade to occupy the Sidi Rezegh Ridge from where it could overlook the valley surrounding El Adem. On the other side of the Gazala Line, however, the Ariete Division’s attack against Bir Hakeim was repulsed, and the Trieste Division’s attempt to penetrate the minefield in the center of the Gazala Line failed.78

The Axis failure to breach the Gazala Line and open the coast road now left the Axis forces in the southeast stranded and without supplies. The Axis forces now fell back to the south on May 28, to connect with a supply column coming up via Bir Hakeim. General Ritchie, determined to stop the resupply, threw in the 1st Army Tank Division against the Germans. Even as this desperate battle raged on, the Trieste Division finally managed to breach the minefield in the center of the Gazala Line. Through this gap Axis forces poured through to establish a bridgehead later nicknamed the “Cauldron.” The bridgehead included a vital crossing for the Trigh-Capuzzo and Trigh el Abd highways. The Axis forces could now resupply their forces directly from the center of the Gazala Line and had a clear line of advance to Egypt. Generals Auchinleck and Ritchie immediately planned a counterstrike to eliminate the “Cauldron.”79 The two corps commanders, General Gott (13th Corps) and General Norrie (30th Corps), however, requested additional time, and the attack was postponed until June 1. However, the attack never got underway on May 31; the Axis forces overran the 150th Brigade (50th Division) in its box at Sidi Muftah to the north of the “Cauldron.”80 This brigade had been ordered to play a major part in the planned counteroffensive. The fighting caused even more losses to the 1st Armored Division as it tried in vain to aid the 150th Brigade. General Ritchie now decided to carry out an infantry assault on the “Cauldron.” The 69th Infantry Brigade (13th Corps) with armored support from the 32nd Armored Brigade would attack from the north. To the east, the 9th and 10th Indian infantry brigades (30th Corps) would also attack in a pincer movement. The attack began on July 4. By that time, the enemy defenses in the “Cauldron” had been greatly strengthened. The 32nd Armored Brigade lost 50 of its 70 tanks in an uncharted minefield, and the 69th Brigade was pinned down short of its objective, Sghifet es Sidra Ridge. The 10th Indian Brigade’s initial attacks from the east went well with the capture of Dahar es Aslagh Ridge. At this point the 22nd Armored Brigade was to pass through and the 9th Brigade to come up in support. However, the 10th Brigade received no follow-up support, and in the confused fighting that followed, the Germans counterattacked and overwhelmed the position.81 Rommel now immediately followed up by moving the bulk of his armor to Knightsbridge to directly menace Tobruk, while other German forces set about reducing Bir Hakeim. On July 5, it was clear to Auchinleck that the “Cauldron” offensive’s failure “was probably the turning point of the battle.”82

On June 6, following an inconclusive tank battle at Knightsbridge, the Axis forces began a series of attacks on the Free French Forces at Bir Hakeim. On the night of June 8, General Ritchie ordered the French commander, General Koenig, to withdraw his forces. Some 2,000 men under escort from the 7th Armored Division made it to the British lines. Rommel followed up his success at Bir Hakeim by attacking El Adem Ridge, part of it being held by the 29th Indian Brigade. The German 90th Light Division’s attack on June 12 was not successful. However, a larger supporting tank battle developed when the 15th Panzer Division swung northwest to meet the 2nd and 4th armored brigades. It was renewed on the morning of June 13. Now the entire 1st Armored Division was deployed to stop the Germans (2nd, 4th, and 22nd armored brigades). By nightfall the Germans had gained control of the Mabus es Rigel and Hagiag er Rami Ridges. The losses in the fighting since May 27 now resulted in the British armor in the Arcoma area being reduced to 30 cruiser and 20 infantry tanks. This depletion of the armored forces now seriously threatened the Gazala-Tobruk position’s southern flank. As a result of June 14, General Ritchie (with Auchinleck’s consent) ordered the 1st South African and 50th Infantry Division to pull out from the Gazala–Alem Hamza position. The 201st Guards Brigade was also withdrawn from Knightsbridge. The 1st South African Division fell back to the frontier largely intact, but the 50th Division (which helped cover the South Africans’ pullout) lost most of the 150th Brigade and a regiment of artillery during its retreat. Armored losses were also heavy. The 1st Armored Division and the 32nd Army Tank Brigade, which were engaged in Arcoma, were reduced to 30 and 24 tanks each. The 4th Armored Brigade had managed to preserve 60 of its tanks, and 150 tanks were in various stages of repair at the army workshops. The new 10th Armored Division was on its way to the front with 90 tanks, but its training was still incomplete. General Auchinleck had hoped to hold on to El Adem to prevent Tobruk’s encirclement. However, it fell on June 16, and Sidi Rezegh fell on June 17.83 The 4th Armored with 60 tanks was the only strike force able to cover the infantry’s retreat along the coast road, but in heavy fighting south of Sidi Rezegh on June 17, it lost 40 tanks. The British armor’s final defeat forced the 20th Indian Brigade to pull out of Belhamed. Tobruk was now encircled and open to Axis attack.84

The Tobruk garrison was under the leadership of Major-General Klopper, the 2nd South African Division’s commander. He had at his disposal the 2nd South African Division with the 4th and 6th South African Infantry brigades, the 201st Guards Brigade, and the 11th Indian Infantry Brigade. The 32nd Army Tank Brigade and the 4th Anti-Aircraft Brigade provided support. The Tobruk perimeter consisted of three sectors: the western and the eastern (held by the 4th and 6th South African brigades) and the eastern sector that the 11th Indian Brigade held. The Guards Brigade and the 32nd Armored Brigade formed the reserve. The eastern sector held by the 11th Indian Brigade stretched for 13 miles not counting the coastline. The brigade consisted of the 2nd Cameron Highlanders, 2/5 Maratha Light Infantry, 2/7 Gurkha Rifles, and the 25th Field Artillery Regiment. The brigade took over the old defensive lines on June 6 and quickly discovered that much of the minefield had been emptied out to strengthen the Gazala Line. Those mines left behind had been in place for over a year and were defective. The brigade had only 4,000 mines to take the place of a requirement of 20,000 mines. Many of the old defensive positions were in a state of disrepair and had to be renovated. The brigade’s main antitank weapon was the obsolete two-pounder.85

The German attack began at 6:00 a.m. on June 20, with a Stuka dive bombing and artillery strikes on the 11th Brigade’s positions. At 6:30 a.m. the 21st Panzer Division and the 90th Light Division assaulted the perimeter. The German infantry quickly infiltrated the minefield and began to pressure the positions of the 2/5 Marathas. General Klopper now ordered two companies of the Coldstream Guards and the 4th Battalion “I” tanks. The tanks, however, were slow in arriving, and before they could muster in strength, some 40 German tanks rushed through the gap in the perimeter. In the bitter fighting that followed, German tanks overran the 2/5 Marathas headquarters. The Germans now chased the “I” tanks northward and by 1:45 p.m. had moved on to the Bardia Road cutting off the 2/7 Gurkha from the rest of the Tobruk garrison.86 The Gurkhas fought on for several hours before being overrun platoon by platoon. By 2:00 a.m., a German armored column had captured Tobruk harbor. At 4:30 a.m. General Klopper realizing the inevitable decided to capitulate after destroying all arms, ammunition, and fuel.87

Tobruk’s rapid fall waylaid General Ritchie’s plans for the Egyptian frontier’s defense, since he had hoped that Tobruk would tie down some German armor and delay the assault toward Egypt. Ritchie now decided to withdraw to Matruh to gain time to rebuild his battered armored formations. He sent the 30th Corps with the New Zealand Division and the 5th Indian Division (with only one brigade) to Matruh to organize the defenses, and he ordered the 13th Corps to delay the Axis advance. The 13th Corps had the 7th Armored Division with the 4th and 22nd armored brigades with 70 and 72 tanks each, and the 3rd and 7th Indian motor brigade groups. This would form the strike force. Another force made up of the 50th British, 10th Indian, and 1st South African infantry divisions would make up the stationary blocking force. The Germans spent only two days regrouping after Tobruk’s fall and resumed the advance on June 22. Efforts were now made to reorganize the infantry. The lack of adequate field artillery meant that the infantry divisions were a liability. As a result, they were reorganized into battle groups with the maximum number of field guns that could be allotted and only enough infantry to protect them. The goal was to achieve maximum mobility and flexibility in responding to Axis attacks. On June 23, it became clear that the Germans were moving south around Sidi Omar to get behind the 13th Corps. That evening General Ritchie, fearing the corps’ encirclement, ordered it to fall back to Matruh. The enemy advance continued rapidly on June 24, with the Allied forces unable to stall them. By the evening of June 25, they had reached the coast road and railway line just 40 miles from Matruh. The same evening General Auchinleck went to Bagush, the headquarters of the 8th Army, and took over the army’s command from General Ritchie.88

Upon taking control of the 8th Army Auchinleck noted that the severe shortage of field artillery and the continuing paucity of available armor made the defense of Matruh impossible. As a result he determined to keep the 8th Army as mobile as possible and decided to halt the Axis advance in the area between Matruh, El Alamein, and the Qattara Depression. The 10th and 13th Corps were to provide the mobile element while the 30th Corps completed the defenses at El Alamein. However, the Axis advanced on June 26 and broke through a sector that the weakened 29th Indian Brigade held. The 10th Corps’ evacuation from Matruh had to be speeded up, but the lack of motor vehicles hampered it. To make matters worse, the enemy had cut the road some 20 miles east of Matruh. Nevertheless, the 50th Division and the 10th Indian Division managed to break out and reach El Alamein sans most of their equipment, which had to be abandoned.89 However, the 29th Indian Brigade had been ordered to hold the passes down the escarpment at Fuka to assist in the pullout of the 10th Corps and was overrun by German forces on the night of June 29.90 The next day Auchinleck ordered the armored and motorized brigades to withdraw into reserve status. By June 30, the 13th Corps with the remnants of the New Zealand Division and the 5th Indian Division had taken over the southern half of the El Alamein–Qattara Depression line, while the 30th Corps, with the 50th and the 1st South African Division, took over the northern sector and the Alamein fortifications. On July 1, an enemy attack on the 1st South African Division’s positions at El Alamein was repulsed. However, a concurrent attack was made on the 18th Indian Brigade Group at Deir el Shein. The brigade had just arrived from Iraq and had little time to prepare defensive positions. Colonel Bampfield, the 4/11 Sikh Regiment’s commander, noted:


30 June: the A-tk guns were only drawn during the afternoon and arrived during the night. Positions, however, had been dug in our area. The 25-pounders arrived late in the day and they could not all be dug down. The 6-pounder A-tk guns were a complete gift from the blue but they were completely in the open. Although we had plenty of guns [18 25-pounders, 16 6-pounders, 22 2-pounders] they were not all dug down and, as a result, half their effectiveness was lost. The whole show was, of course, against time, improvising the A-tk defence fire plan as the stuff arrived. Men dug and mined to about 1000 hrs. and then had to halt as no more mines were available.91



The initial attack was beaten off, but a follow-up attack with tank support under the cover of a dust storm overwhelmed the brigade after five hours of intense fighting. The brigade’s stand bought valuable time for the strengthening of the El Alamein defenses.92

After Deir el Shein’s fall the Germans once again massed their forces to attack 1st South African Division in El Alamein. Auchinleck now decided to go on the counteroffensive to seize the tactical initiative. He ordered the 13th Corps to wheel north and strike the Axis forces in the flank and rear. The attack began on July 2, with the New Zealand Division and the remnants of the 5th Indian Division. By July 3, the attack made some headway taking a number of prisoners and destroying Axis tanks and guns; it was supported by 150 bomber and 500 fighter sorties. By July 5, the attack had reached near the old position of Deir el Shein. The Germans responded by reinforcing and digging in along their southern flank. Auchinleck, however, had no reserves with which to back up the 13th Corps’ progress. The Germans in turn now began to exploit the gap being created between the 13th Corps and the 30th Corps at Deir el Hama. No more progress could be made in the south. However, the 30th Corps did manage to capture the vital Tel el Eisa mounds on the railway west of Alamein. Despite these setbacks, Auchinleck continued to maintain pressure along the front. On July 14, the New Zealand Division and the 5th Indian Brigade attacked along Ruweisat Ridge and gained some ground taking 2,000 prisoners.93 To the north the 9th Australian Division captured El Makh-Khad Ridge 8 miles west of the El Alamein railway station. In the south, the 7th Armored Division attacked enemy positions at Gebel Kalakh and the Taqa Plateau, but was unable to make any headway because of inadequate artillery and infantry support. Having forced the Germans to extend their front and disperse some of their reserves, Auchinleck now decided to undertake a major offensive in the center of his line with the aim of cutting the Axis defenses in half. This would result in breaking the German communications and offer an opportunity to roll up the northern part of the enemy forces. With this objective in mind Auchinleck ordered General Gott to attack the enemy positions about Deir el Abyad and El Mreir.94

On July 21, at just before dusk, the 161st Indian Brigade and the 5th and 6th New Zealand brigades advanced south along Ruweisat Ridge with the goal of preparing a breakthrough for the British armor. The attack was backed by artillery and air support. To the north the 9th Australian Division provided a diversion by attacking northwestward from Tel el Eisa and southward toward Tel el Makh-Khad. The 1st South African Division moved on Miteiriya, and the 69th Infantry Brigade (temporarily attached to the 7th Armored Division) attacked enemy positions on the Taqa Plateau to the south. Although the initial attack went well with most of the initial objectives being taken by dawn on July 22, the Germans counterattacked and overran and destroyed the 6th New Zealand Brigade. The 161st Indian Brigade lost a battalion at Deir el Shein but managed to hold on to its gains on Ruweisat Ridge. At this point, the 23rd Armored Brigade newly arrived from Britain and equipped with Valentine tanks drove through the gaps made by the infantry. However, the attack lost momentum partly due to the failure of wireless sets. German resistance caused heavy losses and the armored attack stalled.95 In the evening, the 22nd Armored Brigade tried to renew the attack but was held up by minefields. Despite many gains and heavy losses, the main attack in the center had failed to break out. The 9th Indian Brigade (5th Indian Division) also attempted a night attack on July 22, to further exploit the gains on Ruweisat Ridge. However, dug-in German tanks inflicted heavy casualties on the 3/14 Punjab and stopped the attack.96 Auchinleck felt that the offensive’s failure was mainly due to the lack of reserves, which could have maintained the momentum, a constant drawback that limited his options during the First Alamein battle. Auchinleck now ordered General Ramsden of the 30th Corps to press home his attacks to the north. The attack commenced on July 25, with the 9th Australian Division capturing Miteiriya by first light, but strong German counterattacks forced them back. South of the Australians, the 1st South African Division had been unable to clear enough gaps in the minefield for the advance of the 69th Infantry Brigade supported by British armor. The 2nd Armored Brigade’s delayed advance meant that the 69th Infantry Brigade was heavily counterattacked and virtually destroyed.97 General Ramsden called off all offensive operations. Once again the lack of armored support, and trained troops who could take advantage of the large concentration artillery fire, resulted in the failure of yet another attack.98

Throughout July Auchinleck had launched no less than six counteroffensives against the Axis forces. These attacks had firmly foiled the German advance toward Egypt and had inflicted 7,000 casualties on the Axis. However, the 8th Army’s losses were heavy—750 officers and 12,500 men. Auchinleck and his two corps commanders—Generals Gott and Ramsden—concluded that further offensive actions would have to be withheld until September so that the 8th Army could rest and recuperate. New reinforcements that were beginning to arrive from England such as the 44th Infantry Division and the 8th Armored Division (10th Armored Division was still in training) needed equipment and intensive training for desert warfare. Nevertheless, valuable time had been gained to greatly strengthen the El Alamein defenses in depth. The main defensive zone contained within the triangle of El Alamein, El Hamman, and the Qattara Depression was formed by three ridges running east and west. The northern one followed the coast, the center one was Ruweisat Ridge, and to the left ran the Alam Halfa Ridge. Upon these ridges within field artillery range of each other were several strongpoints with garrisons of two battalions and a regiment of 25-pounder guns. The majority of the artillery with its motorized infantry support and all the armored forces were kept behind as a mobile reserve to react to enemy attacks. The key to the defensive plan was fluidity, mobility, and the maximum use of artillery firepower. The defensive zone (designed by Brigadier Kisch, the 8th Army’s chief engineer) extended some 30 miles beyond the front lines. If Rommel attempted to bypass the defenses he would be delayed by light armored units, while the armored forces and mobile artillery groups would strike his flanks.99

On August 3, Prime Minister Churchill—along with the chief of the Imperial General Staff, General Alan Brooke—arrived in Cairo and summoned Auchinleck for a meeting at El Alamein on August 6. At the tense meeting, Churchill, who had very little understanding of military matters or the situation in North Africa, repeatedly demanded that Auchinleck immediately resume the offensive, but Auchinleck declined.100 That very day Churchill and Brooke decided to sack Auchinleck and replace him with General Harold Alexander as commander in chief, Middle East. General Gott would take over as the 8th Army commander. However, Gott was killed when his transport plane was shot down on August 7, while flying to Cairo. The next day Colonel Ian Jacob, an officer serving on Churchill’s staff, flew from Cairo to the 8th Army Battle headquarters behind Ruweisat Ridge and hand delivered Churchill’s letter of dismissal to Auchinleck.101 Gott was replaced by Lieutenant-General Bernard Law Montgomery, who arrived in Egypt on August 12, to take over command of the 8th Army; three days later on August 15, Alexander formally took over the Middle East Command from Auchinleck.

The new Middle East Command that Alexander inherited was significantly smaller and much easier to manage than the one Auchinleck had to deal with. It included Egypt, Syria, Palestine, Transjordan, and Cyprus but it no longer included Persia and Iraq. When Alexander reviewed the situation in Alamein he was perturbed by the fact that the main defensive position was the Alamein “box” to the north and that the left flank no longer rested on the Qattara Depression, but stopped just northwest of the Qaret el Himeinat Peak. The Alamein defensive line now consisted of the El Alamein “box,” the two small western ridges of Tel el Eisa and Tel el Makh Khad, and the larger Ruweisat and Alam Halfa Ridges. The last ridge was vital to Alamein’s defense, for if it fell Rommel could outflank the defenses and have a clear path to Alexandria. Alexander was also concerned that these desert redoubts were vulnerable due to the lack of armored forces to act as a mobile reserve. Nevertheless, both Alexander and Montgomery adopted Auchinleck’s defensive plan of holding the area between the sea and Ruweisat Ridge as strongly as possible and threatening the flank of any Axis advance south from the fortified position on Alam Halfa Ridge.102 By August 8, 1942, even before taking command Montgomery faced the following balance of forces:103

8th Army:


	 El Alamein Position:

	 30th Corps: 9th Australian Division, 1st South African Division, 5th Indian Division, 23rd Armored Brigade.

	 13th Corps: 2nd New Zealand Division, 7th Armored Division.

	 In Reserve and Training:

	 1st Armored Division, 10th Indian Division, 50th Infantry Division, 4th New Zealand Infantry Brigade.

	 Newly Arriving Units:

	 8th Armored Division, 10th Armored Division, 44th Infantry Division, 51st Infantry Division, 1st Army Tank Brigade, 9th Armored Brigade.

	 Grand Total: Four armored divisions, Eight infantry divisions (plus four additional brigades, three being armored).



Axis Forces:


	 German DAK: 15th Panzer Division, 21st Panzer Division, 90th Light Division, 164th Infantry Division, Ramcke’s Parachute Brigade.

	 Italian Forces:

	 20th AK: Ariete Armored Division, Littorio Armored Division, Trieste Motor Division.

	 21st AK: Trento Infantry Division, Bologna Infantry Division, Pistola Infantry Division.

	 10th AK: Brescia Infantry Division, Folgore Infantry Division, Pavia Infantry Division.

	 Grand Total: 13 divisions and one parachute brigade.



At this point Alexander determined that “my first step in restoring morale, therefore, was to lay down the firm principle, to be made known to all ranks, that no further withdrawal was contemplated and that we would fight the coming battle on the ground on which we stood.”104 This curious statement ignored the fact that this was exactly what Auchinleck had intended to do and that he indeed planned on going on the counteroffensive by September.105 Throughout August Montgomery made a thorough survey of the southern sector and declared that he saw the vital importance of Ruweisat and Alam Halfa Ridges, even though Auchinleck and his staff had clearly identified these as vital in early July. On August 14, Montgomery ordered the newly arrived and inexperienced 44th Division (the division he commanded in England) to the Alam Halfa Ridge despite warnings from Major-General John Harding that the division was “not properly trained.”106 On August 17, Churchill returned to Cairo from Moscow and then went to Montgomery’s headquarters at Burg el Arab. There he was enthralled by Montgomery’s “masterly exposition of the situation.”107 Churchill’s confidence was followed by a huge influx of war materials. During the month of August, 446 guns, 254 tanks, 3,289 vehicles, and 72,192 tons of supplies had been shipped from Britain.108

By the end of August, Rommel found himself in a desperate situation. He had hoped to be in Cairo by now, but the bloody battles fought in July had left him halted in the desert in front of Allied forces in Alamein that was growing stronger with each passing day. In the meantime Rommel’s own shoestring supply system was in danger of total collapse. The Italian Navy was responsible for shipping supplies to North Africa; however, constant attacks from British air, surface, and submarine assets had severely depleted the Italian merchant marine.109 Once they arrived in North Africa they had to travel across the desert to reach the front. The main port of Tripoli was 1,400 miles from the front, and the Benghazi port was 700 miles from the front. Even Tobruk port (which was much closer) faced problems; it could only handle 20,000 tons (out of the 100,000 tons per month needed) and was under constant air attack by the RAF and the 9th USAF.110 Despite these difficulties, the supply system had managed by late August to build up a force of 84,000 German troops, 44,000 Italian troops, 234 German tanks, and 281 Italian tanks. The problem was the lack of enough fuel. Here the British use of Ultra code breakers enabled them to monitor German and Italian radio traffic and target the precious oil tanker convoys.111 However, Rommel could wait no longer, and on August 22, he issued his attack orders. The plan of attack was a repeat of the Gazala offensive. Rommel would avoid the heavy northern defenses and would strike northeast bypassing the Alam Halfa Ridge and get behind the Alamein line at the eastern end of Ruweisat Ridge.112 The left flank or the hinge of the sweeping movement consisted of the 90th Light Division; to its south was the 20th (mobile corps) with the Ariete and Littorio armored divisions and the Trieste Motorized Division. The extreme right of the wheel was the main strike element with the 15th and 21st Panzer divisions.113

The German attack commenced on the night of August 30, with a diversionary attack by a German parachute battalion (from the Ramcke Brigade) against the 5th Indian Division on Ruweisat Ridge. Although they initially made some headway, the Indians regained all positions by dawn. An attack in the coastal area against the Australians was also easily repulsed. The main Axis thrust commenced at 1:00 a.m. on August 31, along the southern sector with the Germans lifting minefields from Deir el Munasib to Himeimat. The 7th Motor Brigade supported by the 4th Light Armored Brigade strongly opposed the German attempts to open gaps in the minefield. It would take the Germans six hours to open the first two gaps, and it was only at 9:30 a.m. that the two German Panzer divisions concentrated east of the minefields in the Ragil Depression. Here for the first time the German loss of air superiority in the desert war came into play. RAF Wellington bombers repeatedly attacked the 21st Panzer Division, and their commander, General-Major Georg von Bismarck, was killed. Worse still the Afrika Korps’ commander, General Walther Nehring, was wounded and had to leave the front.114 By now, the minefields and heavy resistance from the 7th Armored Division had stymied Rommel’s plan for surprise and a quick victory. With his fuel supplies running dangerously low, he modified his original plan for a wide sweep to the east to a more modest hook plan and directed the Panzer divisions immediately northeast to take Point 102 on Alam Halfa Ridge. This move played into the British hands. Auchinleck and Gott had already seen the Alam Halfa Ridge as a pivotal position and garrisoned it with 44th Division and the 22nd Armored Brigade. Montgomery also moved the 23rd Armored Brigade to 13 Corps to reinforce the Point 102 position and link it to the 2nd New Zealand Division.115

The Panzer divisions advanced out of the Ragil Depression at 3:30 p.m. toward Alam Halfa. The 7th Armored Division, which had been conducting a fighting retreat in front of the enemy, harassed them all the way. The German attack against the 22nd Armored Brigade was repulsed with the aid of massed battery fire from 13 Corps’ artillery. On September 1, the Germans launched renewed attacks against the 22nd and 23rd armored brigades but were unable to make any headway. On September 2, Rommel, running short on fuel, changed his tactics and deployed his armored divisions south of Alam Halfa behind a screen of antitank guns waiting for the British armor to attack. The same day after receiving news of the loss of three Italian fuel tankers in the Mediterranean, Rommel abandoned the offensive and decided to withdraw westward in phases.116 By September 5, Rommel completed his withdrawal largely unscathed by the British, as Montgomery chose to stay on the defensive.117 The Battle of Alam Halfa cost the British 1,750 casualties, 67 tanks, and 15 antitank guns. Rommel, however, had suffered 1,899 casualties (plus 1,091 Italian casualties), plus losing 49 tanks, 55 guns, and a huge portion of his motor transport.118

With Rommel’s repulse at Alam Halfa, the initiative passed on to the British. Churchill now eagerly wanted to begin the immediate renewal of offensive action in the desert. However, both Generals Alexander and Montgomery pointed out that the 8th Army was not ready as yet, and any offensive action (Operation Lightfoot) would have to wait until October 23. Churchill desperately wanted offensive action to impress his American allies who were about to participate in the invasion of North Africa (Operation Torch). He accepted the new date, however, despite having dismissed Auchinleck who had also delayed his offensive for a similar reason.119 On the German side, General Rommel, who had been ill even before the Alam Halfa Battle started, returned to Germany for recuperation and was replaced by General Stumme. The Germans prepared for the expected Allied offensive with a six-division main defensive line. The 21st Corps held the northern sector with the 164th German Division and the Italian Trento and Bologna divisions. To the south the 10th Corps held the line with the Italian Pavia, Brescia, and Folgore divisions. The reserve consisted of four armored and two mobile divisions. The armored divisions were organized into two groups: the northern consisted of the 15th Panzer Division and the Littorio Division, and the southern consisted of the 21st Panzer Division and the Ariete Division. Further to the rear were the 90th Light Division and the Trieste Division. Montgomery’s plan for Operation Lightfoot was to attack the northern sector while feigning an attack in the south. The plan capitalized on the shorter British communication routes would force the Germans to the coastal roads and away from their communication and leave their supply center in El Daba vulnerable. The key German positions in the area were the Saniyet el Miteiriya and Tel el Eisa Ridges (the latter was 4 miles south of Miteiriya). The 30th Corps would launch the assault from the north to the south. The 9th Australian and 51st Highland divisions would drive west roughly parallel to and below Tel el Eisa to form a northern corridor. The 2nd New Zealand and 1st South African divisions would drive southwest to take Miteiriya Ridge and form the southern corridor through the Axis defenses. The 4th Indian Division would carry out a diversionary attack along Ruweisat Ridge. After the 30th Corps formed the two corridors the 10th Corps with 1st and 10th armored divisions would pass through the corridor and engage the Axis armor that was expected to counterattack in strength. At the same time the 30th Corps made its attack, the 13th Corps would launch its attack in the southern sector. In the southern flank, the 1st Free French Brigade would launch an attack against Qaret el Hemimat. In the north of Hemimat, the 44th Division with the 7th Armored Division’s support would also launch an attack. If these operations were successful, the 4th Light Armored Brigade would pass around the southern flank and attack the enemy supply dumps and landing grounds at El Daba. The 13th Corps’ operations would work not only as a feint but also as a containment and attrition operation against the Axis forces.120

Throughout September the assaulting divisions trained and absorbed new equipment for the forthcoming offensive. On September 11, 318 new Sherman M4 tanks and 100 powerful new self-propelled 105mm “Priest” guns began to arrive from the United States. The Sherman tank had a 75mm gun in a traversable turret capable of firing high-explosive and armor-piercing shells. It finally gave the British a tank capable of taking on the best German tanks in North Africa.121 A key element in the forthcoming operations would be the role that the engineers played in clearing the German minefields. The operation was under the overall command of Brigadier Frederick Kisch, the 8th Army’s chief engineer. As per his plan, the 10th Corps’ engineers had to clear two major corridors through the German minefields for the 1st and 10th armored divisions. Each of these divisions would require three lanes 40 yards wide to clear through the minefields. The engineers of each of the 10th Corps divisions would have to clear 40-yard-wide lanes through at least four minefields to a depth of 6,000 yards.122 The mine clearing sappers were drilled intensively to ensure that their actions were instinctive and that casualties would not hinder the mine clearance task.123 The 8th Army’s artillery too was being revamped for the new offensive. The newly arrived (September 1942) Brigadier Royal Artillery of the 8th Army, Brigadier Sidney Kirkman, continued the ongoing measures to concentrate the artillery resources of the army. Kirkman restored command authority to each divisional commander of the Royal Artillery.124 Elaborate fire support and counterbattery fire plans were created with exact information on the Axis dispositions. A comprehensive array of telephone cables allowed for excellent communications between the artillery batteries and their parent units. Each artillery battery received three extra No. 19 wireless sets for communications with armored formations. Furthermore, wireless links were established between corps commanders and divisional artillery, and between corps artillery commanders and field regiments tasked with counterbattery roles. The goal was to ensure that if wireless communications broke down an alternative telephone or cable line was available. To ensure proper usage of this system, artillery exercises were conducted in August 1942.125 An elaborate deception scheme was utilized to keep the Germans guessing as to the offensive’s exact time and place. A vast system of dummy pipelines, tank, artillery, and vehicle laagers were constructed. When the 10th Corps moved out of its training area to its two staging areas on October 19, the move was made openly as yet another training exercise. When the units moved out from the staging area to the assembly area for the attack, their tanks, guns, and vehicles were replaced by dummies.126

At 9:40 p.m. on the night of October 23, the 8th Army artillery bombardment began with almost 1,000 guns firing according to a detailed fire plan. Axis batteries toward the front were deluged by fire from 25-pounder guns, while the larger 4.5- and 5.5-inch medium guns took on Axis gun positions to the rear. Each Axis gun troop of four guns was subject to an intense two-minute fire plan (“murders”) of 100 shells.127 After a five-minute pause the artillery fire resumed at 10:00 p.m. with fire being concentrated on the Axis forward positions. At the same time the 13th and 30th corps’ infantry assaulted their initial objectives. To the north, the infantry easily advanced and seized their objectives within two hours. At 1:00 a.m. the assault on the main enemy positions began. Now the resistance was much greater; on the right the 9th Australian Division was able to gain most of its objectives 9,000 yards from its start line by 5:30 a.m. The New Zealand Division also captured the northwestern end of Miteiriya Ridge.128 In the center, the Australian Division’s left brigade and the Highland Division were stopped 1,500 yards short of their objective by enemy positions in what was the middle of the northern corridor. To the south, the South African Division was also halted 500 yards from Miteiriya Ridge. This failure meant that the engineers could not clear a path for 10th Corps, which began to follow the 30th Corps at 2:00 a.m. Daybreak saw the 10th Armored Division on the Miteiriya Ridge’s eastern slope under heavy German artillery fire. The 1st Armored Division was held up in the northern corridor minefield as a result of enemy resistance to the Australian and Highland divisions. Most of these enemy positions were finally overcome at dawn, but the 2nd Armored Brigade was still in the minefield at daybreak. By now, Montgomery had hoped the 10th Corps would have broken out into the open. Enemy opposition was only overcome by 3:00 p.m. on October 24, and the 2nd Armored Brigade was able to emerge from the minefield and complete its deployment by nightfall. On the south flank, the South African Division finally managed to take the western part of Miteiriya Ridge, supported by the New Zealand Division. By dawn on October 25, all three armored brigades of the 10th Armored Division had completed their deployment and joined up with the 2nd Armored Brigade on their right. The first phase of Operation Lightfoot in this sector had been accomplished 24 hours behind schedule.129

To the south, the 13th Corps also initiated its attack after an intense artillery preparation. The 7th Armored Division broke through the first enemy minefield and established the 22nd Armored Brigade in the bridgehead west of it; however, heavy enemy fire at the second minefield held up the division. The 1st Free French Brigade advanced to the escarpment south of Himeimat after an arduous all-night march but was forced to withdraw under heavy enemy tank attack (the brigade had left behind its antitank guns during the night march across soft sand). The next day the 131st Infantry Brigade managed to breach the second minefield, and the 22nd Armored Brigade’s tanks began to file through. However, Axis dug-in antitank guns and tanks at Himeimat brought down intense fire on the two brigades and the advance was called off.130 Despite the 13th Corps’ failed attack, the main task of tying down the 21st Panzer Division and the Ariete Division in the south had been achieved, and Montgomery, wanting to preserve the 7th Armored Division, halted all attacks in this sector.

On the morning of October 25, the Axis launched a series of piecemeal battle group attacks of 20–40 tanks against the 1st Armored Division, but they were easily beaten off.131 At midnight on October 25, the Australian Brigade managed to attack and take the Tel el Eisa Ridge in the northern sector. However, Montgomery decided to halt all operations for a period of rest, reorganization, and regrouping. On October 26, Rommel returned from Germany. He immediately set about concentrating his armor and mobile forces. The Trieste and 90th Light Division were brought forward, and the 21st Panzer and Ariete divisions were also ordered to join them from the south. On the afternoon of October 26 the Germans launched a strong attack against the Allied salient. This was repulsed with the help of heavy air bombardment. On October 27, the Germans renewed the offensive with the strong attack on Kidney Ridge and the northern shoulder of the salient but were repulsed by strong resistance from the 2nd Rifle Brigade and the 26th Australian Brigade. Intense bombing continually struck the Axis concentrations. Rommel’s forces had taken heavy losses and had been unable to upset Montgomery’s next offensive code-named Operation Supercharge.132 At 10:00 p.m. on October 28, the 9th Australian Division struck northward from the salient. The operation was partially successful. The attack was renewed on October 30 with the Australians managing to drive toward the coast trapping four Axis battalions (two German and two Italian) and 20 tanks from the 21st Panzer Division. With the Germans fully occupied with counterattacking the Australians,133 Montgomery saw an opportunity to obtain a breakthrough between this northern group and the 15th Panzer Division’s remnants. The 151st and 152nd Infantry brigades (50th and 51st divisions) with the 23rd Armored Brigade’s support would attack through the enemy positions. The 9th Armored Brigade would then follow close behind and take the strong screen of enemy gun positions on the Rahman Track. The armored divisions of the 10th Corps would exploit forward and break out into open country. The attack was to be launched on October 31, but exhaustion and the need for reconnaissance postponed the attack until 1:05 a.m. on November 2. Immediately mines and Axis artillery fire caused casualties and delays. At dawn the 9th Armored Brigade found itself in front of the Axis guns on the Rahman Track and not beyond them as hoped. The three regiments of the 9th Armored Brigade (3rd Hussars, Warwickshire Yeomanry, and Wiltshire Yeomanry) fought a desperate battle against Axis antitank guns and tanks losing no less than 87 tanks out of 133. Despite these losses, they inflicted heavy casualties and managed to keep the salient open so that the 1st Armored Division (10th Corps) could emerge from it. This was done with great difficulty in the face of determined attacks from the 21st Panzer Division. By the end of the day, the Germans suffering huge loses conceded defeat but held on to the positions at the Rahman Track. Montgomery now threw fresh troops into the attack in the form of the 4th Indian Division. At 2:30 a.m. on November 4, the division’s 5th Indian Brigade (1/4th Essex and 4/6th Rajputana battalions) attacked 5 miles south of Tel el Aqqaqir. By dawn the attack was completely successful and had forced the Axis gun screen’s southern end back so it faced southeast covering the coastal road.134 Through this gap poured the three armored divisions of 10th Corps—the 1st, 7th, and 10th. They were stopped by an antitank screen at Ghazal. But Rommel’s hope for an orderly defensive retreat ended, however, when at midday on November 4, the New Zealand Division and the 4th Light Armored Brigade outflanked the Ghazal position. General von Thoma went forward to organize the withdrawal behind a rearguard screen and was captured by a British tank.135 Rommel now decided on a speedy retreat leaving the Italians (many of whom were encircled) to their fate of being captured. At the battle’s culmination, General Alexander estimated that only a third of the Axis forces managed to escape and that they suffered 10,000 dead, 15,000 wounded, and more than 30,000 prisoners. Out of a force of 600 Axis tanks, more than 450 were left on the battlefield along with more than 1,000 guns and huge quantities of ammunitions, stores, and equipment. Allied casualties were 13,500 killed, wounded, and missing. About 100 Allied guns were destroyed and 500 tanks disabled (only 150 totally destroyed).136

With the 10th Corps finally out in the “open” the pursuit of the Germans began. By midday on November 5, Daba had fallen to the 1st Armored Division. The 10th Armored Division destroyed a German rear guard at Galal (destroying or capturing 44 of the remaining 80 Axis tanks) and then headed for the important road and rail junction of Fuka. However, the 10th Corps lacked a coordinated pursuit plan by the night of November 5, and the Afrika Korps survivors were able to escape.137 In the next few days rain storms turned the desert into a morass of mud bringing all pursuit to a halt.138 On November 8, the 10th Corps resumed its advance to the frontier with the 7th Armored Division and the New Zealand Division. By nightfall the New Zealanders had taken Halfaya Pass. On November 11, they took Capuzzo, Sollum, and Bardia. The 7th Armored Division crossed the frontier on November 10, after a 160-mile march across the desert. The division then swung northwest to link up with the New Zealanders at Capuzzo. On November 13, the 7th Armored took Tobruk, the main objective, without any resistance.139 The same day the 10th Corps resumed its advance to the frontier, British and American forces began Operation Torch with landings in North Africa at Oran, Casablanca, and Algiers. The Axis forces were now hemmed in on two sides. As the 8th Army advanced on Agheila the Allied 1st Army was 25 miles from Tunis. Stopping the new Allied threat to Tunisia became the focus of the Axis reinforcements being rushed to the region. Rommel could only rely on the untried Pistoia, Young Fascist Division, and the Spezia Division, and the Centauro Armored Division that he picked up during his retreat with the remnants of the Axis forces from Alamein.140 Rommel’s plan was to force the advancing Allies to deploy for an attack at the Mersa el Brega Line near Agheila before withdrawing to Buerat, a position on the outskirts of Tripoli. He was aided in this by the Allied need to halt the advance before supply links could be restored to Tobruk and Benghazi. Montgomery was only able to resume the advance by December 16. However, Rommel had already begun his withdrawal behind a mobile rearguard screen composed of the 90th Light Division and the 21st Panzer. The Germans had also undertaken a massive destruction of all the bridges and culverts in the area, which hampered the 30th Corps’ advance. By December 22, all the German forces had successfully retreated to the new defensive position at Buerat.141 Montgomery planned to take the Buerat Line with a frontal and flanking attack by the 30th Corps. The 50th and 51st divisions would advance up the coast road, while the 7th Armored and the New Zealand Division would sweep wide to the left through the desert and outflank Buerat. The attack commenced at 7:15 a.m. on January 14, and by the evening the Germans had withdrawn. The 90th Light Division made a final stand as a rear guard 15 miles east of Tripoli on January 22.142 The next day Montgomery entered the town and accepted the Italian civil authorities’ surrender.143

On January 14, 1943, an Allied Combined Chiefs of Staff conference took place at Anfa near Casablanca. Churchill, Roosevelt, General Eisenhower, and General Alexander attended. At the conference it was decided to place the entire Allied Expeditionary Force under General Eisenhower’s overall command. General Alexander was made deputy commander in chief and the commander of the new Army Group Headquarters (the 18th Army Group included the 1st and 8th Allied armies and would be created once the 8th Army crossed the Tunisian frontier) responsible for the destruction of all Axis forces in Tunisia.144 The Anglo-American “Torch” landings on November 8 took place at Oran and Algiers. The initial British component was a brigade group, but this later swelled to form the 1st British (Allied) Army Group under the command of Lieutenant-General Kenneth Anderson. Initial French Vichy resistance was strong, but on November 10, Admiral Darlan ordered all French resistance to the Allies to stop. General Eisenhower now attempted a dash to Tunis; however, the rapidly forming German 5th Panzer Army under General Hans-Jürgen von Arnim was able to put up strong resistance and the Allied advance stalled by December 25. By mid-January 1943, the Allied 1st Army and the German 5th Panzer Army faced off along Tunisia’s western frontier. The front line stretched from the coastal plains around Mateur to the south and west along the Western and Eastern Dorsale mountain ranges to the south. A number of vital passes such as Faid and Kasserine bisected these ranges. The Allied 1st Army composed of the British 5th Corps comprising the 78th Division and the 6th Armored Division near the coast around Medjez. The French 19th Corps held most of the Eastern Dorsale mountain passes, and the American 1st Corps consisting of the 1st and 46th Infantry divisions and the 1st Armored Division stayed to the rear with headquarters at Tebessa. Von Arnim had at his disposal the Von Broich (later Manteuffel) Division in the Bizerta coastal area, the 334th German Division across the Medjez-el-Bab, and the Hermann Göring Division across from the British 6th Armored Division in the Bou Arada area while the 10th Panzer Division was held in reserve near Tunis.145

On January 18, von Arnim launched Operation Eilböté to roll up the Allied positions along the Eastern Dorsale Range from the north to the south. The 10th Panzer Division would launch a diversionary attack against the British 6th Armored Division at Bou Arada, while the German 334th Division seized the French positions on the Eastern Dorsale. The 10th Panzer’s assault stalled quickly under artillery fire, minefields, and muddy conditions in Bou Arada. The German assault on the Eastern Dorsale made great headway initially against weak French opposition, but British and American intervention stopped the Germans from taking Faid Pass. Four days later the 21st Panzer Division’s arrival from Rommel’s forces enabled von Arnim to renew the attack. On January 30, the 21st Panzer (rebuilt since its retreat from Alamein) came through the Faid Pass, surrounded the French garrison, and took Faid village. American counterattacks were beaten off, and all the passes in the Eastern Dorsale were now in German hands. The success of “Eilböté” meant that von Arnim was in a position to deal a crushing blow and defeat the Allied 1st Army on the plains west of Faid, thereby allowing Rommel to concentrate his defenses in the Mareth Line and prepare for Montgomery’s renewed offensive.146

On February 14, the Germans launched Operation Frühlingswind. Von Arnim’s chief of staff, Lieutenant-General Heinz Zeigler, was put in charge. The 10th Panzer Division would launch the main attack from Faid Pass toward Sidi Bou Zid. It would be aided by the 21st Panzer Division, which would mount an outflanking move from the south on the Eastern Dorsale’s seaward side. As soon as Sidi Bou Zid fell the 21st Panzer would move toward Gafsa to help Rommel with his own offensive plan Operation Morgenluft.147 The American 2nd Corps under General Lloyd Fredendall would face the Germans. Fredendall stayed holed up in a deep bunker in Tebessa well away from the front. The American forces at the pass were no match for the battle-hardened Germans, and by evening Sidi Bou Zid was in German hands. The American forces counterattacked, but they were badly mauled. In three days of fighting, the 2nd US Corps lost two tank, two infantry, and two artillery battalions. On February 15, Rommel entered Gafsa. He then planned to take Tebessa with an enveloping thrust from the southeast and demanded that von Arnim place the 10th and 21st Panzer divisions at his disposal. At this point disagreement reigned between von Arnim and Rommel. The theater commander, General Albert Kesselring, attempted to rectify the situation, but Rommel needed the 10th Panzer Division and especially the 19 brand-new Tiger tanks. Nevertheless, on February 19, he ordered the 21st Panzer Division and the Italian Centauro Division to attack Kasserine Pass as a prelude to an advance from Thala to Le Kef, while still awaiting the 10th Panzer’s arrival.148

Kasserine Pass was in the southern end of the Western Dorsale. It was 1 mile wide and led into the 20-mile-wide Foussana Basin with roads running to Thala and Tebessa. It was held by Colonel Stark’s 26th US Infantry Battalion and Colonel Moore’s 19th Combat Engineer Regiment. The German 33rd Reconnaissance Unit’s initial rush was beaten back, and a follow-up assault by two Panzer Grenadier battalions supported by tanks of the 8th Panzer Regiment also made little headway. The breakthrough finally occurred on midday on February 20. British reinforcements in the form of Lieutenant-Colonel Gore’s Motor Rifle Battalion and a squadron of tanks covered Colonel Stark’s withdrawal to Thala suffering heavy losses in the process. In Thala, meanwhile, the Allies organized a hasty defense with Combat Command B (CC “B” elements of the 1st US Armored Division) and the British 26th Armored Brigade. On February 21, these forces blocked the Italian Centauro Division’s advance and the 10th Panzer Division’s repeated attacks. The arrival of the US 9th Division’s artillery battalions with 48 guns at Thala and heavy rains convinced Rommel and Kesselring to call off the Kasserine offensive.149 The 10th and 21st Panzer divisions were pulled out for rest and refit before being sent off to the Mareth Line.150

On February 26, von Arnim launched Operation Ochsenkopf to drive the British back from their defensive positions along the line from Djebel Aboid, Medjez, and Bou Arada. The assault made some gains against the newly arrived British 46th Division but failed to gain any of its main objectives.151 The main German thrust would now come from the Mareth Line. Rommel (who was now made commander of Army Group Afrika) and Italian general Giovanni Messe (commander of the Panzer Army Afrika, First Italian Army) came up with a plan (Operation Capri) to take Medenine with assaults by the 10th, 15th, and 21st Panzer divisions south from the Matmata Hills. A combined German-Italian force known as Combat Group Bari would launch a diversionary attack in the north from the Mareth Line. The 8th Army intelligence had intercepted the Axis radio signals and gave forewarning of the assault. General Oliver Leese’s 30th Corps prepared for Medenine’s defense. Leese deployed his forces in a defensive arc from the Mediterranean in the north running parallel to the Mareth Line and running southeastward along the Mareth to Medenine Road. The 51st Highland Division held the northern area; the 7th Armored Division, the 131st Brigade, and the 201st Guards Brigade held the central area; and the New Zealand Division held the southern area including Medenine. The three armored brigades were held in reserve to the rear of the three defensive areas. On March 6, the 10th and 21st Panzer advanced toward Medenine from the Matmata Hills. They immediately came under heavy and accurate antitank and artillery fire and lost 52 tanks. By dawn all German attacks, including the one in the north by Column Bari, had failed and the Axis retreated.152

On February 20, General Alexander assumed command of the 18th Army Group and immediately toured the US 1st Army Headquarters (General Anderson) and the US 2nd Corps sector (General Fredendall). Alexander was not impressed by either officer or by the state of the troops. Eisenhower too had been having doubts about Fredendall and, after consulting Alexander, replaced Fredendall with General Patton who arrived from Morocco (Patton’s deputy, Major-General Omar Bradley, eventually became 2nd US Corps commander when Patton returned to Morocco to plan for the Sicily offensive). Alexander’s plan for the destruction of Axis forces in Tunisia was twofold. The first part was to move the 8th Army north of the Gabes Gap (breaking through the Mareth Line) to join up with the 1st Army where it could use its superior mobility and firepower. The 1st Army would undertake limited operations to aid the 8th Army’s passage through the gap and in doing so would gain in operational experience and confidence. The second part of the operation was devoted to securing airfields, which would enable the buildup of growing Anglo-American airpower in the region.153

General Montgomery had been planning for the Mareth Line attack since January and called it Operation Pugilist. General Leese’s 30th Corps was to breach the Mareth Line with the 50th and 51st divisions. General Freyberg’s New Zealand Division with the 8th Armored Brigade and General Leclerc’s Free French Force “L” would undertake a long outflanking march around the Matmata Hills to the Tebaga Gap. General Brian Horrocks’s 10th Corps with the 1st and 7th Armored divisions would be in reserve ready to back either Leese or Freyberg. On the US side, General Patton’s 2nd US Corps was given the limited task of seizing and holding Gafsa as a base for the 8th Army’s operations. On the Axis front an ailing Rommel left Africa for Germany never to return. Command passed on to von Arnim. The Axis Mareth Line was built around the old French fortifications in a line along Wadi Zigzaou. The Young Fascist Division held the coastal sector, followed by the Trieste, the German 90th Light Division, the Spezia Division, the Pistoia Division, and the German 164th Division which anchored the line at the Matmata Hills. The 15th Panzer and the Panzer Grenadier Regiment Afrika were reserve for the 1st Italian Army. North of the Gabes Gap, the 10th and 21st Panzer divisions were stationed as part of the Army Group Reserve.154

On March 16 and 17, Leese’s 30th Corps launched Operations Walk and Canter against the Mareth Line. The 201st Guards Brigade initiated the assault with a move (Operation Walk) against the “Horseshoe” high ground that the German 90th Light Division held. That evening the 50th and 51st divisions (Operation Canter) began a general advance to throw back the Axis line to Wadi Zigzaou. This prepared the way for Operation Gallop, the 50th Division’s main attack across Wadi Zigzaou with flanking support from 51st Division.155 As the Mareth Line operations went underway, Patton launched his own offensive against Gafsa—Operation Wop. The 1st US Infantry Division with the 1st US Armored Division operating in a flanking role launched the main attack on March 17. Despite heavy rains which made tank movement difficult, the attack was a success and the Italian defenders fell back on Maknassy. The heavy rains, however, complicated the 30th Corps’ attack on the Mareth Line. The 50th RTR’s heavy Valentine tanks made movement in the waterlogged Wadi almost impossible.156 On March 21, Montgomery appealed for help and Alexander ordered Patton to expand his offensive to take Maknassy advance through the pass beyond and raid the Axis airfield at Mezzouna. When Patton moved in he found that the Italian defenders had abandoned Maknassy, but by March 22, German mobile troops from the reserve had moved in to stop his advance. On March 21, General Messe ordered 15th Panzer Division to stop the 30th Corps’ attack on the Mareth Line. Von Arnim sent the 10th Panzer Division to El Guettar to stop Patton. On March 20, Freyberg’s New Zealand Corps was only 10 miles from the Tebaga Gap and General Messe dispatched the 164th German Division and the 21st Panzer Division to stop this outflanking move. Although Freyberg took the Gap’s entrance before the German forces arrived, his hesitation in pushing through the 8th Armored Brigade on the night of March 21 allowed the Germans to rush in enough forces to block the Gap on March 22.

On the Mareth Line front, the 15th Panzer Division along with units of the 90th Light Division and the Ramcke Brigade launched a series of devastating counterattacks. They retook the 2-kilometer deep British bridgehead destroying the 50th RTR and stalling the 30th Corps’ attack.157 Montgomery immediately shifted his focus to the Tebaga Gap. Horrocks’s 10th Corps Headquarters and 1st Armored Division were sent to back up the New Zealand Corps for a renewed attack.158 In the meantime the 4th Indian Division was sent to make a short left hook through the Matmata Hills to go through the German 164th Division’s recently vacated positions and take the Mareth Line in the flank.159 However, since Horrocks’s forces would not reach the Gap until March 26, Montgomery once again asked Alexander for Patton’s aid in the form of an expanded offensive toward Gabes. Before new plans could be realized Patton became aware of the 10th Panzer Division’s counterattack toward El Guettar. The US forces had deployed three infantry regiments (the 26th, the 16th, and the 18th) in a blocking position along two roads leading east from El Guettar. The German attack came along the Gafsa-Gabes Road and smashed through the gap between the 16th and 18th regiments inflicting heavy losses on the American infantry and destroying two artillery battalions. The 10th Panzer also took Point 336 to the rear of the American positions. At this point minefields and American tank destroyers stopped the German attack destroying 38 Panzers and forcing the Germans to pull back.160 This American success prompted Alexander to release the 9th US Infantry Division to Patton’s 2nd US Corps for an assault toward Gabes to be coordinated with Horrocks’s (and Freyberg’s) assault on the Tebaga Gap. The attack on Tebaga commenced on March 26 with a heavy air attack on the German defenders. The New Zealand infantry would take the Axis forward positions, and the 1st Armored Division would advance through down the valley making for El Hamman. The Germans managed to hold the British armor briefly behind an 88mm antitank gun screen, but by March 29, the bulk of the 1st Italian Army had pulled out via the Gabes Gap bringing an end to the battles of Mareth and Tebaga.161

Patton began his offensive toward Gabes on the night of March 28–29 with the 1st US and 9th US infantry divisions. The 1st US Division made some progress along the Gum Tree Road, but the inexperienced 9th US Division failed to take either Point 269 or Point 369 along the Gabes Road. For the next nine days, the US forces kept up their attacks while the 8th Army prepared to attack the Axis forces in their new defensive position at Wadi Akarit, which ran across the Gabes Gap’s northern half. The Wadi Akarit position was built around the line of ridges running east from the Wadi and the coastline. General Tuker, the Indian 4th Infantry Division’s commander, proposed that his division, which was skilled in mountain and night warfare, assault the Axis ridgeline positions at Ras Zouai (the Axis believed that this hill position was inaccessible to infantry). The attack began on the night of April 5–6 with the 1/2 Gurkha Battalion using the khukri to seize Point 275. Subedar Lal Bahadur Thapa won the Victoria Cross as the position fell at 1:30 a.m.162 At dawn, the 50th and 51st divisions assaulted the line, and by 9:30 a.m. the Italian defenders were surrendering in large numbers.163 On April 6, von Arnim released the remaining Afrika Korps’ Panzer strength, about 80 tanks, to Messe to stem the Allied breakthrough at Wadi Akarit. As the tanks pulled out of the El Guettar front, Patton thought the Germans were planning an attack on his forces. At this vital juncture Montgomery hesitated once again in following up his initial success. This allowed the Italian First Army to once again withdraw intact. When the 8th Army resumed its advance on April 7, the Axis had left. Patton now ordered his forces forward, too, and that night at 10:30 p.m. the US 2nd Corps’ advanced patrols met up with the 4th Indian Division Armored Car advance guard along the Gafsa-Gabes Road south of Maknassy. The first part of General Alexander’s plan had been achieved.164

By now it was clear that the Axis position in North Africa was untenable and that the forces should have been withdrawn already. However, Hitler’s refusal to contemplate any retreat meant that the Axis had no plan or preparation for evacuation. Alexander now began to receive even more men and equipment. He soon had a force of 19 divisions including three armored and 1,000 tanks with which to take on von Arnim’s weakened 15 divisions with 150 tanks. With a force of more than 200,000, von Arnim had to defend a front of 120 miles. In the southern sector the Italian 1st Army under General Messe held the lines from the sea west of Takrouna. The 90th Light Division held the coastal road, and the inland area was under the 164th Division. An assortment of Italian units under the Trieste Division’s overall command was deployed among the German units. The German Afrika Korps with the Superga Division held the junction between the northern and southern fronts. In the northern sector, the 5th Panzer Army under General Gustav von Vaerst faced the 2nd US Corps. The Manteuffel Division faced the American Corps in the northernmost area then came the 334th German Division in the mountains along the Medjerda’s northern bank, and the newly forced 999th Division astride the river. Opposite the British 5th and 9th Corps sector was the Hermann Göring Division reinforced by additional troops including a newly arrived battalion of heavy tanks. The 10th Panzer, the most powerful German armored unit, was held in the Sebkret el Kourzai and Medjerda area as a reserve. The Allied 18th Army Group now initiated plans for Operation Vulcan—the final knockout blow against the Axis in Africa. Alexander issued the final plan orders on April 12, 1945. The 1st Army under US general Jonathan Anderson was given the main task of capturing Tunis. Under it the British 5th Corps with 1st, 4th, and 78th British divisions were to attack down the Medjerda Valley northeastward toward the Bathan–St Cyprien area on the road to Tunis. The 9th British Corps with the 1st and 6th armored divisions and the 46th British Infantry Division was to attack across the Goubellat Plain and swing north to meet with the 5th Corps at St Cyprien and thus encircling the main Axis defensive position on the Medjez-Tunis Road. The US 2nd Corps now under General Bradley was to protect the 1st Army’s flank and to capture Bizerta. The US 9th Division was to conduct a wide flanking movement through rough terrain to outflank the strong German defenses (Division Manteuffel and 334th German Division) on “Green” and “Bald” hills on the north road to Bizerta. The 9th US Division would have its northern flank protected by the French African Corps, which would advance through the coastal hills. The 1st US Division would advance clearing the hills straddling the Sidi Nsir-Mateur Road. The French 19th Corps would clear a salient between the 1st and 8th armies.165

Montgomery’s 8th Army on the advance’s eastern edge was to draw Axis reserves from the main fronts. He confronted the 1st Italian Army along the Enfidaville Line. This line was formed by a number of hill features and behind it was a further line of mountain ranges toward the Cape Bon Peninsula. Montgomery was determined to preempt the 1st Army’s Operation Vulcan and get to Tunis. Horrocks’s plan was to send Freyberg’s New Zealand Division to take Takrouma. The 4th Indian Division would take Djebel Garci and advance right through the hills toward the coastal road. The 50th British Division would hold the coastal sector, while the 7th Armored Division would deploy along the extreme western flank. However, neither the New Zealanders nor the 4th Indian Division’s attacks succeeded (both divisions were under strength with only two brigades each).166 A renewed attempt by the newly arrived 56th British Division was also repulsed by Axis counterattacks on April 28.167

Operation Vulcan began on April 22, with 9th Corps launching an initial strike. The 46th British Infantry Division assaulted the Hermann Göring Division’s positions preparing the way for the 6th and then the 1st armored divisions to break out. To the north in the 5th Corps sector, the 78th Division struck out on April 23 and seized the main German position at “Long Stop.” Von Arnim reacted to the setback at the Hermann Göring positions by sending in the 15th Panzer. Although the German counterattack succeeded in halting the advance, by May 1, there were only 69 German tanks left. Farther north the 34th US Division of Bradley’s 2nd US Corps engaged in an intense five-day struggle to take Hill 609 on April 30 and hold it against repeated German counterattacks. The combined Allied blows now compelled von Arnim to fall back upon Bizerta between May 2 and 3. Alexander now decided to revitalize his offensive for one final push. After discussions with Montgomery, who had little faith in Operation Vulcan, it was decided that the 4th Indian Division, the 7th Armored Division, and the 201st Guards Brigade would reinforce the 9th Corps for Operation Strike.168 Scheduled for May 6, the 4th British and 4th Indian divisions would attack at 3:00 a.m. along a 3,000-yard front supported by 650 guns. They would get tank support from the 25th Tank Brigade. When the two divisions broke through the Axis lines, the 6th and 7th Armored divisions would immediately head for Tunis before the Germans could recover and split Army Group Africa in two. Von Arnim was warned of the Allied plan through radio intercepts. On May 4, he received his last shipment of ammunition and fuel, and he deployed the remnants of the 15th Panzer to meet the Allied attack. Operation Strike commenced on the night of May 5, with a devastating artillery barrage that wiped out the 115th Panzer Grenadier Regiment. By 10:30 a.m. the armored divisions were pouring through gaps in the minefields. By the afternoon, 15th Panzer fought its last battle at Massicault and St Cyprien, and on April 7, the armored car units of the two British armored regiments drove into Tunis. To the north 2nd US Corps seized Bizerta. Although isolated Axis pockets of resistance remained, all organized resistance by Army Group Afrika had ended. On May 12, von Arnim surrendered to Lieutenant-Colonel Showers, the commanding officer of the 1/2 Gurkhas, and was taken to Alexander’s Headquarters at Le Kef.169 General Messe surrendered on May 13, 1945. More than 250,000 Germans and Italians became prisoners for Allied losses of 2,000 men in the final battle. The Germans had lost 5,200 dead and 14,000 captured during the entire campaign. After the surrender on May 13, an additional 130,000 men from Army Group became prisoners.170

The North African campaign exposed serious deficiencies in the British and Commonwealth forces training, equipment, and fighting doctrines. Much of the armored and mobile formations were from Britain, and it is from there that the operational doctrines evolved. Although Britain invented tank warfare in the First World War, its development on armored forces in the interwar period was hampered by several factors. Chief among them was financial stringency.171 This was coupled with the lack of a coherent institutional approach to armored warfare. Senior figures within the military and outside of it at various times influenced tank warfare’s development. The early adherents of armored warfare included Royal Tank Corps officers such as Percy Hobart, George Lindsay, and Charles Broad. They were overshadowed by Colonel J. F. C. Fuller who, as chief instructor at Camberley Staff College, worked closely with journalist Basil H. Liddell Hart to campaign for mechanizing the British Army and developing new armored warfare tactics in the 1920s. Also influential was Giffard Martel, a Royal Engineer who served as an instructor at the Staff College in Quetta from 1930 to 1934. His extensive research and writings on armored warfare eventually resulted in his appointment as assistant director (later deputy director) of mechanization from 1936 to 1939. In May 1936, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain appointed Leslie Hore-Belisha as secretary of state for war. Hore-Belisha relied heavily upon Liddell Hart’s advice to set up the Mobile Division. Although command of this division was passed on to Major-General Alan Brooke, Percy Hobart (who was Liddell Hart’s friend and fellow tank fanatic) was made director of military training, and he later was sent to Egypt to command the 7th Armored Division. Hobart proposed setting up an armored division with 400 tanks and only 4,000 men. These tank-heavy formations with little artillery, infantry, and engineer support would prove disastrous in the desert campaign. Even though Hobart was eventually dismissed as the 7th Armored Division’s commander, his radical ideas of tank-heavy formations, firing on the move, and the lack of use of supporting arms lived on into the war years.172

In sharp contrast to Britain’s ad hoc approach to armored and mechanized warfare during the interwar period, the German General Staff engaged in a methodical and well-organized study and implementation of new forms of warfare. During the early period of the Weimar Republic (1921–1926), the Reichswehr, under General Hans von Seeckt’s command underwent a thorough intellectual reevaluation of the new methods of war fighting culminating in a doctrine that emphasized a war of movement. The review resulted in the Army Regulation 487 Leadership and Battle with Combined Arms published in 1921 and 1923. In 1931–1932, a committee that General Ludwig von Beck chaired wrote a new army tactical manual doctrine, which was published in 1933 as Army Regulation 300, Troop Leadership. This latter document expanded on the earlier regulation to place more importance on motorized warfare.173 In the later Weimar period, defense minister General Wilhelm Groener and younger General Staff officers like Werner von Blomberg, Jochaim von Stülpnagel, Kurt von Schleicher, and Oswald Lutz transformed the theoretical concepts of mobile warfare into reality by engaging the Reichswehr in constant war games and exercises.174 A key element of the new maneuver tactics was the German Army’s ability to ignore the necessity of the continuous front and advance rapidly with mobile maneuver forces ignoring the flanks.175 The new German Army’s spearhead was the Panzer Division. It was a potent force not because it was tank heavy, like Hobart’s 7th Armored Division, but because it was an effective combined arms force of tanks, artillery, infantry, and engineers who could operate as a singular organism.

Several Indian Army officers gained valuable combat experience during the East and North African campaigns. Their wartime lessons, especially at the hands of the Afrika Korps, greatly influenced their roles as future senior commanders in the postindependence Indian Army. Toward the end of the East African campaign, when the Italian forces were in retreat Second-Lieutenant Premindra Singh Bhagat (later lieutenant-general) of the 21st Field Company Royal Bombay Sappers and Miners led the way through 15 enemy minefields and 55 miles for four days despite having two mine explosions destroying his vehicles. He became the first Indian commissioned officer to be awarded the Victoria Cross.176 On April 7, 1941, the Indian 3rd Motor Brigade found itself encircled by German forces at Mekili, but the 11th Frontier Force, PAVO Regiment, and some units of the 2nd Royal Lancers (Gardner’s Horse) under Major M. K. Rajendrasinhji (later chief of Army Staff 1955–1964) broke out and reached El Adem with 300 Axis prisoners.177 As a result of this operation, Major Rajendrasinhji became the first Indian officer to be awarded the DSO. Major P. P. Kumaramangalam (later chief of Army Staff 1966–1969), commander of the 7th Field Battery, won the DSO for the strong defense his unit put up against the attacking Germans before being overwhelmed.178 In June 1942, Major S. D. Verma (later lieutenant-general) of the 10th Indian Division manned a defensive position along the coastal road at Mersa Matruh. He recalled vividly the confusion that prevailed as the Germans attacked and they “kept getting conflicting reports and orders. One day it would be that we were to stay and fight to the last man last round. The next day’s rumors would announce that we could have to make a break out.”179 The division eventually broke out with heavy losses. Major Verma was separated from his convoy but managed to reach British-held El Daba. In the midst of the humiliating retreat, the major learned a lasting lesson on military leadership. “The memory of the disheveled and dirty uniforms the men were wearing and the vacant looks in their eyes is still fresh. The fact that some of the officers were slowly locating them and trying to cheer them up must have been a great morale booster for them, because soon they were showing their normal spirit.”180

These officers’ combat experiences in the African deserts greatly influenced their handling of the Indian Army in the postindependence period. Rajendrasinhji and Kumaramangalam went on to become army chiefs in the army of postindependent India. Rajendrasinhji was responsible for the Indian Army’s major reorganization after the 1965 Indo-Pakistan War. His Second World War experiences clearly influenced the changes he brought about in the army during his tenure as chief. S. D Verma and Premindra Singh Bhagat also went on to become senior general officers in the Indian Army. The actions of these officers in the postindependence Indian Army clearly reflected their adherence to the infantry-artillery defensive doctrine initiated by Auchinleck and perfected by Montgomery in the North African desert.181




Part II

Italy




Chapter 5

 The Indian Army and the Second World War


A gun firing from the right flank was particularly vexatious. The officer called for a volunteer to deal with it. Kamal Ram crawled through the wire and leapt upon the gun crew single-handed. He shot the gunner and bayoneted his feeder, swinging about to kill a German officer who sprang at him from a slit trench firing a pistol. With the post silenced he pressed on. Having sniped the gunner of the second nest, he bombed the remainder of the crew into submission. Together with a havildar he attacked a third machine-gun post and dealt with it in a similar fashion . . . later in a forward reconnaissance Kamal Ram wiped out a fourth machine-gun nest—an unsurpassed day’s work which earned the gallant youngster a Victoria Cross.1



In January 1943, months before the capitulation of the Axis forces in North Africa, the Allied leaders met at Casablanca for the “Symbol” conference. There Prime Minister Churchill and President Roosevelt agreed upon a plan to open a new front in southern Europe with an invasion of Sicily. The invasion plan was code-named Operation Husky. The forces would be under a familiar chain of command. General Dwight D. Eisenhower would be supreme commander. His deputy was General Alexander. The 15th Army Group consisted of the British 8th Army under General Montgomery’s command and the American 15th Army Group led by General Patton. The Allied forces landed on Sicily on July 10, 1943, and after a hard-fought campaign over 38 days Patton entered the town of Messina on August 17. Much of the German garrison managed to escape across the straits into Italy, but 164,000 Axis troops were killed or captured, including 32,000 Germans.2

Indian troops played a limited initial role in Operation Husky. During the July 10th landings, 3/10 Baluch Regiment, 3/12 Frontier Force Regiment, and pioneer units took part in the Allied beachhead’s administration. To a large extent at the conclusion of the North African campaign, five Indian divisions awaited the call to battle which appeared more likely to be Burma. The 4th Indian Division had moved from Tunis to Tripoli and, by summer 1943, was in Alexandria. Adjacent to them was the 8th Indian Division, which had lost a brigade at Alamein and had been brought up to strength again. The 10th Indian Division had also been mauled in the brutal desert fighting and was rebuilding and training in Cyprus and Syria. To the east in Iraq and Iran, the 6th Indian Division and the 31st Indian Armored Division also awaited the call to war.3

After Sicily’s fall the Allies under General Eisenhower were in constant contact with the Italian High Command to negotiate an armistice. The Italians—who were more than willing but fearful of German reaction—insisted that this could only happen once there was a significant Allied force in the Italian mainland. Eisenhower planned a two-part invasion of Italy. On September 3, 1943, Allied forces (Montgomery’s 8th Army) would cross the straits of Messina and invade Calabria. This would draw German forces to the south leaving Naples exposed along with the landing beaches at Salerno, which would be the focus of a major Allied invasion (General Mark Clark’s 5th Army) on September 9. As these operations began on September 9, Marshal Badoglio announced to the Italian people Italy’s acceptance of the armistice agreement.

The 8th Indian Division joined the 8th Army’s invasion of Calabria with a landing at Taranto harbor on September 19 and began moving north with the 8th Army.4 With the exception of rearguard actions, the Germans pulled out of the south to concentrate their resources against the Salerno landings, which they considered to be the greater threat.5 Clark’s 5th Army came ashore at Salerno on September 9, with the 10th British and 6th US Corps. Units of the German 16th Panzer Division, which had just taken over the Italian positions, strongly opposed them. As the Allies fought to establish the beachhead, the Germans began to rush in reinforcements. The Hermann Göring Panzer Division and the 15th Panzer Grenadier Division arrived in battle groups from the north and launched attacks on the bridgehead. The 3rd Panzer Grenadier Division from Rome followed them. From the south, the German General Herr’s 76th Panzer Corps was rapidly evacuating Calabria and moving toward Salerno. From September 12 to 15 a series of German counterattacks made; on September 14 the Germans, attacking from Batipaglia and Eboli, attempted to break through to the beaches. However, with the aid of naval gunfire and Allied bombers, the British in the north and the Americans to the south staved off the German attacks.6 On September 16, advanced patrols of the 8th Army advancing from the south reached Vallo and met the 5th Army’s southernmost post. With the two Allied armies now enjoined, the Germans withdrew to avoid being outflanked. As the Germans fell back to the north, they fought a strong rearguard action, and the Allied forces (7th British Armored Division) entered Naples on October 1, 1943.7

The Germans established a new defensive line, the Winter Line, from the Sangro River on the east coast to the Garigliano River on the west coast.8 The Germans has correctly anticipated that the Allies would march on Rome. They identified four avenues for attack during the winter. The first lay along the west coast via Route 7, but it could be blocked around the Arunuci Mountains near the Gaeta River and farther on among the agricultural canals along the Pontine Marshes. The second route was along Route 6 past Cassino and Frosinone to Rome. This path was blocked by the Rapido River and the massifs of Monte Cassino to the north and the Monte Majo to the south. The third approach was to the east up the Adriatic coast on Route 16 to Pescara, and then a sharp turn west on to Route 5 toward Rome via Avezzano. This route took the path across the heavily defended Apennine Ranges. A fourth approach that the Germans envisioned was an amphibious invasion into the mouth of the Tiber, or farther north, which would be defended by positioning German divisions in depth.9 General Montgomery’s 8th Army was responsible for breaking through the German positions along the Adriatic coast. His 13th Corps took on the task of breaking through the German lines to the small port of Termoli and then across the Volturno River. Montgomery’s ultimate goal was to take the high ground north of Pescara after crossing the Trigno, Sangro, and Pescara Rivers. He would then proceed to attack southwestward along Route 5, the Via Valeria to Avezzano, thus threatening Rome from the east. The 5th Army would at the same time advance up Route 6 to the Via Casilina.10

After a hotly contested advance to the Termoli-Vinchiaturo Line, the British 5th Corps took up the offensive on the right flank on October 11. The 78th British and 8th Indian divisions moved to cross the Trigno River. By the end of October, the 8th Indian Division had reached the Trigno’s south bank. The 19th Brigade was given the task of forcing the river and taking Tufillo village and Monte Ferrano on the high ground. At 3:45 a.m. on November 2, the 6/13 Frontier Force Rifle forded the icy Trigno and began the assault against the 1st German Parachute Division’s defensive positions. The German 3rd Parachute Regiment fiercely contested the assault. At one point Subedar Sowar Khan, a forward platoon commander, called down artillery fire on his own positions to break up a German counterattack. At night 3/8 Punjab reinforced the hard-pressed Frontier Force for a renewed attack against Tufillo, only to have fierce German counterattacks push them back. The Indian battalions renewed their attacks on November 3 and 4, and eventually the German airborne troops evacuated Tufillo.11 The division then began a pursuit of the retreating Germans. On the night of November 8, the 1/5th Gurkhas stormed the hamlet of Atessa near the Osento River and held it against fierce German counterattacks. The Gurkhas’ success opened the way to the Sangro, and on November 18 the 6/13 Frontier Force seized the village of Archi just south of the Sangro River. The 8th Indian Division had successfully completed its first major operation in Europe.12

As the 8th Army struggled to break the Winter Line in the east, the 5th Army attempted the same in the west through November 5–15. However, repeated attempts to take the formidable Mount Camino position failed, as did attempts to force the Mignano Gap.13 Montgomery now decided to renew his attack on the Winter Line’s eastern side along the coast. The 5th Corps would lead the assault with the 78th British and 8th Indian divisions. The 78th Division was tasked with seizing a bridgehead across the Sangro; the Indians were then ordered to break through the line after which the 78th Division would exploit toward Pescara. The newly arrived 2nd New Zealand Division would also cross the river toward Chieti from where they would swing southwest down Route 5 to threaten the Avezzano area.14 On November 27, the 8th Indian Division’s 19th Brigade launched the main attack and seized Mozzagrogna—a key defensive point—on November 29, giving the Allies control of the entire ridge above the Sangro River. The assault across the Sangro began at 3:00 a.m. on November 23 spearheaded by “C” Company of 3/8 Punjab under Captain Gardhari Singh’s leadership. After fording the icy chest-deep Sangro, the Punjabis methodically destroyed German machine gun nests and seized the opposite bank’s crest. The 1/5 Essex followed through to attack the village of Calvario. However, inclement weather caused the Sangro to rise by 4 feet cutting off the two battalions. The Germans, sensing an opportunity, launched several counterattacks pushing the Essex and the Punjabis out of Calvario. However, Captain Gardhari Singh persisted and, on the morning of November 24, was able to retake the village firmly securing the bridgehead across the Sangro.15 At midnight on November 27, the 17th Brigade’s 1/5 Gurkhas led the main assault against Mozzagrogna followed by the Royal Fusiliers. Soon the Gurkhas were locked in bitter hand-to-hand combat with the German paratroopers. By dawn the German armor’s arrival forced the Fusiliers and Gurkhas south of Mozzagrogna, although pockets continued to fight in the center of the village.16 By nightfall the sappers had managed to prepare the tracks from the Sangro to take armor. At 9:00 p.m. on November 28, the 50th RTR and the 1/12 Frontier Force supported by the entire Corps artillery again stormed Mozzagrogna, which fell on November 29 along with an important crossroads position to the northwest. The Germans were now pinned against the Adriatic.17 Further actions by the New Zealand Division, the Canadian Division, and the 8th Indian Division took more positions, including the Moro River Line, Orsogna-Ortona Lateral Road, and the heavily defended Villa Grande.18 Here once again the 1/5 Essex and the 3/8 Punjab joined in an epic battle to take Villa Grande from their old foes—the German paratroopers of the 1st Battalion 3rd Parachute Regiment. The assault began on December 22, 1943, and intense house-to-house combat continued until Christmas Day and beyond.19 The desperate house-to-house fighting was finally broken when the ground dried enough for British tanks of the 50th Battalion RTR to enter the village. Major Gardhari Singh of 3/8 Punjab rode on the lead tank and pointed out individual German positions to the tank commander. This action finally led to the German defenses’ collapse.20 As the year ended, the winter weather brought fighting on the Adriatic front to an end.

On the western front, the 5th Army also renewed its assault on the Mignano Gap’s high ground. Three British and six American divisions took part in a three-phase attack. By December 6, 1943, the 10th Corps had taken Monte Camino, and by December 10 the entire corps was along the Garigliano River. By December 17, the 2nd Corps took the village of San Pietro after bitter fighting over several days. On the 5th Army’s right the 6th Corps also undertook limited offensive actions and seized Monte Trocchio on January 15, 1944. The Winter Line’s outer crust had been broken into, but the rear Gustav Line had yet to be attacked.21 In the midst of this fighting, a major change of command took place within the Allied ranks. General Eisenhower was appointed Supreme Commander Allied Expeditionary Force and handed over command to General Sir Henry Maitland Wilson. At the same time General Montgomery was transferred to command the 21st Army Group in England, and Lieutenant-General Oliver Leese succeeded him. General Alexander was now given a free hand in Italy, and his headquarters designation was changed from 15th Army Group to Headquarters Allied Armies in Italy.22

The Gustav Line commanded the Liri Valley—the gateway to Rome and the ultimate target of the Allied advance. Formidable natural obstacles guarded this valley, which formed the anchors of the Gustav Line defenses. The entry to the valley was first obstructed by the swift flowing Rapido River. Behind this water obstacle were two formidable mountain obstacles. Monte Majo, a 3,000-foot peak, lay in the east with its spurs running down to the Rapido. To the north lay the main obstacle of Mount Cairo at 5,000 feet the Apennines’ southernmost peak. From this peak ran a ridge that formed the rocky promontory of Monte Cassino, at a height of 1,700 feet it dropped sharply into the valley below and offered a commanding view of the same. It was this impregnable position, also the home of a Benedictine monastery, that formed the Gustav Line’s heart. It was these defenses’ formidable nature that prompted the Allies to look at yet another outflanking seaborne operation. The end result was Operation Shingle—the landing at Anzio just south of Rome aimed at the Alban Hills. This landing and the seizure of the Alban Hills would cut off Route 6 and force Kesselring to evacuate the formidable Cassino defenses.23 At a commanders in chief conference in Tunis that Churchill attended, it was decided to press ahead with “Shingle.” The operation was given to General John P. Lucas and the 6th US Corps. He had under his command the 1st British Division, the 3rd US Division, and units of commandos, armor, paratroopers, and rangers. The operational orders were issued on January 2, 1944. The objective was to cut off enemy communications to the German 14th Corps. The 5th Army was to launch attacks toward Cassino and Frosinone to distract the Germans shortly before the landings at Anzio.24

The Germans had 21 divisions in Italy. On the main front the German 10th Army had 13 divisions under the 76th Panzer Corps in the east and the 14th Panzer Corps to the west. The remaining German forces were stationed in northern Italy under the 14th Army’s command. On January 17, the 5th Army’s 10th Corps began its attack across the Garigliano. The inexperienced German 94th Infantry Division opposed it, and good progress was made by the attacking of 5th, 56th, and 46th divisions.25 When the 2nd Corps also attacked across the Rapido River, the Germans believed this was the main Allied thrust. The 90th Panzer Division was brought in from the 8th Army front, and more important the 29th Panzer Division was also brought down from the Rome area. This division had been expected to oppose the Anzio landings. Furthermore, the Hermann Göring Panzer Division, which had been ordered to France to meet the expected Allied invasion, was now ordered to join the 29th and 90th Panzer divisions in a counterattack against the 10th Corps on January 22. The very same day at 2:00 a.m. the 50,000-strong Allied invasion force made a landing at Anzio. The landing came as a complete surprise to the Germans26 who only had a depleted battalion of the 29th Panzer Grenadier Division near Anzio undergoing rest and training. Unfortunately, 6th Corps was expecting a strong response from the Germans and sought to strengthen its beachhead instead of striking out immediately toward its objective—the Alban Hills.27 In the meantime, the Germans had reacted quickly, and Kesselring immediately began an ad hoc assemblage of forces to oppose the landing.28 Elements of the Hermann Göring Division in Cisterna, a regiment of the 3rd Panzer Grenadier Regiment on its way to the 8th Army front and a regimental group of the 15th Panzer Grenadier Division from the Rapido front, were rushed to the Alban Hills by the evening of January 23. It was only on January 25, after General Alexander visited the beachhead and urged Clark to undertake the offensive immediately, that the Allied forces in the beachhead finally began to push out to their objectives. The 3rd US Division advanced toward Cisterna but found that strong resistance from the Hermann Göring Division blocked its path. The British 1st Division also began its advance up the main road from Anzio to Albano, but found that the 3rd Panzer Grenadier Division thwarted its advance to it from its initial objective of Campoleone.29 On February 3, the Germans, now enhanced to a force of eight divisions, launched their counterattack against the 1st Division’s salient toward Campoleone. The 3rd Infantry Brigade could only be extricated by hurried reinforcement from the newly arrived 168th Brigade of the 56th Division. At this point the 6th Corps went on the defensive, and General Alexander decided to commit more troops to Anzio, including the remainder of the 56th British Division and the 1st Armored Division from North Africa.30

On the Gustav Line front the 10th Corps’ attacks to turn the line’s southern flank had been halted, and the 2nd Corps’ attack across the Rapido had been repulsed. The 56th Division departure for Anzio had also weakened the 2nd Corps. Alexander then ordered the corps to shift its weight to the right flank and work with the French Expeditionary Corps to seize the high ground above Cassino and envelop it from the north. On the 8th Army front, there was little room for further offensive action as the Germans were strongly situated and were withdrawing forces to the Anzio sector. General Alexander now decided to do the same. The 36th US Division, greatly weakened by its losses from crossing the Rapido, took up a defensive posture while the 34th US Division renewed attacks north of Cassino between January 24 and 31 but met limited success. The bridgehead across the Rapido was secured, and the French with support from an American regimental combat team took Colle Belvedere and moved toward Terelle. On February 2, the 34th Division began attacking along the ridge from Colle Majola toward Monastery Hill. General Clark now requested the 2nd New Zealand Division’s support to press the attack home. General Alexander now took the newly arrived 4th Indian Division from the 8th Army and attached it to General Freyberg’s New Zealand Division as an ad hoc New Zealand Corps under the 5th Army’s control. As pressure built up against Cassino, the Germans began to reinforce their positions. The 5th German Mountain Division was maintained against the French, and the 90th Panzer Grenadier Division from the Anzio sector reinforced the 44th and 71st German divisions holding Cassino. These forces managed to halt the US 2nd Corps’ progress, inflicting heavy losses on the 34th and 36th divisions.31

On February 16, 1944, the New Zealand Corps took up the offensive against Cassino. Heavy air and artillery bombardment had leveled the monastery before the 4th Indian Division attacked. The plan of attack involved the Indian Division seizing the ridge crests and reaching Monastery Hill from the north. The New Zealand Division would drive in from the east and cross the Rapido before assaulting the town of Cassino. In preparation for the attack, the 7th Indian Brigade relieved the 34th US Division at Point 593—a high point on Snakeshead Ridge, which ran west some 1,000 yards to the rear of the monastery. The relief was carried out on the night of February 13. The last 50 soldiers of the long-suffering 168th Regiment had to be carried out on stretchers.32 The Cassino massif was composed of rough and broken ground replete with ridgelines, hollows, and heavy brush. It was an ideal defensive terrain, which German engineers had built up with emplacements blasted out of solid rock and concrete bunkers all connected by tunnels. Extensive minefields and machine gun nests with interlocking fields of fire protected the emplacements. The men manning the defenses of Cassino Town, Monastery Hill, and Snakeshead Ridge were the veterans of the 15th Panzer Grenadier Division.33 Major-General Francis Tuker, the 4th Indian Division commander, was opposed to Freyberg’s plan for a direct assault on the monastery and Point 593. In a letter to Freyberg on February 12, he noted:


Using Monte Castelloni and the area now held by the 2 American Corps as a firm base, and making it a firm base, we can attack in short jabs to the West and S.W. of Castelloni and cut no. 6 road West of Monastery Hill. With this, and an attack of Cassino to keep that place quiet, the river can, I feel, be crossed lower down and that crossing joined up with the cutting from the North of No. 6 road, thus isolating Monastery Hill. To go direct for the Monastery Hill now without softening it properly is only to hit one’s head straight against the hardest part of the whole enemy position and to risk failure of the operation.34



The New Zealand official history rejected the criticism noting:


Freyberg cannot be blamed for not doing in February what Alexander did in May. The Great May offensive was launched on a front of several miles by two armies, with no clear idea where the break would come but only a determination to exploit success. . . . He could not bring the Allied superiority in men and machines to bear in a process of attrition. In deciding to attack Monastery Hill, the lynchpin of the defensive system, he was maintaining the momentum of the American drive which had brought our troops to within a hundred yards of the monastery walls: the next step the seizure of Monte Cassino was all but predestined. . . . In the circumstances of early February, his plan offered the best hope of success.35



On the morning of February 15, General Tuker summoned a meeting at 7th Brigade headquarters. There it was decided that Point 593 had to be taken that night before the main assault could be launched against the monastery 24 hours later. The task was given to the 1st Royal Sussex battalion. The Germans were well prepared, and the first company strength attack was thrown back. The next night the entire battalion moved forward and engaged in a bitter contest with the well-entrenched grenadiers. Nevertheless, the Essex prevailed and took the small ruined fort (two wounded officers—Lieutenant Dennis Cox and Captain Harry Hawkes—made it to the fort) on the high western tip that dominated the entire ridgeline. At this point confusion prevailed and three green German flare signals were taken as a withdrawal signal by the Sussex, and the fort was abandoned never to be won again. The decision was made to launch an all-out divisional attack on Monastery Hill. At midnight on February 17, the 4/6 Rajputana and three companies of the Sussex were ordered to take Point 593 and then Point 445 some 800 yards to the rear of the monastery. Following this, 1/2 and 1/9 Gurkhas would overrun the monastery and link up with the 2nd New Zealand Division. The latter was to launch an assault against Cassino Town from the southeast, while the 5th Indian Brigade’s remaining battalions (1/4 Essex and 1/6 Rajputana Rifles) would attack Cassino Town from the north after the monastery’s fall.36

At midnight on February 17, the 4/6th Rajputana led with a ferocious assault on Point 593 under withering fire from the defenders. By 3:30 a.m. the assault had stalled. Despite this, the 1/2 Gurkhas came up and worked their way toward Point 445. Advancing through unreconnoitered terrain, a German force ambushed the units amid heavy scrub cover and were met with a hail of bullets and grenades. The battalion commander, Lieutenant-Colonel Showers, was badly wounded, and two-thirds of the leading companies were casualties within five minutes. At the same time, 1/9 Gurkha following close behind worked around the flank of the bloody scrub massacre and managed to gain a foothold on Point 445 with three companies. This force, however, was surrounded on all sides and had to be recalled. At daybreak the vicious fight for the old fort ruins atop Point 593 continued with the Germans still in control. It became clear that until Point 593 fell no progress toward Point 445 or the monastery could be sustained. In the valley below, the New Zealanders were faring no better. The Rapido was forded under fire, and the 28th Maori Battalion fought through wire, machine guns, mortar fire, and minefields to take the railway station. Despite great effort under constant bombardment, the sappers were unable to construct a bridge across the Rapido, and a German counterattack overwhelmed the Maoris.37 The first assault on Cassino had failed.38 The 78th Division now arrived on February 24 from the Adriatic sector and took over the position south of the railway from the New Zealand Division, which in turn took over from the 34th US Division in the north of Cassino; French forces took up the remaining positions of the 2nd US Corps on Monte Castellone.

As the Allies battered the Cassino line, the situation in Anzio grew grave. The Germans had built up their forces for what they hoped would be a decisive counteroffensive to eliminate the beachhead. On February 7, 1944, preliminary German attacks came down the Albano Road to capture the factory in Aprilia and the town of Carroceto. Stubborn resistance by the 1st Division and the 45th US Division held them off for five days, but by February 12, the 6th Corps was pushed back to a defensive position along the Anzio-Albano Road, the main line of advance for the Germans.39 By now, the German 14th Army was at full offensive strength. Two additional divisions had arrived—the 114th Jaeger Division from Yugoslavia and the 362nd Infantry Division from Venice. This gave the Germans a 10 to 5 divisional superiority at Anzio. The German plan was to attack along a very narrow 4,000-yard front down the Anzio-Albano Road straight into Anzio 8 miles away. This would not only split the Allied bridgehead but also make any evacuation impossible with the loss of the port. Four divisions would take part in the attack led by the elite Lehr Regiment and the Demonstration Regiment from Döberitz—the pride of the German Army. Artillery support would come from 452 guns. The 26th Panzer and the 29th Panzer Grenadier divisions along with a battalion of Tiger tanks and one of the Panther tanks formed the rear element ready to exploit any breakthrough.40

The German assault began at 6:30 a.m. on February 16, with an artillery barrage, the very same day the New Zealand Corps began its Cassino offensive. By the end of the day, massed German infantry and tank assaults had created a 2,000-yard salient down the Anzio-Albano Road in the 45th Division sector. The next day the fighting was even heavier as the Germans concentrated their efforts toward Anzio. The entire 6th Corps artillery and 700 bomber sorties were directed against the attacking Germans who managed to enlarge the wedge by 2.5 miles and 1 mile deep in the 45th Division sector. This brought the Germans dangerously close to the final beachhead defensive line. General Lucas now ordered the 1st Division to hold a 2-mile line in this sector to relieve the pressure on the 45th Division. The battle’s climax arrived the next day on February 18. General von Mackensen, the 14th Army commander, decided to throw in his mobile reserve to achieve the breakthrough to the beachhead. A fierce battle ensued for four hours on the Anzio-Albano Road. The 179th US Regiment, the 1st Battalion of the Loyals, and the 6th Corps artillery stopped the assault inflicting heavy losses on the tightly packed Germans, and by nightfall they retreated. Mackensen would try once more on March 1. The offensive was on a smaller scale involving four divisions of the 76th Corps with a limited goal of shrinking the bridgehead by driving a wedge into the eastern side and cutting off the troops defending the Mussolini Canal. Artillery fire and the 3rd Division’s strong defense easily dispersed the attack. From this moment on, the German 14th Army went on the defensive on the Anzio front, and the three mobile German divisions—the 26th Panzer, 29th Panzer Grenadier, and the Hermann Göring Panzer—were pulled out of the line along with the 114th Jaeger Division.41

On the Cassino front, the arrival of the 78th Division and a period of recuperation paved the way for a renewed assault by the New Zealand Corps (Operation Dickens). The new attack plan acknowledged that the Germans had strong mutually supporting positions, and that these positions had to be attacked simultaneously or overrun consecutively. The assault (code-named “Bradman”) would begin in Cassino’s northern end and roll up the defenses until Monastery Hill remained. The 2nd New Zealand Division would move down the Rapido Valley and attack Cassino Town from the north. The 4th Indian Division would advance along the right flank of the New Zealand assault, reducing the German positions along the hairpin bends of the road winding its way up to the monastery on the hills above the town, and seize Hangman’s Hill (Point 435)—a protrusion from the monastery glacis. The attack was planned for February 24, but bad weather repeatedly extended the date. In the meantime, the Germans were well aware of the great preparations for the impending assault and were readying themselves. The elite German 1st Parachute Division under General Richard Heidrich’s command had replaced the 15th Grenadiers at Cassino. No less than seven paratrooper battalions of the 1st, 3rd, and 4th Parachute Regiments manned defenses in Cassino Town and Monastery Hill, while three battalions were held in reserve at Monte Castellone. The enemy had 180 guns, including 20 of the dreaded Nebelwerfers (multibarrel rocket launchers). On March 14, the attack began with a preliminary bombardment by 610 guns firing 1,200 tons of shells, and more than 500 bombers dropped 1,100 tons of bombs reducing Cassino Town to rubble.42 The initial advance went well, the 6th New Zealand Brigade took Castle Hill, neutralized the Continental Hotel position, and moved down toward Cassino Town. The 1/5 Essex from 5th Indian Brigade took over Castle Hill from the New Zealanders and began to fan out. However, 1/6 Rajputana advancing in support suffered heavy casualties to Nebelwerfer fire and lost two companies including the commanding officer and all the headquarters officers to a direct hit (the survivors were merged with 4/6 Rajputana). The 1/9 Gurkhas now advanced in support and, along with the remnants of the Rajputanas, helped the Essex consolidate on Point 165. Advance beyond this position to take Point 236 seemed hopeless, however, even though “C” Company of the 1/9 Gurkhas under Captain Drinkall disappeared into the hillside. Later this unit somehow weaving through a maze of German defenses managed to find itself on the top of Hangman’s Hill at dawn. Two more companies of Gurkhas managed to reach their comrades on Hangman’s Hill by 7:00 p.m. that evening to form a garrison force under Lieutenant-Colonel Nangle. The Gurkhas had only taken a day’s supply of rations and were in need of resupply. On the night of March 17–18, two companies of 4/6 Rajputana undertook a hazardous three-hour resupply trek up the hillside to the Gurkhas.43 These reinforcements arrived in time to stop a German attack from the monastery. Over the next few days, bitter and confused fighting erupted as German and Allied attacks and counterattacks developed in rapid succession. On the night of March 18, the Germans from their mountaintop observation advantage saw the Essex and Rajputana engaged in the exchange of positions on Castle Hill—the Essex were to join the Gurkhas on Hangman’s Hill while the Rajputana took over the Castle Hill position. The Germans took advantage of the troop rotation to launch a fierce attack on Castle Hill, which was barely beaten back.44 The next day two companies of the Essex on the way to Hangman’s Hill were caught on the open hillside and virtually wiped out with only 75 survivors reaching Hangman’s Hill. Later in the morning an attempt by armor to force a breakthrough also failed. On March 20, the 6th Royal West Kent tried to attack out of Castle Hill to retake Point 165 while the 2/7 Gurkha tried to take Point 445. Both attacks failed, and German counterattacks once again threatened Castle Hill. On March 22, General Heidrich launched his last reserves, a sapper company in a last-ditch attempt to take Castle Hill. However, the attack was expected and broken up by artillery fire. The Germans withdrew leaving behind 30 prisoners. In Cassino Town below, the New Zealanders had fought a bloody battle in the rubble with the defending paratroopers and had managed to take much of the town, but a stubborn pocket remained in German hands. It became clear that a line of contact and support to Hangman’s Hill was impossible. On March 23, the offensive was called off and the Gurkhas (along with men from the Essex and Rajputana) were evacuated from Hangman’s Hill on March 24.45

The third Cassino offensive’s failure did not deter General Alexander. His goal was to return to the offensive as soon as possible in order to provide maximum support to the impending Allied invasion of France—Operation Overlord. To this end, his existing operations had already tied down 23 German divisions in Italy. Indeed one of two Panzer divisions, the Hermann Göring Panzer Division, was on its way to France when it was recalled to confront the Anzio landings. The Germans had already begun preparation of a new defensive line behind the Gustav Line—the Adolf Hitler Line (later renamed Dora Line when it was about to fall). This line was known to the Allies as the “Piedmont-Pontecorvo” line. However, with the failure of the German offensive against Anzio, the potential of an Allied breakout cutting Route 6 would render the Hitler Line useless. In March, the Germans began preparing a third defensive system—the Caesar Line; its main purpose was to block the gap between the Alban Hills and the Prenestini Mountains through which Route 6 ran. At a conference at Caserta with his two army commanders on April 2, Alexander announced his plan for a new offensive (Operation Diadem) by both the 8th and 5th armies. He placed the date of the assault on May 10, which he believed would precede the date of Operation Overlord by 15–21 days. A final conference on May 1 at Caserta pushed back the date of the assault to May 11, 1944. The 8th Army’s task was to open the assault with a breakout in the Liri Valley. In the operation’s first phase, the 2nd Polish Corps was ordered to isolate Monastery Hill and Cassino from the north and northwest and dominate Route 6 until meeting with the 13th Corps, at which point Monastery Hill would be taken. The 13th Corps would establish a bridgehead across the Rapido between Cassino and Liri, isolate Cassino from the west by cutting Route 6, and meet up with the Polish 2nd Corps. In the second phase, the Polish Corps was to clear Cassino Town and Monastery Hill and open Route 6 to advance on and break through the Hitler Line. The 10th Corps in the west was to demonstrate against Atina to make the Germans think that that was the main thrust. The 5th Army’s breakout from the Anzio was in four phases involving the French Expeditionary Force and the 2nd Corps. The goal was to place the 5th Army along Itri-Pico Road ready for a further advance. The conduct of these phases was left fluid because a breakthrough in the Gustav Line was expected to impact German resistance in this sector.46

General Heinrich von Vietinghoff’s 10th Army held the German line. In the Adriatic sector, the Germans deployed a holding force of three infantry divisions from the sea to Alfadena in the mountains. The 51st Mountain Corps (General Valentin Feuerstein) held positions from Alfadena to Cassino with three divisions including the 1st Parachute Division in Cassino and the 15th Panzer Grenadier Division in the Liri Valley. The 14th Panzer Corps took responsibility for the Liri Valley area with six divisions and one in reserve. The German 14th Army held the Anzio front with five divisions and three in reserve. At 11:00 p.m. on May 11, the 8th Army’s 1,000 guns and the 5th Army’s 800 guns began a 40-minute bombardment of the German positions along a 35-mile front from Atina to the Gulf of Gaeta.47

General Sidney Kirkman’s 13th Corps held a 7-mile front from Cassino Town to the Liri Appendix. It would attack with the 4th British Division (General Dudley Ward) on the right and the 8th Indian Division (General Dudley Russell) on the left. The 8th had arrived from the Adriatic and, between April 21 and May 6, took up positions in Cassino Town and the Gari River. The division was joined by the 1st Canadian Armored Brigade with which it trained extensively prior to the assault. General Russell planned to ford the Gari in three crossings: one each on the 17th Brigade (right flank) and 19th Brigade (left flank), and an additional crossing for exploitation. The 17th Brigade was to take the hamlet of San Angelo on the right flank, while the 19th Brigade would break through the enemy positions across the Gari, swing south and cut off the Liri Appendix, and its German garrison. The brigade would then drive up the Liri Valley toward Pignataro. The linkage of San Angelo–Pignataro–Panaccioni areas created a horseshoe-shaped bridgehead constituting the operation’s first phase. At 11:45 p.m. as the intense shelling of the Liri Valley continued, the 17th Brigade began the assault boat crossing of the Gari. The Royal Fusiliers advanced on San Angelo amid thick fog. After an advance of two hours in the impenetrable fog, the battalion found itself wedged between the fortified town of San Angelo and a knoll some 500 yards from the Gari. To the Fusiliers’ left, the 1/12 Frontier Force under Lieutenant-Colonel Henry Cubitt-Smith’s command also crossed the 30-foot-wide Gari under fire and engaged enemy positions along the lateral road in the thick fog. The two leading companies both lost their commanding officers during the crossing.48 The Germans had also released smoke, and this added to the low visibility. In the confusion German positions were bypassed unseen, and they later fired on the Frontier Force. After a mopping-up operation, the left bank approaches to San Angelo were secured. The 1/5 Gurkhas now crossed with two battalions to await the assault on San Angelo. By dawn on the 12th, the 17th Brigade’s three battalions had crossed the Gari. On the 19th Brigade front, the 3/8 Punjabis were given the task of securing the lateral road and then moving on Point 63 in the center of the valley. The crossing of the Gari was strongly opposed and many assault craft were sunk. However, the dense smoke that the Germans released provided useful cover, and “A” Company under Captain Treman made it to the lateral road despite heavy losses. There the next afternoon the three survivors and their intrepid captain were forced to surrender when their ammunition ran out. The other forward company was “D” Company, and it too charged into the fog and came up against wire and machine gun fire. Major Sujan Singh, the leader of the charge, fell dead and one platoon that broke through the German position was wiped out. Major Gardhari Singh took control of “B” and “C” companies (Major Wright of “B” Company was carried away by the Gari’s swift flow) as they assaulted across the Gari. Once across, heavy machine gun fire pinned them down. At this point, a 19-year-old sepoy, Kamal Ram, volunteered to take out a machine gun post on the right. He crawled through the wire and leapt into the post, shooting the gunner and bayoneting the loader. He then killed a German officer who emerged from a trench firing at him with a pistol. He shot the gunner of a neighboring machine gun post and bombed the remainder of the crew into surrender. He then joined a havildar in clearing a third machine gun nest (later in the day he took out a fourth machine gun post). Kamal Ram’s actions allowed the Punjabis to break through to their objective, and the young soldier would later be awarded the Victoria Cross for his heroic actions.49

To the Punjabi’s left the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders crossed the Gari under fire, and most of the boats were destroyed. A platoon of “D” Company managed to reach the lateral road and dig in 200 yards from the German position. In the morning a race to build the bridges across the Gari began before the Germans could reinforce and wipe out the bridgehead. Three bridges—Cardiff, Oxford, and Plymouth—were planned. The Cardiff Bridge on the 19th Brigade front was abandoned due to heavy German fire. Meanwhile, the Bengal Sappers and Miners worked all night feverishly on the Oxford Bridge. Thankfully the fog and the German smoke screen added cover until 8:40 a.m. when the bridge was completed. Within minutes tanks of the 14th Calgary Regiment of the 1st Canadian Armored Brigade roared across to the other side. The Plymouth Bridge was not completed, but a modified tank of the 14th Calgary Regiment carried a span of Bailey bridge upon its back and drove into the Gari to span the river.50 The 4th British Division had been unable to complete its bridges by the morning, and had the Indian bridges not been completed the Germans could have used their armored reserve between the British and Polish attacks to eliminate the infantry west of the Gari.51 In the morning a company of 1/5 Gurkhas attempted to storm San Angelo; however, the Canadian tanks were unable to find suitable terrain for movement and could not support the attack, which stalled after some gains. To the left, the 3/8 Punjabis had more success as they were able to obtain tank support to take Point 63. At noon on May 13, after a sharp barrage the Gurkhas, now with tank support, attacked San Angelo. For an hour, a bitter hand-to-hand contest for the village ensued. The German garrison was virtually eliminated with the last stragglers shot down by the tanks as they fled west. It was a dearly bought victory. The Gurkhas lost 10 officers and 119 men. The fall of San Angelo had a spillover effect upon the Germans defending the “Platform” knoll to the north and they surrendered. The relentless pressure, however, was wearing down the Germans. They were forced to commit several companies from the 576th Regiment held in reserve for this sector along with three companies from the main reserve of the 111th/114th Battalion.52

The fall of San Angelo now freed the 1/12 Frontier Rifles south of the hamlet to advance up the valley and secure the 8th Indian Division’s right flank. General Russell now looked to do the same with his left flank. He sent the 6/13 Frontier Rifles (who had crossed over at night) forward toward Panaccioni on May 13. The Germans had stationed their self-propelled guns and tanks in this area and an intense fight developed. The Indian infantry and Canadian armor had trained together at Volturno prior to the assault, and this showed in excellent infantry-tank cooperation as they destroyed the German armor and took Point 68 by 2:00 p.m. on the afternoon of May 13. The town of Panaccioni fell on May 19.53 With both flanks secure, the moment arrived for the 21st Brigade to exploit the bridgehead and attack up the Liri Valley toward Pignataro, the division’s final objective. At 5:25 a.m. on May 14, 3/15 Punjab with the 12th Canadian Armored Regiment in support passed through the Frontier Force positions and stormed forward overrunning several German strongpoints.54 The 19th Brigade also joined in the advance. The Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders took the Liri Appendix, while 6/13 Frontier Force Rifles pushed up the Liri Valley alongside the 21st Brigade. By evening the two brigades were at the outskirts of Pignataro. The next morning, the 6/13 Frontier Force Rifles and the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders moved against Pignataro from two different directions. The Germans concentrated on the Argylls and were taken by surprise when the Frontier Force and Canadian tanks stormed into the town from the opposite direction. A bitter fight ensued as a German garrison made up of students from a mountain warfare school fought a desperate fight to the bitter end against the attacking Dogra troops. The fall of Pignataro meant that the Cassino defenses had been flanked. The way was now open to link up with the Polish Corps in their assault across the Cassino Massif. The 8th Indian Division had broken through the Gustav Line at a considerable cost but had also killed or captured 1,000 Germans.55 The collapse of the German positions in the Liri Valley had forced the Germans to weaken their defenses in Cassino. The 1st Parachute Regiment had been sent down to prevent the British 4th Division’s breakout, and only two weakened battalions and a reserve battalion were left to defend Cassino. Taking advantage of this the Poles launched their second attack56 on May 17, 24 hours after Pignataro’s fall. The Poles assaulted north of Cassino storming Snake’s Head Ridge and Monastery Hill. The German defenses on Point 593 remained stubborn as ever, and the feature changed hands several times before the 3rd Carpathian Division seized it at 7:00 a.m. on May 18. The same day the Germans ordered a pullout from the monastery. At 10:15 a.m. Polish troops hoisted the Polish flag above the abandoned monastery.57 At 4:00 p.m. the same day they made their way down the southern slopes and established contact with the 78th British Division on Route 6.58 The Germans, however, remained in control of Villa San Lucia and Piedmont overlooking the highway. With the Gustav Line destroyed, the Germans now fell back to the Hitler Line anchored by Monte Cairo. On the other side of the Liri Valley, the French Expeditionary Corps had attacked the foothills of the Arunci and were moving up to the Hitler Line near the Pontecorvo Road junction. After a brief respite, the 8th Indian Division was once again thrust into combat. This time it was in support of the Polish armor as it attacked Piedmont from the south. At 3:00 p.m. on May 20, three companies of the Royal West Kent joined the attack. By nightfall the Kents had dug in just short of the main German defenses on Piedmont Hill. In the hills beyond Piedmont, the German 1st Parachute Division had successfully beaten back the Polish infantry and, on May 21, turned to stop the Kents as they moved into Piedmont. A bitter struggle now ensued for the town, and it would be several days later that the Poles finally seized Piedmont. At this point, the way was almost clear for the British 6th Armored Division to exploit forward. The only remaining German obstacles were the hilltops above Route 6. On May 25, the 6/13 Frontier Force Rifles (19th Brigade) attacked Centro Cielo, Madonna di Castro, and Cielo hilltops some 2,400 feet above the valley with New Zealand tank support. At nightfall the Dogra Company had firmly established itself on the hilltops, and the German paratroopers were in full retreat. The battle for Cassino was over.59

The bitter fighting in Cassino had greatly reduced the Hitler Line’s defensive strength. Kesselring’s mobile divisions, the 90th and 15th Panzer Grenadier, were committed piecemeal to stem the Liri offensive and the subsequent breakouts. The 26th Panzer Division, the original reserve for the 14th Army, had also been committed piecemeal into the battle. On May 18, the Canadian Corps on the 13th Corps’ left closed in with the Hitler Line at Aquino. The French stormed the area around Pontecorvo. Alexander now moved the 36th US Division to Anzio in preparation for the breakout. At the same time, the 8th Army was directed to press home its assaults on the Hitler Line before the Germans could stabilize a fluid front line. The Poles were directed to press on beyond Piedmont and turn the Hitler Line from the north. The French were to take Pico and turn northward in order to envelop the Hitler Line from its southern end. Kesselring, aware of Pico’s significance, had rushed in the 26th and 90th Panzer Grenadier divisions. The French engaged in a bitter battle for Mount Leucio, a dominating position between Pico and Pontecorvo. After days of intense attack and counterattack, the French took Pico on May 22. The 8th Army was now posed to break through the Hitler Line and advance up the Liri and Sacco Valleys. At Anzio, the 6th Corps was ready to break toward Valmontone. The French and the 2nd Corps would advance into the mountain area between these two main attacks. The Canadian Corps north of Pontecorvo would launch the main attack, while the 13th Corps would maintain pressure at Aquino. The Canadian attack went in at 6:00 a.m. on May 23, and despite strong resistance, they captured most of the area except for Aquino. The Germans had no option but to start to fall back on the Caesar Line south of Rome.60

At 6:30 a.m. on May 23, the 6th Corps in Anzio began its breakout operation. General Lucian Truscott had seven divisions under command and developed a two-phase assault plan. In the first phase, the 1st Armored Division and the 3rd Infantry Division would establish a mile-wide base of operations in the German defenses around Cisterna. Then in the second phase the 36th Division would advance to a line running across the valley below Velletri and then advance on to Valmontone with the 1st Armored and 3rd Infantry divisions’ support. The German defenses here were now quite weak. Most of the armor had been siphoned off to meet the Liri offensive and only the 3rd Panzer Grenadier with a handful of Panther and Tiger tanks remained. The Hermann Göring Division was on the road to the area when the 6th Corps began its attack. By the evening of May 23, Cisterna was encircled and the German 715th and 362nd divisions had been destroyed. The 2nd Corps advanced from Terracina and linked up with the 6th Corps. The 1st Armored Division now advanced northward toward Velletri and Artena. The 6th Corps’ breakout was progressing well, and the advance toward Valmontone continued on May 25. By now, the Germans were falling back upon the Caesar Line and resistance was stiffening. The Hermann Göring Division had begun to arrive in the Valmontone area and was joined by the 92nd Infantry Division. These reinforcements stopped the 6th Corps’ advance at the Caesar Line amid heavy fighting. At this point, General Clark made the decision to abandon the main thrust against Valmontone and ordered General Truscott (May 25) to change the direction of his advance to the northwest straight for Rome. This was a controversial decision, and Truscott was “dumbfounded” as the failure to close the Valmontone gap would (and did) allow the retreating German 10th Army to escape.61 On May 30, patrols of the 36th US Division, which had reached the Artena-Velletri Road discovered that the Germans, distracted by the fighting in the Valmontone area, had left Monte Artemiso unguarded. In a swift night movement, one regiment quickly occupied Hill 931 and the surrounding high ground. Another regiment followed, and the third moved in behind Velletri cutting off the German garrison’s escape. This fortuitous event resulted in the destruction of the Caesar Line in the Alban Hills. To the south, the Germans continued to offer stiff resistance to the 8th Army. On May 29, the 5th Canadian Armored Division crossed the Liri and advanced toward Pofi, which fell that evening. The next day, the 1st Canadian Infantry Division captured Frosinone. The same day, 10th Corps took Alvito and moved against Sora on the Arce-Avezzano Road. The 13th Corps in turn moved on Altari. Alexander now made Route 6 the 5th Army’s responsibility while the 8th Army was to shift northward. The 10th Corps would advance up the Arce-Avezzano Road, and the 13th Corps would move up the Frosinone-Arsoli Road. The Canadian Corps was to move up Route 6 through Ferentino to the army boundary. Ferentino fell on June 1, and Anagi was captured on June 3. At this point, the fall of Rome appeared imminent, and the 6th South African and the 6th British Armored divisions moved up to pursue the fleeing Germans. On June 1, the 2nd Corps crossed Route 6 and took Valmontone the next day. The 6th Corps also took Velletri on June 1 and that night the battered Hermann Göring Division withdrew to the east of Rome. By the afternoon of June 3, the 2nd and 6th Corps were pressing ahead on all roads toward Rome. The German 4th Parachute Division provided a rear guard as the remaining German units retreated through Rome across the Tiber bridges. At 7:30 p.m. on June 4, two battalions of the 88th US Division entered Rome from the Via Prenestina.62

Two days after Rome’s fall the Allied invasion forces landed in Normandy and began the invasion of France. At the Quebec Conference in August 1943 it had been decided that in order to support the Normandy campaign another amphibious landing would be made in southern France in the area of Toulon and Marseilles. This was given the name Operation Anvil (later changed to Dragoon). A final decision to launch the operation on August 15 was made on June 5, and on June 15 General Alexander was informed that the headquarters of 6th Corps were to be withdrawn for this purpose along with the 3rd and 36th divisions to be followed by two French divisions. To Alexander the pullout of what would eventually number seven divisions came at a most inopportune time when his pursuit of the German forces was gathering momentum. Now Kesselring had an opportunity to reorganize and rebuild his shattered forces while Alexander was left with insufficient forces to break through the new Gothic Line of defenses, which ran along the Northern Apennines summit. During the course of the breakout battles at Cassino and Anzio, the Germans had lost heavily. Three divisions—the 71st, 94th, and 715th—had been virtually destroyed as effective combat units. The 92nd Infantry Division was so weakened that it was disbanded and never reconstituted. The Hermann Göring Panzer Division had also been severely depleted and was withdrawn for refit. However, revamping was swiftly underway. Three German infantry divisions were formed in Germany and sent to Italy where they took on the numbers of the three destroyed German divisions. The 19th and 20th Luftwaffe Field divisions were brought in from Denmark and Holland. The 16th SS Panzer Grenadier and the 42nd Jaeger divisions were brought in from the Balkans, and the 34th Infantry Division was brought in from the Russian front. Finally, German General Headquarters released the 504th Heavy Tank Battalion (Tiger tanks) from its reserves at Mailly-le-Camp in France.63

Despite the problems incurred by the withdrawal of seven divisions, the Allied offensive in Italy continued. The 5th Army with the 6th Corps advanced along the coast, and on June 7, the 34th Division took the strategically important port of Civitavecchia. On June 9, it took Tarquinia, and a task force of the 1st Armored Division took the Viterbo airfield. On June 11, the 6th Corps was relieved by the 4th Corps, and it moved to Naples to join the 7th Army as part of Operation Anvil. The 8th Army advanced up the Tiber along both the river’s east and west sides toward Terni and Rieti. By June 6, the 13th Corps spearhead of the 8th Army had pursued the retreating Germans 35 miles and reached Civita Castellana. The advance along the west of the Tiber was so successful that the corps was now directed beyond the Terni-Rieti area. On June 9, the Tiber was made the boundary between the 8th Army’s 13th Corps (78th and 6th South African divisions with the 4th British Division in reserve) and 10th Corps (6th British Armored and Indian Division with the 10th Indian Division in reserve). The Germans had also made the Tiber the boundary between their retreating 14th and 10th armies. General von Mackensen had been relieved of command after Rome’s fall, and his successor, General Joachim Lemelsen, was appointed on June 6. Lemelsen had at his disposal the 356th Infantry Division from Genoa, the 162nd Infantry Division from the Balkans, and the 20th Luftwaffe Division from Holland. Von Vietinghoff’s 10th Army retreating up the Rieti axis had surviving elements of the 305th, 94th, 1st Parachute, 15th Panzer Grenadier, and Hermann Göring Panzer divisions at his disposal.64

Following the breakthrough at the Gustav Line, the Indian 8th Division (part of the 10th Corps) remained at the forefront of the 8th Army’s pursuit of the retreating Germans. On May 27, after Roccasecca’s capture, a mobile force of the 6th Lancers, 3/8 Punjab, and New Zealand tanks mauled a retreating German force in the gorge of the Melfa Valley north of Route 6, killing 25 paratroopers and taking 14 prisoners. In the evening, the Royal Fusiliers and 1/5 Gurkha stormed Fajoli. The next day 1/12 Frontier Force attacked Monte Pavone, which covered the approach to Arce. The German paratroopers who dug in on the reverse slopes attempted to attack the Sikhs but were broken and overrun by the Sikhs. On May 29, the 1/5 Gurkha and the British 6th Armored Division entered Arce. The 6/13 Frontier Force and a squadron of 6th Lancers continued to pursue the enemy retreating up Route 82 toward Sora. Meanwhile, the 19th Indian Brigade advancing to the 17th Indian Brigade’s left fought sharp actions with German rear guards. On the morning of June 2 Veroli was cleared. The 21st Indian Brigade along with the 18th New Zealand Armored Regiment now took over the advance and moved north toward Guarcino through the hills. Units of the German 5th Mountain Division had poorly situated their defensive positions on the slopes overlooking the town. The 8th Division mortar teams quickly devastated these positions, and the 1/5 Marathas cleared Guarcino and took many prisoners.65 On June 5, the 8th Indian Division was transferred from the 13th Corps to the 10th Corps in order to maintain the chase of the Germans. The 19th Brigade managed to cover 15 miles in mountainous country in two days and the Frontier Force Rifles captured the town of Subiaco. With the fall of Rome, the division swung west and cleared the countryside as far as Tivoli some 15 miles from Rome. On June 14, the 6th Lancers and 3/15 Punjabis took Terni. By now, the relentless pursuit was beginning to wear down German morale. Mines were poorly laid and ammunition dumps were not destroyed. German rear echelon formations were taken completely by surprise. The Frontier Force Rifles took 250 prisoners on June 16 alone. The German retreat finally came to a halt at historic Assisi. Here German defenses stalled the 6th Lancers, although the 3/8 Punjab crossed the river and seized the airfield. Four miles ahead lay Perugia the Umbrian capital. To the east of Perugia stood an escarpment and ridgeline extending for 5 miles between the Tiber and Chiasico Rivers. The villages of Ripa and Civitella stood on its crest. On June 18, the 1/8 Gurkha attacked the escarpment across Civitella and captured it. The Gurkhas held the village despite fierce German artillery strikes and infantry counterattacks. After Civitella’s fall the Royal Fusiliers worked up to the right of the Gurkhas to take Ripa village. At this point Major Morland-Hughes, the Gurkha commander, was killed consolidating the gains that had been made. With Ripa Ridge in hand, the 17th Brigade pressed ahead with 1/12 Frontier Force Regiment and the Gurkhas and crossed Grande River—a tributary of the Tiber. The Germans immediately counterattacked the Gurkha bridgehead, but it was held. At the same time, 1/12 Frontier Force raced on to seize Belvedere Ridge and hold it against fierce German attacks. By now, the 17th Indian Brigade had been reduced to half its strength, and the 8th Indian Division had been in constant combat since last November. A last assault was made on June 23, to take Piccione, 5 miles north of Ripa, inflicting 200 dead upon the Germans. The division was then relieved by the 10th Indian Division after having fought continuously for eight and a half months.66

The 8th Indian Division’s last attacks in Ripa and Piccione were made as part of the 10th Corps’ advance east of Lake Trasimene against the new German defensive line, the Trasimene Line. On the east coast the line was anchored at the River Chienti, and west of the Apennines it was built around Lake Trasimene and Lake Chiusi in the high ground north of Perugia. Kesselring wanted to halt the Allied advance here in order to gain time to build up the Gothic Line defenses. The 8th Army’s role in the attack on Lake Trasimene consisted of an advance by the 10th Corps up Route 71 and the 13th Corps up Sinalunga Road to reach the lake’s north end in the area of Florence, Bibinea, and Arezzo in preparation for operations north of the Apennines. The 10th Corps’ advance, despite the 8th Indian Division’s success at Piccione, was limited and the main thrust came from the 13th Corps. After hard fighting the 78th Division took Sanfatucchio on June 21, 1944, and the 4th British Division took Vaiano on June 25. The South African Division took the town of Chiusi on June 26, but German defenses along Lake Chiusi’s western side continued to offer strong resistance. It was only by June 28, that ridge north of Pesica was cleared and the Germans were forced out of the Trasimene Line. By June 30, the 4th British Division had taken Petrignano and the 78th Division cleared the northern shore of Lake Trasimene by July 2. On the west coast, the US 4th Corps also advanced steadily against strong German resistance. The 34th Division fought a bloody battle with the newly inducted 16th SS Division to take Cecina by July 1. The French took Siena on July 3, and Colle di Val d’Elsa’s fall on July 7 secured the entire Route 68 from its junction with Route 2 to the sea.67

The 10th Indian Division’s orders upon relieving the 8th Indian Division were to advance up the mountains on either side of the Tiber River. The division’s 20th and 25th brigades deployed east of the river and the 10th Brigade took to the western bank. The 20th Brigade crossed the Grande River on July 1, and the 3/5 Marathas, using a series of outflanking moves and advancing via the Venita ravine’s dense foliage, took Mount Falone. The German outpost at Mount Urbino, however, stopped the 2/3 Gurkhas. West of the Tiber the 10th Indian Brigade advanced with the 4/10 Baluchis and the 2/4 Gurkhas, and by July 2 reached the German positions 10 miles north of Perugia. A night march found the Baluchis on Mount Acuto and the Gurkhas on Mount Corona. German counterattacks threw the Baluchis off Acuto, but by July 4, the Germans withdrew as the 13th Corps advanced west of Lake Trasimene and captured Cortona threatening to trap the German troops facing the 10th Brigade. Meanwhile, the 25th Indian Brigade advanced along the eastern side of the Tiber Valley and came up against the 114th Jaeger Division at Montone—a village peak above the Tiber Valley. The 3/1 Punjab attacked on July 6 and fought their way toward the village under heavy fire. As the Punjabis attacked, the 8th Manchesters (20th Brigade), who had conducted a night march to take the German garrison at Carpini 3 miles to the east of Montone, now charged down from the crest of Monte Cucco into the rear of Montone, while the Germans focused on the attacking Punjabis. After several hours of bitter street fighting, the village was taken. At this point the division prepared for the inevitable German counterattack and brought forward 3/5 Marathas on the night of July 7. As the Marathas passed through Monte Cucco and worked north along a ridge, they ran into the German counterattack. After a bayonet attack, the ridge was cleared and the Marathas established themselves at Morlupo. The next day a German counterattack against Morlupo pushed the Marathas from Point 624 on the right flank. The Marathas now organized their own counterstrike. At this point Naik Yeshwant Ghadge, the only surviving member of the counterstrike force, single-handedly charged the German machine gun position. Using grenade and tommy-gun he bombed, shot, and clubbed the enemy garrison to death but was mortally shot by a sniper in the process. Ghadge received a posthumous Victoria Cross.68

By July 17, the 25th and 20th brigades had taken the high ground south of the Soara River. Three miles beyond lay Citta di Castello, which guarded the entrance to the Tiber Valley basin, a 20-mile-long and 5-mile-wide area that constituted prime tank country. The 25th Brigade supported by two squadrons attacked on the night of July 20 and, by morning, had taken the high ground in front of Citta di Castello. The 114th Jaeger Division lost 300 men killed and captured. Across the valley the 20th Brigade continued to advance along the Montone-Carpini defensive position, and by July 17 three battalions—the Durhams, 2/4 Gurkha, and 3/10 Baluch—took Monte Arnato. With both flanks secure, the exploitation of the Tiber Valley began. The cavalry composed of Skinners, Horse, 3rd Hussars, and Royal Wiltshire Yeomanry struck out into the valley above Citta di Castello with the 10th Brigade’s infantry support. By the night of July 28, the Tiber basin was cleared, and the 25th Brigade joined the other two brigades on the west bank and pushed northwest. By July 31, the Brigade reached the Anghiari where the Tiber reached the Apennines. Here stood the giant massif of Alpe di Catenaia. That night the 3/18 Garhwalis seized Monte Montalto, the massif’s forward defensive outpost. The massif of Alpe di Catenaia was made up of a series of ravines, ridges, and peaks rising to a height of 4,000 feet along the Sovara River. Three regiments of the 305th German Infantry Division units garrisoned the natural defensive positions while the 15th Panzer Grenadier and 114th Jaeger divisions awaited in reserve. The 20th Indian Brigade was given the task of leading the assault (only a single brigade could be maintained on the crest). At 10:00 p.m. on August 3, the 3/5 Marathas crossed the Sovara and moved through heavy undergrowth for two and a half hours to reach their start line at Point 941. At 2:00 a.m., the Marathas seized the garrison at Point 1201 and moved on to Monte Filleto—the main ridge’s first pinnacle. By morning after further advances the battalion was firmly established on the Alpe di Catenaia’s southern buttress. The 2/3 Gurkhas and the 8th Manchesters followed through to consolidate the gains, which for once did not result in an immediate German counterattack. By August 5, the 2/3 Gurkhas had taken full control of Monte Castello and were moving upon Regina. At this point the German paratroopers launched a counterattack against Monte Castello. The Gurkhas doubled back and attacked the rear of the paratroopers in the open with khukri and destroyed the German attack.69 However, before the 20th Brigade’s success could be exploited, a restructuring of 10th Corps, as a result of the Adriatic operations, required the 10th Division to double its frontage to 15 miles between the Tiber and Monte Grillo to the west of the Arno. The realignment prevented a continuation of the offensive on Alpe di Catenaia, and the division undertook aggressive patrols. On August 19, the 25th Brigade had taken over from the 20th Brigade and the 3/1 Punjabi moved to the rear of Regina while the 3/18 Garhwalis secured Monte Foresto farther down the slope. At this point the Germans began a pullout and the Indians followed advancing for 15 miles west. By August 27, patrols of the 25th Brigade reached Bibbiena below Florence as the Germans had been pushed out of the Arno and Tiber Valleys. On September 2, the 1/2 Punjab of the 25th Brigade approached the formidable outpost of Monte del Verna on the outskirts of the Gothic Line. On September 5, the Punjabis attacked east along the lateral road to La Verna, took Monte Faggalio, repulsed five German counterattacks, and finally cleared La Verna. The attack continued east, and after bitter fighting the Punjabis decimated the German garrison at Monte Castelsavino, which was then taken by the King’s Own Regiment in the evening. The 20th Brigade also advanced across the Arno in the west, and by September 1, the 8th Manchesters and the 3/5 Marathas were in contact with the Gothic Line outposts of Poggio, Baralla, and Gressa. By September 10, the entire division was up against the Gothic Line. However, the division was now diverted to take part in the 8th Army’s Adriatic front offensive, which had begun in early September.70

After being pushed out of the Trasimene Line, the Germans fell back until July 5 when they halted at a new line centered across the heights surrounding Arezzo. Both the 13th and 10th Corps pursued the retreating Germans to Arezzo, and here the advance stalled in the face of fierce resistance on July 5. The 13th Corps was given the offensive task with reinforcement by the New Zealand Division from Frosinone. The attack was launched at 1:00 a.m. on the 15th by the New Zealand and 6th Armored divisions and by the evening of July 16 Arezzo had fallen.71 The next target was Florence, which would be the Allied operational base for the attack on the Gothic Line.72 The 8th Indian Division enjoyed a brief period of rest before it was called back into action as part of the 13th Corps on June 21 to replace the French Corps, which had departed for Operation Anvil. The 13th Corps held a 30-mile front between the mountains of Pratomagno and a tributary of the Arno (Elsa River) 20 miles south of Florence. On June 22, the division along with the supporting Canadian Armored Brigade moved 85 miles northwest and began to press on the loop of Arno River against Florence. After hard fighting through Barberino, Montespertoli, and Montefugoni by the 19th and 21st brigades, the 5th Royal West Kent Regiment (21st Brigade) entered Florence by way of the Ponte Vecchio on August 12.73 As the 8th Army struck up the center, the Poles on the eastern Adriatic front captured the port of Ancona on July 16, and on the west coast the 5th Army’s US 4th Corps seized the port of Leghorn on July 19.74 By July 23, the 5th Army had a four-division front with the 4th Corps on the left and the 2nd Corps on the right. The front ran along the Arno River with the Germans ensconced along the north bank. In the center the 8th Army continued to advance toward positions to assail the Gothic Line. The 13th Corps seized Florence (see above) and the 10th Corps advanced on Bibbiena from the north of Arezzo.75

The Gothic Line extended for 200 miles; from the Magra River Valley it ran southeast via the Apuan Mountains and then northeast through the Apennines until the Futa Pass north of Florence. It then dipped toward the south until Monte Calvo and then headed northeast to run along the Foglia River Valley before ending at the Adriatic just north of Pesaro. The German Todt Organization was responsible for the line’s construction, which had begun in September 1943, but workers were also siphoned off for work on the southern Gothic, Hitler, and Caesar lines. As a result, when the Allies attacked on September 25, portions of the line in the Foglia area were not completed. The German 10th Army manned the line’s eastern half with two corps. The 76th Panzer Corps manned the eastern side from the sea to Sansepolcro with three infantry divisions forward and two in reserve. The 51st Corps held the sector from the Sansepolcro to Pontassieve with five divisions. The German 14th Army held the western half from Pontassieve to the coast with two corps—the 1st Parachute on the left and the 14th Panzer on the right with eight divisions. Altogether, the Germans had 19 divisions on or behind the Gothic Line.76 General Alexander’s plan for the assault on the Gothic Line underwent alterations between mid-July and early August. His final plan called for a “two-handed punch.” General Clark’s 5th Army on the left would be reinforced with the British 13th Corps and strike toward Bologna. To the right, General Leese’s 8th Army would deliver the main strike (Operation Olive) for Ravenna from the extreme east of the Gothic Line.77 Leese’s plan was to penetrate the Gothic Line with his three corps attacking line abreast before the Germans could fully man the Green Line rear defenses. His armor would then break through the rear defenses, the Rimini Line, and break out into the fertile Romagna plains beyond. Alexander had 20 divisions and 8 brigades at his disposal. The 8th Army had 11 of these divisions. The Polish Corps, with the 3rd and 5th divisions and an armored brigade, covered the Metauro on a 7-mile front from the Adriatic coast. Alongside was the Canadian Corps with the 1st Infantry Division, 5th Armored Division, and an armored brigade covering a narrow 2-mile front behind a screen of Polish units. To the west was the 5th Corps covering a 20-mile front. It deployed the 4th Indian Division and the 46th British Division in front while the 1st Armored, 4th British Infantry, 56th Infantry, and one armored brigade were in reserve. The 10th Corps took over the area from the upper Tiber Valley to the army boundary on the Pratomagno. The 10th Indian Division and a mixed brigade group covered this front. Army reserve was the 2nd New Zealand Division and the 3rd Greek Mountain Brigade. The 5th Army had nine divisions in three corps. The British 13th Corps held the right of the line from the Pratomagno range to a position 2 miles west of Florence with 1st Infantry, 6th Armored, 8th Indian Division, and the 1st Canadian Armored Brigade. The US 2nd Corps covered a 4-mile front to the left of the 13th Corps with the 34th, 88th, and 91st infantry divisions in reserve, while the Japanese-American Regimental Combat Team held the front line. The 4th Corps lined up on the 2nd Corps left and covered the line of the Arno due south of Prato to the Mediterranean Sea. It had the 1st Armored Division, 85th Infantry Division (to be replaced by the 6th South African Armored Division), and the 92nd African-American Infantry Division.78

After being relieved at Cassino, the 4th Indian Division spent a quiet April month in the lower Adriatic. On July 8, 1944, the division was brought back into central Italy to take over from the 10th Indian Division west of the Tiber, south of the Nestore River (15 miles north of Lake Trasimene). There the 1/9 Gurkha of the 5th Brigade crossed the Nestore on July 10 and, by July 13, had taken Monte Favalto. On July 15, the 13 Corps attacked Arezzo with the New Zealand Division and the 6th Armored Division, and the town fell the next evening.79 From there the division (as part of the 5th Corps) headed for the Apennines via Gubbio 35 miles south of the 8th Army’s left flank as it gathered for the assault on the Gothic Line. Toward the end of August, the division reached the Foglia Valley, and beyond the river were the ridges of the Gothic Line. On August 29, the 3/10 Baluch (5th Brigade) crossed the Foglia River. A company of the Baluch under Major Sardar Ali entered and took the hamlet of Monte della Croce, which overlooked the valley, with no Germans present. On the night of August 30, the main assault on the Gothic Line began with a massive artillery bombardment. The 5th Brigade assaulted and seized Monte Calvo with three battalions: the 3/10 Baluch, the 4/11 Sikh, and the 1/9 Gurkha. The Sikhs and the Gurkhas then moved on to Tavoleto. The 7th Brigade to the left of Monte Calvo was the flanking formation of the 8th Army, and on September 2 the 1/2 Gurkhas stormed Auditore across the Foglia. On the night of September 3, Tavoleto was struck with an artillery barrage. The Germans, hoping to disrupt an assault, tried to preemptively attack the 2/7 Gurkhas but were repulsed; in their ensuing retreat, they were attacked and overrun by 4/11 Sikh and 2nd Camerons. On the 7th Brigade front, the 1/2 Gurkhas and 2/11 Sikhs had struck out toward San Giovanni, which fell on September 4 after bitter fighting. The German line had been penetrated to a depth of several miles but was not broken. The division now faced the Pian di Castello Ridge behind the Ventano River. The ridge itself was transformed into a typical defensive position. The Germans had an unobstructed view of the slopes and the river below. The area was sown with antipersonnel and antitank mines. The farmhouses and cemeteries had been converted into strongpoints, and German mortar concentrations crashed down constantly. Constant rain had eroded the river banks, turned streams into torrents, and churned up a morass of mud. It was in these conditions on the night of September 5/6 the 11th Brigade launched its attack toward Pian di Castello Ridge with 3/12 Frontier Force and the 2nd Cameron Highlanders. Despite the conditions, the 6th RTR moved up to support the attack, and the brigade won its objectives. In the morning of September 6, the 1st Royal Sussex (7th Brigade) took over a hamlet at the southern end of Pian di Castello. In the evening, the 5th Brigade took up the charge with the 1/9 Gurkha and the 4/11 Sikh moving through the positions that the Frontier Force and the Camerons held. Dawn found the Gurkhas on a ridge northwest of Castel Nuovo. The expected German counterattack came in the early hours of September 7, and the Gurkhas and Royal Sussex repelled the enemy. Key to the infantry success in this sector was the close cooperation with the 6th RTRs. The tanks kept up with the infantry despite losses to mines and antitank guns.80

Four miles to the north of Pian di Castello, another great battle was taking place at the German stronghold of Gemmano—a 3-mile-long ridge that rose 1,300 feet above the valley. The British 56th Division had been engaged in a bitter four-day struggle here against 3,000 men of the elite Austrian 100th Mountain Regiment (German 5th Mountain Division) and had to be relieved by the 46th British Division.81 The 4th Indian Division was asked to assist by moving against Gemmano from the west. The 4/11 Sikhs of the 5th Brigade lined up on the Ventano and attacked across the Ventano River on the night of September 11/12, but German Panzer counterattacks, however, threw them back. The 2/11 Sikhs from the 7th Brigade attacked the hamlet of Onferno west of Castle Nuovo and gained a desperate toehold below the ridge. Here they were subject to repeated counterattacks and forced back on September 13. At this point the entire Indian Division was committed to the battle. On September 15, the full weight of the division’s 260 guns were brought to bear upon Gemmano—40mm and 3.7-inch antiaircraft guns, 4.5-inch, and 5.5-inch howitzers, 155mm field guns, and 7.2-inch heavy howitzers—began a regular rate of fire in the early afternoon. An hour and a half before the 2nd Camerons attacked, the guns zeroed in on the tiny objective of Zollara, and 2,000 shells were dropped into a few acres in the span of 30 minutes. Five minutes before the assault, the guns engaged in a series of shoots on four targets. After the hour the field guns reverted to a straight barrage, and the medium and heavy guns engaged in counterbattery fire. This complicated fire plan was executed without problems much to the relief of the neighboring British officers, and the Camerons stormed the village. Gemmano itself was reduced to rubble littered with dead Germans, the latter having lost more than 900 dead on these few acres of hell.82

Gemmano’s fall was accompanied by gains elsewhere. The 46th British Division seized the vital road junction of Montescudo. The 5th Indian Brigade then passed through to attack San Marino. On the night of September 17/18, the 3/10 Baluch reached the frontier of San Marino State on the Marano River. The Baluchis crossed the river and established a bridgehead north and south of Faetano. The 1/9 Gurkhas now passed through to take Point 343 and Point 366. After five hours of the bitter fighting 343 was taken, but by dawn 366 remained. Rifleman Sher Bahadur Thapa single-handedly charged and took over a crucial German machine gun post. He then dispersed a German counterattack and for two hours held on to the position. When his unit was recalled he covered the retreat and rescued two wounded men on the reverse slope in full view of the Germans. There the indomitable rifleman finally succumbed to a hail of German fire. He would receive a posthumous Victoria Cross for his selfless deeds. On the night of September 19, the 2nd Camerons closed in on three sides of the San Marino buttress and seized the now isolated position. The battle moved on inexorably to the west, and the 11th Brigade seized the high ground across the Marecchia River. The 7th Brigade moving up 11th Brigade’s flank took Trebbio on the German side of the Marecchia on the night of September 24/25. Two days later, the 1st Royal Sussex crossed the Rubicon stream to come up against strong German positions at Tribola on the near bank and Reggiano on the far bank. More intense actions took place on October 1 after which the 4th Division—which had covered 60 miles in 32 days (the last 25 miles through dense enemy defensive lines) and sustained 1,892 casualties—was finally withdrawn to the Lake Trasimene area for rest before departing for Greece.83

The 8th Army’s attack on August 25 had taken the Germans by surprise, and it was a while before they realized that this was the main offensive. By August 30, the 5th Corps and the Canadians had crossed the Foglia River and seized the advance Gothic Line positions before the Germans had time to man them. The Germans reacted by moving the 26th Panzer Division from the German 14th Army sector to the Foglia battle area on August 29. Kesselring then committed his Army reserve, the 98th Division, and on September 4 he committed the 29th Panzer Grenadier Division from Army Reserve. These movements now made it easier for Alexander to launch his second punch with the 5th Army. The attack was timed for August 8, but the Germans, reacting to the 8th Army’s successes, now withdrew to the Gothic Line of defenses. With the 5th Army in close pursuit, the position of Monte Calvi on the Gothic Line was taken on August 12. The 8th Army too had renewed its offensive against the Gothic Line on August 12. The 4th Indian Division’s exploits to and after the Marano River crossing have been detailed above. The rest of the 8th Army also exploited across the Marano on August 18. After an intense three-day battle, the New Zealanders took San Fortunato, and on August 21 the 1st Canadian Division entered Rimini.84 On the 5th Army front, the 2nd Corps began its offensive on the Gothic Line on September 13 with the 85th Division, and by September 18 it was at the Futa Pass watershed. On September 21, the 88th Division joined the attack, and by September 27 Monte La Battaglia fell. The 13th British Corps protected the 2nd Corps’ right and advanced up the Arno Valley to take Marradi on September 24. At the same time, the 2nd Corps’ left, with the 91st and 34th divisions, made good progress advancing directly from Florence to Bologna. Between them and the coast the 4th Corps followed the enemy fallback, and by August 28 the Allied line had advanced 5 miles north of Pistoia. By the end of September, the Gothic Line had been completely turned on the eastern side and the center of the line had been well broken into. The 8th Army claimed to have “mauled” 11 German divisions and taken 8,000 prisoners but at the cost of 14,000 of their own casualties.85

When the 13th Corps began its advance up the Arno Valley in support of the US 2nd Corps’ advance to the left, the Indian 8th Division was at the center of the corps’ advance. In front of the division lay the San Benedetto Alps rising 5,000 feet above the Arno Valley. By August 27, Indian engineers had completed three bridges across the Arno, and the division began to probe into the hills beyond. The Germans had largely withdrawn except for a battalion garrison of the 715th German Division at Tigliano. The 1/5 Gurkhas of 17th Brigade attacked at 9:00 p.m. on August 28. The initial Gurkha gains were immediately subject to a counterattack, which the Gurkhas met with a khukri countercharge and repulsed. By 5:30 a.m. on August 29, the Gurkhas had secured their objective, Point 526. The 1st Royal Fusiliers and a squadron of the 44th Canadian Armored Regiment then passed through to seize Tigliano. Now the 1/12 Frontier Force Regiment followed through and took Poggio Cerrone. On the left, however, determined German resistance stalled the 19th Brigade’s attack on Monte Calvana. This meant that the Indian Division and 13th Corps could no longer conform to a joint advance with the adjoining US 2nd Corps, and the decision was made to launch an attack against Monte Giovi near the Gothic Line. At this point due to the German forces’ regrouping to meet the 8th Army offensive on the Adriatic front, the German Command pulled its forces out of Monte Giovi by September 8. The division now moved on to the Gothic Line and found its way barred by a ridgeline covered with bunkers, strongpoints, concrete machine gun posts with roofs and casemates, underground command posts, concertina wire, and minefields. Three main bastions were the target of the division—La Scalette on the left, Alpe di Vitigliano in the center, and Femina Morta on the right. At dusk on September 12, the 3/15 Punjabis of 21st Brigade attacked and took Monte Citerna—a feeder ridge protruding from the Alpe di Vitigliano buttress. An advance on Vitigliano itself was pinned down by fire from a neighboring feeder ridge, Monte Stiletto. Meanwhile to the left, the 1/5 Marathas struck at Monte Verruca. They were closely supported by Canadian tanks, which shelled the German positions until the Marathas were within 15 yards. The position fell to the charge and the Marathas moved on to Monte Verruca and then on to La Scalette, which the Germans (715th Infantry Division) for some unknown reason had left poorly defended. Thus, by September 14, the first of the Gothic Line bastions had fallen. That night the 3/15 Punjab renewed their attack on Alpe di Vitigliano at 10:30 p.m. and successfully stormed the position—the second bastion had fallen. On September 16, the 1/12 Frontier Force passed through the Vitigliano position and attacked the final bastion of Femina Morta. The assault took the Germans by surprise, and Point 1084 fell with 15 Germans taken as prisoners. On September 18, 1/5 Gurkha passed through to assault Femina Morta. A three-hour climb to the crest under heavy fire followed, but by 3:00 p.m. the last bastion fell, the Germans left behind 25 dead and 47 prisoners. In seven days of intense fighting, the division had broken through the Gothic Line.86

The 5th Army’s other assaults were also going well. The 2nd US Corps struck out in front of Florence and broke through the Giogo Pass heading for Firenzuola 12 miles northwest of Marradi. The 1st British Division to the left of the 8th Indian Division had also made good advances. To the right, the 6th British Armored Division had taken Monte Peschina on the Gothic Line. On September 27, the US 2nd Corps took Monte Battaglia and then swung north toward Bologna.87 To conform to this change, the British 1st Division and the Indian 8th Division took over more ground toward the west. The Indian advance continued in early October with the 19th Brigade taking Monte Cavallara. To the west, the 21st Brigade took Monte Pianoerno on October 17. By now, the Germans were in a steady withdrawal across the 8th Army front. This was reflected on the 8th Division’s front as the Germans realigned with their retreat in the east. As the advance continued, all three brigades of the division came forward. On the night of November 5/6, the 17th Brigade confronted a new ridgeline that was flanking the Polish 2nd Corps’ advance through the Apennines. The ridgeline was dominated by three crests—Mosignano to the south, Pompegno in the middle, and Monte Bartolo in the north. On the afternoon of November 11, the 1/5 Gurkhas struck at Monte Bartolo. Rifleman Thaman Gurung single-handedly seized a German post on the crest but was killed covering his unit’s fallback. He received a posthumous Victoria Cross. On November 13, the Gurkha advance resumed with Canadian tank support, and the position fell. By November 26 as the Polish Corps struck west the Indian Division’s role diminished in this sector. On December 1, the 19th Brigade moved 15 miles northwest to Monte Grande to assist the British 1st Division against the 1st German Parachute Division’s counterattack. The German assault was held, and the brigade returned on December 23. At this time another urgent plea for help came, this time from the Americans 90 miles to the west. In the Tuscany uplands there had been little serious fighting. Yet 40 miles from the front lay the port of Leghorn, which was the main US supply base. The supply route from Leghorn ran east to the walled city of Lucca in the Serchio Valley 15 miles behind the front lines. Weaker units on both sides guarded this sector. On the German side stood the 148th German Division composed mainly of Poles and other impressed troops assisted by fragments of three Italian divisions. On the American side were units of the 92nd Division. On December 22, the Americans, apprehensive about a German buildup88 in the Serchio Valley, requested the 8th Indian Division, and two brigades were dispatched immediately to Lucca. On December 26, the German 286th Infantry Regiment attacked down the Serchio Valley, and the US 92nd Division (1st and 2nd Battalions of the 370th Infantry Regiment and the 2nd Battalion’s 366th Infantry Regiment) collapsed. The US 4th Corps now (December 27) gave General Russell overall command of the Serchio Valley. The Indian 19th Brigade had deployed in a defensive position, but the German attack never materialized. In fact as the Indians probed forward on December 28 it became clear that the Germans had fallen back to their original positions, and the Indians reoccupied all lost ground. In early January the division was relieved and sent to Pisa for rest.89

On October 27, the 5th Army ceased offensive operations and went on the defensive for a period of much-needed rest and rebuilding. On the 8th Army front a change of command had taken place. General McCreery assumed command in place of General Leese who had been appointed commander of Allied Land Forces in South East Asia. McCreery’s plan was to continue the assault in the Adriatic sector. However, bad weather prevented a general offensive by the 5th Corps and Canadian Corps along an Axis parallel to and north of the Rimini-Bologna Road.90 To the mountains on the left, the Indian 10th Division (which had relieved the 4th Indian Division) crossed the Fiumicino River and advanced toward the hills of Monte Farneto and Montecodruzzo, which were defended by units of the 114th Jaeger Division and the 356th Infantry Division. The 20th Brigade attack began on the night of October 6 with the 2/3 Gurkha and the 3/5 Maratha. The attack was launched in heavy rain, and the unsuspecting German garrison (2nd Battalion 871st Grenadier Regiment of the 356th Division) atop Monte Farneto had left the forward positions unmanned and Farneto fell. Repeated German counterattacks commenced the next day and were repelled. The offensive continued, and the 2/4 Gurkha of the 10th Brigade moved through to take the village of San Paolo. On October 10, 2/6 Gurkha from the newly arrived 43rd Gurkha Motor Brigade attacked units of the German 20th Luftwaffe Division atop Montecodruzzo. Here the Gurkhas found the German sentries asleep, and the vital hill top fell. From here the Gurkhas pushed on to Monte Chicco, the last high hill dominating this area. The assault went in at 10:00 p.m. on October 13, and by dawn the Gurkhas were atop the hill fending off fierce German counterattacks; Allied fighter-bombers and the divisional artillery aided them in this attack. In the meantime the 20th Brigade had moved on from Monte Farneto and, on October 21, crossed the Savio to approach Monte Cavallo, the first fortified position to the Savio’s west. At night the 2/3 Gurkha and the 3/5 Maratha moved up Monte Cavallo’s slopes and were pinned down. The next night the attack was renewed behind a heavy artillery barrage. The 2/3 Gurkha fought up to the crest line, after which the 3/5 Maratha followed up and seized the crest line, and at dawn on October 23 Monte Cavallo was taken. By October 28, the Nabha Akal Infantry of the 20th Brigade was pushing the German rear guards off the heights between the Ronco and Rabbi. The 43rd Brigade followed to the north toward Forli. By now the Germans were in full retreat as the 46th British, 10th Indian, and 3rd Carpathian divisions moved on the Forli airfields. As the fighting in this sector died down the 10th Indian Division was withdrawn for rest.91

By mid-October the 5th Army’s successful advance on Bologna compelled the Germans to transfer the 29th Panzer Grenadier Division to the central sector. As a result, by October 16, the 5th Corps and the Canadian Corps reached the Pisciatello River. On October 17, the 2nd Polish Corps, which had replaced the 10th Corps to the left of the 5th Corps, joined the offensive with a move toward Route 67 at Rocca San Casciano. In the meantime, the Germans had been forced to withdraw the 90th Panzer Grenadier and 1st Parachute Division to meet the threat that the 5th Army’s advance posed to Bologna. As a result the reduced-strength German 76th Corps fell back to a line on the Ronco River. The 8th Army offensive toward Bologna now largely came to an end due to a combination of bad weather and reduced strength as the 4th Indian Division and the Greek Mountain Brigade Group had been sent to Greece (two additional divisions were to follow).92

The first part of the 8th Army’s winter offensive had limited success. Although von Vietinghoff’s 10th Army had been greatly stressed the leaders believed there was no need to take out troops from the German reserve, and they were left free to relieve the troops facing the Allied 5th Army. On November 28, the Army commander’s orders called upon the 8th Army to provide all assistance to the 5th Army in taking Bologna and to take Ravenna for its winter base. The new offensive was planned to begin after December 7. The Canadian Corps was given the task of taking Ravenna and advancing on to the Santerno River at Massa Lombarda. The 5th Corps with the 56th British, the 10th Indian, the 2nd New Zealand divisions and two armored brigades would continue advancing along Highway 9 and establish bridgeheads across the Lamone, Senio, and the Santerno Rivers. The Polish Corps would advance along the foothills to the left of the line and cut off enemy troops falling back in front of the 13th Corps’ advance on the road from Tossignano to Imola. The 5th Army was in turn to carry out an offensive up Route 65 and to cooperate with the 8th Army by advancing from the Monte Grande position toward Castel San Pietro on Route 9 southeast of Bologna. Before these plans could be fully implemented, General Alexander was made Supreme Allied Commander in the Mediterranean on December 12, and General Mark Clark was appointed commander of the new 15th Army Group in Italy.93

After a fortnight rest the 10th Indian Division returned to the front lines with the 5th Corps. The corps had struck west, and on November 9 the 4th and 46th British divisions had taken Forli. On November 18, orders were issued for the 5th and 8th armies to begin an offensive to take Bologna and Ravenna. In preparation for this offensive it was decided to capture initially Faenza and the high ground on the Lamone’s west bank. Faenza would be the 5th Corps’ objective. The 5th Corps’ attack was launched on November 21 with the 4th and 46th divisions supported by the Polish 3rd Carpathian Division. By November 23, the two British divisions had secured a bridgehead across the Cosina. At the same time the Canadian Corps attacked across the Montone on December 2 and toward Ravenna, which fell on December 5. The 2nd Polish Corps moved to take out the German positions in the last of the high ground held in the Apennines foothills between the Lamone and Senio Valleys. The 13th Corps moved to the Polish Corps’ right to eliminate German formations east of the Senio. By December 3, the 46th British Division had fought its way across the Lamone River. Beyond the Lamone, the division fought an intense battle with the 19th Panzer Grenadier Division and had to be relieved by the 10th Indian Division on December 11. The Indian division (25th Brigade) found itself defending a bridgehead only 2 miles deep and was subject to five enemy counterattacks. The Germans had thrown in their reserves of the 90th Panzer Grenadier Division and the 2nd Battalion of the 576th Grenadier Regiment (305th Infantry Division) on December 8.94 On December 23, five battalions of the Indian Division struck toward Pergola to support the 2nd New Zealand Division’s drive to the Senio. Despite bitter hand-to-hand fighting, the battalions failed to gain a breakthrough, although by pinning the Germans down the New Zealanders had a clear path to the Senio. On the night of December 14/15, the 4/10 Baluch passed through the New Zealand position and approached Pergola from the rear. The Germans, however, recognizing that their position had been flanked had pulled out. The Baluchis, Garhwalis, and Gurkhas now sought to establish a bridgehead across the Senio at Tebano but were forced to pull back. The Indians and Panzer Grenadiers spent January 1945 mounting raids against each other’s positions across the Senio. On February 9, the division was relieved by the 3rd Polish Carpathian Division.95

The advance to the Senio brought a pause in further offensive actions for four months as the 8th Army rested and rebuilt its deplete formations. The Germans, now aware of their weakness on the Adriatic front, moved three divisions—the 98th Infantry, the 19th and 29th Panzer Grenadier divisions—from the 5th Army front to the 8th Army line in the east. Meanwhile, the command of the German forces in Italy had passed from Field-Marshal Kesselring to General von Vietinghoff. He had at his disposal 23 divisions and 6 Italian Fascist divisions. The German 14th Army opposed the 5th Army. It consisted of the 51st Mountain Corps on the west with five divisions, four German and one Italian, and the 14th Panzer Corps to the east with four German divisions. General Truscott’s 5th Army had nine divisions on a front from the Ligurian Sea to Monte Grande, the boundary with the 8th Army. The German 10th Army opposed the 8th Army. On the Adriatic side the 1st Parachute Corps had four divisions on the 8th Army left, and to the right was the 76th Panzer Corps with three divisions. General Mark Clark organized his headquarters under a new designation—15th Army Group. The orders for the final offensive to bring the Italian campaign to an end were issued on March 24, 1945. The 8th Army would open the assault and be joined in the effort by the 5th Army on March 12. The attack was planned to have three phases. In the first, the 8th Army would fight its way across the Sieno and Santerno Rivers, and the 5th Army would break into the Po Valley after isolating and capturing Bologna. The second part of the operation envisaged the encirclement and destruction of all German forces south of the Po. The final third phase would culminate with crossing the Po and taking Verona. The 8th Army’s plan of advance after crossing the Santerno involved capturing the communication hub of Ferrara. It was the shortest path to the northeast and the defenses of the Adige, and it represented the last possible German line of defense in Italy. However, the 8th Army would have to render its assault along the narrow Argenta Gap—the Highway 16 between the east’s flooded regions and the west’s marsh lands. In order to secure this route, another operation would have to be mounted on the right to capture the Comacchio Spit on Comacchio Lake.96

After its escapade in the Serchio Valley, the Indian 8th Division had been resting in Pisa. On February 11, 1945, it was called to the Adriatic front to take over from the Canadian 1st Division (the Canadian Corps was being transferred to the western European front). To its left came the 43rd Gurkha Lorried Brigade (under the neighboring 56th London Division), and later the division took command of the Jewish Brigade. The remainder of February and March were spent in patrolling and probing actions. On April 6, the entire Allied Seino line front was subject to an intense bombardment, but no attack followed.97 The 5th Corps’ offensive as part of the 8th Army involved the 8th Indian Division, the 56th London Division, the 78th British Division, the 2nd New Zealand Division, the 2nd Commando Brigade, the 24th Guards Brigade, and the Italian Cremona Group. The 8th Indian and the 2nd New Zealand divisions were to break through the enemy positions on the Senio and Santerno and establish a bridgehead for the 78th British Division to advance into the Po Valley. The London Division and the Commandos were to take out the Comacchio Spit along the coast. The 19th and 21st brigades were to lead the assault across the Senio. The 17th Brigade was to be used for the assault on the Salerno. At 1:45 p.m. on April 9, 1945, a force of Allied bombers attacked the German positions. The strategic bombers led the way with a carpet bombing attack of the German gun positions and tactical reserve areas with 175,000 20-pound fragmentation bombs. They were followed by 200 medium bombers attacking individual German gun positions with precision bombing. They in turn would be followed by 500 fighter-bombers who would attack smaller tactical targets close to the front line. At 3:20 p.m. the artillery took over the bombardment. In a display of efficient choreography, the artillery plan consisted of five false-alarm barrages each lasting 42 minutes with 10-minute intervals. During these intervals fighter-bombers would attack the German forward positions on the Senio’s west bank. At the fifth barrage interval, the Allied fighter-bombers would swoop in without firing, and this was the signal for the infantry and armored assault.98 At 7:00 p.m. tanks and flamethrower tanks moved forward to douse the enemy flood bank with fire and shell. On the 19th Brigade front, the 1st Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders and the 6/13 Frontier Force led the assault. The Argylls got across with minimal resistance, but the Frontier Force men were subject to withering machine gun fire as they forded the Senio. Sepoy Haider Ali was one of three survivors of a platoon that reached the other bank. Once there the sepoy used a grenade to destroy one German machine gun nest. He then assaulted another position, and even though he was wounded twice, he destroyed the position and took two prisoners. Haider Ali’s actions secured this part of the enemy bank for his battalion and earned him a Victoria Cross. The neighboring attack by the 21st Brigade encountered even more German resistance. The 3/5 Maratha and the 3/15 Punjab led the assault. Here the flood banks were under total German observation, and they were able to deliver heavy machine gun fire on the assaulting forces. The Maratha Battalion’s leading companies were decimated and were forced to fall back across the Senio. Sepoy Namdeo Jadhao, the only surviving member of his platoon, carried back two wounded soldiers across the stream. He then returned with a Tommy gun and grenades to destroy three German machine gun positions. Although wounded, he then stood up on the bank and yelled the Maratha war cry to comrades to join him in subduing the rest of the German positions, which they did. For this action Jadhao too was awarded the Victoria Cross. These heroic actions breached the Senio line, and by 4:15 a.m. bridges were thrown across the 19th Brigade crossing point. The first tanks began to cross over, and in little over an hour three squadrons of the 48th RTR were loose on the enemy side followed by the 6th Lancers and the North Irish Horse. The Marathas and the 1st Jaipur Infantry pressed forward and took the Lugo town and canal. By the evening they had reached the Santerno line and the jumping off point for the 17th Brigade’s attack. At 5:30 p.m. after an intense bombardment, the 1/5 Gurkha and 1/12 Frontier Force Regiment led the attack. As with the Senio crossing, German defensive fire was intense. At one point only 11 men remained on the opposite bank to fight off repeated German counterattacks. At 2:00 a.m., the 1st Royal Fusiliers joined the bridgehead, and the Gurkhas and Frontier Force men fanned out against weakening German resistance. The Royal Fusiliers now defended Mondangia against a German armored counterattack. However, a bridge was hurriedly laid and the Allied armor came across. The 1st Jaipur also had success crossing the Santerno, and the 78th Division came through. Across the front the German defenses were crumbling.99 As General Russell, the 8th Division’s commander, remarked at the end of the battle: “Two rivers crossed in forty-eight hours, is not a bad achievement, even for the 8th Indian Division.”100

The 2nd New Zealand Division’s attack on the Senio had also progressed well despite strong opposition. In fact the German decision to strongly hold the Senio line meant that the three battalions of the German 98th Division opposite the New Zelanders and the two battalions of the German 362nd Division were almost wiped out. By April 12, the Indians and New Zealanders had joined up at Massa Lombarda, and the bridgehead across the Santerno was firmly held. The 78th Division headed straight for the Argenta Gap, the sole point of retreat. Along the coast the 56th Division (and the 24th Guards Brigade) and the Commando Brigade had taken the Comacchio Spit, placing them on the flank of the Argenta defenses. By April 13, the 78th Division and the Cremona Group approached the destroyed railway bridge across the Bastia and the Reno. The New Zealand Division had struck out from Massa Lombarda and was pushing back the weakened German 98th Division to the Sillaro River. The 15th Panzer Grenadier Regiment of the 29th Panzer Grenadier Division, the last remaining reserve on the 8th Army front, was sent in to block the Argenta Gap but failed to stop the 78th and 56th British divisions’ advance. To the vanguard of the drive northwest went the 43rd Gurkha Lorried Brigade now a pursuit group attached to the 2nd Polish Corps. On April 12, the Gurkhas advanced along Route 9 toward Medicina. On April 13, the 2/10 Gurkha crossed the Sillaro River, but fierce German counterattacks forced a fallback. However, on April 16, the 2/10 returned with a squadron of Hussar tanks and secured the bridgehead. At noon, the 2/6 Gurkhas passed through the bridgehead toward Medicina. After an intense struggle with German paratroopers of the 4th Parachute Division supported by tanks, the Gurkhas and the Hussars took the town the next morning. The 43rd Brigade then went on to the line of the Gaiana, and here they were met by well-positioned German paratroopers and forced to fall back. The next day a planned assault preceded by a 150,000-shell artillery bombardment broke the German resistance. As the German resistance restiffened, the 10th Indian Division returned to the front. The division’s 10th Brigade joined the New Zealand division in clearing the Sillaro’s west bank. On April 19, the 20th Brigade took over and crossed the Quaderno. By April 20, forward patrols reached the Idice,101 and the 1/2 Punjabis stormed the 30-foot-high flood bank. An irrigation ditch along the near bank bogged down the British armor. The “D” Company established a precarious bridgehead. Two platoons of “B” Company rushed to reinforce the west bank and lost 20 men in 10 minutes. The “A” Company became trapped against a line of barbed wire and subject to machine gun fire, and Major Sharma was killed. The isolated Dogras of “D” Company fought to the last man on the west bank. The next morning, the surviving Germans had left, and the Idice was crossed. In the meantime, the Poles entered Bologna, and the 5th and 13th Corps reached the Po. On April 21, the 8th Indian Division moved through the Argenta Gap and struck toward Ferrara. The 19th Brigade pinned down the town’s defenders on April 22, while the 21st Brigade swung left. By April 23, the brigade was deployed along the Po’s banks. The next morning, the brigade swung right to cut off the German retreat from Ferrara and then entered the town. The main Po bridges had been destroyed, and the 8th Division constructed Bailey bridges to span the river. By the evening of April 27, patrols from the 6th Lancers, the 1/5 Gurkha, and the 1/2 Frontier Force Rifles had reached the Adige 15 miles beyond the Po. By now masses of surrendering Germans were clogging the roads. The Po was crossed, and the 19th Brigade and the 6th Lancers raced for Padua 25 miles north of the Adige. Others joined in on the race. The 56th London Division came across the Po west of Ferrara. The New Zealanders farther west also advanced rapidly. Within this mad rush, the 10th Indian Division became trapped in a vast traffic jam converging on the Po and Ferrara crossings. The 8th Indian Division did manage to cross the Po on April 26 but was unable to get road room beyond the Adige and was forced to stand by. Only the 43rd Indian Lorried Brigade accompanying the New Zealand Division entered Padua on April 30 to see the war’s end.102

In the west, the 5th Army began its assault on April 12. The 4th Corps struck over the hills west of Highway 64, and by April 17 the 1st Armored Division was in Vergato astride Highway 64 while the 10th Mountain Division was moving on to the last foothills above the Po plain. To the east the 2nd Corps’ advance on Highway 65 was slower and met with stronger resistance, but the 4th Corps’ success made the German defense here untenable. The defending German 94th Division had been split in two by the 4th Corps’ advance. By April 18, it had lost 1,000 prisoners, and the neighboring German 334th Division had also lost 1,000 prisoners. Von Vietinghoff now threw in his general reserve, the 90th Panzer Grenadier Division, against the left side of the American advance to block the west side of the gap opened by the 10th Mountain Division’s rapid advance. The armor of the 90th helped check the Allied advance momentarily, but by April 18 the Germans began to fall back on Bologna. On April 21, the 2nd and 4th Corps with an armored division and two infantry divisions each pursued the retreating Germans who were desperately short of transportation and were harried constantly by the Allied air forces as they withdrew to the Po.103 On April 24, the 5th Army reached the Po’s south bank. Although the German forces had not been completely destroyed, some 30,000 prisoners had been taken along with vast quantities of equipment. Between April 23 and 24, the 10th Mountain Division and the 85th Division crossed the Po. The 10th moved to Villafranca and Verona, and then on to Garda’s east side to close the line of escape along the roads to the Brenner Pass line by April 26. The 85th Division was moving past Verona to attack the Adige line. On April 28, the 2nd Corps crossed the Adige along a broad front and made contact with the 8th Army at Padua on April 29. Genoa was taken on April 27, and Milan fell to the 1st Armored Division on April 30. The German units began surrendering in droves, and on May 1 General Schlemmer’s surrender of the 75th Corps marked the end of all resistance in the west. The war in Italy formally concluded on May 2 when representatives of General von Vietinghoff’s South Western Army Group signed the unconditional surrender document at Caserta.104

The campaign in Italy was a controversial campaign and has generated much debate among historians.105 To a large extent the campaign represented a series of missed opportunities for the Allies to decisively defeat the Germans before the invasion of France. The three unsuccessful and costly frontal assaults on Monte Cassino between February and March 1944 held the Allies at the Gustav Line until the summer of 1944. Similarly Clark’s stalled beach landing at Anzio also delayed the breakout until the summer of 1944. These spring offensives’ failures relegated the Italian theater to a backwater conflict playing second fiddle to the campaign in northwestern Europe. Once Operation Overlord was underway, the Italian campaign’s main thrust was to tie down German forces in Italy. To some extent blame can be subscribed to the fact that the Italian campaign never had the priority for men and material and always fought shorthanded. At the same time, the Allied joint command system in Italy was weak and not unified. General Alexander, the overall commander, was a competent professional with clear ideas of how to defeat Kesselring but was unable to exercise effective command over his subordinates General Clark and General Leese. Clark’s (and Lucas’s) vacillation at Anzio—and his subsequent move to the Alban Hills and Rome in direct contradiction of Alexander’s orders to take Valmontone, cut Route 6, and trap the German 10th Army—was a decisive moment and elicited no reprimand or dismissal from Alexander. Clark also had a deep-seated dislike for British commanders and soldiers and was obsessed with personal glory and with taking Rome. As a consequence, the British 8th Army commander General Oliver Leese had a disdainful view of Clark and was reluctant to fight alongside Clark’s 5th Army. Alexander chose to ignore the tensions among his army commanders and went along with whoever had his ear at the planning stage of various operations. On the German side, Field-Marshal Kesselring had no reservations about exercising command and control over his two subordinates, General von Vietinghoff of the 10th Army and General Mackensen of the 14th Army. For Kesselring, holding the Gustav Line below Rome was central to the German defensive strategy in Italy. When Mackensen failed to eliminate the Anzio bridgehead he was dismissed. However, once the Gustav Line fell in May 1944, the operational aspects of the German defense of Italy largely vanished.106 In a large part, the campaign in Italy evolved into a battle of attrition, and here the Allies seem to have prevailed. The official US Army estimates of casualties in Italy from September 1943 to the end of the campaign stood at 312,000 of which the 5th Army share was 188,746 and the 8th Army’s share was 123,254. The German losses stood at 434,646 (including 48,067 killed, 172,531 wounded, and 214,048 missing).107

Three Indian divisions—the 4th, the 8th, and the 10th (all infantry)—and the 43rd Independent Lorried Brigade fought in the Italian theater. Unlike in North Africa, no Indian Army officer exercised command in Italy above the divisional level. The combat in Italy proved to be more grueling than the intensity of the desert war. Indian units were fully exposed to the tactical brilliance of their German counterparts. As in North Africa, the Germans fought in cohesive combined arms formations. Just as they had done so in the open deserts of North Africa the German units in Italy also frequently fought in combined arms formations called Kampfgruppen, usually named after the commander. The intense interwar training had ensured that all German officers had a sound operational knowledge of fighting arms other than their own and were adept at handling these combined arms formations. The flexibility of the Kampfgruppen meant that ad hoc formations could be created at a moment’s notice and with units culled from several divisions if needed. It was this convenience that enabled Kesselring and his commanders to swiftly create and deploy mobile reserves to counter Allied moves. The Indians were also exposed to the formidable system of German offensive-defense in the eminently defensible terrain of central and northern Italy. The German defense in-depth doctrine evolved from the World War I western front and was later adapted in the interwar period to modern mechanized warfare through a system of intense field exercises. According to this system, the front line was covered by a sparsely manned system of posts with heavy firepower including machine gun posts and antitank gun positions. Behind this screen came the second line of defense, which was beyond the view of enemy artillery observers and reconnaissance forces. The second line would mount local counterattacks to preserve the outer screen line. Behind this came the third or reserve line whose job was to mount a major counterattack in case of a major breach of the defenses. A key aspect of this defense in-depth system was the intensity and immediacy of the counterattack. The Indian forces had experienced this in North Africa and were to confront it again in Italy, albeit with greater intensity. In the Italian theater, the rigidity of the German counterattacking defense became very predictable and manageable for the Indians. These counterattacks were delivered with great vigor, but they were also often delivered hastily in a piecemeal and uncoordinated manner. The 17th Indian Brigade diarist noted after one such German counterattack that Germans seemed to be acting without “explicit orders” and appeared to be “very disorganized.”108 Indeed, so predictable was the German response that assaults were undertaken simply to goad the Germans into a precipitate counterattack, which would be destroyed by Allied artillery. As Major-General Dudley Russell of the 8th Indian Division noted, this method “killed a lot of Germans, and it was usually possible to better one’s own position after repelling such a counter-attack.”109

The Allies leveraged two major factors in their fight against the Germans in Italy. The first was virtually complete air superiority and air support. In the aftermath of the failed offensive to take Cassino in March 1944, the Allied Combined Chief of Staffs ordered the implementation of Operation Strangle. This ambitious plan, which had the backing of General Ira Eaker (USAAF), commander of the Mediterranean Allied Air Force, called for the denial of German supplies so as to make the defense of southern Italy impossible and force a German withdrawal. Initially, the operation was aimed at the railroad network north of Rome. However, by the time of Operation Diadem, the target list was expanded to German tactical road transport closer to the front line. This change greatly hampered the Germans, but there was no significant drop in their ability to resupply their troops. Indeed, the German quartermaster reports indicated a net increase in the supplies sent to troops during this period. An unintended side aspect of the “Strangle” campaign was mobility denial, and this more than any other factor hindered German tactical movements toward the end of the war in Italy.110 The second was artillery firepower. The British and Commonwealth artillery had perfected Corps artillery fire support with forward and air observers during the latter half of the North African campaign. These techniques were further refined in Italy but with an even greater expenditure of ammunition. In November 1943, the 8th Army bombarded German positions across the Sangro River with 25-pounders firing 600 rounds per gun in three days. The medium artillery fired 300 rounds per gun. At Cassino both British and American artillery often fired 800 rounds per gun in shorter time periods.111 Indeed, in Italy, during the period of October–December 1943, the British artillery expended 22,000 shells per month compared to only 10,000 shells per month during the last months of the North African campaign.112 During the preliminary artillery bombardment at the start of Operation Diadem on May 11, 1944, the 8th Army’s 25-pounders delivered more than 1,220,000 rounds of fire. The 4th Indian Division’s artillery fire plan for “Diadem” alone ran to 46 pages.113 This massive artillery support proved very effective in breaking down German defenses. As General von Vietinghoff noted to Field-Marshal Kesselring, it was not “the number of men which was decisive, but artillery fire. When he [the British] has chosen his point of assault he concentrates his artillery and shells everything to pieces.”114 Although no senior postindependence officers emerged from the Italian campaign, the combat in Italy left a lasting impression on the Indian Army officer corps. In Italy, the validity of massed artillery firepower in support of an assault was further consolidated. Indian troops were fully exposed to closely working with armor in all phases of the infantry assault, and toward the campaign’s closing stages a similar relationship was developed with the Allied air forces cooperating in a close support role. The Indian Army also learned from the Germans. Throughout the Italian campaign, the Germans made very effective use of Italian irrigation canals to form formidable antitank obstacles. In the postindependence period, the armies of India and Pakistan would make similar use of the extensive irrigation system in the fertile Punjab to create similar defensive lines.

The Indian divisions in Italy played a full role in all the major battles during the campaign, a fact that is reflected in the 5,773 Indian fallen who are buried, cremated, or memorialized in the many war cemeteries scattered through Italy today. The massive casualties that the Indian divisions suffered did not, however, render them ineffective as had been the case with their World War I counterparts. The Indian divisions in Italy had their manpower losses replaced with an effective replenishment system. The old “martial race” recruitment system was largely abandoned by 1942 with all new units being recruited from nonmartial races. A concerted effort was also made to recruit men with higher technical education. As a result of the expanded recruitment efforts by 1943, the Indian Army totaled 1,829,350 men not including auxiliary forces, the Indian State Forces, and the British units stationed in India.115 This number would rise to more two million men by 1945. As was the case with North Africa and Burma, the Indian divisions on the Italian front emerged from the war as battle-hardened veteran units with a cadre of officers and men well versed in the nature of modern warfare.
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As “A” and “B” companies of the 4th Battalion 12th Frontier force Regiment were ready to advance and take over positions the Japanese attacked the Pagoda Hill, the key hill of the bridgehead defense and positions to the north of it. The Company and a half of the 3rd Battalion Burma Rifles there broke almost at once. “A” and “B” companies of the 4th Battalion of the Frontier Force Regiment with 3″ mortar support were ordered to retake the hills which they did after good fighting and severe casualties. Capt. S.H.F.J. Manekshaw commanding officer of “A” company, who was severely wounded, received an immediate award of the Military Cross for his gallantry and leadership.1



Upon the outbreak of the war in Europe, Japan underwent considerable political upheaval at home. The cabinet under Prime Minister Mitsumasa Yonai’s leadership was replaced on July 16, 1940, by the cabinet of Prime Minister Fumimaro Konoye. This new hard-line cabinet, which included General Hideki Tojo as the army minister, adopted a hard-line expansionist foreign and defense policy. Japan had been engaged in an undeclared war with China since 1937 and wished to bring this costly conflict to a quick end. At the same time, Tokyo wished to secure Southeast Asia’s substantial mineral and natural resources within the hegemony of the “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.” Negotiations with Britain, the Netherlands, and especially the United States to accept the Japanese goals came to naught. On July 28, 1941, the Japanese negotiated with the Vichy French government and occupied French Indo-China. The United States, Britain, and the Netherlands responded with an immediate economic embargo and the freezing of Japanese assets. Faced with the prospect of an economic collapse, Japan confronted the stark choices of capitulation of its goals or war. Despite Prime Minister Fuminaro Konoe’s intense efforts to avert a war by October 14, 1941, the decision was made to attack the United States, Britain, and the Netherlands (two days later Konoe resigned and was replaced by Tojo).

The British colony of Hong Kong would be the first to face the brunt of the Japanese attack. As early as 1938, when the Japanese forces overran Canton (and even as early as 1937) the British had been worried about the defense of Hong Kong. The defensive plans’ main thrust was to deny the port to the Japanese.2 Another strategic reason to defend Hong Kong was to provide a morale boost to Chiang Kai-shek and his forces as they fought the Japanese.3 The defensive plan for Hong Kong was to be implemented in two phases. The first consisted of defending of the mainland position with three battalions. This was to be a temporary delaying action to allow the island to build up its defenses. The final line of defense on the main land was known as the Gin Drinker’s Line, and Air Marshal Robert Brooke-Popham (commander in chief of the newly created Far Eastern Command November 18, 1940–January 7, 1942) believed that at least two divisions would be needed here.4 The main defense of Hong Kong was on the island made up the second phase. The position here was well built with bunkers, entrenchments, and barbed wire. The civil authorities, however, did not take the threat of a Japanese attack seriously and made poor preparations. As a result, the Japanese were able to use the considerable amount of supplies left on Kowloon as well as the numerous sampans and small crafts on the mainland to help cross over to the island.5 The colony had virtually no airpower and six antiquated aircraft were stationed at Kai Tak airfield. Naval forces were also weak as the powerful cruiser and submarine squadrons had been sent to Singapore, the main citadel of the East. On the Japanese side, three divisions were reported to be concentrated for the attack although only one—the 38th Division (Lieutenant-General Tadayoshi Sano)—participated in the attack with substantial artillery and airpower support.6

By early December 1941, Hong Kong’s land forces were established under the Headquarters China Command led by Major-General Christopher Maltby. He had under him two infantry brigades—one on the island and one on the mainland. The mainland brigade under Brigadier C. Wallis’s command included the 5/7 Rajput on the right flank, the 2/14 Punjab in the center, and the 2nd Royal Scots on the left flank. The island defense brigade was commanded by Brigadier J. K. Lawson and included two newly arrived Canadian battalions—the Royal Rifles of Canada and the Winnipeg Grenadiers—as well as the British 1st Middlesex Regiment.

At 8:00 a.m. within 12 hours of the Japanese surprise attack on Pearl Harbor (December 8, 1941, 1:25 a.m. Hong Kong date and time) Japanese planes bombed Kai Tak airfield. The first Japanese land attack came down the Taipo Road at 3:00 p.m. After an initial repulse, the Japanese began to outflank the 2/14 Punjab and force their withdrawal. By December 9, most of the Allied demolition plans were carried out, and the forward troops withdrew to the main Gin Drinker’s Line. By evening, the mainland brigade was deployed along Tsun Wan, Wai-Wong, Uk-Heather Hill, and Punjab Hill. The plan was to hold this position for a week, but a night assault took the 2nd Royal Scots by surprise and the vital Shingmun Redoubt was lost.7 This gain enabled the Japanese to exert pressure on the British defensive lines from the left flank and the rear, and the 2nd Scots were unable to counterattack and retake the position. Throughout December 10 the Japanese probed the 2/14 Rajputs at Monastery Ridge and Wong Uk. On December 11, the Japanese attacked the left flank of the 2nd Royal Scots, who once again retreated in disarray exposing the junction between Castle Peak and Taipo Road and endangering units of the 2/14 Punjab and the 5/7 Rajput. According to the Brigade Diary, “the two left companies were again surprised by a strong enemy patrol . . . one platoon panicked and retired and the others in turn also withdrew.”8 The Royal Scots’ panicked retreat meant that the Japanese arrival south of Golden Hill now endangered the entire mainland brigade, and General Maltby made the decision to withdraw most of the brigade to the island except for the 5/7 Rajput, which would act as a covering force. The 2/14 Punjab began their withdrawal at 7:00 p.m. on December 11 via the Custom Pass and down the Devil’s Peak Peninsula to the Devil’s Peak Jetty, which they reached by 7:15 a.m. on December 12. General Maltby now ordered the 5/7 Rajput to fall back to the Ma Lau Tong Line. The 2nd Royal Scots also withdrew to the island on December 11. In the meantime, the 5/7 Rajput continued to hold out around Mau Lau Tong until midnight of December 12. Brigadier Wallis had hoped to hold on to Devil’s Peak since it overlooked the island, but the imminent encirclement of the 5/7 Rajput meant that the last of the Rajput covering forces were withdrawn to the island at Aberdeen by 7:30 a.m. on December 13.9

As the mainland brigade withdrew to the island on December 13, the Japanese called upon the island to surrender. The governor, however, rejected this demand, and preparations for phase 2 of Hong Kong’s defense commenced. The island was divided into east and west defensive areas under each of the two brigades. The five infantry battalions were deployed accordingly. The Canadian Winnipeg Grenadiers and the Royal Rifles of Canada defended the island’s southwestern and southeastern parts. The 5/7 Rajput defended the northeastern part of the island between Causeway Bay and Pak Sha Wan. The 2nd Royal Scots moved to the central part of the island in the Stubbs Road area east of the Wan Chai Gap. The 2/14 Punjab held the island’s northwest part from Green Island to Causeway Bay. The 1st Middlesex battalion had its headquarters on Leighton Hill and manned the pillboxes along the island’s perimeter.10

While the Japanese consolidated their newly won positions on the mainland, they continued a steady artillery and air bombardment of the island. The island’s northwest sector received heavy and accurate artillery fire at Belcher Point and Mount Davis, and several guns were damaged and some destroyed. The northeast sector also received heavy fire and a number of pillboxes were destroyed. On the night of December 15, a crossing attempt by rubber boats and empty gas can rafts was shot to pieces near the Pak Sha Wan Battery. On December 16, artillery and air bombardment picked up. Aberdeen was shelled heavily, and in the afternoon 17 Japanese planes struck Mount Davis. The air attacks continued the next day, and another surrender ultimatum was made with the threat of indiscriminate bombing. The governor, Sir Mark Young, rejected this.11 On December 18, the bombardment and air raids continued causing more damage and casualties. Civilian morale was now collapsing, and many Chinese workers deserted their posts.

At 8:30 p.m. on December 18, the Japanese launched an attack in the northeast sector. Using the cover of dusk and the smoke from burning oil tanks, the Japanese forces crossed the narrow Lei U Mun channel in strength and attacked the 5/7 Rajputs at Taikoo Docks. The main defensive pillboxes 43 and 44 were overrun after intense fighting, and the battalion’s C Company along with its headquarters was forced to fall back to Jardine’s Lookout. The B Company of the battalion held at reserve at Tai Hang lost touch with battalion headquarters and did not move to support D Company in the North Point area as it came under heavy Japanese attack. The Japanese broke through Braemar and Tai Hang and advanced up to Jardine’s Lookout. By midnight, the situation in the northeast was becoming critical. A counterattack by the Canadian Royal Rifles failed. The A and C companies of the 5/7 Rajputs defended the Mount Parker area until they were overrun—Pillbox 40 continued to fire until 3:30 a.m. on December 19. Other scattered units fought on until they were forced to surrender. By dawn, the Japanese were in control of Jardine’s Lookout, Mount Butler, and Mount Parker’s northern slopes. From here they could fan out east and west up the valleys leading to the high ground in the middle of the island. The Japanese now began to reinforce their positions with amphibious troops. The small torpedo boat force (six) of the island tried to stop this to no avail and suffered 50 percent casualties.12

Mount Parker’s loss now greatly threatened the East Brigade Forces based in the Tytam Gap. Brigadier Wallis and General Maltby agreed that a pullback and concentration of scattered infantry in the area was necessary. The plan was to pull back units and mobile artillery from Gauge Basin—Tytam Fork and Red Hill to the Stanley Peninsula. This force would then reorganize to assault and retake Mount Butler and Jardine’s Lookout. Unfortunately during the confusion of the pullout, the officer in charge of the Red Hill 4.5-inch battery destroyed his own guns, and the 4.5-inch battery at Gauge Basin had to be abandoned after it stayed in action too long. Their loss “went a long way towards preventing East Brigade from joining hands with the West Brigade as the infantry always found themselves confronted by enemy in commanding positions and were without the necessary covering fire to support any assault.”13 The brigade’s withdrawal enabled the Japanese to consolidate their gains. By December 20, they had taken Brick Hill in the southwest and Violet Hill in the south of the Stanley Gap. The Middle Spur also fell, and the island’s eastern side was completely cut off from the west. The Royal Rifles of Canada were deputed to launch the counterattack along the shore of Repulse Bay but were too exhausted to do so. Attempts were made to capture Middle Spur but these failed. The Canadians, however, did manage to seize and hold part of the Repulse Bay Hotel’s garage. A follow-up attack to reach the Wong Nei Chong Gap also failed.14

While the East Brigade fought to reconnect with the island’s west side, the Western Brigade faced its own trials to hold on to the Wong Nei Chong Gap’s position in the island’s center where it was also headquartered. General Maltby, recognizing the importance of this position, had diverted A Company of the Winnipeg Grenadiers from the area of Aberdeen and Little Hong Kong to the Gap at 5:00 a.m. on December 19. However, the Japanese ambushed and destroyed this company. The Japanese forces had advanced into the Gap from Jardine’s Lookout at daybreak on December 19. A desperate and confused struggle of attack and counterattack took place in the Gap. At 10:00 a.m. Brigadier Lawson phoned headquarters to state that he and his staff were about to engage the enemy as they had been surrounded. He was killed outside his headquarters shortly thereafter. The Japanese admitted to heavy casualties during this fighting.15 The 2/14 Punjab launched an operation to help evacuate the brigade headquarters from the Gap but was forced back. A subsequent company-sized operation to seize high ground near Jardine’s Lookout also fell back after taking and inflicting heavy casualties. At 11:00 a.m. a renewed counterattack by the 2/14 Punjab (two companies), with support from the 1st Middlesex in order to link up with the 5/7 Rajput in the North Point area and cut off the Japanese rear, came to a halt on a high ridge overlooking Caroline Hill as a result of stiff Japanese opposition. By 3:00 p.m. General Maltby had ordered a general advance to retake the crucial Wong Nei Chong Gap. While two companies from the 2/14 Punjab fought it out in the Tai Hang village, two companies of the 2nd Royal Scots and one company from the Winnipeg Grenadiers left Mount Cameron and struck toward the Gap. They almost reached the Gap by 5:45 p.m. but were stopped by the Japanese. By early the next morning they made some gains with the Grenadiers holding the line of the Middle Gap–Cable Hill, while the Scots were on the northeast slope of Mount Nicholson. Confused and heavy fighting now took place in the Gap. A force of 100 Indian gunners and two armored cars (West Brigade) temporarily reoccupied the Wong Nei Chong Gap, but the Japanese completely hemmed in the area.16 At 5:00 p.m. on December 20, a Japanese counterattack drove out the 2nd Royal Scots and some of the Winnipeg Grenadiers from the Gap. At the same time, the Japanese continued to ferry in reinforcements from the mainland. At 9:15 a.m. on December 22 Brigadier Wallis launched yet another attack toward the Gap, this time via Tytam. A company each of the Hong Kong Volunteer Defence Force and the Canadian Royal Rifles took part in the operation. However, after bitter fighting, during which the Tytam cross roads were briefly taken, the force had to fall back. This was the last major offensive to take the Gap.17

From December 22, the Japanese began to advance on both the western and eastern sectors. In the east, Stanley had its water cut off, and the Japanese gradually began to invest the high ground and took Stanley Mound. In the west, the Japanese struck at Mount Cameron and took the crest at 1:30 a.m. on December 23. By 2:00 p.m. Japanese forces were infiltrating the Leighton Hill positions. In the east, the relentless pressure on the Stanley Peninsula continued. By dusk on December 23, the East Brigade was forced to a line across the peninsula from Pillbox 27 to Tytam Bay. At dawn on December 24, the West Brigade held Magazine Gap, the Wan Chai Gap, the western slope of Mount Cameron, and Mount Leighton. At 3:00 p.m. the Japanese attacked Leighton Hill after an intense bombardment and seized it. By 10:00 p.m. the Japanese began to move Mount Nicholson. Earlier at 6:00 p.m., Japanese forces in the east commenced a heavy attack in the Stanley Peninsula. The situation in the west had worsened dramatically. At 2:30 p.m. on December 25, the Japanese took the Wan Chai Gap after bitter fighting. With the defense crumbling steadily under intense pressure and no hope for succor, General Maltby decided further resistance was futile, and the garrison formally surrendered in the Japanese headquarters at Tai Hang at 6:00 p.m. In the east, the surrender took place the next day on December 26, when after receiving written orders to lay down arms Brigadier Wallis surrendered at 2:30 a.m.18

The battle for Hong Kong was the first major battle to be fought by the British and Commonwealth forces against the Japanese. As such, it came as a major shock; the colony’s defense had not lasted even a month (18 days). In fairness (despite the British Admiralty’s intentions), Hong Kong had never been seen as an ideal defensive position. Indeed as the commander in chief, Far East, Air Marshal Sir Robert Brooke-Popham, put it: “Hong Kong was regarded as an undesirable military commitment, or else as an outpost to be held as long as possible.”19 Nevertheless, the fighting in Hong Kong exposed the Allies to innovative new Japanese infantry tactics well suited to exploit the Asian theater. The Japanese forces attacking Hong Kong displayed tremendous mobility and the easy ability to infiltrate Allied positions with small bodies of troops.20 This style of fighting would become all too familiar to the Allies in the battles to come.

The Japanese attack on Hong Kong was slightly preceded by its assault on Singapore and Malaya. For the Japanese this region was of particular strategic importance since it controlled the Malacca Strait, which commanded the choke point between the Pacific and Indian Oceans. Furthermore, the region was rich in vital raw materials such as rubber, iron ore, aluminum, and petroleum reserves.21 Following the Japanese occupation of Indo-China, the Singapore Defense Conference was held in October 1940 to examine the Far Eastern security issues. At the conference it was determined that Japanese land and air forces could attack Malaya from Indo-China and Thailand. The Royal Air Force and the army were tasked with the responsibility to defeat the Japanese attacks with the Royal Navy’s aid. Malaya’s defense was seen as key to defending Singapore.22 A series of conferences involving the same British, American, Dutch, Australian, and New Zealand representatives followed the Singapore Conference. The discussion revolved around the collective defense of the entire Indian and Pacific Ocean areas, including Australian and New Zealand waters. The conferences recognized the serious threat that a Japanese attack posed on Singapore via Malaya, and that due to lack of naval power in the East, a heavy reliance must be placed on airpower “in conjunction with naval forces that can be made available.”23 According to the early estimates, the British needed 582 frontline aircraft and at least 26 battalions to defend Malaya, Thailand, and Singapore. Air Marshal Brooke-Popham doubted that the air force strength by December 1941 would even reach 186 aircraft, and General Percival, the general officer commanding Malaya Command, thought he required at least 48 battalions.24 The main obstacle to the buildup of Malaya’s defense was Churchill himself. In May 1941, chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir John Dill, sent a memorandum to the prime minister reminding him that Singapore’s defense ranked only second to Britain. However, Churchill who was mainly focused on the Middle East ignored Dill’s advice.25 Nevertheless, plan “Matador”—a defensive scheme that relied heavily on airpower—was drawn up. The Malaya’s defense relied on defending prepared positions in the interior rather than on the beaches. By mid-1940, units of the 9th (Major-General Arthur Barstow) and 11th Indian (Major-General David Murray-Lyon) divisions along with the 8th Australian Division (Major-General Gordon Bennett) had begun to arrive (they would form the 3rd Indian Corps under Lieutenant-General Sir Lewis Heath). The Matador plan envisioned Malaya’s defense from beyond its northern frontier—a move toward Singora in Thailand to hold a defensible position known as the “Ledge,” a 6-mile stretch of road cut out of the mountainside overlooking the Patani River. The 11th Indian Division would cross the frontier and hold the “Ledge” to block the main road from Singora to Kedah and the secondary road from Patani to Kroh. The key to Matador’s success was to preempt the expected Japanese incursion into Thailand. Given the sensitivity of violating neutral Thai territory, the operation could not be carried out before a 24-hour notice to London.26

By April 1941, the 9th Indian Division (with the 8th and 22nd Indian brigades) arrived and took over defense of the east as far as Pahang (headquarters at Sungei Patani). The 11th Indian Division (with the 6th, 15th, and 28th Indian brigades) took charge of the north and west (headquarters at Kuala Lumpur). Malaya’s east coast formed another potential invasion threat with its plentiful beaches. This undeveloped region’s defenses were built around the three areas of Kelantan, Kuantan, and East Johore. The 8th Indian Infantry Brigade was responsible for the Kelantan area encompassing six beaches along 5 miles and a riverfront of 10 miles (in addition to defense of the airfields of Kota Bharu, Gong Kedah, and Machang). The 22nd Indian Infantry Brigade was responsible for Kuantan, which included two long beachfronts, an airfield 9 miles west of Kuantan, and the approaches from the north through Terengganu. In East Johore, the 12th Indian Brigade (Malaya Command) was responsible for the strategically important towns of Mersing and Endau along with the corresponding beach areas.27 On May 16, 1941, General Percival assumed command of Malaya. The troops arriving in Malaya were provided with two jungle warfare pamphlets. One from General Headquarters India—Notes on Forest Warfare and one from Malaya Command—Tactical Notes for Malaya both produced in 1940. The Malaya Command pamphlet was based upon a series of exercises held in Johore and Singapore. It dealt with the types of jungle in Malaya and the exhausting nature of jungle warfare. The pamphlet also discussed the ability of Imperial Japanese Army (IJA) soldiers. It noted that they had high standards of training, had great endurance, and were well versed in amphibious operations. However, the pamphlet did note that they had little training for jungle warfare.28 The problem facing the land forces in Malaya was that airpower had been determined to be the mainstay of Malayan defense, and the army’s deployments were based upon the concern for airfield defense. Indian units arriving in Malaya had been trained for desert warfare,29 but no immediate retraining could occur for they were initially (1940–1941) assigned to construct defenses.30 In addition to the lack of jungle training, the Indian units were constantly being “milked” of officers and men. Indian formations including the 11th Indian Division were “milked” of men to build up new units in India, right up to the Japanese invasion. As a consequence, most units were made up of a large proportion of inexperienced men.31

The island of Singapore itself was to be organized as a fortress with its own airfields and fixed naval defenses. However, the overall defensive situation remained precarious. Airpower was crucial to the defense; however, the assistant air officer commanding the Far East, Air Vice-Marshal Paul Maltby, noted: “But the fact remains that by December 1941, the R.A.F. Far East Command was not yet in a position to fulfil its responsibility of being the primary means of resisting Japanese aggression.”32 The naval situation was no better. An earlier plan to send a fleet of capital ships and an aircraft carrier was abandoned, and instead an ad hoc Force Z with two capital ships, the battleship HMS Prince of Wales and the battle cruiser HMS Repulse with four destroyers, were sent instead.33

The Japanese Malayan invasion force consisted of the 25th Army under Lieutenant-General Tomoyuki Yamashita’s leadership. His air support was made up of 459 aircraft from the 3rd Air Division and 159 naval aircraft. On the naval front, Admiral Jisaburō Ozawa’s southern squadron consisting of a battle cruiser, 10 destroyers, and five submarines supported the operations. On land, Yamashita had at his disposal the 5th (Lieutenant-General Takuro Matsui) and 18th (Lieutenant-General Renya Mutaguchi) divisions from China, and the Imperial Guards Division (Lieutenant-General Takuma Nishimura), along with the brigade-sized 3rd Tank Group. Although the Guards Division had seen limited operations, the 5th and the 18th divisions were veteran units from China. The 18th had fought several campaigns in China including the Shanghai-Nanking engagement of 1937. The 5th Division had participated in the bitter fighting in north China leading to Canton’s seizure from 1937 to October 1938. This division also took part in the occupation of Indo-China in September 1940 and gathered considerable experience in jungle warfare. In June 1941, the division exercised in southern China and also practiced amphibious landings in Kyushu, Canton, and Hainan. The troops gained experience in logistics, amphibious landings, destroying and repairing bridges, and unit organization in the tropics.34 The troops moving into Malaya also had the benefit of a jungle fighting manual that Colonel Tsuji and his intelligence branch stationed in Formosa had produced. Titled “Read This Alone—and the War Can Be Won,” the pamphlet summarized the Formosa Intelligence Branch’s ideas about the requirements of jungle warfare.35 When Tsuji became the 25th Army’s chief of operations and planning, he proposed a three-point plan for the invasion of Malaya:


	Land the main strength of the 5th Division simultaneously and without warning at Singora and Patani, and at the same time land a powerful unit of the 18th Division to attack Kota Bharu.

	The troops disembarked at Singora and Patani press forward immediately to attack the line of the Perak River and capture its bridge and the Alor Star aerodrome.

	The troops land at Kota Bharu to press forward along the eastern coast of Kuantan.36

	Tsuji’s recommendations and intelligence reports formed the basis of an 11-phase plan for Singapore’s conquest.37



The Japanese assault on Malaya began at 1:15 a.m. on December 8 with a landing operation (Takumi Detachment) on the beaches near Kota Bharu airfield. At the same time Japanese forces invaded Thailand and occupied Singora and Patani.38 The Japanese’s quick capture and use of Singora airfield preempted Operation Matador, which was now seen as superfluous.39 General Percival then ordered the 3rd Corps to send a covering force toward the “Ledge” to delay the Japanese.40 Although the 11th Division’s Operation Matador had been called off, a smaller force known as Krohcol with the 3/16 Punjab and 5/14 Punjab was instructed to cross the frontier race—the 40 miles for the “Ledge”—and demolish the 6-mile mountain side stretch of the Patani-Kroh Road. The order to advance across the frontier was only given after the Japanese had landed at Patani, and the 3/16 Punjab under Lieutenant-Colonel H. D. Moorehead (5/14 Punjab had not yet arrived) crossed the frontier at 2:00 p.m. on December 8. From there the battalion encountered guerilla attacks from Thai forces working for the Japanese. The battalion sped for the “Ledge,” but on December 10 some 3.5 miles south of the “Ledge” they ran into the Japanese who had raced down 78 miles from Patani. The battalion was soon under assault by Japanese tanks and infiltrating infantry. By December 12, the battalion’s 350 survivors fell back on the Kroh position.41 The last British attempt to stem the Japanese advance into Malaya had failed.

Throughout December 8 the Japanese landed in force along the Kota Bharu beaches, and despite fierce resistance to the last man in pillboxes 13 and 14, and overcame the overstretched beach defenses of the 3/17 Dogras of the 8th Indian Brigade.42 Attempts at counterattack failed and reports of a possible Japanese attack on the Kota Bharu airfield resulted in it being precipitously abandoned. Allied aircraft operating out of Kota Bharu had failed to track down the Japanese invasion fleet, which had departed after disembarking the beach assault troops.43 In subsequent operations, the British planes were largely ineffective against Japanese airpower.44 Japanese attacks on the Malayan airfields destroyed many Allied planes on the ground and gravely weakened what had hoped to be the main offensive arm.45 At this point with the situation rapidly deteriorating, Brigadier Key, the 8th Indian Brigade’s commander, ordered a withdrawal to the line of Kedai Lalat–Sungei Raja Gali, covering the town of Kota Bharu. In the confused fighting, the Japanese followed closely, and a continuous fallback occurred. By December 12, 1941, Kelantan was in Japanese hands and the brigade continued its fall back until it reached Kuala Lipis on December 22.46 Kelantan’s loss was compounded by the naval loss of HMS Prince of Wales and HMS Repulse. On December 8, Admiral Sir Tom Phillips, the commander in chief, East, decided to sail out with his capital ships and four destroyers to sink the Japanese transports between Singora and Patani. His plan was to arrive there on December 10. Admiral Phillips requested the air force to provide reconnaissance and fighter cover. A “tentative” reply was given about the ability to provide neither facility since the airfield at Kuantan that housed the Blenheims may be under Japanese assault, and since most the northern airfields were under attack the short-ranged Buffalo fighters would have to operate farther away and have little time over the fleet. Nevertheless, Admiral Phillips pressed ahead with the mission, and Japanese bombers and torpedo planes attacked resulting in the loss of both ships. A lack of communication (Admiral Phillips maintained radio silence) meant that the assigned No. 453 Squadron’s fighters arrived too late to intervene.47

The northwest area was under the 11th Indian Division. The commander Major-General Murray-Lyon had based his entire plan of defense upon Operation Matador. The operation’s cancellation meant that the 11th Division now had to scramble to create defensive positions in Jitra. The Jitra defenses were manned by the 15th Indian Brigade (Brigadier K. A. Garrett) who covered the Singora Road, and the 6th Indian Brigade (Brigadier W. O. Lay) who took over the railway and Kodiang Road to the left of Jitra town, while the 28th Brigade (Brigadier W. St. J. Carpendale) was held in reserve. On December 8, 1941, a Japanese mechanized column crossed the frontier and entered Thailand at 5:30 p.m. A skirmish force of two companies from the 1/8th Punjab destroyed three tanks and machine gunned the force before falling back into Malaya. Throughout December 9, the Japanese built up their air strength in Singora and beat off a Royal Air Force attack by 11 Blenheim bombers shooting down five of them. By midnight, the Japanese were attacking down the Singora Road. Now the Japanese ability to infiltrate and outflank through the most difficult terrain came to the fore. Their artillery was lighter and more maneuverable than the British, and their accurate and extensive use of mortar fire was extremely effective. On December 10, the Alor Star airfield (the primary reason for the 11th Division’s defense of Jitra) was evacuated, and on December 11 the Japanese struck at the Changlun position in Kedah that the 1/14th Punjab held. The Japanese infiltrating advance forced a fallback to the Asun position to join the 2/1 Gurkhas.48 In the midst of this chaos and a rain storm, a Japanese motorized column (Saeki Detachment) led by 12 tanks broke through the rear of the retreating forces and sped toward the Jitra position. Captain Mohan Singh from the 1/14 Punjab recalls that the Japanese tankers sprayed machine gun fire and dispersed the battalion.49 There they stormed the bridge, which had not yet been blown. However, the 2/1 Gurkha Rifles company Havildar Manbahadur Gurung used a Boyes antitank rifle to disable two Japanese tanks and temporarily halted the onrush. The Japanese infantry, however, continued to infiltrate, even wading across the “impassable” marsh to the left of Jitra. The 2/1 Gurkhas’ two forward companies were surrounded and overwhelmed. On the Kodiang Road and railway, panicked units prematurely blew up the railway bridge across the Alor-Changlun canal resulting in the covering forces losing all transports, guns, and Bren carriers. Murray-Lyon had deployed his forces over too wide of an area. The frontage of 24,000 yards ran from jungle-covered hills to open paddy fields on the coast. His forward two battalions were in position without antitank obstacles.50

By midnight on December 11, the 15th Brigade was under considerable pressure from Japanese infantry and tanks. The infantry attacks intensified on December 12 along the Singora Road. The loss of two battalions in Asun and Changlun left the 11th Division with few reserves, and it was only a matter of time before the Japanese would outflank and surround the Jitra position. The divisional commander wished to pull back the 15th and the 6th Indian brigades; however, General Percival ordered the continued defense of the Jitra position.51 As the Japanese attacks intensified throughout December 12, placing great strain on the 2nd Jat and the 1st Leicesters, the division finally obtained the 3rd Corps’ permission to begin its withdrawal at 12:00 p.m. on December 12. The new withdrawal plan called for the combined 15th and 28th Indian brigades to move south of the S. Bata River. The plan did not go smoothly as the confused fighting and disarray among the units meant that several units, such as B Company of the 2nd Jat, two companies of the 1st Leicesters, and the remnants of the 2/1 Gurkha Rifles, did not get the orders and had to fall back in a confused state. The 2nd Jat, who had fallen back as per orders on the night of December 12 and 13, were attacked by the Japanese, and most of the battalion was lost. Confused firefights broke out as Japanese forces infiltrated the retreating forces. The Japanese now sought to drive their forces between Krohcol and the 11th Indian Division and attacked Krohcol’s left flank and the 11th Division’s right flank.52 Jitra’s loss and the confused retreat completely disorganized the 11th Division. The division had lost 3,000 men as well as much material and munitions. In sharp contrast, the attacking Japanese 5th Division had only committed two battalions of their advance guard to the fighting and had lost only 50 men.53 Murray-Lyon never realized the small size of the Japanese assault. He would claim that the 15th Brigade had been subject to four massive assaults: “Each of these attacks appeared to be carried out by fresh troops, a battalion in each.”54

Following the loss of Jitra, a new defensive position, the Gurun position, was established anchored on the 3,992-foot-high Gurun Jerrai Mountain. This new position was astride the main road and the railway road 3 miles north of Gurun village. The 28th Indian Brigade took the position right off the railroad while the 6th Indian Brigade manned the position to the left of the railroad. The battered 15th Indian Brigade, with only 600 men, formed the divisional reserve to the rear at milestone 23.55 Japanese attacks began by noon on December 14 aimed at the vital Yen crossroads. In the intense and confused fighting that followed, the 1/8 Punjab and the 2nd Surrey fell back. At the same time, the Japanese broke into the 6th Brigade headquarters at milestone 22 and wiped it out.56 By December 15, the Japanese were bringing mortar fire down on the village of Gurun. With a rapidly collapsing front, the division commander ordered a withdrawal behind the Muda River. By December 16, the 11th Division, an exhausted and depleted formation, was south of the Muda River. This was a temporary respite, however, as Japanese forces kept up their pursuit, and the division was told to withdraw south of the Kiran River while the entire 3rd Corps was ordered to fall back behind the Perak River. By the night of December 17, the 11th Indian Division and the 12th Indian Brigade (now covering the 11th Indian Division’s right flank)57 fell back behind the Kiran River. After a two-day respite, the Indian 8th Brigade pulled out of Kelantan, the northeastern state of Malaya. The island of Penang fell to the Japanese on December 19. These setbacks and subsequent Japanese pressure forced Krohcol and the 28th Indian Brigade to pull out of the Kiran position. As news came in of Japanese outflanking moves down the Perak River, the 11th Division commander, Murray-Lyon, ordered a withdrawal to the Perak on December 22. The division sought to establish new defensive positions at Kampar 23 miles south of Ipoh.58

The operation’s next phase now moved into central Malaya. The key to this vital region was the main road to Kuala Lumpur. This could be captured by either crossing the Perak River at the Iskander or Blanja bridges, or by amphibious landings at the mouth of the Perak and Bernam Rivers. The Allied resources for this region’s defense were meager. The 9th Indian Division could not be transferred from the sensitive eastern region, and no reinforcements were forthcoming. By contrast, the Japanese commander, General Yamashita, gathered three divisions for his offensive. The British, however, did make command changes. General Sir Henry Pownall replaced Air Marshal Brooke-Popham as commander in chief, Far East. General Sir Archibald Wavell, the Indian Army’s commander in chief, was appointed the Supreme Commander of the American-British-Dutch-Australian Area on January 3, 1942, and Pownall was made his chief of staff. General Percival also replaced the 11th Division commander Major-General Murray-Lyon with Brigadier A. C. M. Parris (12th Indian Infantry Brigade).59

The Japanese attack began with an air assault on December 23, on Ipoh. The 12th and the 28th Indian brigades were tasked with preventing the crossing of the Perak River. Limited patrols and probing actions on December 26 gave way to an all-out assault on December 27. The Japanese succeeded in getting across the Perak River, and with the 12th and the 28th brigades facing isolation, General Percival, who had no reserves to throw in, ordered a withdrawal resulting in the loss of Ipoh. Although the Japanese attacked with an overwhelming two-division force, their assault was mainly carried out by small infantry units infiltrating rapidly at nighttime. The next defensive battle was to be fought at Kampar, a strong position 23 miles south of Ipoh. It was thought that this was a strong defensive position as it was on relatively open ground that favored the use of British artillery. The Kampar defenses extended from Gopeng to Bidor and from Telok Anson to Sahun. The 15th Brigade Group (merged with the 6th Brigade) held Kampar. The 28th Brigade held the Sahun area, and the 12th Brigade was to fight a delaying action in Gopeng. The Japanese forestalled the defensive plan at Gopeng with an attack on December 29 with tanks and infantry, and the 12th Brigade fell back to Bidor. Early on January 1, 1942, the northern Kampar defenses that the British Battalion held came under attack.60 The problem that now arose was the Japanese’s outflanking moves down the Perak and Bernam Rivers, and the apparent Japanese landings at Kuala Selangor to the south. This meant that the Kampar position had to be abandoned since the entire 11th Division’s lines of communication were threatened. Major-General Parris now ordered a general pullback to the Slim River position.61

The 12th Indian Infantry Brigade manned the Slim area defense. The Japanese assault commenced at 3:00 a.m. on January 7. The 4/19th Hyderabad, the 12th Brigades’ lead battalion, faced an attack spearheaded by 30 tanks with infantry support. Within 10 minutes the battalion’s three companies were overwhelmed and lost. By 4:30 a.m., the Japanese reached the 5/2 Punjab’s positions farther down the road. Despite a minefield and antitank guns, the Japanese pressed on and found an unused loop road to outflank the Indian position.62 Trolak was taken and the Japanese advanced to milestone 79. The 5/14 Punjab advancing to the front was decimated.63 The next to feel the brunt of the Japanese assault was the 28th Indian Brigade. The 2/9 and the 2/1 Gurkhas were severely mauled.64 The Japanese tank thrust seemed unstoppable. They had brushed aside two brigades and moved across the Slim River bridge advancing 35 kilometers in five hours. However, a lone 4.5-inch gun of the 155th Field Regiment destroyed the lead tank and stopped the assault at milestone 78. Nevertheless, the Slim River battle ended in disaster. The Japanese claimed several hundred British and Indian dead, 1,500 prisoners, 68 guns, 50 armored cars, and 500 vehicles captured.65

The disaster at the Slim River was compounded by the loss of Kuantan on Malaya’s east coast. This 9th Indian Division’s 22nd Indian Brigade (Brigadier G. W. A. Painter) held this isolated town. For much of December, the brigade had been subject to Japanese probing actions and air attacks. A large-scale infiltration effort began at the end of December, and on January 3, the Japanese launched a heavy assault. The 22nd Brigade was given the primary task of defending the Kuantan airbase 15 miles inland in addition to defending the beach areas north and south of Kuantan town. These responsibilities overstretched the brigade’s resources.66 The Indian brigade was withdrawn amid reports of Japanese landings on the west coast that could cut off the rear of the 9th Indian Division. On January 8, General Wavell, after reviewing the exhausted Indian 3rd Corps, proposed a withdrawal to Johore for rest and refit with Kuala Lumpur being held as long as possible as a rear guard. A defensive line along Batu Anam–Muar was to be created. However, disengagement from the Japanese proved difficult. As early as January 2, the Japanese had attempted a landing at Kuala Selangor. This region from Kuala Selangor to Malacca was known as the Line of Communication Area and was vulnerable to Japanese sea, land, and air attack. For much of January 3, Japanese planes machine gunned any British movement while Japanese naval forces lurked off the coast. An RAF attack by Blenheims against Japanese shipping off Port Swettenham proved ineffective.67

On January 5, the Japanese landed troops and also began infiltrating forces into the northeast of Batang Berjuntai. This pressure meant that General Wavell’s new defensive scheme could not be put into effect smoothly. The 11th Indian Division with headquarters in the Batu Caves could only begin its pullback on the night of January 10–11, since it was ordered to carry out demolitions and hold the Japanese from Kuala Lumpur. In the confused fighting and amid Japanese attacks, the 1/14th Punjab, part of the 15th Brigade, was attacked heavily and virtually destroyed.68 The 12th Indian Brigade also fought desperately to disengage and cross the bridge across the Serendah River. In the intense fighting, the 3/17 Dogra suffered heavily as it fell into a Japanese encirclement. By January 11, the 11th Indian Division had pulled out through Kuala Lumpur with the 15th Brigade acting as rear guard. By January 14, the 3rd Indian Corps with the 11th and the 9th Indian divisions had completed their withdrawal to the Johore line. On January 24, the defensive line in South Malaya ran from Batu Pahat to Ayer Hitam and then on to Kluang and Mersing. The forces were deployed into three formations—Eastforce, Westforce (8th Australian Division), and the central corridor (11th Indian Division). The original plan was to rest and refit the battered 11th Division and have the 18th Indian Division take over. However, the rapid Japanese advance into Johore destroyed these hopes. By January 27, the 11th Indian Division was in desperate straits. Its 15th Indian Brigade had been encircled and virtually wiped out, and the 53rd British Brigade was badly depleted.69 The 9th Indian Division, which had been holding the Kluang Road junction, now began to pull back along the railroad. In the east, the Australian 22nd Imperial Force Brigade was pulled back from Mersing after an effective defense, which badly mauled the Japanese 40th Infantry Regiment and forced it to retreat. The same day as the front crumbled, General Wavell sent a cable to Percival: “Primary objects are to gain time and cause maximum loss to the enemy. You must judge when withdrawal to the island is necessary.”70 The next day disaster befell the 9th Indian Division withdrawing down the railroad line. The railroad bridge south of Lyang Lyang (between milestone 439 and 440) was blown up, cutting off the 22nd Brigade and forcing it to eventually break up and surrender. The division commander, Major-General Barstow, was killed attempting to reach the brigade. That night General Percival informed Wavell that he had decided to evacuate his forces to the island by the night of January 30. By early January 31, most of the surviving Allied units in Malaya had crossed the 1,100-yard causeway from Johore into Singapore Island, and the causeway was blown up. The swift Japanese advance down Malaya duplicated their innovative mobility solutions used for Hong Kong’s invasion. In Malaya, the Japanese decided to use bicycles as the primary means of troop and light materials transport. This allowed their soldiers to travel great distances swiftly through dense jungle and heat with minimal fatigue. The British destroyed more than 250 bridges across the many rivers of Malaya; however, Japanese soldiers either shouldered their bicycles and forded the rivers or rode makeshift log bridges held up on the shoulders of engineers. This relentless pursuit proved to be devastating to the Commonwealth troops.71 The casualty returns from the mainland battle painted a dismal picture. A total of 19,123 men were killed, wounded, and mainly missing. This was in addition to the loss of great amounts of equipment and stores. Japanese losses were light at 1,793 dead and 2,772 wounded.72

The island of Singapore was the empire’s main defensive bastion in East Asia, and as such the island’s defense had received careful attention. However, these defensive plans envisioned a seaborne threat to the island from the south and the east, and the island’s defensive positions had been built accordingly. The fall of the Malayan mainland positions meant that the Japanese threat to the island was from the north. General Percival had at his disposal the newly arrived (January 29) 18th British Division and the Australian 8th Division. The Singapore defense was organized into three areas. The northern area was under the 3rd Corps with the 18th British Division, and the 11th and 9th Indian divisions’ surviving units. The western area came under the 8th Australian Division and the 44th Indian Infantry Brigade; the southern area was the Singapore Fortress with the 1st and 2nd Malaya infantry brigades and an assortment of local forces. The 12th Indian Infantry Brigade formed the command reserve.73 Although many of the fixed guns on the island had all-round traverse that enabled them to target the Malayan mainland, the formidable 15-inch guns only had shells suitable for naval gunfire. The 9.2-inch guns only had 25 rounds of HE shells for land bombardment. The 6-inch guns did have an ample supply of HE shells for land attack, but their flat trajectory made them unsuitable for counterbattery fire. Furthermore, the lack of aerial observation made targeting of Japanese mainland positions difficult.74 The defensive positions toward the north were hastily created, and the decision was made to make a stand on the beaches. The Indian units that had withdrawn from Malaya had little time to rest or replenish. The 44th Indian Infantry Brigade, greatly depleted from its struggles in Malaya was responsible for 15 miles of exposed coastline from Berih to Jurong. The 12th Indian Infantry Brigade in Tyersall had two of its battalions rebuilt from raw recruits from India. The 15th Indian Infantry Brigade in Bidadari (3rd Corps’ reserve) was also made up of three very battered battalions, which also had new poorly trained recruits.75

In sharp contrast to the Commonwealth forces, the three Japanese divisions of the 25th Army—the Guard’s Division, the 5th Division, and the 18th Division—were well rested, in good spirits, and well equipped.76 Strong air and naval assets also supported them. After adequate reconnaissance had been completed by February 4, Yamashita held a commanders’ conference at 11:00 a.m. on February 6 and outlined his invasion plan. The Guards Division would make a feint thrust from the east by landing on Pulau Ubin Island opposite Changi on February 7. On the night of February 8, the 5th and 18th divisions would land on the island’s northwest corner, after which the Guards Division would follow.77

Throughout the first week of February the Japanese attacked the island with artillery and air strikes. The Japanese assault began on February 8 with a night attack against the Australians in the northwest. Despite intense fighting, by the morning of February 22 the Australian Brigade was severely mauled and forced into a panicked retreat.78 The Japanese had taken a fourth of the island and reached Bukit Timah in the island’s center. By February 9, the 44th Indian Infantry Brigade was in danger of being outflanked, and the brigade withdrew along the Jurong Road to milestone 11. On February 10, the Japanese took the strategically important village of Bukit Timah in the center of the island. A Japanese attack across the causeway and the Karanji on February 9 had created a gap between the 27th Australian Brigade and the newly created Karanji–Jurong line.79 The rapid Japanese advances created confusion in the Commonwealth units, and several fell back. The 27th Australian Brigade stationed on the 28th Indian Brigade’s left flank fell back to the Mandai Road. The 22nd Australian Brigade retreated to the Bulim area. By February 10, the crucial western sector saw all the Commonwealth troops arrayed in close proximity from north to south. They were the 12th Indian Brigade, a portion of the 22nd Australian Brigade, the 15th Indian Brigade, and the 44th Indian Brigade. To the rear was the 29th Australian Brigade. In the precarious northwestern sector, the 27th Australian Brigade, the 8th Indian Brigade, and the 28th Indian Brigade held out.

The Japanese assault renewed early on February 10. The 12th Indian Brigade was forced back. The 15th Indian Brigade, which had moved up to the Jurong Road, was also heavily engaged and forced to fall back. This exposed the 44th Indian Brigade’s flank south of the Jurong Road, and it fell back to Reformatory Road by nightfall. This in turn now exposed the 15th Indian Brigade’s flanks, which withdrew down the Jurong Road to milestone 9. Early on the morning of February 11, General Wavell ordered a counterattack to restore the Karanji–Jurong line. The three-stage assault was to be carried out by the 12th Indian Brigade in the north, the 15th Indian Brigade in the center, and the 22nd Australian Brigade in the south. The 44th Indian Brigade was in reserve. General Gordon Bennett commanded the operation.80 The forces assigned to the counterattack were in a state of confusion and under strength. At dawn on February 11 at the scheduled assault time, only the 15th Indian Brigade (and a small Australian reserve battalion) was in assault position isolated at milestone 9 on the Jurong Road. Before any attack could begin the Japanese struck the 3/16 Punjab Battalion north of the Jurong Road. The entire brigade then fell back to Bukit Timah.81 The 12th and 15th Indian brigades soon broke up and ceased to be effective fighting formations as they fought to the end on the heights of Bukit Timah.82

The air campaign over Singapore also reached a crescendo by February 10, 1942. The Japanese had gained total air superiority, and the Royal Air Force withdrew all its surviving aircraft including the new Hurricane fighters to Sumatra.83 By February 12, the situation worsened as the Japanese advanced on all fronts. Attempts were made to form a second defensive line at Bukit Timah Road. The 44th Indian Brigade was subjected to heavy aerial and ground bombardment, and a third of the brigade along with half the survivors of the 22nd Australian Brigade were killed and wounded. By the afternoon, the southern front line extended from the Bukit Timah Rifle Range on the right along the railway line to the Ulu Padam and Reformatory roads and then south to the coast north of Pasir Panjang village. To the north, the situation was also deteriorating as attempts to retake the Bukit Panjang village failed. Japanese infiltration threatened to encircle the rear of the 8th Indian Brigade at Woodlawn Estates and forced the brigade to pull back to the Sembawang airfield and the Nee Soon Road junction. As the situation worsened, the 28th Indian Brigade in the north was also ordered to evacuate the naval basearea it was holding (and guarding the wrecked causeway) on the night of February 11/12. The 11th Indian Division’s remnants now withdrew to the line of Sungei-Sampang village–Sembawang airfield–Seletar Reservoir. On February 12, the Japanese launched a major assault with tanks down the Bukit Timah Road threatening to break into Singapore town.84

On the same day the Japanese landed forces at Loyang west of Changi causing the 3rd Indian Corps to pull its headquarters out of Changi. The Japanese aim was to now encircle Singapore town from three sides in addition to a naval and aerial blockade. The Japanese created three operational zones—the northern around the water reservoir, the central to the east of the race course, and the southern to the southwest of Singapore town. Now that the naval base had been abandoned the Japanese repaired the causeway and began to move tanks, men, and materials on to the island. Japanese regimental and column commanders were given free rein to adapt their assaults on the isolated British as the situation on the ground dictated. By February 13, Japanese assaults had compelled a fallback to the MacRitchie Reservoir area. More attacks came from the west, and soon the entire Singapore town was within Japanese artillery range.85

Dawn on February 13 found the 11th Indian Division deployed to meet the Japanese. The 28th Indian Brigade occupied a position in the Toya Payoh area north of the Whampoa River. The 8th Indian Brigade took position in the area between MacPherson Road and Serangoon Road. The 44th Indian Brigade took positions near the Buona Vista Hill. The remnants of the 18th British Division occupied positions from Woodleigh Road to Double Road, and the 8th Australian Division deployed in the Tyersall Park. By February 14, the situation was becoming hopeless, and the threat to the civilian population in Singapore town greatly increased. As a result, the governor, Sir Shenton Thomas, began to look into the prospect of surrender; however, General Percival wanted to keep fighting.86 During the fighting on February 15, the 44th Indian Brigade suffered heavy casualties, and the Japanese had also succeeded in infiltrating the 18th British Division’s positions and established themselves on Mount Pleasant Ridge. As the ground situation deteriorated and the safety of the civilian population became of increasing concern, the decision was made on February 15 to seek surrender terms. General Percival then met General Yamashita at the Ford automobile factory, and the unconditional surrender terms were signed at 7:30 p.m. A total of 38,496 British, 67,340 Indian, 18,490 Australian, and 14,382 local volunteers—a total of 138,708 soldiers surrendered.87

Singapore’s fall was the biggest disaster to befall the British Commonwealth forces in the Second World War. The speed and intensity of the Japanese assault came as a total surprise to the British. Yet, this need not have been the case. In 1937, Major-General William Dobbie, the general officer commanding Malaya, had been instructed to look into the region’s defense given the threat from Japan. Dobbie’s research concluded that the Japanese could conduct a landing on the eastern seaboard during the monsoon season (October–March). This would be dangerous since air reconnaissance would be greatly hampered by low visibility. Dobbie’s report then went on to exactly predict where the Japanese would land—in Singora and Patani in Thailand and Kota Bharu in Malaya. Dobbie also warned that the jungle in Johore was not an impediment to infantry and that defenses needed to be built. Dobbie’s report was ignored.88 However, what is unexplained is how Dobbie’s chief of staff, Colonel Arthur Percival, who later became the general officer commanding Malaya (1941–1942), remained unmoved by Dobbie’s prior recommendations.89

Along with the failure to acknowledge the Dobbie Report, the British command in the Far East was taken unaware by the quality of the Japanese forces. British intelligence reports on the Japanese Army were not complete and wholly accurate, but the Military Intelligence Department’s Handbook of the Japanese Army and the Shanghai Command’s analysis of the Sino-Japanese War did note that the quality of the Japanese forces was on the rise and their use of armor was innovative. Nevertheless, the ethnocentric view prevailed that the Japanese were stupid, lacked an aptitude for machines, and lacked initiative. General Maltby clearly adopted the view that the Japanese were a third-rate force. In addition to underestimating their numbers, he deployed only 2,000 men to hold the Gin Drinker Line along 11 miles in the mainland in a series of platoon defensive positions without any reserves.90 Air Marshal Brooke-Popham, who witnessed Japanese troops exercising near Hong Kong before the war, noted that “they were sub-human specimens. . . . I cannot believe they would form an intelligent fighting force.”91 Overall, the British commands in Hong Kong and Malaya discounted intelligence and warnings about Japanese fighting abilities, and this attitude went down the ranks. A senior staff officer of the 11th Indian Division assessed the IJA’s fighting ability as somewhere between the Italian and the Afghan armies.92 The end result was an utter miscalculation of the IJA’s capabilities.

As in North Africa, the Malayan and Singapore campaigns were one of the early tests for the Indian officers. They, like their British counterparts, were totally unprepared for the speed and ferocity of the Japanese assault. A rare account of the Indian commissioned officers’ performance comes from the diary of Lieutenant-Colonel Cecil Deakin of the 5/2nd Punjab—one of the Indian Army’s “Indianized” battalions. With the exception of the senior-most officers, all other officers were Indian commissioned officers from the Dehra Dun Military Academy. Deakin noted that several of them showed a “lack of calmness” during their first action on the Kroh Road in mid-December. Later during the disastrous Slim River battle, the battalion disintegrated under Japanese tank and infantry attack on January 7. Deakin noted: “The Indian Commissioned Officers except Lieutenant Chadda had failed to show leadership and that spirit of self-sacrifice and courage that is essential to Indian troops.”93 The real trauma for the Indian Army came after Singapore’s surrender. Some 45,000 Indian troops were assembled at Farrer Park, where they were met by Major Iwaichi Fujiwara, the Japanese officer responsible for mobilizing Indians against the British in Malaya. Fujiwara had at his side Captain Mohan Singh of the 1/14th Punjab who had joined the Japanese after being captured after Jitra’s fall. According to postwar British intelligence estimates, Fujiwara and Singh were able to convince 50 percent of the officers (including Lieutenant-Colonel Naranjan Singh Gill, the senior most Indian officer) and 25 percent of the VCOs to join the Indian National Army (INA) to fight the British for Indian freedom.94 Indian soldiers were also subjected to enticement and coercion, in many cases by Indian officers who had joined the INA. Of the estimated 55,000 Indian soldiers taken prisoner in Malaya and Singapore, it is estimated that 22,000 joined the INA between 1943 and 1945. Many Indian soldiers and officers did not join the INA despite intense pressure and even physical attacks. Captains Dhargalkar and Badhwar of the 3rd Indian Cavalry were among several officers who were tortured for weeks to get them to join.95 Some 15,000 Indian POWs were shipped to the Southwest Pacific, and another 18,000 Indian POWs were interred in Malaya and the East Indies.96

The Japanese invasion of Malaya brought a potential Japanese invasion of Burma to the forefront. However, for British planners, the threat to Burma seemed remote. The undeveloped communications and the dense jungle made any land invasion seem like a dangerous operation. Even when the Japanese invasion of Malaya began, the Far Eastern Command and the War Office believed that as long as the Japanese were occupied with Malaya and the Philippines, no assault on Burma was likely.97 They expected that an attack would occur through the forested Tenasserim Plateau (a continuation of the Shan Plateau)—a narrow coastal strip lying between the Salween River and the Bay of Bengal in the west and the mountainous Thai frontier to the east. At the time of the invasion, there were two British battalions in Burma—the 1st Battalion Gloucestershire Regiment and the 2nd Battalion King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry. Both units were barely two companies in strength as experienced officers and men had been removed from them for service in Britain and India. The bulk of the defense forces consisted of eight battalions of the Burma Rifles that had been raised fairly recently (since Burma’s separation from India in 1937) and were poorly trained in comparison to the Indian Army. As the threat of a Japanese attack became real, reinforcements began to arrive. In April 1941, the 16th Indian Brigade (Brigadier R. C. Curtis) arrived in Burma and was combined with the 1st and 2nd Burma brigades to form the 1st Burma Division under Major-General J. Bruce Scott. The force was assigned to defend the frontier. In mid-December 1941, the 17th Indian Division (Major-General J. G. Smyth) was allocated to Burma. It arrived with its headquarters and 46th Indian Brigade, as well as the 48th Indian Brigade that later joined it. The division was newly raised with young troops originally assigned to Iraq where they would have been trained.

The Japanese invasion of Burma began on December 11, 1941, soon after they consolidated their rapid seizure of Thailand. The 143rd Regiment of Lieutenant-General Sakurai Takeuchi’s Japanese 55th Division (15th Army) landed at Chum-Phuan on the Thai side of the frontier and then moved in to Burma to take the village of Marang. The unit’s goal was to take the Victoria Point and its airfield some 35 miles south of Marang. The same day, Japanese bombers attacked the airfield in Tavoy. Victoria Point, which was subjected to air attack over the next few days, was evacuated. The Japanese occupied it on December 15. The day after the Japanese invaded, Churchill sent a telegram to the commander in chief, India, placing Burma under his command and ordering the British 18th Division then moving to the Middle East to transfer to Burma. On December 27, Lieutenant-General Thomas Hutton, the chief of the general staff, India, took over command of the Burma Army from Lieutenant-General D. K. Macleod. On December 30, the American, British, Dutch, and Australian South-West Pacific Command (ABDACOM) was set up and General Sir Archibald Wavell appointed Supreme Commander. Burma was placed under ABDACOM’s operational command for five weeks.98 The 17th Indian Division was given the responsibility of defending Tenasserim. It was obvious that Mergui, Tavoy, and Victoria Point could not be defended, but the division was expected to hold Moulmein (its headquarters) where the Salween River met the sea. The divisional commander, Major-General Smyth, believed this was impossible given the lack of proper communications and the superior Japanese forces that would invade.99

The Japanese advance up southern Tenasserim was swift, and by December 23 Victoria Point, Mergui, and Tavoy airfields were in Japanese hands. Tavoy was evacuated as the Japanese approached since the Burmese units guarding fled in panic. According to General Hutton, the Burmese Rifles never recovered from the collapse at Mergui, and their panic affected other units too.100 The Japanese 55th Division now approached Moulmein from the south and the southeast through the Three Pagodas Pass via Kawkerik. The plan was for the 55th Division to attack Moulmein and draw the defenders to its vicinity, while the Japanese 33rd Division (Lieutenant-General Shozo Sakurai) moved north to make a crossing of the Salween and Pa-an in order to “cut off and annihilate the forces along the river south of Bilin and thus clear the way for the crossing of the Sittang at Mokpalin”—a move that would result in the capture of Rangoon.101 The 16th Indian Brigade held Kawkerik, and the brigade commander, Brigadier J. K. Jones, decided to order a retreat because he was facing an overwhelming Japanese force. However, the accidental sinking of the ferry across the Kyaing River meant that the brigade had to abandon most of its transport and heavy weapons, and they retreated to Moulmein via Martaban on foot.102 Toward the end of January Japanese infantry began a familiar pattern of steadily infiltrating the Moulmein area. Japanese air attacks on January 18–19 preceded the infiltration, which resulted in much of the civilian population fleeing the area. The 16th Indian Brigade was ferried across the Salween and posted along the river between Martaban and Pa-an. The 2nd Burma Brigade with the 3rd, 4th, 7th, and 8th Burma Rifle battalions, along with the 4/12 Frontier Force Battalion, defended Moulmein. The 17th Division headquarters was moved back on January 24 to Kyaikto. The Japanese attacked Moulmein on January 30, 1942. By late afternoon, as the fighting raged, units of the Burmese battalions deserted, leaving a gap in the defenses and forcing a withdrawal of the defenders on January 31.103 As they retreated, the Japanese followed up with air, artillery, and infantry assaults, and several steamers used for the embarkation of the soldiers were sunk in the process. With Moulmein’s fall the first phase of the Japanese operations in Burma was over.104

The 17th Indian Division now fell back behind the line of the Salween River. After some reorganization, the 46th Indian Infantry Brigade headquartered at Thaton took over much of the battered 16th Brigade’s positions along the Salween. The 16th Brigade was headquartered at Bilin and responsible for a smaller front from Thaton to Tilon. The 48th Indian Brigade was responsible for the coastal strip from Martaban in the south to the Sittang Bridge in the north. Wavell was determined not only to prevent further Japanese advances but also insistent that the 46th and 16th brigades start mobile operations to dominate no-man’s land. Martaban itself was to be held “by mobile and offensive action rather than by static defense.” In Wavell’s view, “Offense was the best means of defense.”105 The newly arrived Japanese 33rd Division launched the assault in the Pa-an area on the night of February 10–11. The 7/10th Baluch Battalion at Kuzeik bore the first assault while the Japanese forces quickly infiltrated between the battalion’s company positions. The latter counterattacked with ferocity. Captain Sri Kanth Korla rallied the battalion’s C Company and led no less than six bayonet counterattacks to clear the Japanese from his positions. When the company was surrounded, the captain fought his way to A Company and returned with much-needed ammunition. For his leadership Captain Korla was made a Companion to the Distinguished Service Order.106 A planned counterattack by the 5/17 Dogras at Duyinzeik to support the Baluch never came, and the Baluch were overrun. In the meantime Thaton and Duyinzeik came under air and artillery attacks. Major-General Smyth now reported to General Hutton that the 17th Indian Division had only one brigade—the 48th—intact, and the 16th and 46th brigades had only one battalion—the 2nd King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry—in fighting shape. He requested and received permission to withdraw behind the Bilin River.107

The 16th Indian Brigade (reinforced with units transferred from the 46th Brigade) held the Bilin River Line from Leikkon in the southern river estuary to Yinon in the north. The 46th Indian Brigade held the western area of Kyaikto. The Japanese followed up with an advance by the 55th Japanese Division up the main road, while the Japanese 33rd Division advanced northeast bypassing the 17th Indian Division and heading for the vital Sittang Bridge. The Japanese followed the retreating 17th Division so closely that the 33rd Division arrived at the Bilin River at the same time as the 46th Indian Brigade did.108 By February 18, the Japanese had crossed the river south of Bilin and were infiltrating and engaging Allied forces. The 48th Indian Brigade could not push the Japanese back across the river, and the 16th Indian Brigade had also been greatly depleted. At this point, General Hutton believed that the Japanese could easily reach the Sittang River and that an evacuation of Rangoon might be necessary. The 17th Division launched a counterattack with the 12th Frontier Force Rifles on February 19 but was forced to pull back after initial gains due to a lack of artillery support. After the 2/5 Gurkhas counterattack failed to eliminate Japanese forces on the right flank along the coastal area, General Hutton gave General Smyth permission to withdraw to a new defensive position on the Sittang River.109

The retreat to the Sittang Bridge now became a race between the advancing Japanese forces, especially the rapidly moving Japanese 33rd Division, and the slow-moving 17th Indian Division. The 2nd Frontier Force Battalion was ordered to establish a left-flank guard position for the 17th Indian Division along the Kyaikto-Kinmun Sakan Line. However, the two columns of the unit quickly became embroiled with advancing Japanese forces and retreated across the Sittang without informing the divisional headquarters about the Japanese advances.110 By February 22, as the 17th Division headquarters and the 48th Indian Brigade headquarters crossed the Sittang Bridge, Japanese forces hidden in the jungle to the northeast of the bridge launched attacks against a lightly defended bridgehead and easily broke the 3rd Burma Rifles defending the crucial Pagoda Hill position. The 4/12 Frontier Force Rifles countered and, after bitter fighting, retook this vital position. Captain Sam Manekshaw, A Company’s commanding officer, was severely wounded in the action and was awarded an immediate Military Cross for his actions.111 As fighting raged on in the bridgehead, the 16th and the 46th Indian brigades left the Boyagyi Rubber Estate in Kyaikto on February 22 and headed for the Sittang Bridge. The Japanese, who established roadblocks and ambushes, closely pursued them. In the confused and intense fighting that followed, the 46th Indian Brigade (Brigadier R. G. Ekin) became fragmented. Brigadier J. K. Jones of the 16th Indian Brigade now took over command of the troops that had made it to the Mokpalin area. There a desperate defensive battle took place to stem the Japanese advance. Meanwhile, at the bridgehead, the commander, Brigadier N. Hugh-Jones (46th Brigade), was responsible for blowing up the Sittang Bridge. With neither the 16th nor the 46th Indian brigades in sight, sounds of heavy fighting from the direction of Mokpalin, and Japanese pressure on the bridgehead increasing, Hugh-Jones ordered the bridge to be blown up at 5:30 a.m.112 Brigadier J. K. Jones now decided to withdraw his forces by raft across the Sittang at dawn on February 24. However, relentless Japanese pressure, including a raid by 27 bombers, and the 4th Burma Rifles’ collapse resulted in units beginning the withdrawal on February 23. By February 24, most surviving units used rafts or had swum to cross to the Sittang’s west bank.113 The Sittang Line’s collapse resulted in the 17th Indian Division’s near destruction and in Rangoon’s inevitable fall.

Several command changes in Burma followed the Sittang debacle. On February 13, 1942, ABDACOM was closed down, and on February 21 Burma came under commander in chief, India—the renewed command of General Wavell. Lieutenant-General Harold Alexander now took over command of the Burma Army with Lieutenant-General Hutton as his chief of staff. The battered 17th Indian Division was concentrated around Pegu and rebuilt around the 16th and 48th brigades. The 7th Armored Brigade and the Cameronian 1st Battalion had arrived in Rangoon on February 21, and elements were rushed down to support the 17th Division and form the Pegu Force.114 In the meantime, efforts were underway to evacuate Rangoon; however, General Wavell upon arrival on March 1 countermanded these orders. He believed that the arrival of relief troops (63rd Indian Infantry Brigade) and the impending Chinese advance on Toungoo had altered the situation. Wavell went on to the 17th Division’s headquarters in Hlegu where he replaced a sick General Smyth with Brigadier David T. Cowan as the new divisional commander.115

The Japanese 33rd Division occupied Waw to Pegu’s west on March 1 and, by March 5, had begun to move on Payagyi beginning an outflanking move on Pegu from the northwest. The 48th Brigade held Pegu while the 7th Armored Brigade operated in open country to the east. On March 6, the Japanese were found to have established a roadblock 5 miles south of Pegu cutting off the garrison from Rangoon. The decision was then made for the Pegu Force to break through the blockade on March 7. After some intense actions around the roadblock the 48th Brigade broke through and moved into Hlegu on March 8. The Pegu defense’s collapse now left Rangoon even more exposed, and the decision was made to evacuate it after an elaborate demolition scheme to destroy the oil refineries in Syriam, Seikkyi, and Thilawa; demolitions were also implemented with the telegraph office, wireless stations, the headquarters of the Rangoon Police, the port, and the dockyards.116 The Japanese establishment of a roadblock at milestone 27 five miles north of Taukkyan, however, stymied Rangoon’s evacuation. General Alexander ordered an immediate attack to remove the roadblock. Repeated attempts by the newly arrived 63rd Indian Brigade and units of the 7th Armored Brigade to break through the roadblock ended in failure.117 A sudden Japanese withdrawal, however, allowed the Rangoon garrison and the 17th Indian Division to escape.118

Rangoon’s fall was another turning point in the battle for Burma. The loss of this vital communication hub meant that the British Indian forces were now isolated, and their only hope of assistance and indeed retreat came via the incomplete Assam to Burma Road. The Japanese by contrast, hitherto dependent on a long mountainous supply line, now had the ability to quickly build up their forces by sea from Rangoon port.119 By April 1942, the Japanese had brought in the 18th and the 56th divisions into Rangoon by sea. The 33rd Division was also reinforced with the arrival of the 213th Infantry Regiment. These reinforcements were timely from the Japanese perspective because of the Chinese troops’ impending arrival into Burma from Yunan. According to an agreement among the Allies, Chiang Kai-shek agreed to send several Chinese divisions into Burma to aid the British.120 These forces would be under the command of US lieutenant-general Joseph Stilwell.121 The Chinese 200th Division (5th Army under General Tu Yu Ming) relieved the 1st Burma Division at Toungoo, and two additional divisions, the 22nd and the 96th, were also directed to move into Burma. The 1st Burma Division now moved to the rail and road hub of Taungdwingyi. It, along with the 17th Indian Division and the 7th Armored Brigade, came under the newly formed Corps headquarters—Burcorps under Lieutenant-General William Slim’s command (Slim arrived on March 19).122 As per the new defensive plan, Burcorps would take over the defense of the oilfields near Yenangyaung, while the Chinese took on the responsibility of the road and rail links up the Sittang Valley to Mandalay. The Japanese now sent the reinforced 33rd Division up north via the Irrawaddy Valley through Prome to take Yenangyaung. The 55th Japanese Division was to maintain its northern advance from Pegu-Nyaunglebin, take Toungoo, and then move onto Pyinmana and Mandalay. The 56th Division would conduct a wide sweep east via Taunggyi through the Shan states to cut off the road links to China. The 18th Japanese Division was held in reserve to follow the 55th Division’s advance.123

For the British, the situation became even more precarious as Wavell made the decision to pull out the outnumbered RAF from Burma for India’s defense rather than risk its annihilation.124 The Japanese ground offensive began with an assault by the 55th Division attacking Toungoo on March 24. The nearest Chinese division able to aid the 200th was the 22nd, but it was 60 miles away in Pyinmana. General Alexander, at Chiang Kai-shek’s urging, ordered General Slim on March 28 to attack the Japanese to relieve the pressure on Toungoo. Slim, who was rebuilding the 17th Indian Division, was reluctant, but he ordered General Cowan to make an advance toward Okpo 60 miles southeast of Prome. The strike force was formed with one tank regiment, an artillery battery, and three infantry battalions under Brigadier Anstice (7th Armored Brigade). This force attacked Paungde 30 miles south of Prome and heavily engaged the Japanese. While this action was underway, the Japanese (the 215th Regiment of the 33rd Division) appeared to the rear of the force in Shwedaung, a town on the main road only 10 miles from Prome. Cowan immediately ordered Anstice to fall back and sent two weak Indian battalions to clear Shwedaung. The fighting was intense, and Cowan lost 10 tanks, two guns, several vehicles, and 350 killed and wounded.125

Toungoo then fell to the Japanese, and the Chinese 200th Division managed to fight its way out without its heavy guns and equipment. The loss of Toungoo opened up the eastern side of the line across Burma. General Wavell now ordered Slim to concentrate his corps in the area of Allanmyo–Kyaukpadaung–Thayetmyo. The objective now was to defend the oilfields for as long as possible.126 As Japanese pressure increased, Slim sought to shorten his front by moving up the Irrawaddy and establish defenses along the Magwe-Taungdwingyi line. The Japanese assault began on April 10 with an infiltration attempt using Burmese civilians and Japanese soldiers clad either as civilians or as Burma Rifle soldiers. The 1st Burma Brigade retreated in confusion and bitter fighting erupted as a major gap opened between the 1st Burma Division in Magwe (also Burcorps headquarters) and the 17th Indian Division in Taungdwingyi.127 The 1st Burma Division now fell back to the Magwe-Yenangyaung Road leaving the 17th Indian Division isolated at Taungdwingyi.128 Slim wanted to pull the 17th Division out of Taungdwingyi, but Alexander wanted it to stay put to protect the right flank and rear of the Chinese 5th Army whose advance troops were still south of Pyinmana. Furthermore, Taungdwingyi’s loss would also expose the British forces’ communications through Mandalay.129 The Chinese forces, however, were in full retreat. A series of frontal assaults and infiltrating flank attacks had driven them out of Pyinmana and Pyawbwe. By April 15, the Chinese 5th Army’s battered remnants were in Lashio. The Japanese attacked them on April 29 and drove them out of Lashio. From there the 5th Army survivors filtered back into China. The only effective Chinese unit left in Burma was the 38th Division, which, after some wrangling, was sent to help out Slim. A day before the fall of Lashio, Slim finally received an order from Alexander to retreat into India.130 His goal now was to halt the Japanese advance over the Irrawaddy at Mandalay. Slim ordered the 1st Burma Division into Monywa to secure the Chindwin’s left bank. The 17th Division was to cross and hold the Irrawaddy’s north bank from Myinmu to Allagappa. The division’s 63rd Brigade would then cover the road to Monywa. The 7th Armored Brigade and the 38th Chinese Division would then defend the river from Sagaing to Ondaw. The 48th Indian Infantry Brigade (17th Division) fought a successful rearguard battle at Kyaukse against repeated attacks by the newly arrived Japanese 18th Division. Captain Ranbir Bakshi of the 1st Indian Field Regiment moved his observation post into the open to deliver accurate fire on the Japanese.131 On April 30, 1942, after all Chinese and British Indian forces, including the 63rd Brigade, had crossed the Ava Bridge across the Irrawaddy, it was blown at 11:59 p.m.132

Slim now set up his headquarters a few miles north of Monywa. The 17th Indian Division held the river bank from Sagaing to Allagappa. Two brigades of the 1st Burma Division were making their way to Monywa; however, Slim diverted the division’s third brigade, which had been on the west bank to the Myitha Valley leaving the west bank undefended. On May 1, the Japanese occupied Monywa with minimal resistance. The 1st Burma Division now moved on to Ye-u to join the 17th Indian Division. From there the 17th Indian Division’s 16th Brigade rushed to occupy the towns of Shwegyin, Kalewa, and Kalemyo between May 3 and 4. The Japanese were racing to these towns along the Chindwin to cut the Burcorps from its retreat into India. Shwegyin was serviced by river steamers (six originally) that could take 500–600 men, trucks, guns, and lorries 6 miles upstream to Kalewa (a round-trip took several hours).133 A single rickety pier was approached via the “Basin,” a horseshoe-shaped flat area surrounded by a steep 200-foot escarpment. The “Basin” became a death trap with a mass of refugees, soldiers, vehicles, guns, and tanks. The evacuation proceeded day and night, and the first Japanese air attacks commenced on May 7. By May 8, Japanese forces had infiltrated and dislodged Gurkha guard posts on the escarpment and began mortaring the “Basin.” The next day the evacuation continued under fire—the 7th Armored Brigade’s 25-pounder guns kept firing until they reached the water’s edge for embarkation. All available men were pushed out to meet the Japanese advance and protect the “Basin.” At 2:00 p.m. the 7th Gurkha’s frantic counterattack failed to dislodge the Japanese from a hill overlooking the “Basin,” and the embarkation was stopped. At 8:00 p.m. the 17th Indian Division’s artillery fired off all its remaining ammunition in 20 minutes, the heaviest artillery concentration of the war. Under this cover, the defending Indian and Gurkha troops fell back from the escarpment. The guns, tanks, and vehicles in the “Basin” were destroyed. Slim managed to extract one-third of the guns and a good portion of the four-wheel-drive trucks but lost all of the tanks except for one.134 The 48th Brigade along with several units traveled upstream from Kalewa to Sittang and then marched through the hills to Tamu.135 The rest of Burcorps marched from Kalewa, 90 miles through the malaria-infested Kabaw Valley to reach India. At the end of the 900-mile retreat, the longest in British military history, the Burma Corps reached India with 28 guns, 50 trucks, and 30 jeeps. They had lost 13,000 in killed, wounded, and missing. The Japanese had taken casualties of 4,600 killed and wounded.136

The reverses on land in Burma were accentuated by a Japanese carrier force naval strike in the Bay of Bengal. Trincomalee in Ceylon was attacked on April 9. Although this attack and a subsequent attack on Vizagapatnam in southern India caused little damage, the Japanese did sink the carrier HMS Hermes as well as the 8-inch cruisers HMS Cornwall and HMS Dorsetshire, which wiped out much of the British Eastern Fleet. India’s land and air defenses were weak too. By November 1942, there were only 150 aircraft available for India’s defense. On the ground, the Indian Eastern Command leader (Lieutenant-General Charles Broad) had two understrength corps at his disposal. The 4th Corps (Lieutenant-General Noel Irwin) had the battered remnants of the Burma Army (17th Indian and 1st Burma divisions) in Assam. The 15th Corps (Lieutenant-General Sir Noel Beresford-Peirse) with the just-forming 14th and 26th Indian divisions and the British 17th Division (minus one brigade deployed to Ceylon) was responsible for Bengal’s defense and the planned counteroffensive into the Arakan. By June 1942, however, the threat of a Japanese seaborne invasion of India faded and the ground situation improved. The 5th and 2nd British divisions began arriving in India. The 23rd Indian Division was forming in Manipur, and the former 1st Burma Division, renamed the 39th Indian Division, was rebuilding in Shillong. An additional two Indian armored divisions were also being raised. The air force was also being resurrected. By the end of 1942, in addition to 29 operational squadrons, a further 20 squadrons were forming. The fledgling Indian Air Force, which had four squadrons of obsolete aircraft, was expanded to 10 squadrons with modern aircraft. At the same time, the Japanese air strength in Burma was reducing. The 5th Air Division lost the 12th Air Brigade (1st and 11th Air Regiments) to the Southeast Pacific theater by January 1943. The next month, the 14th Air Regiment was also transferred.137 By the end of this period, the Military Command in India was reorganized into three army commands. The Eastern Command was under Lieutenant-General Noel Irwin’s leadership. Lieutenant-General Sir Noel Beresford-Peirse headed the Southern Command, and Lieutenant-General H. B. D. Wilcox took over the Central Command.138 Despite this buildup, Burma remained a lower priority for the British planners in England. Prior to the “Symbol” conference in Casablanca in January 1943, the British chiefs of staff issued a paper that made it clear that the war with Germany would be the main focus and any attempt at Burma’s reconquest should take place when resources permitted it.139

Even before the army retreated out of Burma, Wavell had begun planning for Burma’s reconquest. In April, he issued an order for the planning to begin. This immediately highlighted the poor state of the communication infrastructure in eastern India. There were no road or rail links between India and Burma. Operations along Burma’s west coast were also problematic as the heavily forested Arakan Yoma range dominated the entire coastal range. The south coast from the Rangoon River to the Irrawaddy Delta was densely forested with mangrove swamps and creeks. To the east the Gulf of Martaban was shallow with mud flats preventing any amphibious landing. Only at Moulmein could a landing be effected, and that would leave a 100-mile march through several large rivers to Rangoon with the flank being exposed to Japanese attacks from Thailand. Nevertheless, despite these difficulties, Wavell ordered General Irwin to launch limited offensive operations into upper Burma by October 1. Irwin made the case that he could not launch an offensive until March 1, 1943. Wavell accepted and plans were made for an operation to capture Akyab Island and the upper Arakan.140

The initial plan was to capture the airfields on Akyab Island (Operation Cannibal). The British 6th Brigade, of the newly arrived 2nd British Division, was to take part in this operation along with the 29th British Brigade arriving from Madagascar. The Indian 14th Division (Major-General W. L. Lloyd) would provide a diversion by advancing into Chittagong. However, the necessary naval assets, including transports, landing craft, and escort vessels, were unavailable (the landings in North Africa—November 1942 and Sicily—July 1943 took priority) and the 29th Brigade was stricken with malaria and rendered inoperative. Wavell now modified his plans. The Indian 14th Division’s diversionary attack now would become the main attack. The division would advance rapidly down the Arakan to the southern end of the Mayu Peninsula (Foul Point). There the 6th Brigade (now with the 14 Division) would use available landing craft to assault Akyab Island. The 123rd Brigade began the advance in December 1942 and occupied Maungdaw on December 16 and Buthidaung on December 17 after the Japanese defenders—two battalions of the 213th Regiment (33rd Division) under Colonel Miyawaki Kōsuke—fell back. The 47th Indian Brigade now joined a two-front advance and, by December 27, had reached Foul Point. The 123rd Brigade arrived opposite Rathedaung. At this point administrative and weather delays slowed the advance until January.141 When the advance resumed on January 6, 1943, Colonel Miyawaki’s 213th Regiment had constructed strong bunker-based defensive positions in the Donbaik-Laungchung area.142 On January 18–19, the 1st Innsikillings and the 1/7 Rajput of the 47th Brigade attacked. However, Japanese mortars and machine guns hidden in the jungle repulsed them.143 On February 1, the 1/17 Dogra and the 2/1 Punjab battalions of 55th Indian Infantry Brigade launched a new attack with eight Valentine tanks (50th Tank Brigade). This effort was also thrown back with the loss of three tanks stuck and abandoned.144 On February 3, 123rd Brigade also failed to take Rathedaung. The 55th tried on February 17 to take Donbaik only to be thrown back yet again. The exhausted 55th was now replaced by the 71st Brigade of the 26th Indian Division. The extended line of communication along the hastily built road, poor weather conditions, and a lack of naval assets greatly hampered the supply situation. With the Japanese building up their forces145 General Irwin wanted to go on the defensive and give up the assault on the Mayu Peninsula. Wavell rejected this and ordered Irwin to use the 6th British and 71st Indian brigades to renew the assault on Donbaik.146

At this point the Japanese launched a counterattack against the British eastern flank on the Kaladan River.147 The Japanese forces came up the Kaladan from Akyab and used their now familiar infiltration tactics to envelop a battalion of the 123rd Brigade and a defensive force of the Tripura Rifles causing them to fall back. This exposed the 123rd Brigade’s communications to attack, and the 55th Brigade relieved the 123rd Brigade as it withdrew to Buthidaung. On March 18, the 6th Brigade attacked the Donbaik, which the 143rd Regiment of the newly arrived 55th Japanese Division (Lieutenant-General Takeshi Koga) now aided. Although the assault made it into the Japanese positions, the troops suffered heavy losses (300 men) and were forced to fall back.148 The previous day, the 55th Brigade’s flank and rear at Hitzwe was attacked and cut off from Buthidaung. The brigade managed to extricate itself with the 71st Brigade’s aid. The Japanese began infiltration operations west of the Mayu Range, and on April 5 the 6th Brigade’s headquarters at Indin was overrun.149 By mid-April, the Commonwealth forces were pulled back on this flank to Maungdaw. On April 14, Lieutenant-General Slim, now commander of 15th Corps, took over immediate control of the Arakan and Chittagong front.150 Slim, recognizing the Indian brigades’ exhaustion, hoped to mount a defense of the road from Buthidaung to Maungdaw to preserve a presence in the Mayu Valley.151 However, Japanese infiltration attacks continued, and by May they were established on the road between Maungdaw and Buthidaung. This forced a further withdrawal of the Commonwealth forces on May 7 from Buthidaung to the west of the Mayu Ridge, south of Bawli Bazaar. Thus, by the start of the monsoon season, the Commonwealth troops were back where they had started from five months earlier. The first Arakan counteroffensive, perhaps the most poorly planned of the entire Burma War, had failed at a cost of 5,057 casualties in dead, wounded, and missing.152 At this point Wavell, the chief architect of this ill-conceived plan, replaced General Irwin, the Eastern Army’s commander, with General Sir George Giffard.153

The Arakan offensive had been preceded by an earlier operation in northern Burma where Wavell’s hopes for a Chinese counteroffensive had faded. The 4th Indian Corps had also been designated for offensive action into northern Burma. However, the onset of the monsoon and the lack of a suitable road put an end to the planned offensive against Kalewa and Sittang. Wavell now turned to Lieutenant-Colonel Orde C. Wingate, an officer who had worked for him as an intelligence officer in Palestine (1941). At Maymyo, in March 1942, Wingate made a presentation to the General Staff about his theories of Long Range Penetration based upon his experiences in Palestine and Abyssinia. He proposed organizing a brigade-sized force to operate behind enemy lines in Burma supplied solely by air. According to Wingate, “Granted the power to maintain forces by air and to direct them by wireless, it is possible to operate regular ground forces for indefinite periods in the heart of enemy occupied territory to the peril of his war machine.”154 Generals Alexander and Wavell immediately accepted this proposal and offered Wingate the 77th Indian Infantry Brigade also known as the Chindits (the only unit available), which had been training for jungle warfare in the Indian Central Provinces in June 1942.155 Wavell’s plan was for the brigade (13th Battalion King’s Regiment and 3/2 Gurkha Rifles) to move into upper Burma and cut the Japanese line of communication to Myitkyina. This operation was to support the expected Chinese reentry into Burma. When the Chinese operation did not materialize, Wavell and Wingate decided to continue the operation (code-named Loincloth) in order to gain experience on operating columns behind enemy lines. The brigade was to enter Burma through the 4th Corps sector, cut the main north and south railway line between Mandalay and Myitkyina, and then if possible cross the Irrawaddy and cut the Maymyo-Lashio rail line. The force divided into seven columns (four Gurkha and three British) crossed the Chindwin on February 13, 1943. One column, No. 4, was ambushed, broke up, and returned to Assam. Column No. 2 made the mistake of marching toward Kyaikthin in broad daylight, thus exposing itself to the Japanese who laid an ambush for it. In the bitter fighting, the column disintegrated, and its commander, Major Emmett, lost his ciphers in the retreat to the Chindwin. Wingate remarked “the disaster that happened to No. 2 column was easily avoidable and would have never taken place if the commander concerned understood the doctrines of penetration.”156 The main force, columns No. 3 (Major Calvert) and No. 5 (Major Fergusson), however, reached the railway and carried out extensive demolitions, destroying four bridges and cutting the track in 70 locations.157 Wingate now decided to cross the Irrawaddy but began to experience difficulty as water was hard to come by, men and mules were beginning to get exhausted, and Japanese resistance was stiffening. At 15th Army headquarters in Rangoon, Lieutenant-General Ida Shōjirō had discerned the 77th Brigade’s movements and ordered three Japanese divisions to move in. The 56th Division (Lieutenant-General Matsuyama Yūzō) would trap the 77th from the east, while the 18th (Lieutenant-General Mutaguchi Renya) and 33rd (Lieutenant-General Nobuo Tanaka) divisions would sweep in from the west and south to complete the trap.158 As a result of the Japanese movements, the decision was made to break up the 77th into smaller groups and retreat across the Irrawaddy by April 29.159 Although the operation had no strategic objective and the force suffered one-third casualties, Wavell believed that the experience gained in supply drops by air, jungle warfare, and Japanese fighting methods was invaluable.160 Slim was even more direct in his appreciation of the raid’s value:


Skillfully handled, the press of the Allied world took up the tale, and everywhere the story ran we had beaten the Japanese at their own game. This not only distracted attention from the failure in the Arakan, but was important in itself for our own people at home, for our Allies, and above all for our troops on the Burma front. Whatever the actual facts, to the troops in Burma it seemed the first ripple showing the turning of the tide. For this reason alone Wingate’s raid was worth all the hardship and sacrifice his men endured, and by every means in our power we exploited its propaganda value to the full.161



The Arakan offensive’s collapse ended Wavell’s active military career. After the “Trident” Conference in Washington in May 1943, Churchill appointed him viceroy of India, and General Sir Claude Auchinleck took over as commander in chief, India on June 20, 1943.162

The “Trident” Conference in May 1943 had proposed an increased airlift into China and minor operations in north Burma. An amphibious assault into Southeast Asia from the Bay of Bengal with the aim of cutting the Japanese lines of communication would supplement these actions. Auchinleck, however, made it clear that operations in north Burma would take considerable preparation and time, and that any renewed amphibious operation (now called “Bullfrog”) to take Akyab and Ramree Island would need considerable resources. He even wondered if mounting operation “Bullfrog” was necessary.163 Auchinleck’s understanding of the issue did not sit well with Churchill who, prior to and after the “Quadrant” Conference in Quebec (September 1943), decided further on command changes in India. Auchinleck would be responsible for the Indo-Burma theater until November 15, 1943, when Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten took over as Supreme Allied Commander of the newly created South East Asia Command (SEAC). At the “Quadrant” Conference, the British and Americans agreed upon a greatly expanded role for Long Range Penetration Operations in north Burma where the opening up of a land route to China and maintaining the tempo of the airlift was to be a priority. All offensive actions to the south—such as the taking of Akyab/Ramree; further operations into Sumatra, Moulmein, and the Kra Isthmus leading up to Bangkok; and even operations into Singapore via the Malacca Straits—were to be studies for the future.164

There was little military activity during the monsoon season. The Japanese had four divisions in Burma during this period, the 55th in the Arakan and the 33rd in the Chin Hills. North Burma was covered by the 18th Japanese Division in Hukawing, Myitkyina, Laukjaung, and Htagaw, as well as the 56th Division in Salween. By November, a fifth Japanese division arrived in the Mawlaik-Homalin area. Other than the occupation of Falan, Haka, and Fort White in the Chin Hills the Japanese remained on the defensive in November. For the Allied forces this was a period of rebuilding, reinforcement, and training. The air force in particular was greatly strengthened. On June 25, 1943, there were 2,453 aircraft in India, but by November this total had jumped to 3,699 aircraft. The number of Hurricane fighters rose from 677 to 1,088, while the number of Spitfire fighters rose from a mere 13 to 153. The USAAF 10th Air Force also greatly increased in strength and brought in Mustang fighters to protect its airfields in Assam and escort its bombers. The air ferry to Kunming increased its tonnage from 3,100 tons in June to 8,632 by October 1943. The army also underwent buildup and reorganization. On October 15, the Eastern Army was split into the Eastern Command under Lieutenant-General A. G. O. M. Mayne and the 14th Army initially under General Sir George Giffard. The IEF was redesignated 33rd Corps. The success of Wingate’s 77th Brigade led to an expansion of the Long Range Penetration Groups. They would be increased to a force of six—and later eight—brigades. These forces became the Special Forces with a headquarters established at Gwalior on April 25. The 77th was joined by the 111th Indian Brigade and the 70th British Division.165

When the war began the Indian Army was undergoing massive expansion, and the old martial races recruitment system had fallen by the wayside. This “new” Indian Army now caused concern for the British. On May 10, Leopold Amery, the secretary of state for India and Burma, had noted “a considerable proportion of the present army are mercenary in a lower sense; they are in it for what they can get and not actuated at any rate when they join, by devotion to a distant throne or any sentiment of loyalty to the ‘colours.’”166 Churchill also readily accepted this perception of an unreliable Indian Army, and at his instigation the War Cabinet that Clement Attlee (May 20, 1943) presided over agreed to curtail the Indian Army’s expansion to 15 infantry divisions and two armored divisions. Auchinleck dissented, and in a letter to the chief of the Imperial General Staff on September 9, 1943, he pointed out that “if the Army in India is to meet its present and future commitments in full, no large scale reduction can be made in the combatant ranks of the Indian Army.”167 For Auchinleck, maintaining military effectiveness should be the governing principle if reductions were to be made. Instead he proposed that experienced Indian divisions from the Middle East be sent back to India so that he could “dispense with a number of more recently raised units and formations, which must be of a lower standard than those which have served for long periods overseas.”168 In actuality, the fear that the Indian Army would rebel was unfounded as neither the Congress Party’s “Quit India” movement to force the British out of India, or Bose’s INA, had any impact upon the army’s morale or sense of duty. Although the army’s expansion may have been curtailed, a key element of the Commonwealth forces’ reorganization was a process of extensive retraining. In order to provide the necessary officers for static formation headquarters, it was decided to establish in August 1943 a series of 60-man short courses at the Staff College in Quetta. These candidates were usually overage officers who could no longer undertake staff duties in active field formations. The paucity of Indian officers was also tackled by replacing the Indian civil and military selection boards with centralized system in General headquarters, based upon a scientific selection system that had already evolved in the United Kingdom. It was believed that this system would cut down on wastage and select the right officer for the right task. The syllabus of the Tactical School was comprehensively revised to cover jungle warfare rather than desert warfare as had been the case up to now. A new Officer Cadre Training Unit for the Indian Armored Corps was set up in Ahmednagar. Many of the soldiers sent into Malaya and Burma had been raw recruits with very little basic training. This was now rectified by expanding the training period to 11 months with nine of them devoted to basic training in regimental centers and two in special jungle training divisions. The 14th Indian Division in Chhindwara and the 39th Indian Division in Saharanpur were converted to jungle training divisions. Each Indian battalion had to complete jungle training in one of these divisions. British troops were sent for jungle training to the newly formed 52nd British Infantry Brigade in Budni in Bhopal State. With the establishment of these training divisions, the Jungle Warfare Training Center at Raiwala was used to train complete units. The three battalions of the 50th Indian Parachute Brigade were trained here. A second jungle warfare school was opened in Shimoga in Mysore State to train British and Indian Army instructors in the techniques of living and fighting in the jungle. On April 25, Rear-Admiral E. H. Maund was appointed the director of combined operations in India. A new combined arms training center at Cocanada on the east supplemented the one on the west coast near Bombay. It was tasked with wet-shod training for an assault brigade group and a beach group together with their quota of divisional, corps, and army troops, and their RAF and RN components.169

The training establishments were also supplied with a series of new Military Training Pamphlets that incorporated the lessons from Malaya and later on Burma. The first No. 9 pamphlet, Notes on Forest Warfare, which was published in January 1942 in the aftermath of Malaya, examined Japanese infiltration tactics, outflanking maneuvers, and the use of tanks. The pamphlet suggested defense in depth and mobility with lightly laden troops as a response to the Japanese tactics.170 Following the retreat from Burma, a third more substantial (73 pages to 26) edition of the Military Training Pamphlet No. 9 was introduced in August of 1942. The third edition reinforced the Japanese troops’ tactical qualities as having “mobility, speed, infiltration and encirclement.” As a response to these tactics, the pamphlet suggested adopting the defensive box used in the North African campaign. The boxes were to be secured with wire, mines, and machine guns; fully stocked for sieges, they were to be placed across the Japanese line of approach “so that if the enemy by-passes the first he will bump the second and so on, and so that he can be squeezed between them by counter-attack from each side.”171 The Army in India Training Memorandums supplemented the Military Training Pamphlet No. 9. The No. 14 and 15 memorandums dealt with tactical lessons learned in Malaya. They called for keeping equipment to a minimum, maximizing firepower, maintaining fire discipline so as not to give in to Japanese jitter parties, immediate counterattacks, passing on information, intensive patrolling, and ensuring good physical fitness.172 Memorandum No. 20 gave more importance to jungle warfare tactics, and No. 21 incorporated American and Australian experiences from the Pacific campaigns.173 In September 1943, the fourth and final version of the Military Training Manual No. 9, The Jungle Book, was put out. This new 63-page book incorporated all the latest lessons from Burma and the Pacific. It was liberally interspersed with photos and cartoons to make it more accessible to the soldiers. In addition to covering jungle warfare infantry tactics, The Jungle Book addressed the issue of taking on Japanese bunker-style defenses with artillery, tanks, and aircraft.174 In addition to these training manuals and memorandums, the Military Intelligence Directorate, General Headquarters India, printed two editions of Japanese in Battle in May 1943 and August 1944. Using captured Japanese documents, the first edition analyzed aspects of Japanese offensive and defensive tactics, including roadblocks, reconnaissance, strategic mobility, attacking fortified positions, and night operations.175 The second edition examined specific battles in Burma to offer a more nuanced examination of Japanese operations and tactics.176

When SEAC met on November 15, 1943, the Eastern Army’s reorganization continued, and a new 11th Army Group headquarters was established with General Sir George Giffard as commander. The 14th Army now assumed control of what had been the Eastern Army’s sector. The 14th Army’s commander was Lieutenant-General William Slim, former commander of Burma Corps. The 14th Army consisted of 4th Corps (Lieutenant-General Geoffry Scoones) with the 17th, 20th, and 23rd Indian divisions; the 15th Corps (Lieutenant-General Phillip Christison) with the 5th, 7th, and 26th Indian divisions, 81st West African Division. In addition, SEAC was allotted the 33rd Indian Corps (Lieutenant-General Montagu Stopford) the 2nd British Division, the 19th Indian Division, and the 36th Indian Division, code cover of Major-General Wingate’s Special Forces of six Long Range Penetration (LRP) brigades—the 14th, 16th, and the 23rd British brigades; the 77th and the 111th Indian brigades; and the 3rd West African Brigade (from 81st West African Division). The corps also had the 50th Indian Tank Brigade and the 3rd Special Services Brigade with No. 5 and No. 44 Royal Marine Commandos. The 15th Corps was deployed in the Arakan along a line from Tenkaf to Taung Bazaar facing the Japanese 55th Division with its headquarters in Akyab. The 143rd Regiment held the Buthidaung to Maungdaw front while the 112th and 213th Regiments were held in reserve. The 4th Corps held the Imphal and Tiddim areas of the central front against the 214th and 215th regiments of the 33rd Japanese Division. In north Burma, the American-trained and American-equipped Chinese 22nd and 38th divisions under General Stilwell were in the Ledo to Maigkwan area facing the Japanese 18th Division—the 114th Regiment between Myitkyina and Sumprabum, the 56th Regiment near Katha and Rail Indaw, and the 55th Regiment between Wuntho and Shwebo.177

In early January 1944, General Giffard instructed Slim to initiate an offensive to take the Naf River’s mouth and secure Maungdaw-Buthidaung. The Japanese had turned the area of the Tunnels, the highest point of the Mayu Range between Maungdaw and Buthidaung into a fortress anchored by buttresses of Razabil in the west and Letwedet to the east. The 5th Indian Division was to take Razabil, while the 7th Indian Division seized Buthidaung and cut off the Letwedet buttress. The 81st West African Division was to move down the Kaladan River and take Kyauktaw and eventually cut the Kanzauk-Hitwe Road, the main Japanese line of communication between the Kaladan and Kalapanzin Valleys. The land portion of this operation was to commence only after the 2nd British Division landed farther down the Mayu Peninsula to trap the Japanese 55th Division between themselves and the 15th Corps. However, the priority of Operation Overlord meant that no amphibious assets were available for this operation (Pigstick), and it was abandoned. The land offensive began on January 19 when the 5th Indian Division took Maungdaw and engaged the Razabil fortress. By the end of January, the division had managed to capture all but the main Razabil fortress in the Tunnels area.178 The 7th Indian Division also toiled to seize the Japanese strongpoint features “Pimples” and “Able,” north of the Maungdaw-Buthidaung Road. The 7/2 Punjab took “Pimples” on January 22, and “Able” fell to the 4/1 Gurkha Rifles and the King’s Own Scottish Borderers on January 30.179 The Japanese, in anticipation of land and sea assaults in the Arakan, decided to create a new Army Group for the region to allow the Burma Area Army to concentrate on operations against eastern India. As a result, the 28th Army was announced on January 15. Lieutenant-General Shozo Sakurai, the 33rd Division’s former commander, was appointed the 28th Army commander on January 7, 1944.180

The Japanese also had been planning an offensive prior to the launch of the 15th Corps’ attack on January 19. The Japanese 55th Division (Lieutenant-General Tadashi Hanaya) was designated to launch this attack. The Japanese offensive plan (Operation Ha-Go) called for their forces to pass through and around the 7th Indian Division’s left flank and Taung Bazaar from the east, and sever the Bawli Bazaar–Razabil Road. The main assault would be intended to destroy the 7th Indian Division in the area east of the Mayu Range with a pincer movement launched simultaneously from the north and the south. An isolated 5th Indian Division in the Maungdaw area would now be attacked and destroyed, and its remnants driven across the Naf River.181 The Tanahashi Force the (112th Regiment with elements of 143rd Regiment, artillery and engineer units) and Kubo Force (one battalion of the 213th Regiment, artillery units) attacked on February 4. They moved against the 7th Indian Division’s left flank at Taung Bazaar through the 114th Brigade’s positions. At the same time the Doi Force (the 143 Regiment with artillery units) made frontal attacks north and northwest of Buthidaung. Fortunately, a brigade of the 7th Indian Division, which had been relieved by a brigade from the 5th Indian Division, was still in the area and was diverted to stop the Japanese advance south from Taung Bazaar. This was only partially successful as the Japanese forces were able to outflank the brigade and overran the position of the 7th Indian Division’s headquarters. The divisional commander, Major-General Frank Messervy, managed to regain control by the evening, and he ordered his brigades to dig in for all-around defense.182 The 33rd northeast of Buthidaung and the 114th at Kwazon were to dig in, while the 7th Division headquarters and part of the 89th and 9th brigades prepared a defensive box in the divisional maintenance area, or Administrative Box position in the area of Awlanbyin and Sinzweya. The 7th Division “Admin Box” was to bear the brunt of the Japanese offensive after they had cut the Ngakyedauk Pass.183 By February 9, a regular airdrop of supplies to the boxes began, and by February 12 an airstrip for evacuating the wounded was built at Taung Bazaar. During the 21-day siege, the Dakota planes dropped 1,626 tons of supplies.184 The Japanese launched fierce assaults against the box backed by the fire of 150mm heavy guns, but the combined fire of artillery and the 25th Dragoon’s M3 Lee tanks repelled them.185 At this point the 26th Indian Division, which had been moved up to Bawli Bazaar, began to move against the Japanese, and the 5th Indian Division began to clear the Ngakyedauk Pass.186 By February 17, the Japanese attacks began to slacken, and their forward positions began to be abandoned.187 The Japanese fought bitterly to stem the three Indian divisions’ advance. For the first time in the east, a major Japanese infiltration attack had not only been repelled but also Commonwealth forces were counterattacking successfully. By February 20, the Japanese forces, short of food and ammunition and suffering heavy casualties, began to fall back piecemeal, and many units were decimated.188 On February 24, Ngakyedauk Pass reopened signaling the complete failure of the first Japanese offensive toward India. Of the 8,000 Japanese soldiers who began the offensive some 4,500 dead were counted on the battlefield. The number swelled to 6,000 during the pursuit.189

The Japanese Ha-Go offensive in the Arakan was part of a much larger offensive into India called Operation U-Go. This was the brainchild of Lieutenant-General Renya Mutaguchi, the 18th Japanese Division’s former commander, who had been promoted to lead the 15th Army (headquarters in Maymyo since April 15, 1943) on March 18, 1943.190 The plan called for taking the British base of operations in Imphal before the latter could use it to launch an offensive into Burma. The 33rd Division would attack from the south and take Imphal, while the 15th Division launched a supporting assault from the east. After consultation with the Burma Army (General Kawabe Masakazu, General Officer Commanding) it was decided that both the 33rd (Lieutenant-General Motozō Yanagida) and 15th (Lieutenant-General Masafumi Yamauchi) divisions would attack from the south while four battalions of the 31st Division (Lieutenant-General Kōtoku Satō) would attack Kohima and cut off the 4th Corps’ retreat from the Imphal plain. The plan underwent further revision by Mutaguchi. He now decided upon a multiple-front timed advance. On March 8, the 33rd Division would launch a surprise attack on the 17th Indian Division and cut the Imphal-Tiddim Road at Tonzang 40 miles north of Tiddim. Another roadblock would be established at milestone 100 to prevent reinforcements from arriving from Imphal. At the same time, another unit, the Yamamoto Force, was to advance north up the Kabaw Valley toward Tamu. Having thus engaged General Scoones’s full attention, Mutaguchi would release his other two divisions to attack a week later on March 15. The 15th Division would strike west from the Chindwin and arrive to the northwest of Imphal cutting the Imphal-Kohima Road. The 31st Division would advance from the northeast directly toward Imphal and cut the Imphal-Dimapur Road preventing any relief from getting to Imphal. After some doubts, Tokyo authorized the plan in early January 1944, and General Kawabe of the Burma Army gave his consent later that month.191 The Ha-Go offensive in the Arakan was intended not only to destroy the 15th Corps but also to draw Commonwealth reserves into the area and away from Imphal. The U-Go offensive was timed to begin in March 1944, three weeks after Operation Ha-Go’s launch.192

The British began to see Japanese preparation for an offensive across the Chindwin in February. The Indian 4th Corps (headquarters in Imphal, Lieutenant-General Geoffry Scoones) was deployed in defense of the region. The 50th Indian Parachute Brigade was in the Kohima-Jessami Road area (later moved to Ukhrul); the 254th Indian Tank Brigade (Brigadier R. A. L. Scoones) was at the Dimapur-Imphal Road; the 23rd Indian Division (Major-General Ouvry Roberts) had one brigade in the Ukhrul area and two brigades south and southeast of Imphal; the 20th Indian Division (Major-General Douglas Gracey) was deployed on the Tamu Road and in the Kabaw Valley; and the 17th Indian Light Division (two brigades, Major-General David T. Cowan) was in Tiddim. The RAF 221st Group was headquartered in Imphal with 10 fighter and bomber squadrons deployed in airfields in the region.193 On March 7, General Giffard sent Slim an army instruction warning him that the Japanese were about to launch their largest invasion in Burma against the 4th Corps.194 In preparation to meet the Japanese offensive, Slim moved the 5th Indian Division from the Arakan to the Imphal-Kohima area in March; the 7th Indian Division was also moved from the Arakan to Dimapur in April where it joined the 2nd British Division arriving from Bombay as part of the 33rd Corps (Lieutenant-General Stopford). General Scoones, the 4th Corps commander, had given the 17th Indian Division instructions on May 13 to withdraw from Tiddim rather than being cut off. However, the divisional commander Major-General David T. “Punch” Cowan, unaware that the Japanese 33rd Division had already begun infiltrating behind his positions, waited too long and had to engage in hard fighting to break through the Japanese blockade. Tiddim was evacuated at 5:00 p.m. on March 14; 16,000 men, 2,500 vehicles, and 3,500 mules pulled out of an area 15 miles in radius around Tiddim.195 The 63rd Indian Brigade formed the advance guard, while the 48th Indian Division formed the rear guard. The same day the 63rd Indian brigade came up against a Japanese roadblock on the Tiddim Road. This was finally cleared the next day after the 1/3 Gurkha Rifles attacked with the support from artillery firing over open sights.196 On March 17, the 48th Indian Brigade moved out of its position at milestone 144 near Tonzang. The 63rd Brigade’s rear guard fought hard to prevent the Japanese from advancing north of Tonzang.197 On March 26, the brigade withdrew to milestone 109, which had to be retaken from the Japanese. The 48th Indian Brigade in turn operated against Japanese infiltrators between milestone 105 and 98. At this point, the 37th and 49th Indian brigades from the 23rd Indian Division arrived to help.198 Between March 24 and 28, much confused fighting occurred as the Japanese set up constant roadblocks that were defeated. On March 28, milestone 100 was taken, and the 37th Brigade’s patrols made contact with the 23rd Indian Division. Heavy fighting continued, and the final Japanese roadblock on milestone 71 was cleared on April 2. Despite continued Japanese attempts to block the road, the 17th Indian Division moved north of milestone 41 near Churachandpur on April 5. The previous day it reached Imphal from where it evacuated 1,200 wounded by air. The 17th Indian Division’s 162-mile withdrawal was another first during the Burma War. The division successfully tackled the Japanese tactic of infiltration and roadblocks, and it withdrew in good order with most of its equipment. The support from the 23rd Indian Division was vital as was air support, which in addition to regular supply drops carried out extensive strikes against Japanese roadblocks.199 An officer of the 37th Brigade, when informed of yet another Japanese roadblock behind him at milestone 72, replied that “information of this sort can be taken with comparative equanimity when air superiority is assured and the last few days have given us the confidence in our air dropping.”200 The whole of the 4th Corps was resupplied by air. Other than the heaviest of equipment, all supplies that the entire division needed could be air-dropped. Jeep engines, Chevrolets, and Bailey bridge girders were dropped via cluster parachutes. Livestock including mules, goats, sheep, and hens were also dropped. The divisions were kept refueled with drops of 44-gallon oil and petrol drums. In addition to equipment and ammunition, the airdrops delivered 14,317,000 pounds of rations, 835,000 gallons of fuel and lubricants, 12,000 bags of mail, and 43,475,760 cigarettes.201 Offensive air support came from four Hurricane fighter-bomber squadrons, which flew more than 2,000 sorties in the Churachandpur area of the Imphal-Tiddim Road, against the roadblock at Kanglatongbi, and against Japanese troop concentrations trying to open the Tamu-Palel Road.202

On March 15, the 15th Japanese Division crossed the Chindwin at Thaungdut while the 33rd Japanese Division crossed it at Homalin and Tamanthi. The 20th Indian Division was withdrawn to a position northwest of Tamu across the road leading to Imphal. A few days later, the Japanese took Ukhrul from the 50th Indian Parachute Brigade (Brigadier M. Hope-Thompson). The brigade then moved to Sangshak on March 21. There the brigade created a “box” and imposed a vital six-day delay in the Japanese advance down the Ukhrul-Imphal Road allowing the 5th Indian Division to consolidate in the area.203 The delay also meant that the Japanese forces were deprived of much-needed captured supplies. Japanese forces had started the operation with only two weeks of supplies.204 Their resupply plan was based upon seizing the Commonwealth supply depots at Kanglatongbi, in the northeast of the Imphal Plain, or at Dimapur. The Japanese 15th Division allocated one regiment to the specific task of seizing the Kanglatongbi depot by March 27. The six-day delay imposed at Sangshak meant that the 9th Indian Brigade (5th Indian Division), which had flown in from the Arakan, was able to destroy the supply depot at Kanglatongbi a day before the Japanese arrived there.205 The stand at Sangshak also revealed valuable intelligence in the form of a map case from a dead Japanese officer. The map revealed that the Japanese were planning to attack Imphal and Kohima with two separate divisions—the 15th and the 31st.206 The Japanese advance toward Imphal from the south and southeast continued, but the 20th Indian Division (Major-General Douglas Gracey) contested it. By the first week of May, the 23rd Indian Division and elements of the 5th and 17th Indian divisions advancing north and northeast of Imphal stalled the Japanese offensive to take Imphal. The 20th Indian Division had to fall back up the Palel Road amid heavy fighting against the Yamamoto Force (combined units of the 15th and 33rd Japanese divisions under Major-General Tsunoru Yamamoto).207 Prior to its withdrawal the division had evacuated much of the supplies from the vital Moreh administrative base. They set the remaining supplies of grain and oil on fire prior to the division’s (32nd Brigade) withdrawal on March 31. The day before on March 29 the Japanese Honda Raiding Unit had established a roadblock on the Imphal-Kohima Road, which completely isolated the 4th Corps.208 By April 4, the 4th Corps’ three divisions were concentrated in and around the Imphal Plain. They were deployed in a 100-mile horseshoe-shaped front from Kanglatongbi in the north through Nungshigum, Shenam, and Shuganu-Torbung on the Tiddim Road. The 5th Division was at Kanglatongbi and Kameng defending against Japanese attacks from the north and northeast. The 20th Division was in Shenam guarding the approaches to the Imphal Plain from Tamu and the southeast. The 23rd Division guarded the south, and the 17th Division was rebuilding after its long retreat.209

On April 13, the 5th Indian Division attacked the Japanese established on Nungshigum heights just 6 miles from Imphal. After a bloody battle, which saw the division use its entire artillery—three fighter-bomber squadrons and two companies of the 1st Dogras and the 3rd Carabiniers Tank Regiment—the position was taken on April 14.210 The 20th Indian Division was deployed to man the Shenam saddle, a series of hills 5,000 feet above sea level. If the Japanese seized this vital position, they could overlook the Palel airfield and the supply dumps around it. They could also use this as a base for an offensive into the Imphal Plain. Not surprisingly, Major-General Yamamoto’s force launched a four-month-long campaign to take it. An initial Japanese attack enabled them to seize Nippon Hill. Their next target was Sit Post 6 miles from Nippon Hill, which a company of 3/1 Gurkha defended. The Japanese attack on April 14 was supported by soldiers of the INA who called upon the Gurkhas to join them. The Gurkhas repelled the assault, which left behind more than 100 Japanese dead, including 13 officers, one of whom was a major and possibly the battalion commander. More desperate attacks were mounted against Crete, Cyprus, and Scraggy posts. By April 23, the Japanese had taken Cyprus and Crete East. On May 7, the Japanese made a heavy assault on Crete West, and despite the Devons and the 3/1 Gurkha’s best efforts the position fell. The Scraggy post was now the 80th Brigade’s easternmost position on the Shenam saddle. On May 10, the 3/1 Gurkha redeployed between the Scraggy and Reserve Hill positions. An overwhelming Japanese assault preceded by an artillery bombardment came that night. At 4:30 a.m. the commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel C. M. H. Wingfield, called in divisional artillery fire directly upon his position. This helped save the positions. The next morning, the Borders Battalion arrived to relieve the battered Gurkhas. Japanese losses in killed alone were estimated at 800 including a colonel and a major. On May 13, Scoones ordered the 23rd Indian Division to relieve the 20th Indian Division at Shenam. The 23rd Indian Division took over the Palel-Tamu Road position and repulsed several Japanese attacks.211 The 20th Division then moved to the northeast of Imphal and began to move on Ukhrul to take on the 15th Japanese Division.212

After their defeat on the Tiddim Road, the Japanese sought to break into the Imphal from the west via the Bishenpur-Silchar track. The 20th Indian Division’s 32nd Indian Brigade (Brigadier Mackenzie), which had been transferred to the 17th Indian Division’s control, was deployed in Bishenpur allowing it to relieve the exhausted 49th Brigade. The 17th Indian Division was now heavily engaged with the Japanese 33rd Division south of Bishenpur. On April 22, the brigade attacked the Japanese in their positions astride the Tiddim Road 4 miles north of Ningthoukhong, but a lack of reserves and adequate artillery support prevented decisive results.213 The fighting in the Bishenpur-Moirang area accounted for some of the Burma War’s most brutal combat. Three Indian infantry brigades (the 32nd, the 48th, and the 63rd) took on the Japanese 33rd Division in a series of bloody attacks and counterattacks. Bishenpur’s capture was essential to the Japanese offensive toward Imphal. The main road there alone could support tanks, heavy guns, and trucks needed to mount and sustain an all-out offensive against Imphal from the west. On May 14, the Japanese 214th Regiment of the 33rd Division received orders to advance through the hill country north of the Silchar Track near Nunggang village and attack Imphal from the northwest cutting off the Commonwealth line of retreat. The Japanese 215th Regiment would then take Bishenpur and attack up the road to Imphal. After a forced march, the 214th reached Nunggang on May 19, and the next day the Japanese 215th Regiment stormed Bishenpur. A force of 150 men secured a foothold in the northwest corner of the village. However, strong counterattacks eliminated this threat, and on May 25th the Japanese delivered a last feeble attack, this time by the 214th Regiment, which was destroyed. It was during this intense fighting that orders arrived from the 15th Army relieving General Yanagida (sick with tuberculosis), the 33rd Division’s commander. Major-General (later promoted to Lieutenant-General) Nobuo Tanaka replaced him.214 During the intense fighting over a period of two months, both sides suffered heavy losses. The Japanese 33rd Division (214th and 215th regiments) lost thousands of men and was in poor condition. When the Japanese 214th Regiment finally received permission to withdraw in early July, the regiment, which began the offensive with more than 4,000 men, was down to 400 men with only half of them in fighting condition. The 151st Infantry Regiment was even worse off with less than 100 survivors. The 33rd Japanese Division was forced to adapt to infiltration and guerilla tactics to combat the Commonwealth forces.215 The Commonwealth losses were also heavy. The 1st West Yorks (63rd Brigade) were reduced to only 154 men in three companies. The intensity of the fighting can be gauged by the fact that three Gurkha soldiers—rifleman Ganja Lama of the 1/7 Gurkha, Naik Agan Singh Rai and Subedar Netrabahadur Thapa both from the 2/5 Royal Gurkha Rifles—were awarded Victoria Crosses.216 The Japanese push to take Imphal from the south had failed. The 5th Indian Division, which had relieved the 17th Indian Division217 in mid-July, now moved north along the main Kohima to Imphal Road against strong Japanese resistance (the 15th Japanese Division). By June the division had driven the Japanese from Kanglatongbi 15 miles north of Imphal.218 On June 22, troops of the 5th Indian Division met troops of the 2nd British Division (coming down from Dimapur) at milestone 109 breaking the siege of Imphal.219 The southern thrust of U-Go had gone disastrously wrong for the Japanese. With limited ammunition and supplies, the Japanese troops were starving within a few weeks. They had to subsist on grass, bamboo, and the occasional pack animal. The intense fighting had inflicted 9,000 casualties not counting losses to artillery fire, air attacks, and disease. The Japanese 15th and 31st divisions’ commanders repeatedly entreated Mutaguchi for reinforcements, supplies, and ammunition. When they were not forthcoming, the 31st Division retreated from Kohima without permission. Mutaguchi, dissatisfied with their performance, replaced the 33rd Division commander (General Yanagida) in May and the 15th Division (General Yamauchi) and the 31st Division (General Satō) commanders in June, an unprecedented move that caused tremendous consternation among the 15th Army staff officers.220 On the Allied side, the strategy of pulling back and destroying the Japanese attack on the Imphal Plain’s perimeter had worked. General Scoones, the 4th Corps commander, had even ordered the 1st Indian Brigade to halt its advance to Ukhrul since it was easier to kill the Japanese in the open area near Litan than in the dense jungle farther on.221

The Japanese 31st Division began its assault toward Kohima with an assault on the Kharasom and Jessami on March 27 and 28, 1944. The 1st Assam Regiment defended the posts for several days before withdrawing. As the Japanese forces moved toward Kohima and Dimapur, the 5th Indian Division’s 161st Brigade (airlifted to Dimapur on March 26), which had been building up on Manipur Road, also moved toward Kohima.222 The town was initially left exposed as the main base at Dimapur, through which ran the main railway line, was considered to be vital for the 33rd Corps’ buildup. (The 33rd Corps headquarters reached Dimapur on April 8.)223 The Queen’s Own Royal West Kent Regiment’s 4th Battalion (Lieutenant-Colonel John Laverty) arrived just as the Japanese assault on Kohima commenced. The remainder of the brigade advanced into the hills at Jotsoma within 4 miles of Kohima. There the brigade formed a defensive box that was quickly surrounded. The Japanese 31st Division commenced its attack on Kohima on the night of April 4–5 with two full-strength regiments (each of brigade strength). On the morning of April 5, the 58th Infantry Regiment’s 3rd Battalion overran the old town of Kohima and took Garrison Hill. Major-General Miyazaki, thinking that the British had pulled out of Kohima, then ordered the 3rd Battalion to move on to Cheswama. The blunder allowed the defenders to retake Garrison Hill.224 The Assam Regiment, Shere Regiment of the Maharaja of Nepal, and the 4th Battalion West Kents opposed the unceasing 14-day assault.225 Personnel from administrative units and a hospital camp were also pressed into the defensive line organized around four boxes. There were ample supplies of food and ammunition, and a water source was found on April 5, after the Japanese had cut the town’s water pipeline. On April 11, an airdrop of water and 3-inch mortar ammunition occurred. On April 15 and 18, the Japanese launched desperate attacks, which were repelled from the footholds they had gained. Strong air support and artillery fire aided the defenders. Meanwhile, the British 2nd Division (Major-General John Grover) had arrived at Dimapur, and its 5th British Brigade was ordered to break through the Japanese blockade and connect with the 161st Brigade at Jotsoma. The brigade began its offensive on April 11, attacking the Japanese roadblock at milestone 32. On April 14, the brigade attacked the major Japanese roadblock defensive positions at milestone 38. The entire divisional artillery took part with each gun firing 160 shells. The 1st Camerons and five Lee tanks broke through the shattered Japanese defenses.226 On April 15, the 5th Brigade overran the Japanese roadblock at milestone 40 and met up with the 161st Brigade moving west from Jotsoma. At 8:30 a.m. on April 18, the 1/1 Punjab of the 161st Brigade in the Jotsoma box launched an attack on the Japanese positions around Kohima. After an intense bombardment with tank support, they broke through and made contact with the garrison, thus ending the 15-day siege. The relief came just as the Kohima defenders had been driven into a small hill—Summer Hill—in the center of the defensive perimeter. On April 20, the 2nd British Division’s 6th Brigade, which also fought through the Japanese positions on the Dimapur-Kohima Road, arrived in Kohima. The breakthrough to Kohima coincided with the Japanese 31st Division going on the defensive. On April 19, the division received orders to divert three infantry battalions and one artillery battalion under Major-General Miyazaki to the Imphal front. From this point on the 31st Division acted in purely a defensive role to prevent the Commonwealth forces from advancing south toward Imphal.227

The Japanese had built up a formidable series of defenses around the Kohima area. The 2nd British Division was now tasked with clearing them. The 6th British Brigade was to keep attacking in the center while the 4th and 5th brigades rolled up the right and left flanks. The 23rd LRP Brigade was to attack Japanese lines of communication east of Kohima. On April 21, the 5th Brigade attacked on the left hook and took Merema. On the night of April 25/26 the right hook attack commenced when the 4th Brigade moved to Khonoma and came down to the heavily defended GPT Ridge on May 1. In the center, the 6th Brigade repulsed several Japanese attempts to push it out of Garrison Hill. The Japanese in turn repulsed the brigade’s attempts to take their positions at Shrewsbury. On May 4, the three brigades renewed their assault with the full weight of divisional artillery and tank support from the 149th Regiment Royal Armored Corps. The 4th and 5th brigades were to converge on Jail Hill, while the 6th Brigade took Naga village. Despite heavy losses 4th Brigade took part of GPT Ridge, and the 5th managed to enter Naga village. The 6th Brigade, however, was stalled at Kuki Picquet and FSD Hill. The heavy Japanese fire from Jail Hill stalled the attacks on GPT Ridge and FSD Hill. On May 6, the 7th Indian Division’s 33rd Brigade joined the battle, and on May 7, the 1st Queens attacked Jail Hill. They reached the top, but heavy enfilade fire from the Japanese on GPT Hill and DIS forced them back.228 Between May 4 and 7 the division’s 38 howitzers of 3.7-inch and 48 field guns—25-pounders—had fired 3,000 and 7,000 rounds, respectively. The artillery was supported by massed fire of 3-inch mortars, as well as strafing and bombing runs by Hurricane and Vultee Vengeance fighter-bombers.229 The shelling and bombing had little effect upon the well-built Japanese bunkers. However, two 5.5-inch medium guns from Dimapur were very effective and fired 1,500 shells. They and the tanks’ 75mm guns were the only weapons that had the ability to destroy Japanese positions on the steep slopes of GPT and FSD Ridges.230 On the night of May 10/11, the 33rd Indian Brigade attacked Jail Hill and the DIS (Detail Issue Section) area. The assault occurred under cover of smoke and with all available artillery fire and tank support. By noon Jail Hill was taken (1st Queens and 4/1 Gurkha Rifles) after heavy fighting, and by nightfall the 4/15 Punjab and the 4/1 Gurkha clung to hard-won positions just yards from the top of DIS Hill. On May 12, tanks came up to help clear the last pockets on Jail Hill, while the 1st Royal Berkshires finally took FSD Ridge and found an entire fortified tunnel complex with a battalion headquarters. On May 13, the 2nd Battalion Dorsetshire Regiment supported by the Lee tanks of B Squadron 149th Tank Regiment took the hard-fought-over positions of the tennis court and the deputy commissioner’s bungalow.231 The same day the Japanese evacuated the DIS area, and their remnants were mopped up at Kuki Picquet, FSD, and Jail Hill. The 4/1 Gurkha took Treasury Hill on May 15.232 On May 19, the 5th Brigade attacked Naga village. The main defenses were at Point 5120 atop the village, and an initial assault was repulsed. The 33rd Indian Brigade now took over and tried on May 23, with artillery fire from the 5/22nd Medium Artillery Battery’s 5.5-inch guns and tank support. However, this attack too was repulsed. On May 29, three 5.5-inch guns were used in the direct fire mode at 1,500 yards to demolish Japanese bunkers on Point 5120 with each gun firing 300 rounds. Tanks also came up to deliver pinpoint fire, and air attacks by Hurricane fighter-bombers were made 100 yards from the Indian attackers. By June 2, the Japanese defenders cracked, evacuated Naga village, and retreated eastward. The intense pressure on Naga village isolated the last Japanese defensive position on Aradura Spur to the south. It was attacked by the 6th British Brigade, and after heavy fighting, the Japanese abandoned the position on the night of June 5, 1944. The battle for Kohima was over. On June 20, the 31st Division began an unauthorized withdrawal from Kohima. The postwar Japanese review termed it a desertion and a retreat toward Ukhrul.233 With the Japanese in retreat, the 23rd LRP Brigade cleared the Jessami area and moved south toward the Kohima-Imphal Road. The 2nd British Division, with the 161st Indian Brigade (formerly with the 5th Indian Division but was transferred to the 7th Indian Division) operating along its left flank, moved south down the Imphal Road from Kohima in pursuit of the Japanese. At 12:45 p.m. on June 22, the 2nd British Division met troops from the 5th Indian Division at milestone 109 (29 miles from Imphal) bringing together the 4th and 33rd Corps and opening the route between Kohima and Imphal.234 The Japanese 31st Division was virtually annihilated during this counteroffensive. From April 3 to June 23, the division lost 3,384 dead and 3,931 wounded. As late as June 19, the chief of staff of the 15th Army met General Satō, commander of the 31st Division at Lungshong, and ordered him to stop his retreat and rejoin the battle south of the 15th Division. However, Satō had had enough and, pointing out to the failure of the 15th Army to reinforce and resupply his division, continued his retreat to Humine.235 This placed the 15th Division in a precarious position in the subsequent fighting, which resulted in Major-General Miyazaki (promoted to Lieutenant-General on June 27) replacing Satō as division commander.236 While historians have concentrated on the Battle of Kohima, the hammer portion of the pivotal moment in the Burma war, it was the battle around the Imphal Plains, the anvil that shattered Mutaguchi’s hopes for Operation U-Go. Japanese estimates of their losses in the campaign reveal the staggering extent of the defeat. The 31st Division started the campaign with 20,000 men and lost 15,000. The 15th Division began with 20,000 men and lost 16,000. The 33rd Division began with 25,000 and lost 21,000. The Japanese rear echelon units started the campaign with 50,000 men and lost 15,000. All told, the Japanese casualties numbered 65,000 with at least 13,500 killed. The Allied casualties from March 4 to June 17 numbered 12,525 of whom 2,669 were killed.237 On July 8, General Kawabe sent a signal to Mutaguchi ordering the 15th Army to prepare for withdrawal.238 The same day Slim issued an Operation Instruction to the 33rd and 4th Corps to destroy all Japanese forces west of the Chindwin.239 The retreat to the Chindwin revealed the true horror of the Japanese defeat. The route of the 15th Army’s retreat through the area between the Yu and Chindwin Rivers was littered with the bodies of thousands of dead and dying Japanese soldiers. The Chindwin itself was swollen to a width of 1,000 to 1,500 yards. No river crossing preparations had been made, and there was little food or forage in the designated assembly areas west of the Chindwin.240 Senior Private Monobu Wada of the 31st Division leaves behind an especially vivid and harrowing description:


The bodies of our comrades who had struggled along the track before us lay all around, rain sodden and giving of the stench of decomposition. The bones of some bodies were exposed. Even with the support of our sticks we fell among the corpses again and again as we stumbled on rocks and tree roots. . . . Thousands upon thousands of maggots crept out of the bodies lying in streams and were carried away by the fast-flowing waters.241



On August 30, Lieutenant-General Hyotaro Kimura replaced Lieutenant-General Masakazu Kawabe as commander of the Burma Area Army. Lieutenant-General Shihachi Katamura (former commander of the 54th Division) replaced Lieutenant-General Mutaguchi as the 15th Army commander. Lieutenant-General Shinichi Tanaka (former commander of the 18th Division) was appointed chief of staff, Burma Area Army, and Major-General Gonpachi Yoshida was appointed as the 15th Army’s chief of staff. On October 10, General Katamura presented his defensive plan Ban to the 15th Army’s chiefs of staff and to other major units at Shwebo. According to the plan, “the 15th Army will take positions along a line linking Katha, Indaw, Pinlebu and Kalewa and while preparing for the move to the Irrawaddy River, will check the enemy in this area. During the preparatory period each unit will make every effort to rebuild its fighting power, re-establish military discipline and restore morale.”242

As Operation U-Go commenced the Chinese forces in North Burma under the command of Stilwell began their own advance on Mogaung and Myitkyina to protect the overland route to China via Ledo and Myitkyina. This force came to be known as the Chinese Army in India and was trained by American officers and supplied by the United States. The 20th, 38th, and 30th Chinese divisions who made up this force were later joined by the 50th and 14th Chinese divisions. The US 5307 Provisional Regiment consisting of three long-range penetration battalions who had trained with Wingate’s forces completed this force. The US special forces were assigned the code name “Galahad Force” but usually went by the name Merrill’s Marauders (after their commander). By May 16, Mogaung was surrounded and the next day they reached Myitkyina’s outskirts and captured the airfield. On the Commonwealth side, the LRP brigades now prepared to reenter Burma. This operation’s aim was to aid the Chinese to the north, interfere with the Japanese U-Go offensive into Imphal, and cause confusion, damage, and losses to the Japanese in north Burma. The massive airborne operation began on the night of March 5–6 and went on to the night of March 10–11. A force of 600 Dakota transports and 100 glider sorties were launched to carry the 77th and 111th LRP brigades—9,500 troops and 1,100 animals deep into Japanese-occupied Burma. Two landing strips had been selected for the operation. However, the Japanese obstructed one of these 35 miles northeast of Katha (Piccadilly). Slim decided to go ahead with the operation with the other strip (Broadway) 27 miles southeast of Hopin on the Myitkyina-Mandalay railway. A temporary alternative landing strip (Chowringhee) was also established 20 miles southeast of Katha. The landings were a surprise, and the Japanese did not launch air attacks until March 10. By that time the brigades had deployed antiair defenses, and Allied air cover shot down 50 percent of the Japanese planes. The 14th LRP Brigade and the 3rd West African Brigade followed the 77th and the 111th LRP brigades. They arrived at airstrips near Manthon (Aberdeen) and 20 miles north of Katha (White City). This new operation brought in 6,000 troops, 850 animals, and 555,000 pounds of stores. On February 5, the 16th LRP Brigade arrived from Ledo and began operations in the Indaw area in March. The Japanese deployed the 24th Battalion, as well as the 29th Infantry Regiment under Major-General Hayashi, to tackle this threat. In the five days of fighting, four additional Japanese battalions arrived to stave off the 16th LRP243 The 23rd LRP Brigade also entered Burma, but the 33rd Corps was subsequently employed in the Naga Hills and Manipur area. These various forces carried out ambushes, destroyed and blocked rail and road communications, and destroyed supply dumps and other installations. However, their overall impact upon the conduct of Japanese operations was minimal. The Japanese did not divert any troops from their forward areas nor did they alter their strategic plans. Operation U-Go went on largely unhindered—three battalions of the 15th Division were delayed by a month from reaching the Imphal front. The impact on the Chinese front was also negligible. Even though the Japanese 18th Division’s lines of communication had been cut, that was the case for only three months, and the division only sent a single battalion for a month to clear the line. The LRP forces eventually came under General Stilwell’s leadership in the Northern Area Command and operated as infantry in the Kamaing-Mogaung-Myitkyina area.244

The Japanese response was to create a new corps. On April 8, the 33rd Corps (code-named KON) was established in Maymyo under Lieutenant-General Honda Masaki. The corps was given the responsibility of taking on Stilwell and keeping the China road cut and to decisively eliminate the British LRP threat. The new corps included the 18th and the 56th Division, the 24th Mixed Brigade, and other units who engaged the LRP forces. On April 24, the 53rd Division arrived from Malaya and was placed under the 33rd Corps.245 The newly arrived Japanese 53rd Division (Lieutenant-General Kaoru Takeda) moved against the LRP brigades at Namkwin on May 23. The Japanese 114th Regiment, 18th Division, and elements of the Japanese 56th Division held out in Myitkyina against Stilwell’s Chinese and American forces.246 In early June the 53rd Division moved toward Mogaung to cover the 18th Division’s retreat from Kamaing. The division took part in the bitter fighting for Mogaung, which was under attack by the 77th Indian LRP Brigade and the 113th Chinese Regiment. The 1st Battalion of the 129th Japanese Infantry Regiment’s 10th Company was wiped out in the fighting along the Mogaung River’s north bank.247 The Allied forces were able to take Mogaung on June 26.248 On March 24, General Wingate was killed in an air crash, and Major-General W. D. A. Lentaigne (former commander of the 111th Indian LRP Brigade) replaced him. The complete collapse of trust and cooperation between Stilwell and the LRP group, first under Wingate and now under Lentaigne, aided the Japanese. Slim was sent to mediate between the two commanders. However, it became clear to Slim that not only would Myitkyina not be taken by June but also that both the LRP brigades and the Merrill’s Marauders had “shot their bolt” and were exhausted. Myitkyina finally fell on August 3 after a siege of 78 days.249 With Mogaung and Myitkyina’s fall the northern Allied operations came to a successful if delayed conclusion.

By late July, the Japanese 18th Division had withdrawn to the Indaw area and by September moved to the Namhkan area.250 The 53rd Japanese Division and the 24th Mixed Brigade conducted delaying operations along the Myitkyina railway north of Prome against the Indian 36th Division. With the 15th Army’s withdrawal from Imphal, the American, Chinese, and British-Indian forces reunited in northern Burma. The Japanese 15th Army was forced back to join the Japanese 33rd Army’s defensive line. After the revamp of the Burma Area and the 15th Army command positions in late August, the Burma Area Army summoned (late October) the chiefs of staff of the 15th, 28th, and 33rd armies to a conference in Rangoon. After thorough reviews of each of the army’s condition, war games were conducted. The 15th Army’s withdrawal to the Irrawaddy defense line was debated. The 15th Army’s staff argued for a continued holding of the present defense line until December (approximately 40 days) to allow for reorganization and rebuilding. Furthermore, such a pause would allow the Shwebo Plain to be held enabling the 33rd Division to withdraw successfully with its stores. The Burma Area Army had prepared three main defensive plans for the conference. These were Ban (15th Army), Dan (33rd Army), and Kan (28th Army). They would be activated depending on when the British offensive was launched and its objectives became apparent. Burma Army command expected the attack to come either against the 15th Army on the Irrawaddy front or against the 28th Army in the southwestern sea coast area. The area along the Irrawaddy from Mandalay to Rangoon was a particular concern since the weakened 15th Army had to defend a front of 125 miles with three battered divisions facing a Commonwealth force of eight divisions. At the conclusion of the Rangoon conference, General Katamura of the 15th Army conducted a personal reconnaissance in December to prepare his defensive plan. His plan envisioned an Irrawaddy crossing between Myiomu and Kyauktalon, along with secondary and feint attacks at Singu, Pakokku, and Myingyan. An infiltration along the Irrawaddy’s east bank into the Monglong Mountain area to drive a wedge between the 15th and 33rd armies was also expected. Airborne operations in the Meiktila and Maymyo areas were also considered. Should the 15th Army be the offensive’s main target it was expected to receive support from the 33rd and 28th armies and a minimum of six divisions, including the 2nd and 49th, would take part. By December it was expected that the 15th Army’s combat strength would stand at 7,500 men for the 31st Division, 5,400 men for the 33rd Division, 4,500 men for the 15th Division, and 4,500 men for the 53rd Division. Artillery strength was expected to be at 40 percent of the authorized strength.251

On the Allied side the successful defeat of Japan’s U-Go offensive and the capture of Mogaung and Myitkyina in northern Burma brought a pause to offensive operations as well as another revamping of senior command personnel and structure. In mid-October Lieutenant-General Albert Wedemeyer (Mountbatten’s American deputy chief of staff) replaced General Stilwell as adviser to Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek. Stilwell’s former subordinate, Lieutenant-General Daniel Sultan, was made commander of Northern Combat Area Command (NCAC). A new land command structure for Southeast Asia was also set in place. The Allied Land Forces Southeast Asia (ALFSEA) would command the 14th Army, NCAC, 15th Corps, and the Line of Communications Command. Lieutenant-General Sir Oliver Leese, the former commander of the 8th Army in Italy, became the new commander of ALFSEA. Leese’s command made the 11th Army Group commander redundant and General Giffard left. General Scoones’s 4th Corps commander was made commander in chief, Central Command India, and Major-General Frank Messervy, the 7th Indian Division’s commander, replaced him.252 Prior to his departure General Giffard made a significant change to the chain of command. He transferred control of the 15th Corps in the Arakan from Slim’s 14th Army to the 11th Army Group. Slim was also relieved of responsibility for the Lines of Communications. Slim could now focus solely on his two corps and future offensive actions across the Chindwin.253

The Allies also began planning for a counteroffensive. The Supreme Allied Headquarters initially put forward three plans in June–July 1944. Code-named “X,” “Y,” and “Z,” they were to be carried out during the dry season of 1944–1945. Plan “X” called for NCAC forces to advance toward Mandalay. This operation required a huge air support effort and would take time to implement. It was the least favored plan. Plan “Y,” also code-named Operation Capital, called for the 14th Army to advance across the Chindwin. This plan sought to bring the Japanese to battle on the Shwebo Plain where Allied armor could be used to great effect, and it was considered the most positive plan. Plan “Z,” code-named Operation Dracula, envisioned an operation to seize Rangoon via an air and seaborne assault. General Stilwell also submitted a fourth plan, which proposed that the NCAC and the 14th Army launch a joint offensive. After considering all four plans the Supreme Allied Command decided to recommend Capital and Dracula. On September 1, the Joint Chiefs of Staff stated that if Germany collapsed soon Operation Vanguard (the earlier name for Dracula) could be initiated in March 1945, provided it did not impinge upon the execution of phase 1 and 2 of Operation Capital.254 With German opposition stiffening in October, the plans for Dracula were postponed, and a more modest amphibious operation in the Arakan, Operation Romulus, was planned for early 1945. It was hoped that an amphibious operation to capture Akyab, Myebon, and Minbya would release four Commonwealth divisions in the Arakan, guarding against a Japanese advance up the Kaladan Valley.255

Slim’s initial counteroffensive plan (phase 1 of Capital) called for a breakthrough into the Shwebo Plain. The 4th Corps would advance through the Sittaung bridgehead and the 33rd Corps by way of Kalewa. On December 3, 1944, the 20th Division of the 33rd Corps crossed the Chindwin 30 miles north of Kalewa. The next day the 19th Indian Division (newly arrived from India) of the 4th Corps broke out of the Sittaung bridgehead and made for Pinlebu 60 miles east, capturing it on December 13. Slim expected the Japanese 15th Army to hold out to the bitter end for an all-out fight on the Shwebo Plain. However, when the 19th Indian Division easily swept through the Zibyu Taungdanha Range, a 3,000-foot-high mountain barrier that ran parallel to and 25 miles east of the Chindwin River,256 it became clear to Slim that the Japanese 15th Army would not offer him a fight on the Shwebo Plain (phase 2 of Capital), and Slim’s initial plan to defeat the Japanese 15th Army was abandoned.257 Why Slim was unaware of the 15th Army’s “Ban” plan for the Irrawaddy defense is unclear; the Ultra decoding system had provided him with all the latest Japanese plans.258 Furthermore, Slim’s best chance to destroy the Japanese 15th Army had been during its disastrous retreat from Imphal and Kohima in June. However, his hesitant approach to the pursuit obviated such a chance. When Scoones’s 4th Corps made modest advances down the Kohima Road and approached Kangpokpi, Slim actually ordered him not to advance beyond that point fearing a renewed Japanese push toward Imphal. To the south Stopford’s 33rd Corps was also making slow progress in its “pursuit” of the retreating Japanese. The onset of monsoon weather and Japanese rear guards were to stall the advance at Mao Songsang.259 A quick follow-up across the Chindwin to take on the Japanese 15th Army as it tried desperately to establish the defensive line at Katha, Indaw, Pinlebu, and Kalewa could also have succeeded. Here too Slim demurred wary about his ability to supply and transport significant forces across the Chindwin. According to Slim: “All the same, four and two thirds British and Indian divisions, a river behind them and at the end of this precarious line of communication, was not the odds I should have liked with which to attack five and a third Japanese divisions in their own selected positions.”260 It would be mid-December before phase 1 of Operation Capital was complete with the Chindwin crossed at three locations by three divisions: the 19th Indian Division at Sittaung, the 11th East African Division at Kalewa, and the 20th Indian Division at Mawlaik.261

With the Japanese intentions to defend the Irrawaddy line apparent now, Slim turned to an alternative plan that he and his staff had developed as a contingency. This plan, which was further modified, aimed at the destruction of Japanese forces in the area of Mandalay–Thazi–Chauk–Myingyan. The 33rd Corps with the 2nd British Division, the 19th Indian Division, the 20th Indian Division, the 268th Indian Infantry Brigade, and the 254th Indian Tank Brigade would launch a decoy operation crossing the Irrawaddy north and west of Mandalay. This would attract the bulk of Kimura’s (Burma Area Army) divisions. Meanwhile, the 4th Corps with the 7th Indian Division, the 17th Indian Division, the 255th Indian Tank Brigade, the 11th Cavalry, the Lushai Brigade, and the 28th East African Brigade would move in secrecy south up the Gangaw Valley, appear at Pakokku, and force a crossing of the Irrawaddy. The corps would then use armored and airborne forces to strike and take Meiktila. Along with Thazi 12 miles to the east, Meiktila was part of the main Japanese administrative hub for the Japanese 15th and 33rd armies. The area housed the primary supply bases, ammunition dumps, hospitals, depots, and six airfields. The area also served as a communication hub as road and rail routes from the southeast and west met at Meiktila and Thazi. If Meiktila was taken while Kimura defended the Irrawaddy front around Mandalay, he would be compelled to send substantial forces to clear his rear lines of communication. This would provide Slim with the major battle he wanted to use his now familiar tactic of utilizing the 33rd Corps as a hammer to crush the Japanese against the anvil of the 4th Corps in Meiktila.262

The key to the offensive’s success was to trick the Japanese into thinking that the main offensive across the Irrawaddy would come to the north and west of Mandalay, and that any activity in the Gangaw Valley was a feint. To accomplish this deception a dummy 4th Corps headquarters was established at Tamu after the actual headquarters had moved out. All signals from the 33rd Corps to the 19th Division was passed on via this dummy headquarters. The BBC was also brought in to reinforce the point that the 19th Division was the spearhead of the 4th Corps. Even when the Japanese discovered the 4th Corps’ presence in the Gangaw Valley, a deception plan named Cloak was put into effect to sell the Yenangyaung oilfield as the corps’ objective rather than Meiktila.263 The 4th Corps itself was to maintain radio silence as it moved through the Gangaw Valley. This advance was to be made over a distance of 320 miles via curves, hill tracks, and gradients. All the time, the corps would have to furnish its own roads and airstrips. Thankfully Major-General William Hallstead, the 14th Army’s chief engineer, used “blithes” for quick road construction. These bitumen-soaked Hessian cloth strips formed a quickly laid and waterproof road. The air force had used this material for the quick buildup of all-weather airstrips. As the campaign developed, 100 miles of “blithe” roads carried 1,000 trucks per day in all weather conditions.264 Slim’s original plan had called for Meiktila to be taken solely by an airborne operation. However, at the beginning of December because of the deteriorating situation in China, General Wedemeyer ordered the transfer of two Chinese divisions, the 14th and 22nd, from north Burma back into China. More crucially from Slim’s perspective was the loss of 120 American transport aircraft, which made any such airborne operation out of the question since all remaining air transport would be needed to keep the two corps supplied.265

The offensive across the Irrawaddy began with the 19th Indian Division crossing north of Mandalay at Thabeikkyin (with a battalion—4/4 Gurkha Rifles) on January 9 and at Kyaukmyaung (with the main divisional force) on January 16. The operation completely fooled Kimura into thinking that this was the 4th Corps’ advance guard. He immediately concentrated the 15th and the 53rd Japanese divisions to eliminate the Kyaukmyaung bridgehead to destroy it. Amid bitter fighting the 19th Division would be pinned here.266 General Katamura, the 15th Army commander, not only could call upon the artillery of these two divisions but also upon his Army artillery and batteries from the 31st and the 33rd divisions.267 Slim described it as “the heaviest artillery concentration our troops had as yet endured.”268 Japanese infantry followed up with relentless assaults. The bridgehead, however, not only held but was expanded.269 The 20th Indian Division had taken the Monywa post of the Chindwin on January 22 after three days of bitter fighting. It then crossed the Irrawaddy at Allagappa west of Mandalay on February 12. The area was lightly held, and it was also at the junction of the Japanese 31st and 33rd divisions. By February 13, the 20th Division had created a bridgehead 6 miles wide and 2 miles deep.270 Twelve days later on February 24, the British 2nd Division crossed at Ngazun, a village between Mandalay and the 20th Indian Division bridgehead. By the end of January, the British 36th Division under Lieutenant-General Sultan’s NCAC command had crossed the Irrawaddy at Katha north of Thabeikkyin and was making its way south to the 19th Division bridgehead.271 All these moves convinced Kimura that he was about to face the main 14th Army assault north of Mandalay.

Messervy’s 4th Corps began its crossing operation across the Irrawaddy on the night of February 13–14 at Nyaungu between Chauk and Pakokku. (The operation to take Meiktila was named Multivite.) This area from Chauk to Nyaungu happened to be the boundary between the Japanese 15th and 28th armies. The 2nd Indian National Army Division with support from units of the Japanese 72nd Independent Regiment (28th Army) defended it. The Japanese 214th Regiment (15th Army) held Pakokku. There were three crossing points. The longest was a diagonal approach across the river for a length of 2.5 miles (the longest river crossing of the Second World War), while the other two were 1,800 and 1,300 yards wide. The first assault wave of the 7th Indian Division’s 33rd Brigade got through silently without incident.272 The second was fired upon and heavy casualties resulted.273 Nevertheless, by daytime the rest of the 33rd Brigade and a tank unit were across to reinforce the bridgehead. On February 15, the brigade took Pagan on the river’s eastern side. On the western side the 114th Indian Brigade stormed Pakokku on February 18.274 The Japanese began attacking the bridgehead, but it was clear that they still considered this to be a feint. While the 7th Indian Division enlarged its bridgehead, Major-General David T. Cowan’s 17th Indian Division prepared to cross the river with two brigades and the 255th Tank Brigade and head for Meiktila.275

In central Burma on the Mandalay front the 33rd Corps’ offensive ground forward amid intense opposition. The 19th Indian Division broke out of its bridgehead at Kyaukmyaung and headed for Mandalay. The 2nd British Division managed to advance 4 miles south of Ngazum. The 20th Indian Division remained restricted to its bridgehead although resistance was weakening.276 General Kimura, still believing that this front contained both the 4th and 33rd Corps, decided to launch a counteroffensive with the 15th Army aided by the 18th Japanese Division from Madaya and the 31st Japanese Division from Sayaing. The Japanese 33rd Army was to maintain a defensive posture in the east around Lashio and Namtu with the 56th Japanese Division (and one regiment from the 18th Division). To the west, the 28th Army would defend the Irrawaddy Valley from Yenangyaung to Mount Popa.277

With the Japanese focusing on Mandalay, the 4th Corps offensive was progressing rapidly. The 33rd Brigade moved east along the south side of the Irrawaddy toward Myingyan while the 89th Brigade headed south for Singu. The 114th Brigade still operated in the Pakokku area.278 On February 21, an armored column made up of the 17th Indian Division’s 48th Brigade, which had been concentrating in the Nyaungu bridgehead, struck out and seized Hnadwin 15 miles east. Here the rest of the division and the 255th Tank Brigade consolidated before moving on. The 48th Brigade with some armor moved on Taungtha via Kainye, and the 63rd Brigade with most of the armor moved on Seiktin. By February 24 after bitter fighting the division had advanced 5 miles southeast of Taungtha toward Mahaing.279 More important, the Thabukton airfield was seized on February 26 enabling the 99th Air-Transportable Brigade of the 17th Division to start flying in on February 27. The same day, the leading tanks of the 255th Armored Brigade were only 5 miles from Meiktila. This intense mechanized assault was closely supported by a new method of air support in Burma—the “Cab Rank” system, which called for stacked squadrons of fighter-bombers to remain in the area while Visual Control Posts consisting of an RAF officer and an army officer directed them to attack the Japanese positions and formations. The Japanese garrison at Meiktila under Major-General Kasuya’s command (GOC 2nd Field Transport) consisted mainly of support troops and staff numbering up to 5,000. A regiment of the Japanese 49th Division, which was rushing to the area, joined them at the last minute. The assault on Meiktila commenced on February 28 at dawn from four different directions. The 48th Brigade attacked down the main road, the 63rd Brigade came in from the west, and the 255th Tank Brigade and two battalions struck from the east and northeast. After heavy fighting the important Point 860, which dominated the town, was taken. Then came three days of intense close combat in the town itself, which had been converted into a fortress with dugouts and basement bunkers.280 Despite this, by March 4, all of Meiktila north of the railroad tracks had been cleared. Within the environs of the shattered city, no less than 2,000 Japanese dead were counted, the garrison having being annihilated.281 Two days earlier, the 17th Indian Division’s 99th Indian Brigade had completed its fly into Thabukton, moved out to Meiktila and took on the responsibility for the defense of Meiktila airfield.282 With Meiktila in his grasp Major-General Cowan dispatched combined arms columns onto the roads radiating out of Meiktila to probe for Japanese forces. They noted that the rail junction at Thazi was clear, but along other sectors columns of Japanese reinforcements were seen to be rushing to Meiktila. Combined arms columns and “Cab Rank” air support attacked these Japanese forces resulting in “what amounted to a pure slaughter.”283

Meiktila’s fall took Kimura completely by surprise. It immediately stymied his plan to take out the bridgeheads against Mandalay.284 He directed General Yamamoto, the commander in the west at Yenangyaung, to sever the 4th Corps bridgehead by capturing Pakokku and advancing up both banks of the Irrawaddy. These attacks were launched piecemeal, and the 7th Indian Division and the 28th East African Brigade easily repulsed them.285 Kimura’s main effort would be against Cowan in Meiktila, and for this he brought in the 18th Japanese Division (less the 114th Regiment) from the Northern Combat Area Command front, the 119th Regiment (the 53rd Japanese Division) from the Mandalay front, the 214th Regiment (the 33rd Japanese Division) from the Irrawaddy front, and the 49th Japanese Division (less the 153rd Regiment) from Pegu. The 17th Indian Division and the 255th Indian Tank Regiment would face them. A command change was also instituted. General Masaki Honda, the 33rd Army’s commander, was placed in charge of the Meiktila operation with his new headquarters at Kalaw.286 The 5th Indian Division was rushing in from Jorhat, and by March 15 it had arrived at the Nyaungu bridgehead minus its air-transportable brigade, which was to fly directly into the airfield near Meiktila. By early March the Japanese had reoccupied Tangtha and the hills to the northeast of Meiktila, and the 5th Indian Division’s first task was to reopen the road to Meiktila. There was continuous fighting around Meiktila as Cowan’s mobile columns took the fight to the Japanese as they sought to concentrate for an attack outside the town and inflicted heavy casualties upon them. Only in the area of the airfield 2 miles north of the town did the Japanese achieve some concentration of forces. They managed to make a small incursion in the northwest corner of the airfield and were repulsed, but their artillery still laid down fire on the airstrip, which was being used to fly in the 5th Indian Division’s air-mobile brigade. Despite the losses of planes the brigade landed. A ferocious assault enabled the Japanese to temporarily seize the entire airstrip, and it took the Commonwealth forces a week of heavy fighting to dislodge them.287 The Japanese then fell back to the broken country to the north of the airstrip where they were secure from tank attack and shelled the airstrip. After intense ground attacks and air strikes, the Japanese forces were completely eliminated or forced back on March 29. The battle for the airstrip cost the Japanese heavy casualties and the loss of most of their artillery.288 The 7th Indian Division’s 33rd Brigade also expanded the Nyaungu bridgehead by taking Myingyan on March 23.289 At the same time, the 5th Indian Division (161st Brigade) seized Taungtha on March 30. The 33rd Brigade now followed through and made contact with the 17th Indian Division at Thabukton on March 31, thus reopening the Meiktila Road.

On the Mandalay front, the 33rd Corps was also advancing forward. The 19th Indian Division had broken out of its bridgehead and was flowing around the 15th and 53rd Japanese divisions’ defensive positions. The 98th Brigade established a bridgehead at Chaungmagyi on March 5. The 62nd Brigade seized Yenatha on March 6. By March 9, the 98th was assaulting Mandalay Hill, a hilly rock outcrop housing pagodas and Buddhist monasteries rising 750 feet above the rice paddies. The 62nd Brigade struck southeast and by March 11 had seized Maymyo, cutting the Japanese communication link between Mandalay and the Kyaukme-Lashio front. By March 10, Mandalay Hill was taken amid bitter fighting with flaming gasoline drums being rolled down tunnels to exterminate the last Japanese defenders. After three more days of fighting the town was cleared and Fort Dufferin was encircled. An 80-yard moat and earthen walls 20 feet thick surrounded this formidable fortification. Heavy air strikes and artillery were used, and by March 19, the Japanese defenders began evacuating the fort via drains from the moat. It was captured the next day.290 Since crossing the Irrawaddy, the 19th Division had counted 6,000 Japanese dead on the ground. Further south, the 20th Indian Division and the 2nd British Division had linked up their bridgeheads by March 2. The 20th Division’s three brigades now began a breakout assault. By March 12, the 100th Brigade had taken the vital road junction of Myotha. By March 23, the 80th Brigade was 2 miles from the Japanese base at Kyaukse while the 32nd Brigade encircled the town from the northwest. This important supply and communication base was taken on March 30 with a vast quantity of rail wagons and motor transport. The 2nd British Division also broke out of its bridgehead on March 7 and by March 17 had captured Ava Fort and joined up with 19th Indian Division after clearing the Mandalay-Ava Road. The division then cleared the Myitnge-Myingyan-Meiktila area by the end of March. On the eastern NCAC front the British 36th Division reached Mogok on March 20 and then moved on to Kyaukme to join the American Mars Brigade. The Chinese 38th Division took Lashio on March 7 and by March 26 linked up with the 50th Chinese Division in the Hsipaw area. With the Burma Road now secure the American and Chinese forces stopped all further action on this front. On April 1, General Leese approved General Slim’s request to allow the 36th British Division to return under the 14th Army’s command after it reached Kyaukme, and it relieved the 19th Indian Division in the Maymyo-Mandalay-Ava area.291

On the Arakan front, offensive plans were finalized by November 4, 1944, as part of Operation Romulus. General Christison’s 15th Corps was to conduct a ground advance down the Mayu Peninsula and the Kalapanzin and Kaladan Valleys, and secure an area north of the line of Foul Point–Kudaun Island–Minbya. At the same time, an amphibious operation to seize Akyab Island by January 1945 was to be launched. General Christison’s plan was to initiate the offensive on December 12. The 25th Indian Division (Major-General George Wood) would clear the Mayu Peninsula and seize Foul Point and Kudaung Island. The 82nd West African Division (Major-General G. M. S. Bruce) would operate inland as a left-flank guard for the 25th Division as far as Hitzwe, capturing Buthidaung and the crossing of the Kalapanzin River. Once at Hitzwe, the division was to cross the Kanzauk Pass to the east and relieve the 81st West African Division (Major-General F. J. Loftus-Tottenham) in the Kaladan Valley. The latter had been ordered to clear the Kaladan Valley up to Myohaung, after which it was slated to go into corps reserve status at Chiringa. The 26th Indian Division (Major-General C. E. N. Lomax) with 3rd Commando Brigade was to capture Akyab with an amphibious assault mounted from Chittagong, and then advance east to the line of Minhya-Myebon, while the 82nd West African Division came down south from Myohaung.292

The offensive began even before the set date. Buthidaung was secured on December 15 by the 82nd West African Division. The 25th Indian Division began a rapid advance down the coastal strip on December 11 and, by December 23, had reached Donbaik, the scene of bitter fighting in early 1943. However, the division’s advance had been so swift that the Japanese had been bypassed and had been unable to occupy this formidable defile position, which was then taken by the 74th Brigade. On December 26, the brigade reached Foul Point after an advance of 30 miles in 14 days.293 Meanwhile, the division’s 53rd Brigade had advanced down the Kalapanzin Valley and by December 21 had crossed the Kalapanzin River. On December 17, the 53rd Brigade crossed the Mayu River and took Hitzwe preempting the 82nd West African Division. Two days later (December 31) the brigade took Rathedaung and Kudaung Islands. The 25th Indian Division’s rapid advance down the Arakan coast accelerated plans for the seizure of Akyab Island under the code name Operation Lightning. The 3rd Commando Brigade landed on the island on January 3, 1945; however, the Japanese had evacuated the island two days earlier. They were pursued by two battalions of the 25th Indian Division’s 53rd Brigade. On January 12, 3rd Commando Brigade and the 25th Division’s 74th Brigade made a landing at Myebon 35 miles east-southeast of Akyab.294 The plan was to clear the Myebon Peninsula and capture Minbya from the south, thus cutting off the Japanese forces on the Kaladan Valley. The Japanese reacted with counterattacks to this threat, but after a week of intense fighting Kantha was seized; by January 21, the 74th Brigade established a position 2 miles north of Kantha sealing off the Myebon Peninsula and the Myebon River’s mouth. All that remained was to cut the Japanese route of retreat via the road running through Kangaw. On January 22, an amphibious operation landed the 3rd Commando Brigade on the Daingbon Chaung’s east bank 2 miles from Kangaw. The Japanese had prepared defenses at Kangaw in anticipation of such a threat, and they attacked the commando brigade continuously for 48 hours. On the night of January 23–24 the lead elements of the 51st Indian Brigade, the first brigade to have all three of its battalions commanded by Indian officers—Lieutenant-Colonel Kodandera Thimayya, Lieutenant-Colonel Shankarrao Thorat, and Lieutenant-Colonel Lionel Sen, landed to expand the bridgehead.295 The Japanese attacks increased in intensity. On January 28 alone they fired 1,000 shells into the bridgehead. On January 29, Kangaw village was cleared and the Japanese reacted with an all-out assault on January 31, but it was repulsed with heavy losses. In all, the Japanese threw in three regiments and additional divisional and army troops to protect this vital roadway and suffered 2,000 dead.296 By early February, the Japanese facing entrapment with the 82nd West African Division’s arrival (it had been driving down the Kaladan Valley to the north of Kangaw) began to withdraw into the mountains in the east.297 On January 26, an amphibious operation was launched to seize Ramree Island 70 miles south of Akyab. This would deprive the Japanese of a vital inland waterway link and at the same time provide the Commonwealth forces with another useful sea and airbase. The Japanese defenders were quickly trapped in Ramree town, and an attempted naval evacuation ended in disaster as the Royal Navy sank most of the Japanese vessels.298 By February 15, the island was in Allied hands. General Leese now hoped that the 15th Corps would be able to destroy the Japanese 54th Division in the Dalet Chaung-An area and contain the 55th Japanese Division in the Tangaup area by moving inland from Tangaup on the axis of the Tangaup-Prome Road. This plan was not put into place, however, because the 15th Corps lacked the air transport which would enable an encircling action in thick jungle. Tangaup was taken on April 28 by the 4th West African Brigade, and the Japanese were driven out of the Arakan.299

On the Mandalay front the Japanese 15th Army had been shattered as the 33rd Corps advanced east of the Mandalay-Thazi Road. The remnants of the Japanese 15th Army now escaped south via tracks in the foothills. Only the Japanese 33rd and 28th armies retained any significant strength. For the 14th Army the main challenge it encountered was how to maintain supplies for more than five divisions south of the Meiktila-Yenangyaung line. It was important to maintain the speed of the advance to prevent the Japanese from regrouping, and General Slim decided to advance down an eastern axis with the 4th Corps because of the 5th and 17th Indian divisions’ advanced mobility; each had two mechanized brigades and one air-transportable brigade. The 4th Corps was also in Meiktila well south of the 33rd Corps. The 4th Corps’ plan involved seizure and holding of airstrips by the air-mobile brigade with the rest of the division following through. Each of the two divisions would leapfrog south via this method at 50-mile intervals with one division halting to let the other one through. South of Toungoo all 4th Corps’ formations would be supplied by air. Further north in the 33rd Corps sector, the 2nd British and 20th Indian divisions would move from the northeast to the northwest into the Irrawaddy Valley and join the 7th Indian Division, which had been transferred to the 33rd Corps (the 19th Indian and the 36th British divisions would make up the Army Reserve). The operational instruction that Slim sent out to his corps commanders on March 18, 1945, stated three objectives: the capture of Rangoon before the monsoon season (only five weeks away) by the 4th Corps; the capture of Yenangyaung, Magwe, and Prome and the securing of the Myingyan-Maymyo-Chauk area; and the capturing of the crucial Meiktila-to-Rangoon rail axis by the 33rd Corps.300

The offensive began on April 5 with units of the 33rd Corps (the 5th British and the 268th Indian brigades) advancing southwest from Myingyan-Naotgyi and taking a Japanese position on Mount Popa on April 20. The 33rd Brigade of the 7th Indian Division seized the vital communication center of Kyaukpadaung on April 12 and Chauk on April 18. The division’s 89th Brigade took Singu 4 miles to the northeast the next day. The 33rd Brigade now advanced south from Chauk to assault the Yenangyaung oilfields, which were taken on April 23 after three days of fighting.301 The 20th Indian Division also crossed the Irrawaddy and made a dash for the vital east-west communication hub town of Taungdwingyi. The division traversed the 65 miles from Meiktila to Taungdwingyi in three days. The Japanese 28th Army had garrisoned the town with an Indian INA unit, and the 32nd Indian Brigade seized the town on April 18 capturing 1,500 gallons of petrol and 3,500 gallons of oil. The 32nd Brigade then joined by the 89th Brigade continued westward. On April 18, the 32nd Brigade reached Myingun on the Irrawaddy, and the 80th Brigade took Magwe from surprised Japanese administrative units. Days after their capture unsuspecting Japanese convoys kept arriving at Taungdwingyi and Magwe. On April 29, the 100th Brigade took Allanmyo and, by May 2, had taken the great river port of Prome cutting off the remaining Japanese forces in South Arakan.302

On the 4th Corps axis of advance, Lieutenant-General Honda Masaki, the 33rd Japanese Army’s commander, decided to establish a defense at Pyawbwe 24 miles southeast of Meiktila. The Japanese 18th Division was pulled out of Thazi to cover the northern approach to Pyawbwe, while the 53rd Japanese Division fell back from the west of Meiktila to take position west of Pyawbwe. The battered 49th Japanese Division would act as a delay force near Meiktila. The 15th Japanese Division pulled out through Taunggyi and Loikaw to protect the railway line farther south. The 17th Indian Division began its advance on April 5. Within a few miles from Meiktila the 48th Brigade was held up along the Pyawbwe Road and then at Yindaw by the Japanese 49th Division. At General Cowan’s request, Lieutenant-Colonel Chaudhuri of the 16th Cavalry then found an alternate route around Yindaw.303 The 48th Brigade now bypassed Yindaw leaving it to the 5th Indian Division (who took it on April 9) and advanced to Pyawbwe where other divisional brigades, the 63rd Indian Infantry Brigade and the 255th Armored Brigade, joined it in the assault of Pyawbwe. The infantry attacked from the north and west while the armor made a decisive assault from the southwest. Pyawbwe fell on April 10. The brutal fighting at Pyawbwe devastated the Japanese 33rd Army. The already battered 49th Division was virtually annihilated.304 The 53rd Division never reached its allocated defensive positions at Yanaung west of Pyawbwe and was attacked in the flank with heavy losses. The force that struck it was “Claudcol”; this combined armor and infantry mechanized force that Brigadier Claud Pert led was part of the southwestern thrust. Pert’s column also destroyed a reinforcement convoy of 11 trucks and the last of Honda’s remaining tanks as they drove in to reinforce Pyawbwe.305 Unbeknownst to Brigadier Pert, he then went on to overrun and bypass General Honda’s headquarters in a garage to the south of Pyawbwe.306 The 18th Division lost 2,200 killed, 31 guns, 8 tanks, and much of its motor pool. Cowan’s tank thrust from the south had taken the defenders by surprise, and Honda’s 33rd Army had been shattered in the fighting for Pawbywe.307 The 5th Indian Division now leapfrogged through Pyawbwe and continued the advance. The 161st Brigade along with armor from the 255th Indian Tank Brigade reached Shwemyo on April 16 and crossed the Sinthe Chaung on April 18. On April 19, the tanks reached and bypassed Pyinmana and captured the Lewe airfield south of the town the next day. The 161st Brigade cleared Pyinmana, while the 123rd Brigade passed through and raced for Toungoo in pursuit of the armor. Led by tanks, the brigade burst into Toungoo on April 22.308 In Toungoo, an INA division of 3,000 men were captured and immediately pressed into service to repair the vital airfield, which was only 60 miles from Rangoon. Since its breakout from Meiktila the 4th Corps had advanced 170 miles in 21 days of continuous fighting and accounted for the deaths of 4,800 Japanese on this line of advance alone.309

With Toungoo’s fall General Kimura lost all hope of stalling the Commonwealth advance along the Toungoo-Prome axis until the outbreak of the monsoon. He ordered the 15th Japanese Division to move west from Mawchi to block the Toungoo-Mawchi Road. This would protect the remnants of the 33rd Japanese Army as it continued to retreat south. The defense of Pegu now became vital. The 24th Mixed Brigade was moved from Moulmein to Pegu, and two new brigades raised from naval, administrative, and antiaircraft units from the Rangoon garrison were also sent to Pegu on April 27.310 Rangoon itself was now defended only by an INA division of 5,000 men. Even before Toungoo was fully cleared of Japanese defenders, the 5th and 17th Indian divisions and the 255th Indian Armored Brigade sped toward Rangoon. By April 26, they were only 80 miles from Rangoon. The 17th Indian Division now took over the advance from the 5th Indian Division, and by April 28 the armor and the infantry were only 12 miles from Pegu. Determined Japanese positions at milestones 68 and 62 were overcome. By April 29, the 63rd Indian Brigade supported by tanks was fighting at Payagyi on Pegu’s outskirts.311 On April 30, the 48th Indian Brigade stormed the Japanese defenses at milestone 51 taking most of the Japanese positions north of the Pegu River. The Japanese blew the three bridges across the river, but the infantry managed to cross using the wrecked girders of the railway bridge to establish a bridgehead on the west bank. On May 1, as the early monsoon rains came down, the 99th Indian Brigade attacked from the north and west of the river, and the 255th Indian Tank Brigade fired into the town from the northern bank. Even as the town was invested by nightfall, the 17th Indian Division resumed the advance south determined to beat out the 15th Indian Corps, which was also moving toward Rangoon from the east. General Cowan had made one last attempt to beat the 26th Indian Division into Rangoon. A composite armored column under Lieutenant-Colonel Chaudhuri was dispatched with the order to go “hell for leather.” The column crossed the Pegu via a Bailey bridge at 4:00 p.m. on May 2. They fought through a Japanese roadblock at milestone 41. Thereafter the force had to lift no less than 7,000 mines between milestone 40 and 36. On May 3, the force came to a demolished bridge at milestone 32 and the flooded Chaung prevented further movement until it was bridged. The next day, the force learned that the 26th Indian Division had entered Rangoon via the sea with no opposition on May 2.312

The 15th Indian Corps had begun its long-awaited seaborne assault on Rangoon on May 1, 1945. This combined arms assault began with an airborne operation to drop a parachute battalion at Elephant Point. This would allow naval mine sweepers to clear the 24 miles of the Rangoon River channel from the extensive mines laid by the Japanese. When the parachute battalion seized Elephant Point it soon became apparent that the Japanese had abandoned Rangoon. On May 3, the 26th Indian Division’s 36th Brigade occupied Dala Village opposite the Rangoon Docks.313 The 71st Brigade took Syriam and began crossing the Pegu River. The seaborne operation had taken Rangoon with less than 100 casualties. On May 6, the 26th Indian Division linked up with the 14th Army on the Rangoon-Pegu Road at milestone 29 cutting off 18,000 Japanese troops in the west. For the remainder of the campaign, the 14th Army’s focus was to prevent the Japanese from breaking out of this trap and to encircle other retreating Japanese units.314 The 20th Indian Division (33rd Corps) moved south on the eastern side of the Irrawaddy to link up with the 26th Indian Division moving north of Rangoon toward Prome. At the same time, the 7th Indian Division, the 268th Independent Brigade, and the Lushai Brigade drove the Japanese south along the Irrawaddy’s west bank and linked up with the 20th and 26th Indian divisions at Takkyi 60 miles north of Rangoon on May 15. The end result was the closing of the net around units of the Japanese 54th and 55th divisions and the 72nd Independent Mixed Brigade. General Stopford ordered the 7th Indian Division to prevent any Japanese crossings across the Irrawaddy between Allanmyo and Kama. The expected Japanese operation commenced in early May when the Japanese 54th Division broke east across the Irrawaddy at Zalon 10 miles from Prome at an established bridgehead. At the same time, a regiment of the 49th Japanese Division and other units made a crossing north of Prome and escaped east. The 20th Indian Division’s 80th Brigade and the 7th Indian Division’s 33rd Brigade moved against the Zalon bridgehead, and after bitter fighting it was eliminated by the end of May.315 In July, units of the 18th and 53rd Japanese divisions under General Honda’s command struck across the Sittang at Mokplain heading for Pegu. Their aim was to pin down the 7th Indian Division and allow Japanese forces trapped in the Southern Pegu Yomas to escape to the east.316 The 7th Indian Division and air support from the RAF easily dealt with these uncoordinated attacks. Continued Japanese breakout operations through July and into August resulted in a great loss of life.317 Of the 18,000 men of the Japanese 28th Army who had sought to break out of the Pegu Yomas, Japanese sources noted that only 6,000 starving and diseased men reached the Sittang’s west bank and admitted to losing 12,000 killed and missing. The Commonwealth troops, in addition to taking 740 prisoners, recovered the bodies of 6,000 Japanese, and many other lay undiscovered in the water and long grass.318 Even as the final operations in Burma were underway to destroy the Japanese forces left there, the Allies were in the final stages of preparing plans for the invasion of Malaya (Operation Zipper) and Singapore (Operation Mailfist). However, the Japanese surrender announcement on August 15, 1945, preempted these operations.

The war’s successful conclusion in Burma brought an end to the most protracted Indian Army campaign of the Second World War. By the end of the campaign, the 14th Army in Burma had become the world’s largest single army with one million men, 700,000 of whom were Indian, the largest concentration of Indian troops in a single theater. It fought along a vast 700-mile front almost the equivalent of the eastern front. The campaign’s success can be gauged by the fact that the Japanese Imperial forces incurred half of their total casualties for the entire war in Burma alone!319 However, this success came in the wake of disastrous setbacks including the surrender of Singapore, which was the single greatest defeat in the history of the British Empire. Despite ample intelligence warnings, the Commonwealth forces entered the eastern war with a gross underappreciation of the Imperial Japanese Armed Forces’ capabilities. This replicated to some extent the shock of taking on Rommel’s Afrika Korps in North Africa, although the Commonwealth forces there did have a healthy respect for the German Army. As was the case with the German General Staff and the German Army, the Japanese General Staff and Army too entered the war with superior training, experience, and capabilities to their western counterparts.

Ever since the Meiji restoration in 1867 the Japanese Army underwent a series of reforms and expansions that transformed it into a modern Western-style force with considerable Prussian influence. The army would see constant action from the Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895), the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905), and the First World War. Although the Japanese fought a brief campaign to defeat German forces in China, it was their prior war with Russia that dominated their attention. Although Japan had been victorious in that war, serious defects in command and control had been revealed. In 1914, the Japanese translated a 1910 German field manual for command and control of large units. This new pamphlet titled Principles of Command became the main doctrinal text for Japanese corps- and army-level commanders during the war. The Japanese also studied wartime advances in new technologies, their impact on command and control, mechanization, the use of aircraft, and total war concepts. After the war in 1921, a revised Principles of Command acknowledged these new advances. However, it and another 1928 revision also reiterated that devotion to duty, élan, and morale were also vital factors. Key to success lay in the army having offensive spirit that could overcome even material shortcomings. Commanders at all levels, including divisional and regimental commanders, were expected to encircle the enemy and eliminate them with cold steel. The infantry battle was key to this, and all artillery was expected to be light and mobile. Flanking attacks were considered vital to all maneuvers, and even outnumbered units were expected to turn the enemy flanks. These high-level doctrines were also instilled at the tactical level with the 1928 Infantry Manual. The manual championed infiltration, night assaults, surprise, and shock to culminate with a charge with cold steel (bayonets) to destroy the enemy. At the same time concepts like retreat and surrender were discarded, Japanese troops were expected to fight until the bitter end. At the start of the Second World War the Japanese Imperial Army underwent significant expansion and reorganization. In order to meet the immediate goal of creating 23 active divisions by 1940, the army streamlined its divisions from four to three regiments. These lighter divisions were designed for mobility with light and mobile field artillery and a smaller baggage train. The objective was to outmarch and outflank the enemy.320

It was this well indoctrinated offensive-minded force that burst upon the Commonwealth forces in Malaya in 1941. By then, the Japanese formations that carried out the offensive had almost four years of combat experience in China. They did not have any more experience in jungle warfare than the Commonwealth forces, but they were a cohesive and well-trained force. By contrast, the British had been using the garrison forces of the east as a replenishment pool for their forces in North Africa. All experienced cadre were gradually shipped west via the process of “milking.” It is no surprise that the untried and poorly trained and equipped forces succumbed to the Japanese onslaught. Only after the retreat across the Chindwin in 1942 did the Commonwealth forces have time to reorganize and retrain for the forthcoming battles. By then, the Allies’ considerable manpower and material resources were beginning to make themselves felt. By 1943, the Allies had gained air superiority, and this enabled them to support any unit that was cut off behind Japanese lines. The 7th Indian Division’s stand in the Administrative Box position in the area of Awlanbyin and Sinzweya in February 1944 was a turning point in the war. The superior mobility of the Japanese forces was rendered largely ineffective. From this point onward, the Japanese were forced to fight on the Commonwealth terms of a set-piece battle with artillery, tanks, and airpower, all of which the Japanese were sorely deficient in. The Japanese were the first to deploy tanks in Malaya using no less than 211 tanks in three regiments with Yamashita’s 25th Army. The tanks were the obsolete Type 97 Chi-Ha medium tank and the Type 95 Ha-Go light tank.321 The weakness of these tanks became very apparent during the Burma campaign when they came up against the British 7th Armored Brigade’s M3 Stuart light tanks. The Japanese discovered to their dismay that none of their tank guns could penetrate the Stuart tank’s armor at any angle or any range.322 By the time of the Imphal campaign, the Japanese had only one tank regiment, the 14th, and it was perennially short of tanks. The Allies by contrast were bringing in the heavy Lee and Sherman tanks. Overall Japanese industrial capacity simply could not keep up with the demands of total war. Between 1941 and 1945, the Japanese produced only 5,495 tanks with the bulk of them being the obsolete Type 97 and 95.323 The same was the case with much-needed heavy artillery. It took Japanese factories eight months to manufacture a Type 15 150mm gun, the standard medium artillery piece of the Japanese Burma Army.324

The initial weaknesses of the Commonwealth forces, however, do not detract in any way from the tremendous British/Indian forces’ transformation in the aftermath of the retreat from Burma. The 14th Army was thoroughly restructured, reequipped, and retrained for jungle warfare. It was by no means a faultless process as some of the changes were problematic to say the least. The introduction of the Light Division structure of two brigades proved to be a near disaster as the 17th Indian Division was almost overwhelmed during the Battle of Imphal and had to be rapidly reintegrated with a third brigade after the battle.325 Similarly the LRP brigades that Churchill and Wavell championed turned out to be white elephants. They proved to be ineffective against the Japanese and required huge amounts of much-needed air support to keep them supplied. General Giffard noted that they “did not affect the launching of the Japanese offensive against Assam. . . . Had little effect on the enemy’s lines of communication in Assam . . . only one battalion (from the 18th Divisional Reserve) was actually diverted.”326 Despite these shortcomings, once underway, the 14th Army counteroffensive proved to be unstoppable and had pushed the Japanese out of Burma by the time of the surrender.

The campaign in Burma involved the largest number of Indian Army troops during the Second World War. It is not surprising then that this theater also involved the largest number of Indian Army officers. No less than 10 postwar Indian Army chiefs of staff and two field marshals gained their combat and operational experiences during these campaigns. During the desperate retreat from the rampaging Japanese forces, Captain Sam Manekshaw won the Military Cross for his successful assault on Pagoda Hill in defense of the Sittang Bridge.327 Toward the end of the campaign, the 51st Indian Brigade, the first brigade to have all three of its battalions commanded by Indian officers—Lieutenant-Colonel Kodandera Thimayya, Lieutenant-Colonel Shankarrao Thorat, and Lieutenant-Colonel Lionel Sen—landed to expand the bridgehead at Kangaw.328 Thimayya went on to become the first Indian to command a brigade, the 36th Brigade of the 26th Indian Division, which was the first formation to enter Rangoon.329 These future chiefs and several other future generals experienced and imbibed the entirety of the operational experiences of the eastern campaigns. Along with North Africa and Italy their experiences became the foundation of the Independent Indian Army operational doctrines.




Conclusion

The Second World War represented the pinnacle of the late colonial Indian Army’s evolution. Along with its sister services of the navy and the air force the Indian war effort had raised the largest volunteer force of the war with no less than 2,500,000 professional soldiers, sailors, and air men. They fought in Burma, Malaya, East Africa, North Africa, Tunisia, the Middle East, Sicily, and Italy. They won 4,028 awards for gallantry, including 31 Victoria Crosses (27 in Burma—20 for the Indian Army). The Indian 14th Army in Burma became the largest single army of the war with one million men, 700,000 of whom were Indian. It fought along a 700-mile front almost the equivalent of the eastern front. The Japanese suffered half their total casualties of the entire war in Burma alone.1 The Japanese surrender did not bring an end to the Indian Army’s commitments to empire. The 20th Indian Division took part in bitter fighting against the Viet Minh in Vietnam prior to the arrival of the French forces in 1946. In Indonesia, the 5th, 23rd, and 26th Indian divisions also took part in bitter fighting against Indonesian nationalist forces led by Sukarno who was bitterly opposed to any Dutch reoccupation of the islands. In addition to these theaters, in September 1946, there were still 44,000 Indian troops in Burma, 59,000 in Malaya, 16,000 in Iraq, 12,500 in the Middle East, 11,400 in Japan, 5,800 in Hong Kong, 1,500 in Ceylon, 1,000 in Borneo, and 400 in Italy, for a total of 274,900 men deployed overseas.2

It is a supreme irony that all of the tremendous wartime success that the Indian Army garnered was done so in the face of implacable indifference and even outright hostility from its wartime political leader—Prime Minister Winston Churchill. As was the case with India, Indians and Indian nationalists in particular, Churchill had scant respect for the Indian Army. Despite making repeated and full use of it during the war, he harbored a deep-seated mistrust of the Indian Army. On August 1, 1941, as Auchinleck was in the midst of preparing for the “Crusader” operation against Rommel’s Afrika Korps, he appealed to Churchill for more forces, pointing out that there was an entire armored division of trained and seasoned Indian soldiers in India who were unemployed because they had no tanks, trucks, or equipment. Churchill’s reply was “But General how do you know that they wouldn’t turn and fire the wrong way?”3 This mistrust would resurface in 1943 when in the midst of a major expansion of the Indian Army, Churchill and the secretary of state for India, Leo Amery, actually argued for a reduction in the army’s size because of deep-seated suspicions of disloyalty.4

Churchill was not alone in his contempt for the Indian Army; it was a view that several of his senior British Army generals also shared. In August 1945, the Labour government of Clement Attlee came to power in England. As Auchinleck, the commander in chief, India, worked desperately to prepare the Indian Army for independence and for close cooperation with the Commonwealth, the new chief of the Imperial General Staff, General Montgomery, ordered that all Indian officers attending the Imperial Defense College be excluded due to security reasons, much to Auchinleck’s chagrin.5 Despite these official setbacks, the twilight of the late colonial Indian Army did have some silver linings. The Indianization program was a measured success. The war had forced the British to drop all prior reservations about its viability. Indeed by April 1, 1947, the officer total of the Indian Army stood at 11,500 British officers to 8,400 Indian officers, even though a considerable number of these officers were Emergency Commissioned Indian Officers with little experience and most would not receive permanent commissions.6

The usage of military infrastructure represented another challenge; Auchinleck, the chief of staff, and the viceroy, Lord Mountbatten, had hoped that the newly independent states of India and Pakistan would maintain a joint defense establishment after the transfer of power (August 15, 1947). However, Nehru rejected these last-minute pleas. Mountbatten then set up the Armed Forces Reconstruction Committee to plan how military assets and manpower could be divided between the two dominions. The Joint Defense Council (JDC) that Mountbatten chaired took over this task after August 15. The JDC’s recommendations were to divide these resources along a 70 to 30 ratio between Indian and Pakistan. The interim cabinet accepted this plan on June 30. However, implementing this plan proved difficult. Foremost was the fact that there were no Muslim-only units in the Indian Army. So although the 70 to 30 ratio was to be maintained in dividing up the units, the personnel were given the option of transferring to the dominion’s army. Another problem arose over the division of military establishments. For strategic reasons, many of the military establishments were located in the Indian subcontinent’s interior, and it would be impractical to physically uproot and transfer these facilities to Pakistan. As a result, the decision was made to divide only movable assets. The end result was that India emerged from partition with one of the largest defense production facilities in the world.7

India also emerged with the largest and most battle-experienced group of officers. Pakistan by contrast experienced a severe shortage of combat-trained officers. As Auchinleck pointed out, most Muslim officers had been sent into support units while at the same time a great many Hindu officers had battle experience. General Douglas Gracey, the Pakistani Army’s first commander in chief, noted that one reason for this was the Muslim candidates’ poor performance in the competitive exams. He pointed out that at the time of independence the Pakistani Army had only four lieutenant-colonels.8 As a consequence of this shortage of officers, the Pakistani Army was heavily reliant upon British officers until 1950. This in turn greatly impinged upon their ability to fully engage India militarily during the Kashmir conflict of 1947. On October 26, 1947, the Pakistani leader Muhammad Ali Jinnah ordered General Gracey to seize strategic Kashmiri locations. Gracey not only refused to carry out the order (which was later withdrawn) but also informed General Auchinleck who flew into Lahore to warn Jinnah of the “incalculable consequences.”9 In sharp contrast, the British did not enjoy a similar influence over India. There were no British officers serving in the fighting forces of India, and the remaining British officers in India were serving in an advisory capacity only.10

The late colonial Indian Army officially came to an end on August 15, 1947. Its legacy was maintained largely in the army of independent India, which ensured that India emerged from the Second World War as a regional military power. However, this potential was not realized or exploited by the new political class under Prime Minister Nehru’s leadership. Just as Churchill ignored and mistrusted the late colonial Indian Army during the Second World War, Nehru too would ignore and through his defense minister, Krishna Menon, eventually undermine the Indian Army’s operational viability and professional ethos. It would take the disastrous consequences of the brief border war with Communist China in 1962 to once again revitalize the army. But that is another story.
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