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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Theme: Race, empire and colonial troops 
Subject area: India and World War One 

Rationale 
The aim of this lesson is to introduce the role and contribution of the Indian forces on the 

Western Front. Students should recognise that the Indian forces made their contribution 

despite on-going prejudice and racism from British society.  

 

Additional information: The Indian army was a permanent section of the British forces due to 

Britain’s control over India. The Indian army was a volunteer army and contained soldiers from 

different religious communities including Muslims, Hindus and Sikhs. Although the army was 

based in India and made up of predominantly Indian males, officers could only be drawn from 

white British backgrounds. As an important part of the British forces, the Indian Army was 

mobilized very quickly once war was declared and arrived on the Western Front in the autumn 

of 1914. They later went on to serve in both the Gallipoli and North African campaigns during 

the war.  

Content 
Historical sources: 

 Photograph - X-ray room at the Kitchener Hospital 

 Photograph - The Sikh kitchen 

 Photograph - The four worst cases in the Brighton Hospital 

 Photograph - [1/4th] Gurkhas at kit inspection 

 Photograph - Indian infantry in the trenches 

 Letter - Excerpt from letter from Ram Sing to his father Subadar Madhun Sing 

 Report - The war: German attempts to fan Islamic feeling 

 Report - Memo from Indian mail censor on Indian troops' dissatisfaction with pay 

 Letter - Letter from Pay Havildar Shadma Khan to Gunner Hafis Nawat Khan 

 Printed material - Statements by wounded Indians who were prisoners of war in 

Germany 

 Report - Analysis of 1000 injuries received in action and the theory of self-infliction 

 Photograph - An Indian Cavalry horse hospital in a French factory [Estrée Blanche] 

Recommended reading (short article): 

Experiences of colonial troops by Dr Santanu Das 

Additional British Library resources: 

Asians in Britain: World Wars  

http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/xray-room-at-kitchener-hospital
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-sikh-kitchen
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/four-worst-cases-brighton-hospital
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/gurkhas-at-kit-inspection
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/indian-infantry-digging-trenches-prepared-against-gas-attack
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/excerpt-letter-from-ram-sing-to-father-subadar-madhun-sing
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/war-german-attempts-to-fan-islamic-feeling
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/memorandum-from-censor-of-indian-mail-re-troops-dissastifaction-with-pay
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/excerpt-letter-from-pay-havildar-shadma-khan
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/statements-by-three-wounded-indians-prisoners-of-war-in-germany1
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/statements-by-three-wounded-indians-prisoners-of-war-in-germany1
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/analysis-of-1000-wounds-injuries-received-in-action
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/indian-cavalry-horse-hospital
http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/colonial-troops
http://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/asians/worldwars/theworldwars.html
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External links: 

BBC 

Key questions 

 What is your mental image of a soldier on the Western Front during World War One?  

 Do you know who controlled India in 1914? 

 What roles do you think Indian troops carried out on the Western Front? 

 Were there any issues affecting the service of Indian troops that British troops did not 

face? 

 What prejudices did the involvement of Indian forces highlight and also dismiss? 

Activities 
1.) Ask students the following question: What is your mental image of a soldier on the 

Western Front during World War One? Ask them to write down a description. 

2.) Select some of the images from those listed above and ask students if this is what they 

expected. Take them through the different images describing what the Indian soldiers 

are doing and why they are fighting on the Western Front.  

3.) In small groups, distribute some of the print outs of the written statements about the 

involvement of the Indian troops. Ask the students what each one might tell them 

about the troops’ contribution to the war and what each one reveals about attitudes 

towards the Indian soldiers. This can be an extended exercise for higher ability students.  

4.) As well as the general effects of war, what other issues seem to be affecting Indian 

troops? Is there evidence that they experienced prejudice?  

5.) Using and selecting specific materials from those listed above write a summary of one 

of the contributions or issues that Indian soldiers were involved with.  

Extension activities  

 Other than the Western Front, ask students to find out where Indian forces served 

during World War One. 

 Invite students to research the Victoria Cross. How many Victoria Crosses were won by 

Indian soldiers during World War One? 

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwone/india_wwone_01.shtml

