Risaldar Muhammad Akram Khan (Pathan,39) to Ahmad Khan (Peshsawar, NWFP – North West Frontier Province)

9th Hodson’s Horse

France

You have no doubt heard of the good things I have done from other people.  I am not given to praising myself.  On the 26th March I went to London to have an interview with His Majesty the King.  The King spoke to me with his own auspicious (lucky) tongue.  I am profoundly grateful to His Majesty for his kind treatment, and am always praying that God in justice will grant him the victory.

Zabur Shah (Hindustani Muslim) to (Risaldar Sayid Muhammad Amir Shah (5th Cavalry, Risalpur, Peshawar District, NWFP, 49)

6th Cavalry

France

Our Indian Government (the British government in India) deserves to be congratulated.  Despite the very great difficulties of distance, they arrange to perfection everything connected with the clothing and rationing of their Indian troops.  Certainly their arrangements are better than those of any other government.  I tell you truly (and don’t think that I have any hidden reason for saying this) that the food supplied to us is not only enough, it is really generous.  As regards clothing, no troops are so lavishly supplied with good clothing as the Indian troops.  If we fail to make the most of it, that is our fault entirely.  The people of this country treat us with the greatest consideration and respect.  One of our men has with consent of the French and British Governments, married into these people and a daughter has been born to him.  He gets leave frequently to see his family.

Risaldar Samand Khan (retired) to Mahomed Hayat Khan 

(Punjabi Muslim, 18th Lancers, France)

Lyallpur District






(Urdu)

Punjab







29th August 1917

Night and day I pray to God to give our King victory, and satisfy the desires of my heart:  to bring the tyrant German to the dust and destroy him.  Give your best service to the Government.  To serve the Government is an excellent thing, and for generations our ancestors have benefited by such service, and endured no hardships.  The Muslims should understand this, and join together to give good service.  

Ghulam Mahomed Khan (Punjabi Muslim) to

Lumberdar Mahomed Hyat (Gujrat Distruct, Punjab)

19th Lancers






(Urdu)

France






2nd October 1917

Go on praying to God that He may have mercy on us.  Up till now I am very well and not at all worried in my mind.  We have heard nothing about our return to India, and in fact I have no wish to return until our great King gains a full victory.  We believe that such a victory is near at hand.

An unnamed Muslim to the Risaldar-Major of the 6th Cavalry, Troop No.1

No 786






(Urdu)

Karachi






March 1916?

You are entangled in a war in which no victory has been gained nor can any be gained in the future.  What you ought to do is raise your fellow caste-men (soldiers) against the English and join the army of Islam (probably the Turks ).  If you die in its service it would be better than living as you are doing now.  Act as I have advised you, or you will be sorry for if afterwards. God’s orders have been received to the effect that the destruction of the British Raj (British government in India) is at hand.  They are having to face great losses everywhere.  You ought to think over this, for by sticking to the English you will gain neither this world nor the next (heaven).  All the Muslims who have died in this war fighting for the British will spend an eternity in hell.  Kill the English whenever you get a chance and join the enemy.  If you do not win in this world you will at all events gain Paradise.  You will certainly be safe from this King of the traitors (George V).  Everything out here is very clear and there is a regular famine.  Be watchful, join the enemy, and you will expel the Kafir (get rid of the unbelieving British) from your native land (India).  The flag of Islam is ready and will shortly be seen waving.  You Indians make ready and we here in two days will rebel and imprison all the English.  Please God we shall do this, for every caste (class of Indian) out here complains of them.  

Havildar Abdul Rahman (Punjabi Muslim to Naik Rajwali Khan

(31 st Punjabis, Fort Sanderman, Zhob district Baluchistan)

59th Rifles






(Urdu)

(France)






20th May 1915

For God’s sake don’t come, don’t come, don’t come to this war in Europe.  Write and tell me if your regiment or any part of it comes and whether you are coming with it or not.  I am in a state of great worry; and tell my brother Muhammad Yakub Khan for God’s sake not to join up.  If you have any relatives, my advice is don’t let them join up.  It is unnecessary to write any more.  I write so much to you as I am pay Havildar (in charge of pay) and read the letters to the double company commander (a British officer).  Otherwise there is a strict order against writing on this subject.  Cannons, machine guns, rifles and bombs are going day and night, just like the rains in the month of Sawan (July-August).  Those who have escaped so far are like the few grains left uncooked in a pot.  That is the case with us.  In my company there are only ten men (left).  In the regiment there are 200.  In every regiment there are only 200 or 280.

Colour Havildar Bhola Khan (Punjabi Muslim) to

Lance naik Chulam Haidar (109th Pioneers , Quetta, Baluchistan)

129th Baluchis





(Urdu)

(France)






1st September 1915

The arrangements of the British Government are excellent, and I cannot sufficiently praise them (praise them enough).  For everything necessary for comfort is to be had, and all the troops spend their time in ease.  Please God, He will of His grace and mercy speedily show us the day on which civilization will triumph, and the race of savages (the Germans) will be extirpated (destroyed).

Dafadar Manir Khan (Punjabi Muslim to schoolmaster Zaman Ali Khan (Peshawar, NWFP, India)

Lahore Signalling Company



(Urdu)

France






2nd October 1915

May our King and the other Allied sovereigns (the emperor of Russia, President of France etc) be victorious.  We ought always to be praying for our government, for undoubtedly there is no other sovereign who is as kind-hearted as our King.  For this reason, my petition goes up day and night to the almighty (God/Allah) that one day all the Indians, victorious, may reach Bombay (Mumbai), and – with flags in their hands, and beating drums, and singing songs of victory – may go away on leave and meet their parents again.

Rahimdad Khan (Pathan) to Sher Khan (Mirpur, Kashmir?)

19th Lancers






(Urdu)

France






21st May 1916

I learn from Karamdad’s letter that Fateh Khan has been sent to transportation (for mutiny –in Mesopotamia (Iraq) refusing to fight against the Turks).  A thousands pities!  439 cavalrymen (of the 15th Lancers) were transported fro refusing to fight against the Turks.  This was a great mistake to behave to our King in this way.  The enemy no doubt are Turks, but in spite of this our men ought not to have been untrue to their salt (because the soldiers have eaten the food of the British they ought to be loyal to them).  It is a thousand pities that I, poor creature as I am, can do nothing in the matter.  Well, we must have patience and trust that in time they will be released.  I hope so, for there is a great talk about the matter.

Ressaidar Khan Alam Khan to Jemadar Sirdar Sultan Khan 

(Punjabi Muslim, 18th Lancers, France)

Jullundur






(Urdu)

Punjab






4th March 1916

We expect that you, and all those that are with you, will remain in every respect loyal to our King, and by your bravery will give proof of the fidelity (loyalty) of your race.  Some of the 15th Lancers failed in their loyalty, and they have been heavily punished by transportation from their country.  (In February 1916 429 Indian Muslim soldiers refused to fight near Baghdad against the Turks).  They were all punished.  All the Sirdars (British Indian Army officers) reasoned with the men, saying that we have sworn that by land or sea, wherever the Sirkar (British government) orders, we will never object to serve.  But God clouded the understanding of certain of the men, and they disobeyed so just a Government under whose shadow we dwell in safety, and receive such dignity, and the like of whom has never existed.  We hope that you will instil (put) into the minds of all our race that they should uphold their own honour and that of our King, and illuminate it with the splendour of four moons.  Well done, brave men!  Add to the renown (fame) of your race!  You will never have so good an opportunity for doing so (as the present).

Pensioner Jan Mahomed Khan to Fateh Mohamed Khan

(Hindustani Muslim, 6th Cavalry, France)

Rohtak






(Urdu)

(Punjab)






24th March 1916

I am very glad to hear of your having those sacred readings in France about the birth and career of God’s Holy Prophet (Muhammed).  I am hopeful that people of other religions, when they hear the story of the Prophet, will become his followers.  You should all be careful that your prayers and religious observances are carefully carried out.  It is incumbent (the duty) of every Muslim soldier to fight his best for the King, taking care that he does not lose the support of his religion.  Fear God (and) honour your King and the officers who are set over you.

A Muslim officer to his brother (Central India)

France






(Urdu)









December 1914

What better occasion can I find than this to prove the loyalty of my family to the British Government?  Turkey, it is true, is a Muslim power, but what has it to do with us?  Turkey is nothing at all to us.  The men of France are beyond measure good and honourable and kind.  By God, my brother, they are gentlemen to the backbone!  Their manners and morals are in absolute accord (agreement) with our ideas.  In war they are as one with us and with the English.  Our noble King knows the quality and the worth of his subjects and his Rajas (Indian princes) alike.  

(I give you the truth of the matter.  The flag of victory will be in the hands of our British Government.  Be not at all distressed.  Without death there is no victory, but I am alive and very well, and I tell you truly that I will return alive to India.

A South Indian Muslim to a friend (India)

A hospital ship





(Urdu)






9th February 1915

The war is a calamity (disaster) on three worlds and has caused me to cross the seas and live here.  The cold is so great that it cannot be described.  Snow falls day and night and covers the ground to a depth of two feet.  We have not seen the sun for four months.  Thus we are sacrificed.  I have neither sleep by night nor ease by day.  In the world there could never have been such a war before, nor will there be again.  It is sad that God who has so much power and who sent the flood should have brought such a day to pass.  He has given them (the Germans) such a spirit that it cannot be described.  He has made them fowls of the air (i.e they can fly aeroplanes), dragons of the earth (i.e. fire huge guns) and poisonous crocodiles of the sea (i.e. use submarines).  And he has given them such skill that, when we encounter their deceitful bayonets, they set light to some substance which causes a suffocating vapour (poisoned gas), and then they attack.  How can I describe this?  The like will never happen in the world again that seven powers shall be confronted by ten.  We have often heard before that in war they fired cannon from seven or eight miles and attacked from the same distance, but in the modern war they fight from 100 or 150 yards and not more.  If war has become like stone throwing, why should there not be another flood?  If God enables me to see my people again, I shall look upon it as a new life.

Mohammad Ali Bey (Deccani Muslim) to Lance Dafadar Ranjit Singh (Depot, 20th Deccan Horse, Neemuch, Mindasok, Gwalior, Central India)

20th Deccan Horse





(Urdu?)

France






(June 1915?)

My friend, tell everyone at the Depot that this is the time to show one’s loyalty to the Sirkar (British government), to earn a name for oneself.  To die in the battlefield is glory.  For a thousand years one’s name will be remembered.  The British Army is now pressing the Germans very hard.  It is our destiny to conquer.  As for those who are frightened of the fighting and trouble, it were better for them to die.  We have all got to die some day.  Why should one trouble oneself and be a coward.  Government is now testing men of all nationalities, and is watching what men are making pretexts (excuses).  It is the duty of everyone now to sacrifice one’s life and property for the Government and to show one’s courage.  Let the man at the Depot know what I have written.  If you people do not show your loyalty to the Sirkar at this juncture (moment), the Sirkar will not overlook it, and there will be no prosperity for your children.  My friend, you should try and get your relatives and friends to enlist (join up) and to take part in the war.  What are the Germans in the face of the Indian troops?  They do nothing but run away in front of us.  Our artillery fire has upset all the plans of the Germans.  Perhaps the Germans are now thinking of making peace, but Britain and France wish to crush the Germans utterly and set their flags flying over Berlin.  It is the desire of everyone to take vengeance on the Germans for the loss of our comrades and to drink their blood… Judged impartially the Germans are not the equals of the Indian troops.

Sirfaraz Khan to Dafadar Alam Khan (Baluchi Muslim, 18th Lancers, France)

61st Camel Corps






(Urdu)

Lahore







16th April 1916

Punjab

Remember this, that you must always do the Sirkar’s (British government) work faithfully.  It is very difficult to get such a King (as we have got).  The Turks are not our nephews and nieces!  I firmly rely on you, that you remain the well-wisher of the Sirkar (British government) Still, it is proper that I should advise you.  The Turks made war against our Sirkar without any cause.  Our Sirkar repeatedly told the Turks before the war to remain neutral, and that their security would be arranged for in every way.  But the Turks would not be advised, and now they are giving away their country with their own hands.

Mahomed Nawaz Khan to Trumpet-Major Haq Nawaz Khan 

(Punjabi Muslim, 18th Lancers, France)

Shahpur







(Urdu)

(Punjab)







9th July 1916

Only by trusting in the Almighty (Allah-God) can one’s heart remain undisturbed.   Those whose hearts are confident and who rely on God are always at peace.  Those who do not put their hearts into the work of fighting the King’s enemies are clearly worthy of the greatest blame.  Who does not know that soldiers are kept to fight, and get their pay for this?  Can there be any greater faithlessness than this to draw your pay in peace and then to cry out when war comes on?  Such people die a death of disgrace from which may God deliver everyone!

Your own actions show your bravery and right-mindedness.   Do not brood over the fact that you have not been appreciated and have not got promotion.  You remain a private soldier although you are accomplished in all the details of a soldier’s life.  You are not to blame for this.  If blame attaches to anyone it is to those who have failed to recognize your merit.

Ghaib Shah (Pathan) to Abdul Khan (19th Lancers, France)

Peshawar District






(Urdu)

NWFP








10 April 1917

It is the practice of brave men to engage in warfare.  Be a brave man, therefore, and a loyal one, since you have eaten the salt of the Sirkar (eaten the food provided by the British government).  Do not be alarmed or disturbed, and when you go into battle, call on the names of God.  Your mother, your two grandmothers, and your grandfather pray for you every day.  Be not afraid, therefore – God will sustain you.  Brave men pass long periods in warfare away from home.

Ressaidar Malik Mahomed Latif Khan 
(Punjabi Muslim, 35) to Jemadar Usuf Ali Khan (19th Lancers, France)

28th Light Cavalry






(Urdu)

Seistan







15th April 1917

Persia

You must have heard that the Indian forces of our King of Kings, George V, have achieved a splendid victory and taken Baghdad the Holy (Baghdad was captured from the Turks in 1917 by British and Indian soldiers.  It was a city holy to Muslims).  It is a matter of the greatest joy to us Muslims that this sacred place has escaped out of the hands of the evil Germans, and has come into the possession of our just King and Cherisher of his subjects; and it is sincerely hoped that it will remain under his protection till the end of time.  May God the All Merciful speedily give victory to our gracious King over the entire world.

All these letters were extracted from David Omissi,Indian Voices of the Great War:Soldiers` Letters,1914-1918 ( Palgrave Macmillan)

