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Tara Arts produces global theatre for dcal
audiences pioneering crosscultural theatre since

1977 for over 35 years.

Positioned between East and West, TARA champions
creative diversity through the production, promotion TA R A

and development of world class, crossultural

theatre and the developmen of emerging artists.

Project Background

© IWM (Art.IWM ART 2344)

Subterranean Sepoy$y Avin Shah, is a Radio Play
based on the experiences of the British Indian Army
(aka the Sarkar) on the Western Front during 1914
15. It was produced by Tara Arts ith help from the
Heritage Lottery Fund & the National Theatre .

Although the play is fictional, its story evolved from a
series of workshops, led by Tara Arts, in which
volunteer historians researched longforgotten
archives, unpublished diaries and persoal letters of
both Indian & British soldiers who foughtside by

side in France and Flanders.

Exploring their reactions to theextremely demanding circumstances and their mutually alien
cultures, they interpreted these factual discoveries into emotional jotneys and changing
AoDbAAOAOGEI T 08 , AOOI U OEAU EAAT OEEZEAA OT EOAOOAI E

narrative and breathe life into its characters.

Our primary sources were museum archives of unpublished war diaries of British Indian Army
regiments during 1914-15 (National Army & Imperial War Museums), plus a collection of letters
from sepoys from the front, translated during the War by the Censor of Indian Mails and held at
the British Library.

TARA ARTS 356 GARRATT LANEONDONSW18 4ES  TEL: 020 8333 4457 www.tara-arts.com
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What is Subterranean Sepoys?

It is a 55minute long dramafor radio, intended as a ;
jumping-off point from which to stimulate discussion ,
about the Indian Armyd © AT T OrOMOAINIE T 1

One.

BY avin

Who is thi s Packfor?

It is for both adults andteachers of Key Stage 3+4 in
English, History, Drama and Citizenship , intended
to complement theexisting curriculum.

How to Use it
This Resource Pack can be usenhtirely online or

printed out and the play downloaded as an MP3 from
the Subterranean Sepoysroject website below:

http://trenchindians.com
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There areadditional useful URLIinks
throughout the pack. Theseextra links are not
essentialalthough they are alleasily accessible
via the dedicatedwebsite, beinga one-stop
shop for the project.

Sepoy:
An Indian soldieresving under British orders

N s

Why ficti on?
To help fill in the gaps that history leaves.

Social history is partly about trying to understand people from anothehistorical period in an

emotional sense rather than a purely factuakontext4 EA AEAOAAOAO00OS8 0OO00OCCI AC
help to open up themes for discussion.
Why a Radio play specifically ?

To emphasise the role o6OUNDIn the trenchesand togain accesgo the intimacy of the
O A b lelwitodment.

Most soldiers could see no further than the trench wall or a few metreat night. Hearing
became the primary sense for survival.

Most of the sepoys and their families were illiterate. They relied on thgpoken word .

Deprived of visual stimuli and the written word, we lecome more focused as lieners,
providing more fertile ground from which to engage irthe emotional world.
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Project Aim
To aligrnthe heritage of India with
Britain as part of a mutual Colonial
History and to celebrate this dual

heritage.

Quick Facts

1.4 million men left India to serve in World War One, of which 130,000 were sent to the
Western Front in France & Belgium.

During November 1914, when this play is segne third of the British Army serving on the
Western Front had come from India. Thejought there for ayear beforemost of them weresent

on to servein Asia and Africa.

Apart from a hospitalat the Brighton Pavilion,what do we know about them?

Why has so little been written about this subject?

In Britain today, there issom embarrassmentabout colonialism
and the British Empire which is seenby many peopleas an unfair
exploitation of India. Many opinions of Indians written by the

British during that period, particularly Martial Race Theory , are

considered racist today.

In India , after the 1947 Independence from the British Empire,

anything that had happened before 1947 was considered as part

of colonial history of the British Empire. Given that this wagrecisely what the independence
movement in India had been againgpolitically , it wasperhapsnot in newly-independent) T AEAS O

intereststo promote the subject.

By ignoring this story, it could be said thatwe arein fact practising censorship and using

propaganda : two major themes of Subterranean Sepoys



WHAT QUESTION®ID WE HAVE?

Look at this soldier
http://trenchindians.com/sepoysn-wwi/

Who is he?

Where are his family?

Where is he stationed in France?

What does his trench look like?

What is his daily routine? What are his

duties?

1 Where does he sleep? Where is his
toilet?

1 How does he keep dry?

What sounds can he hear at night?
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You might have discovered some of this already in yo work about the World War One
and learning aboutthe condtions on the Western FrontBut what about these

guestions?

1 Why did he leave his home in
India to fight in a faraway land?
What did he write to his wife?
B & o comebach sate end sound. From ks How did he write his letters? Can
IRl e e he even read and write?
QI e o o e e e How were his letters censored?
What did he think of France?
What was his religion?
What food did he eat?
How did he speak to his British
officer?

=

rd to endure the bombs, father It will be difficul

=

ve been here the enemy has remained in his trenches
:r side has advanced at all- The Germans are very cui
have fallen cannot be counted-

=A =4 =4 - 1

But couldwe begin to see his world through his eyes?
Or hear it through his eas?
If we could, we might start to imagine how he might have felt.

Could we thenimagine his desires, expectationsfearsand opinions?


http://trenchindians.com/sepoys-in-wwi/

UNDERSTANDING THE BRITISH INDIAN ARMY in 1914

Between 1914 & 1918, 1.4nillion men from India served in the First World WaracrossFrance,

Belgium, Mesopotamia (Iraq) Persia (Iran)East Africa(Tanzania), Egypt.

140,000 men were sent from India of which approximately 90,000 were soldiers (sepoys) and

50,000 were followers (cooks, groms, labourers, coolies, carpenters, lasts tailors).

wounded to
UK Hospitals ®
® The Western Front
until Nov. 1915

Arr. in Marseilles
Sept-Oct. 1914

Sirhind Brigade

in Egypt, Oct. 1914 Leaving India,

Aug. 1914

The Indian Army

In 1914, much of India was ruled by Britain. This type of rulavas known as colonialism.

Before the war, the IndianArmy was already the largestprofessional armyin the world, i.e.they

were volunteers z they were na conscripted (forced bylaw). It fought throughout Asiaand

Africa and as golice forceon the North West Frontier the border with Afghanistan).

Where did these soldiers come from?

Most camefrom villages of Northern India. This India was the area tht is now India, Pakistan,

Bandadesh & Burma. Nepal also providetkgiments of soldierscalled Gurkhas.



Sowhy did these men leave to fight a war not their own , in a land far away ?

They were from poor communities,

mostly from Northern India. The

y y Froma Punjabi Army Recruiting Song from 1913:
were farmers, who also had a great
warrior tradition. Many generations 0The Recruiters are at
of men had been in the Army Enlist in the Army,

Here you eat dry roti (bread),

It was typical for the sons to join, Here you are in tatters,
leaving the eldest son behind to look There you will wear

after the farm and the family.

Family, Regiment & Izzat

/’u’ M-L © IWM (Art.IWM PST 12574)

Soldiers were paid a commission for recruiting

others to their regiment.

Professional Recruiters in every village received

 fees for every man they enlisted.

Theposter says in Hindusta(irdu):

Who will take this uniform, money and rifle”

. u : : wm -

The regiment was everything. It was th© A DT U O 6 te ©radaédGakily as they
were away from home for long periodsEntire villages would send men to the local
regiment. twasax AU O1 EI Bxdt. OA 11 A6 O

The notion oflzzat translates loosely asHonour, Duty & Reputation. It was attained by
bravery and loyal service good deedsand respect for oneself and otherdt could also be

attained by Shahidi(or martyrdom) for an honourable death in combat.



But why were they encouraged to go and fight this war ?

1 Princes who still ruled some of India
and Landowners wanted favourable
treatment by the British to help
maintain their own power and wealth
and so supported the war providing

money and men

1 Indian Politicians believed that showing loyalty with Britain would open the door

for future independence (the right to rule themselves)so encouraged men to enlist.

1 The Indian Armywasto be allowed to fight againstthe white race or the first time.

This was a greahonour for the existing Indian soldier (sepoy).

British Soldiers z Why join the Indian Army?

Before 1914, the Indian Army was an excellent career choice for a British officer or
enlisted man. It was slightly better paid than the regular British Army and the
opportunities for promotion were better. This was because there was regular fighting,
so there were more opportunities to prove your worth. This also meant there was great

competition to be accepted, as the Indian Army took only theery best soldiers.

Martial Race Theory

During the Indian Mutiny in 1857, certain parts of the Indian Army in Irdia fought
against British rule. It was believed that thisrebellion had begun becausehe British

had stopped respecting Indian customs, religions and beliefs

After the Mutiny, the British were careful to only select certairraces and religious

groupsfor the Army, believingthat only certain ethnic groups, those opeasant,farmer

and warr ior classeswere suitableto becomesoldiers. Educated, city dwellers from the

31 0O0E 1T £ )T AEA xAOA AT 1 OEAAOA ANowsdddys thist OAT 1 AAC

theory is considered unacceptable



This meant that the British preferred to enlist taller, fairerskinned men from the colder,
mountainous and hilly Northern India (physically more similar to Europeans) than the

shorter, darker-skinned men fromthe flatter, hotter parts in the South.

The Class Company Regiment

In order to discourage mutiny, nen of the same ethnic groupsor class)were kept
together in companies (~100 men) or whole regimens (~700-800 men) to make it
easier to manage them. Thehad the same religion and language and often came from
the same villagesThe Sarkaralso ensured that thér religious and cultural needs (e.g.
preparation of food z halal for Muslims, no beef for Hindu®tc, were respected and

promoted. Sepoys wereeven punished for breaking their own cultural rules.

Food

Even in France, they were given

rations according to their usual diet.

Meat was available for Muslim
sepoys and any others who ate it.
Goats and sheep were boughtom

Southern Europeand slaughered

according to religious guidelines.

The sepoys ratiors,from on board ship to Marseilleand Orleans, included

Atta (flour) Gur (sugar) Salt Turmeric
Rice Ghee Tamarind Chillies
Dhal (lentils) Ginger Tea Dried Fruits

Extra tea was giva instead ofrumto OET OA x ET  Adicéhbl dntl éxita simédr,O A

sweetsor rum to Sikhs (whose faith prohibited cigarettes and tobacco)



CONTEXTOF THE INDIAN ARMY IN WWI

Why did the British Army need to send the Indian Army all the way to Europe?

The Indian Armywere the largest professional army in the world. This means that they were all
volunteers (not conscripts) and were already fullytrained soldiers. They already had
experience fighting in India on the North West Frontier as well as having been sent around

other parts of Asia and Africa during earlier wars.

. The Race t R
The quickest way to avert defeat by Germany at the start of the thees;ce ° . '

war was to plug the gap in the British and French line with the gaw“"-._:Y
Indian Army to stop the GermanArmy from reaching the

channelports and the Sea

Battle of Artois /27 September

The War of Movement & Race to the Sea Septz Oct 1914):

Battle of Albert\25 September

The Germans invaded France, but were stopped at the Battle of Bt e Picsi\ 2 Sprber France
the Marne (September 1914).

Amiens

The British Expeditionary Force (BEF) helped to stop the

Battle of the Aisne, 13-28 September

Germans at the Battle of Mons (August 1914). Reims

The Indians were sent to Ypre, where they fought bravely to ®p the Germans breaking

through.

Stalemate (Nov 1914 onwards ): Neither side could defeat the otherOn the Western Front,

both sides dug a 40@mile line of trenches across Europe.
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SUMMARYOF EARLY BATTLES 1914
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TIMELINE OF SUBTERRANEN SEPOY&. INDIAN ARMY

August 1914
Britain declares War on Germany. Europe plunged into War.

Sept & Oct 1914
Two Infantry & one Cavalry Division of the British Indian Army arrive at Marseille. The French
line the streetsin huge crowds, cheeringo welcomelLes Hindoues

October 1914

Lahore Division fights at the % Battle of YpresKhudadad Khan
(right) , a Punjabi Muslim, becomes the first Indian of the war to win
a Victoria Cross.

November 1914
Darwan Sing Negi (a Hindu Garhwali) becomes wins the Victoria
Cross.

Christmas Day - December 1914

The Garhwal Rifles trade gifts with the Germans during the unofficial Christmas Truckhe
adjutant, Captain Ted Berrymanwrote a letter to his sister (in India) with the following
drawings abou the difference between Christmas Eve and Christmas Day.

The sepoys of the 39 Garhwali Rifles regiment thought that the candles reminded them of
Diwali, the Hindu Festival of Light. Couldhis be thevictory of Hope over Despair?

March 1915

TheIndian Army leads the assault at the Battle of Neuve Chapelle. 4,200 Indians are killed or
wounded. Rifleman Gobar Sing Negi wins the Victoria Cross after dying of his wounds.

April Z November 2015
Further Battles of Festubert, Aubers Ridge, Loos andiX pres. The Indian infantry is removed
from the Western Front and sent to fight in Asia and Africa.
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