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For my sister, Kate, and her husband, Lieutenant Commander Paul Gray, Fleet Air Arm, serving in our fourth Afghan War as I write.


That we may learn something from history…
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Glossary and Guide to Military Terms



This book is for the general reader as well as the military professional and enthusiast. Given that National Service ended fifty years ago, no great familiarity with military organisation, structures, terminology or sociology is assumed.


1/1st, etc. Regiments (see below) Regiments may comprise a number of battalions. Where isolated references appear, these are written in full - 1st Battalion, 1st Gurkha Rifles. However, where a number of units are referred to together, the numbering is abbreviated: 1/1st, 2/6th for example, refers to 1st Battalion, 1st Gurkha Rifles, 2nd Battalion, 6th Gurkha Rifles, and so on.


Army This refers to the whole of a nation’s land forces (‘the British Army’), or a major administrative subdivision of the same. Thus, the British-Indian Army comprised three separate armies, one for each of the principalities – those of Bengal (the largest, in which the Gurkhas were formed), Madras and Bombay. Finally, an ‘army’ can be the largest-but-one fighting formation on land, such as the 8th Army in North Africa in the Second World War. In the Second World War, however, armies, which could reach 100,000 strong, were linked together in ‘army groups’ (British and American) or ‘fronts’ (Russian), or ‘area armies’ (Japanese).


Battalion The basic tactical unit of infantry, very roughly 1,000 strong, give or take a few hundred either way. It is the principal administrative unit in most armies and has a long history, being very much like a Roman cohort. In the modern British Army, a battalion is commanded by a lieutenant colonel, although the first Gurkha battalions were commanded by lieutenants, then captains, then majors and so forth.


Brevet Effectively a local or acting rank, in order to make officers more senior without waiting for promotion, which depended on seniority and, in the case of British officers before 1871, purchase. East India Company officers were jealous of the fact that officers of the King’s or (from 1837) the Queen’s Regiments, based in the UK, were eligible for promotion by brevet, while they were not. The facility was later extended to them.


Brigade The lowest formation comprising all arms and services necessary to sustain a major force in the field, typically 5,000 strong, give or take a thousand or so. Usually commanded by a brigadier (general), but sometimes by a colonel.


Brigade of Gurkhas The combined body of UK Gurkha forces, currently about 3,000 strong. It currently comprises the two infantry battalions (see above) of the 1st and 2nd Battalions, the Royal Gurkha Rifles (RGR), the Queen’s Gurkha Engineers, the Queen’s Gurkha Signals and the Queen’s Own Gurkha Logistic Regiment (see below).


Carbine A shorter-barrelled firearm, still fired from the shoulder, carried by cavalry, artillery or police.


Commanding officer The head of a major unit (battalion; see above).


Commission A letter from the head of state appointing an officer in the armed forces. The fact that officers hold their appointment from the sovereign personally imbues them with special authority. Traditionally, commissions were signed by the head of state in person – the king or queen in the UK, the president in the United States, and so on. At the time of writing, however, commissions are signed by the Secretary of State for Defence and the Secretary of Defense, respectively.


Company The basic subdivision of a battalion, very roughly 100 strong. As such, it equates to a Roman century. Companies are commanded by a major in the modern British Army or a captain in the American. In the Gurkhas, companies were traditionally commanded by non-British Gurkha officers, but by the twentieth century the officer commanding and his second-in-command were usually British.


Corps Like regiment (see below), corps has more than one meaning. The first Gurkha regiments, that ‘newly formed and so peculiar a corps’, were called ‘corps’. The term therefore refers to a coherent body of people, whether intended for armed combat or other onerous service – the ‘Peace Corps’, for example. In military terminology nowadays it is used to denote either a specialised arm of the armed forces, such as the Corps of Royal Engineers or the Royal Corps of Signals, or a major formation comprising more than one division (see below). The latter would typically be commanded by a lieutenant general. Finally, in the Gurkha context, British and other officers and other ranks attached to the Brigade of Gurkhas (see below) from the supporting arms of the British Army are referred to by the Royal Gurkha Rifles as ‘Corps’ people. These include officers, warrant officers and NCOs of the Royal Engineers posted to the Queen’s Gurkha Engineers, the Royal Signals posted to the Queen’s Gurkha Signals, and the Royal Logistic Corps posted to the Queen’s Own Gurkha Logistic Regiment.


Desant Russian term for a surprise attack in the enemy rear, whether delivered by parachute, helicopter, amphibious or rapid ground movement. Adopted by British and US forces in the 1980s.


Division A formation comprising all arms and services necessary to undertake independent action. Typically commanded by a major general and in the order of 10,000 strong. In 1814–15, David Ochterlony, unusually, commanded a division as a colonel.


DSO Distinguished Service Order. Award for gallantry and/or outstanding competence in command.


Fusil A short, smooth-bore firearm, often carried by cavalry until the mid-nineteenth century. Effectively a carbine.


GCO Gurkha Commissioned Officer (1957–2007). A Gurkha holding the Queen’s Commission, and therefore part of the same career structure as British officers. Until the Gurkha Terms and Conditions of Service (GTACOS) review published on 8 March 2007, such appointments were quite rare.


Governor-General The East India Company’s top man in India, before 1857.


Gurkha, Gorkha, Goorkha See Chapter 1. Most narrowly, a member of ‘Gurkha’ designated units of the British, Indian, Nepalese, Singapore or Brunei security forces. More widely, Tibeto-Burman jats (tribes) from the ‘hills’ of Nepal.


Havildar An Indian Army or Gurkha sergeant.


Havildar major An Indian Army or Gurkha sergeant major.


Infantry Soldiers who usually fight on their feet, although they may be carried in armoured vehicles, whose job is to close with and destroy the enemy. In the nineteenth century, the term was used of line troops, as distinct from the elite riflemen.


IOM Indian Order of Merit. The first award for gallantry in British military service to be created, in 1837.


Jat A Nepalese ‘tribe’, including the jats such as the Magars and Gurungs from which the Gurkhas have traditionally been recruited to the British and Indian armies.


JCO Junior Commissioned Officer, Indian Army, post-1947. Three ranks – jemadar (from 1965, naib subedar); subedar; and subedar major (see below) – for officers promoted from the ranks, equivalent to QGOs and VCOs. See Table 2.


Jemadar (later naib subedar in the post-1947 Indian Army). Lieutenant in the East India Company and British-Indian armies, and a JCO (see above) in the post-1947 Indian Army. See Table 2.


KCIO King’s Commissioned Indian Officer. After the First World War, the British made tentative steps to start the process of ‘Indianisation’ under which Indians could be promoted into higher officer ranks. A very few Indian cadets were sent to study at the Royal Military College, Sandhurst (it did not become the ‘Academy’ until after the Second World War), and were given full commissions as KCIOs. These were equivalent in every way to British commissioned officers and had full authority over British troops (unlike VCOs).


Khaki From the Hindi and Urdu word for ‘earth’ or ‘dust-coloured’, and deriving from the Persian noun khāk, meaning ‘earth’ or ‘dust’. It entered the English language in 1857 as a descriptive word for the covert uniforms first worn by Harry Lumsden’s Corps of Guides in 1848, and khaki uniforms were certainly in use during the 1857 Indian Mutiny. Although now associated with a light olive drab or sandy colour, and also used to describe the darker brown of British uniforms in both world wars, the original khaki was very grey, like the landscape on the North-West Frontier and in Afghanistan, akin to the shade we now call taupe.


KGO King’s Gurkha Officer (1947–53). Holding a rank and responsibilities equivalent to a fully commissioned officer, a member of an intermediate or ‘sandwich’ band between fully commissioned officers and warrant officers (see Table 2).


Kotal (Mountain) pass in Iranian and other related languages.


Lance naik Lance corporal. See Table 2.


Line, infantry of the Soldiers whose job was originally mainly to fight in close order and deliver volleys of massed but relatively inaccurate musket fire. The Indian Army’s line infantry was better paid than ‘irregulars’ and light troops, which included the Gurkhas. As weapons became more lethal, all infantry had to disperse, and the distinction between ‘line infantry’ and ‘rifles’ (see below) became blurred.


Mutiny The great Indian Mutiny, 1857–8.


Musket A long, smooth-bore firearm. From the sixteenth-century Spanish word mosquete, originally a heavy firearm fired from a rest, which rapidly supplanted the smaller arquebus. The armament of most infantry until the 1850s.


Naib subedar The equivalent of a lieutenant, promoted from the ranks, in the modern Indian Army. See Table 2.


Naik Indian Army or Gurkha corporal.


NCO Non-commissioned officer. A person in the armed forces exercising authority but not holding a commission from the head of state (see above). Usually NCOs are appointed from the ranks, although some armed forces have a distinct NCO intake. In practice, senior NCOs exist in a parallel hierarchy with junior officers and often do the same jobs, for example, platoon commanders. NCOs can be promoted and demoted at the behest of their commander, without the lengthy selection processes, courses and procedures that attend officer promotions.


Officer A responsible person in the armed forces holding a commission, usually from the sovereign (see above).


Officer commanding The head of a minor unit, below a battalion (see above).


Picquet (also picket, piquet) To temporarily occupy high ground to secure the passage of a column below, a necessary technique in mountainous terrain such as the North-West Frontier.


Platoon The basic subdivision of a company (see above). Roughly thirty or so strong. In the modern British Army it is the lowest sub-unit commanded by a commissioned officer, but in the Gurkhas it was traditionally commanded by a Viceroy’s Commissioned Officer (VCO) or a Queen’s Gurkha Officer (QGO). See below and Table 2.


PVC Param Vir Chakra (‘Bravest of the Brave circle’). Post-1947, the Indian equivalent of the VC. Normally only awarded posthumously. Two of the three awarded have been posthumous (see Chapters 9 and 10).


QGE Queen’s Gurkha Engineers. A regiment (see below) of the Royal Engineers designated as part of the Brigade of Gurkhas (see above).


QGO(1953–2007) Queen’s Gurkha Officer. Holding a rank and responsibilities broadly equivalent to a fully commissioned officer, but a member of an intermediate or ‘sandwich’ band between fully commissioned officers and warrant officers (see Table 2). The title was abolished after the publication of the Gurkha Terms and Conditions of Service (GTACOS) review on 8 March 2007 (see Table 2).


QGS Queen’s Gurkha Signals. A regiment (see below) of the Royal Signals designated as part of the Brigade of Gurkhas (see above).


QOGLR Queen’s Own Gurkha Logistics Regiment. A regiment (see below) of the Royal Logistic Corps designated as part of the Brigade of Gurkhas (see above).


Regiment The regiment, in the British armed forces and those of the British Commonwealth, is the ‘family’ organisation to which a soldier belongs. It is also used, however, to refer to a battalion (see above) – equivalent in arms other than the infantry – as in ‘regiments’ of artillery, engineers, signals and so on. In this book, Gurkha regiments often comprise several battalions, a battalion (see above) being a tactical unit of several hundred men. In continental armies – the German and Russian included – however, a regiment may be a tactical unit, comprising, typically, three battalions and supporting arms. Thus, a Russian motor-rifle regiment, around 1,500 strong, is a miniature brigade (see above). In the modern British and Indian armies, regiments may each comprise several battalions, from the two of the British Royal Gurkha Rifles, to five or six battalions for some of the seven Indian Gurkha regiments (see Figure 4).


Rifle A long firearm with spiralling grooves down the barrel to impart spin to the bullet and make it travel further and more accurately. First introduced in the sixteenth century, they were adopted by rich landowners and huntsmen, but were rare on the battlefield until the eighteenth century because they were slow to load. At the end of the eighteenth century specialist rifle units were introduced.


Rifleman A soldier (lowest grade) in a rifle unit, including the British Rifles (Greenjackets and Light Infantry) and the Gurkha Rifles.


Rifles Originally units armed with rifles (see above). After rifles became pretty much universal as infantry small-arms, the name was retained, like many designations of specialist troops, as a mark of elite status.


Sangar The word derives from the Afghan term for a tiny fort, originally built of rocks, for one or a handful of soldiers. A sangar is a fortified observation post, from which fire can be delivered. Sangars can also be prefabricated from concrete.


Sappers Military engineers responsible for constructing bridges, fortifications and the like, and for demolishing those of the enemy by placing explosive charges (mines) and other means.


Section The smallest military grouping, typically eight to ten men, equating with the American squad, commanded in the Indian and British armies by a naik or corporal. Smaller groups of four soldiers have, however, been found convenient and used – known in the British Army as a ‘brick’ or (in the Special Forces), as a ‘sabre’.


Sepoy An Indian Army soldier, equivalent to a private. Technically the Gurkhas were ‘sepoys’, until they became riflemen, but they and their British officers hated the term. Sepoy is still the term for a modern Indian Army infantryman.


Sowar An Indian Army cavalry or (now) armoured soldier, equivalent to a trooper.


Subedar A captain equivalent, in the East India Company and British-Indian armies, and a captain equivalent promoted from the ranks in the modern (post-1947) Indian Army.


Subedar major A major equivalent, in the East India Company and British-Indian armies, and promoted from the ranks in the modern (post-1947) Indian Army.


VC Victoria Cross. Supreme award for gallantry, instituted in 1856, backdated to 1854. Open to Gurkhas and Indian soldiers from 1911.


VCO Viceroy’s Commissioned Officer. An officer in the pre-1947 Indian Army holding ‘commissioned’ rank (lieutenant up to major), but whose commission was signed by the Viceroy (see below) and not by the sovereign. After 1947 they were redesignated King’s Gurkha Officers (KGO) or, from 1953, Queen’s Gurkha Officers (QGO; see above).


Viceroy Literally ‘Vice-King’, from the French. The British rulers of India from 1858 to 1947. They were all male, and their wives were called the Vicereine.


WO Warrant officer. A senior soldier holding important administrative and command responsibilities but not a full commission (see above). Instead, they hold a [Royal] Warrant, which is fairly close. Sergeant majors or, in the case of the Indian army and the Gurkhas, havildar majors, were and are warrant officers.





Preface and Acknowledgements



ON THE MORNING of 21 May 2009, the then Home Secretary, Jacqui Smith, conceded a massive defeat for the British government. Men born in Nepal who had served in the British Army’s Brigade of Gurkhas for more than four years, and their dependants, would finally be allowed to settle in the United Kingdom. Just under a month earlier, on 23 April, there had been outrage when the British government had imposed stringent criteria for ex-Gurkhas wishing to settle in the UK. Many people felt these criteria were unreasonably demanding for a group of men who had served so loyally and prominently throughout nearly 200 years of British military history. In the 153 years that the Victoria Cross had been given as the supreme award for gallantry in the face of the enemy, the Gurkhas had won no fewer than twenty-six. Thirteen were won by Nepali or Sikkim Gurkhas and thirteen by their British officers. Nepalese Gurkhas, as opposed to their British officers, were not eligible for the VC until 1911, before which date they won many Indian Orders of Merit (IOM), many of which were the equivalent of the VC. Since 1947 three Gorkhas, as they are known in India, have also won India’s highest gallantry award, the Param Vir Chakra (PVC).


After an energetic and hard-fought campaign led by the popular British actress Joanna Lumley, whose father had served in the Gurkhas (see plate 24), the British government finally gave way. Many in the British Brigade of Gurkhas had advised against acceding on this issue, warning of the potential liabilities for the UK and the cost to Nepal in both money and talent. The British had traditionally ‘taken the best and sent them back better’ – and with pensions that were a big contribution to the Nepalese economy. However, there were other arguments, including the political and social situation in Nepal, and changes in the way ex-Gurkhas were regarded there. The Justice for Gurkhas campaign won. Brandishing the distinctive Gurkha kukri, the curved knife, with its 10-inch blade, the iconic emblem, weapon and tool of the Gurkha, Joanna Lumley uttered the war cry that had terrified the Queen’s enemies for nearly two centuries. ‘Ayo Gurkhali’ – ‘We are the Gurkhas’.1


This book examines who the Gurkhas are, the story of their 200 years as instruments of Indian and British security policy, and in so doing will help show why they have inspired such affection and found such a place in the British heart. The Gurkhas are professional soldiers, subject to probably the most rigorous and exclusive selection procedure in the world, which the author has witnessed. They are then deployed in isolation from their home and native culture, on behalf of a foreign state. That makes them perfect for the security requirements of the twenty-first century, as we leave the citizen armies of the twentieth century far behind. In a way, they epitomise a return to the era before the British started recruiting them in 1815 – in which highly disciplined professional armies were recruited to fight limited wars.


Does that mean that the Gurkhas are, as many critics have alleged, mercenaries? Technically, no.2 They may have started out that way, but very soon became members of the armed forces, first of the East India Company, and then, after 1857, of British India. Members of the armed forces of a party to a conflict are specifically excluded from the definition of ‘mercenary’ in the 1977 Protocol to the 1949 Geneva Conventions.


Another myth is that the kukri must draw blood every time it is drawn. That idea has been very effective in honing the Gurkhas’ image as formidable fighters, but is untrue. Gurkhas draw their kukris to chop firewood, build fences – just about anything. As a result, they have never carried the British Army-issue machete.


The British Army is not the only force that employs these tough, resilient men from the mountains of Nepal as soldiers. The Gurkhas were a natural part of the British-Indian Army, and when it became the army of the new Republic of India in 1947, four regiments were transferred to the British Army. Before 1947 the Gurkha regiments had certain distinctive characteristics and formed ‘a separate Gurkha line within the Indian Army’.3 Nevertheless, the way they were organised and officered was much the same as the rest of the British-Indian Army. After 1947, six regiments remained with the Indian Army, their natural home, and their name was changed back to Gorkha in 1949. The four that were transferred to the British Army found themselves in a strange, aberrant position, which has continued until the present day.


At the time of writing, there are about 40,000 Gorkhas serving in the Indian Army. One of India’s two field marshals since independence in 1947, Sam Manekshaw, was a Gorkha. A chapter in this book covers the very substantial Indian Gorkha force – now nearly half the size of the entire British Army – since 1947, and their role in India’s wars against China in 1962, and against Pakistan in 1965, 1971 and 1999. In 1971, the 4th Battalion, 5th Gorkha Rifles was the first Indian Army regiment to be used in a heliborne attack. Indian Army Gorkhas have also been deployed extensively in peacekeeping operations, from the Congo to Kosovo. The sultan of Brunei has his own Gurkha Reserve Unit, an internal security force, as well as a British Gurkha battalion based in his sultanate, while the Singapore Police has an elite Gurkha contingent. And there are also Gurkha contingents in the Malaysian armed forces. Finally, the US Navy employs Gurkha guards in Bahrain, and for security at certain other foreign ports and consulates. And if you cross the Atlantic on an ocean liner belonging to a certain well-known British shipping line, you may feel comfortably secure when you notice that many of the smartly turned-out waiters have the distinctive, though varied, build and features of ‘Gurkhas’.4


Why a new book when no other part of the former British-Indian Army, or of the British Army since 1947, has ‘received more printer’s ink than the Gurkhas’?5 Field Marshal Sir John Chapple’s 1980 Bibliography, now thirty years old, identified 320 such works, of which about half are substantial.6 There have been many more since then. The British popular view of the Gurkhas was formed in the colonial period and, in its most popular form, has changed relatively little since. Sometimes this has embarrassed serving Gurkhas, whether British or Nepalese. Sometimes descriptions, like the one from Navy and Army Illustrated in 1900, highlight a combination of the sometimes contradictory qualities that make the Gurkhas special: ‘As fighters … [Gurkhas] possess not only the dash which determines the fortunes of the attack, but the stubborn pluck which knows how to endure punishment without becoming demoralised.’7 Since then, however, the constant emphasis on Gurkhas’ loyalty and blind obedience has often been condescending, hackneyed and inaccurate, and is certainly out of date. Lionel Caplan’s outstanding book, Warrior Gentlemen, is one of a few scholarly anthropological treatments of the ‘Gurkhas’, whom he quickly identifies as ‘a fiction’.8 In his book, Caplan highlighted The Empire Annual for Boys for 1917, which portrayed the Gurkhas as being perfect doubles of the ideal public schoolboy:


‘Gurkhas are brave to reckless … faithful to their officers … terrible little fighters … fearsome national weapon, the kukri … The Nepalese are proud and independent maintaining their political freedom through long centuries … While fighting fiercely, Gurkhas showed a most generous spirit of courtesy, worthy of a more enlightened people … they despise the natives of India, but have a great admiration for the British … faithfulness, high spirits, and love of humour … fond of sports.9


Much of the literature about the ‘Gurkhas’ mirrors this patronising tone. The Gurkhas’ utter loyalty to their British officers is a recurring theme, reinforced by thirteen examples of Gurkhas who did not know what they were fighting for.10 Even those who knew better and who spoke the truth about the Gurkhas might sometimes find it twisted to support this view. The great scholar Sir Ralph Turner, who served with the 3rd Queen Alexandra’s Own Gurkha Rifles in the First World War, dedicated his 1931 Dictionary of the Nepali Language to them.


As I write these words my thoughts return to those who were my comrades, the stubborn and indomitable peasants of Nepal. Once more I hear the laughter with which you greeted every hardship. Once more I see you in your bivouacs or about your fires, on forced march or in the trenches, now shivering with wet and cold, now scorched by a pitiless and burning sun. Uncomplaining you endure hunger and thirst and wounds; and at the last your wavering lines disappear into the smoke and wrath of battle. Bravest of the brave, most generous of the generous, never had country more faithful friends than you.11


Sir Ralph, the great authority on Sanskrit, was one of a remarkable generation of scholars formed before the First World War, who then served in it and were catalysed and hardened by it. The last sentence, which appears on the Gurkha memorial in London, is true enough, but the tone is open to misinterpretation. Bravest of the Brave was a possible title for the present book, but a serving Gurkha officer told the author he thought it was ‘hackneyed’. One useful characteristic of modern Gurkha soldiers, which has attracted comment in the context of peace-support operations, is their inventiveness and the way they quickly make friends with local people:


‘They’re good at using local stuff. How many British soldiers would kill a chicken and eat it? Our boys do. They are quite inventive. When I was in Sarajevo [in 1994], we arrived at the camp and after about half an hour the officer commanding, the second-in-command and I went out to survey the area. Then we saw two of our boys playing chess with one of the local shopkeepers. Half an hour!12


The praise lavished on the Gurkhas in British folklore, and the general awareness of their history and identity among educated elements of British society, are not replicated in their native Nepal. A British radio programme could refer to ‘the Gurkhas’ as a respected institution and elite military force, without having to explain who they were.13 However, in Nepal, outside the main ‘Gurkha’ recruiting areas the response is likely to be: ‘Gorkha. That’s a town …’14 As we shall see in Chapter 1, the ‘Gurkhas’ are not generally recruited from the highest-caste jats, and high-caste Nepalis may look down on them, especially the Brahmans, many of whom have espoused the Maoist movement in Nepali politics. After a few drinks, they may also refer to those who serve in foreign armies as little better than traitors. John Cross is a retired Gurkha lieutenant colonel who left the UK in 1944. He commanded the Gurkha Parachute Company and the UK’s Jungle Warfare School.15 A distinguished scholar who speaks nine oriental languages, he has settled in Nepal and is now regarded as a guru by the Pokhara community where he lives. He explained that the massive esteem in which British hold the Gurkhas is not shared by many Nepalis.


This country is the only country in the world that does not hold the military in any regard. [Being a Gurkha] is a bit like being a mason. If you’re a mason, the lodge means everything to you. If you’re not a mason, it means bugger all. They [high-caste Nepalis] regard ‘Gurkhas’ as knuckle-headed, second-class citizens with no proper religious background. They regard them as a vociferous, overpaid and spoiled minority’.16


The economic and political situation in Nepal shaped the emergence of the ‘Gurkha’ as a professional soldier in foreign service 200 years ago, and is shaping his fate today. Brutally put, if Gurkhas are not respected and welcomed back in the country whence they came, they have more incentive to settle in UK.


The changed political climate in Nepal since 2001, when the Crown Prince killed himself and there was a Maoist insurrection, makes a new book timely. So does the deployment of Gurkhas to Iraq and Afghanistan, both areas where they have served before. A new official history of the British ‘Gurkhas’, and Indian Gurkhas before 1947, Britain’s Gurkhas, by Brigadier Christopher Bullock, was published in October 2009.17 The present book does not seek to compete with or replicate Christopher’s splendid volume, which was completed with the support of the Brigade of Gurkhas UK and the Ministry of Defence. This one was not supported by the MoD, being completed at the author’s own expense. However, it is hoped that it will complement the other Christopher’s work, and highlight other areas, particularly India’s Gorkhas since 1947.


The view of the Gurkhas in English-language writing is almost invariably positive. In 165 years of publications, Byron Farwell, the writer of an excellent book in 1984, found only one disparaging word about the Gurkhas, and that by the ‘eccentric’ Orde Wingate, who said they were ‘mentally unsuited’ for the role given to them in the first Chindit operation in Burma in the Second World War. This remark immediately attracted refutation by the Gurkha community. Wingate, an artilleryman, was, of course, an outsider.18


There are four main kinds of book about the Gurkhas. The first are regimental histories of the eleven Gurkha regiments raised at various times by the British-Indian Army and regimental histories of the Indian Gurkha regiments after 1947. The second are personal memoirs and diaries by British officers who served with the Gurkhas. The third are ‘coffee table picture books with splendid photographs of Gurkhas in various settings. These books always include a commentary or introductory text on the Gurkhas, their history and exploits, by an officer with the appropriate Gurkha experience.’19 Finally there are books ‘which attempt to tell the Gurkha story in a general and popular way’.


Of the latter, Tony Gould’s Imperial Warriors (1999)20 is, in the author’s view, probably the best. Clearly there have been major developments since it was published and the present book, which probably also falls into the same genre, will underline those. As a work of scholarship, A. P. Coleman’s A Special Corps, the authoritative study of the beginnings of Gurkha service with the British, stands apart and also deserves special recommendation.21 The definitive account of how the Gurkha regiments evolved, including masses of detail about organisation and recruiting, is The Lineages and Composition of Gurkha Regiments in British Service, the latest edition of which was published as a limited edition by the Gurkha Museum in March 2010.22 However, the present volume differs from most others in the genre because I am, emphatically, an outsider. Tony Gould describes himself as an ‘inside outsider’, but served as a National Service officer with the Gurkhas. Most books about the ‘Gurkhas’ emphasise the author’s credentials by stressing that he (they are almost universally male) has ‘been there, done that’ – and got the T-shirt. Usually the authors get a more senior officer writing a foreword to underline the credentials.23


This book is a bit different. I attempted to buy the T-shirt at the headquarters of British Gurkhas Nepal in Kathmandu, but Gurkhas are generally of small stature and, unfortunately, even the Gurkha size ‘extra large’ was not big enough. I might have found a candidate to write a foreword in Lieutenant General Sir Philip Trousdell, who began his career as a Royal Irish Ranger but commanded 48 Gurkha Brigade in Hong Kong and was then colonel commandant of the Brigade of Gurkhas and chair of the Gurkha Welfare Trust. It was good to meet again, by chance, in Pokhara. Sir Philip and Diana Donovan were there to open the first ever retirement home for Gurkhas. That, in itself was significant, as well as a slightly sad indicator of changed social circumstances, and the breakdown of traditional reliance on the extended family in Nepal. However, instead of delaying the story of the Gurkhas with Sir Philip’s observations, they are cited in the appropriate place in the book.


I am grateful to Sir Philip, to Colonel Andrew Mills, the Defence Attaché in Kathmandu, and to ‘MB’, for all their help in Nepal, and to numerous others, serving and retired, who spoke on condition of anonymity. I thank Lieutenant Colonel (retired) John Cross, one of the greatest authorities on the Gurkhas and also on Nepal, who gave his time in Pokhara, and who provided additional comment and correction. I also thank Gavin Edgerley-Harris, the archivist at the Gurkha Museum in Winchester, who worked long and hard to help me; Carl Schultze, who kindly gave permission to allow the use of a poignant and particularly relevant photograph of his, obtained through the Gurkha Museum; the staff at the Templer Study Centre, the National Army Museum, and, in particular, Emma Lefley of the Photographic Department; the staff of the British Library, and the National Archives at Kew for all their help. My thanks also to the National Galleries of Scotland for the picture of General Ochterlony, and to Sandeep Khanal of the National Museum of Nepal for permission to take and use my photograph of the intimidating portrait of Prithwi Narayan Shah, ‘the Great’, the unifier of Nepal.


Finally, my thanks to my superb representatives at PFD (Peters, Fraser and Dunlop), Michael Sissons and Annabel Merullo, and to my publishers, John Murray of London, especially Roland Philipps and Victoria Murray-Browne, my editors. When I encountered one of the first lithographs of a Gurkha soldier, from the 1830s (Plate 8), in the Gurkha Museum, I noticed that the copyright was held by John Murray of Albemarle Street, who at the time specialised in publishing books about the subcontinent, as they still do. As always, my agents and publishers have been wondrously patient. Thank you. And thank you, too, to all the contacts in Nepal, who helped, but asked for no acknowledgement. Professor sahib thanks you, from the bottom of his heart.


As always my wonderful wife Heather, who uses her maiden name of Kerr for her professional work in places where even the bravest of the brave hesitate to go, has been essential. Thank you, memsahib. Responsibility for any errors or misinterpretations is mine alone.


So, without further ado, the command the Gurkhas await to launch an attack, with courage tempered by cunning: – ‘jañ!’ – ‘go!’





Prologue



AFGHANISTAN, 4 NOVEMBER 2008. Musah Qaleh is a town in northern Helmand province with a population of about 20,000. It has been held by Afghan security forces since December 2007, but Taliban insurgents have gained the area south of the town. They have occupied several compounds surrounded by mud-brick walls and laced the area with home-made bombs – improvised explosive devices (IEDs). These threaten local civilians and Afghan and foreign security forces alike.


Major Ross Daines, the British officer commanding B Company, 2nd Royal Gurkha Rifles, said his mission was to clear a swathe of compounds that had previously been used by the insurgents as outposts. This would push the insurgents to the south and enable the Afghan National Army to operate freely in the area. When the Gurkhas had cleared it, B Company, 1st Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment, would remain in place to ensure that the insurgents could not return to the area.


After a five-hour move from the patrol base, which took so long because every move had to be covered by someone else and the enemy could be anywhere, the Gurkhas positioned themselves overlooking the first compound. Huge Mastiff armoured vehicles, surrounded by cages to protect them against anti-tank weapons and manned by the Queen’s Dragoon Guards, watched over the Gurkha riflemen as they prepared to attack.


They started moving over a piece of open ground – a field about 250 metres across – but came under fire from one of the compounds to the west. Caught in the open, they dived to the ground but no one could see where the fire was coming from.


Then, No. 1 Section under Lance Corporal Gajendra attempted to ‘hard target’ – to reach cover – ducking, bobbing and weaving to make themselves as difficult to hit as possible. Rifleman Yubraj Rai was shot and went down. After a moment Lance Corporal Gajendra and Riflemen Manju and Dhan sprinted across 100 metres of open ground towards the wounded man, with complete disregard for their own safety, with bullets landing around their feet, while the rest of the platoon gave covering fire. The three Gurkhas pulled their fallen comrade into cover. According to Rifleman Dhan:


Rifleman Yubraj dropped to the ground and I did the same. I thought he was taking cover. He didn’t move for a while and suddenly shouted. I noticed he was hit by an enemy bullet. I crawled to Yubraj and tried to calm him down. I concentrated on giving first aid to Yub and tried to find the gunshot wound.


I gave him some water to drink and poured some on his head. Lance Corporal Gajendra and Rifleman Manju came crawling towards us. They pulled him to a safer compound and I was responding to enemy fire using both mine and Yub’s weapon. We managed to evacuate him to a compound where the medical evacuation team arrived later. I never noticed the bullets landing around me, but I was shocked when I heard from other members of the section and the platoon how close the rounds had been [emphasis added].


At the time it seemed impossible to evacuate Rifleman Yubraj, though we managed to do it. I thought he would not leave us this soon. While in the open field I thought we would not come back alive, thank God we are here. I felt helpless not being able to save Yubraj. I am so sad to lose Yubraj.1


The platoon had called the Gurkhas’ Reconnaissance Platoon to say that a soldier had been wounded. They sent four Jackals – 4x4 all-terrain vehicles – across rough country and under fire to pick up the wounded Gurkha. But they were too late to save him.


‘I never noticed the bullets landing around me, but I was shocked when I heard from other members of the section and the platoon how close the rounds had been …’ Rifleman Dhan’s description mirrors countless citations for gallantry throughout the 200 years that the Gurkhas – the wiry, tough, cunning, practical Hillmen from Nepal – have been serving in the British and Indian armies. So do the words of the platoon commander, Second Lieutenant Oli Cochrane, a young British officer in command of more than thirty of these Himalayan soldiers: ‘Rounds were dropping at our feet, but no one could identify the firing point.’ For 150 years, accounts of fighting in Afghanistan and on the North-West Frontier, that permeable border along a meaningless line drawn by a British colonel, Durand, in 1893, constantly tell of an enemy who cannot be seen.


Rifleman Yubraj was the second member of the British Brigade of Gurkhas to die in the present Afghan war. The first had been a British Gurkha officer, Major Alexis (Lex) Roberts, on 4 October 2007. He was killed by an improvised explosive device (IED). Riffleman Yubraj was killed on 4 November 2008. Soon afterwards, on 15 November, Colour Sergeant Krishnabahadur Dura, also of 2nd Battalion the Royal Gurkha Rifles was killed when his Warrior infantry fighting vehicle was hit by an IED. He had joined in 1982 and had been part of the Gurkha reinforcement company with 2nd Battalion the Parachute Regiment. His company commander, Major Toby Jackman, said he ‘epitomised Gurkha infantry professionalism and delivered consistently excellent results’.2 Two more British officers, Lieutenant Neal Turkington and Major James (Josh) Bowman, and a Gurkha corporal, Arjun Purja Pun, died on 13 July 2010 when an Afghan soldier they had been training turned on them. Again, the Gurkhas have been training Afghan security forces for a long time. In 1840, Gurkha volunteers were sought to officer the bodyguard of Shah Shuja, whom the British had selected as their preferred candidate to run Afghanistan.


The Afghan War that is under way today has seen the most protracted, savage and highest-intensity fighting, apart from some in Iraq, for the British Army since the Second World War. For the British Army, and the Gurkhas, whose evolution was heavily influenced by the situation there, it is the fourth Afghan War. This is the story of how the Gurkhas from Nepal came to be in Afghanistan, fighting as part of the British Army to preserve a government acceptable to the West. It also explains how more than 40,000 Gurkhas came to be serving in the Indian Army, the biggest all-volunteer army of the world’s most populous democracy. It is the story of 200 years of courage, cunning, military professionalism, diplomacy and intrigue.





1
Whence ‘The Gurkhas’?



THE WORD GURKHA, or Gorkha, or Goorkha, in modern usage, originates from the name of a district and town, Gorkhā [image: Image] The town itself lies about 50 miles (80 kilometres) west of the Nepali capital of Kathmandu. Today, Gorkha, clinging to the side of a crag, is picturesque and sleepy. If it were tidier and whitewashed, it might almost be one of the White Villages on la Frontera in Spain. Appropriately enough, the name probably comes from the eighth-century warrior-saint, Guru Gorakşanāth or Gorakhnāth. His name in turn comes from the Sikh gorakşakah, which means tending or protection of cattle – gorakşā in Nepali.1 Warrior peoples whose lifestyle revolved around herding cattle often gained the wary respect of the British, like the Zulus they encountered in southern Africa. By an interesting coincidence, British soldiers are referred to as gorā, from the same word in Hindustani meaning ‘fair complexioned’.2


‘Gurkhas’ do not exist as an agreed or identifiable racial or ethnic group. In the 200 years that they have been recruited to serve in foreign security forces, the idea of who, exactly, is a ‘Gurkha’ or ‘Gorkha’ has changed. The British identified certain ‘martial tribes’ or jats, on whom they concentrated their recruiting efforts. However, today the British Army and the Singapore Police are adamant that all potential recruits – roughly 11,000 annually in recent years – who apply for the 170-odd places in the British Gurkhas and the 80 places in the Singapore Police have an equal chance, whatever their jat. Selection, as the sign in Plate 1 proclaims, is ‘free, fair and transparent’.


Significantly, the general term in Nepal for a ‘Gurkha’ serving in foreign forces is lahuré, from Lahore, in Punjab (now in Pakistan), where Indian princes and then the British recruited their ‘Gurkhas’. If you say ‘Gurkha’ or Gorkha’ in Nepal, people will most likely think of the place. The different kinds of lahuré are often differentiated by referring to the place where Gurkhas are deployed – ‘India lahuré’, ‘Malaya lahuré’, ‘Hong Kong lahuré’ and now, ‘UK lahuré’.3


‘Goorkha’ best evokes the true sound of the Nepali word, with a trilled Scottish-type ‘r’. In 1891 the British-Indian Army made an attempt to standardise the spelling as Gurkha, generally pronounced ‘Gerker’. When India became independent in 1947, the new Indian Army retained most of the Gurkha regiments of the British-Indian Army, and also revived one (the 11th) that had been created in the last year of the Great War but subsequently disbanded. Four of the ten regiments – the 2nd, 6th, 7th and 10th – were transferred to the British Army. The remainder stayed with India. In 1949 the Indians changed the name of all their regiments back to Gorkha.4 Gorkha is the spelling used in all Indian literature published in English.5


The eighth-century guru Gorakhnāth had a high-born disciple, Bappa Rawal, who allegedly founded the Gorkha or Gurkha dynasty and is said to be the ancestor of the modern royal family of Nepal. There is a legend that Bappa Rawal found Gorakhnāth meditating and stopped to guard him while he was so preoccupied. When the guru emerged from his meditation, he was pleased at Bappa’s devotion and gave him a kukri (kukuri), the traditional distinctive curved Gurkha knife. He supposedly said that the disciples of the Guru Gorakhnāth would be called Gorkhas – or Gurkhas – and that their bravery would become world famous. It is a good story, but could well have been concocted with the benefit of hindsight a thousand years or so later.


However, we know that in the sixteenth century in the modern (Christian) calendar, the Gurkhas conquered the district that now bears their name, one of the seventy-five districts of modern Nepal. The timing is significant because after about 1500 the Rajput nobles of northern India, who were Hindus, began moving north to escape the Mughals (Moguls) who had invaded India from Central Asia, and who were Muslims. The local Nepalese hill tribes, who were of Mongolian origin, assimilated the aristocratic Rajput immigrants relatively peacefully, and many of the Rajput men took local brides. The offspring of these marriages created a powerful mix of Mongolian and north Indian blood, and a new Rajput nobility. In 1559, Drabva Shah, the younger son of Yasobam, king of Lamjung, seized the town of Gorkha and proclaimed himself king.6 Drabva’s immediate descendants were not very memorable, apart from the fourth of the line, Sri Rama Shah, who achieved some note as a legislator, introducing some weights and measures that are still in use today.7


In 1742, however, the tenth king of Gorkha, Sri Panch Maharaj Dhiraj Prithvi Narayan Shah (generally known as Prithwi Narayan), (1723–75), came to the throne.8 His father had invaded the valley of Nepal (Kathmandu valley), but had been forced to retreat. Prithwi Narayan the Great inherited his father’s ambition to conquer the populous and fertile valley (see Plates 5 and 6). He completed its conquest in 1768 and on 25 September established the Nepali capital at Kathmandu, where it has been ever since. By 1769, he had taken over the area of modern Nepal.


Hinduism, which holds cows to be sacred, was made the state religion, but with strong influences from Gorakhnāth’s teachings, as well as from the Rajput nobles who ruled many of the forty-six small states – twenty-four in central Nepal (the Chaubisai Raj) and twenty-two in western Nepal (the Baisi Raj), now conquered by Prithwi Narayan. The Gurkhas took a fairly free-and-easy approach to Hinduism, which they confined to respect for the highly capable and aristocratic Brahman immigrants from the Indian priestly caste, who had fled northwards into Nepal to evade the Muslim invasion of India, and reverence for the cow.9 This was one of the characteristics that the British thought made them good potential soldiers. One of their most distinguished chroniclers, Sir George MacMunn, writing in 1933, noted approvingly ‘their lack of interest in Brahminical holiness’.10


Before learning how the Gurkhas came into collision, conflict and then collusion with the British, in Chapter 2, we need to understand the geography and ethnography of their homeland, Nepal. The country, which Prithwi Narayan created some 240 years ago (see Figure 1), pre-dates most of the nation states of modern Europe.11 It extends about 520 miles (830 kilometres) along the southern slopes of the Himalayas. Lying between the 85th and 88th parallels, it is nowhere more than 140 miles (225 kilometres) wide and, on average, is about 95 miles (150 kilometres) wide from south to north. It is divided into four broadly distinct strips in that direction, a veritable layer-cake. These strips are known as: the Terai (sometimes spelled Tarai); the ‘Hills’; the Snows; and the very small area of the trans-Himalayan zone.


The Terai runs along the southern border and is only about 30 miles (50 kilometres) wide. It is low-lying, nowhere more than 1,000 metres above sea level, and is oppressively humid from April to June. The Siwalik ‘Mountains’, running parallel with the Himalayas, divide the outer from the inner Terai.12 When the British and the Gurkhas first met, 200 years ago, the Terai with its forests and slow-flowing, grey-brown rivers (see Plate 2) swarmed with mosquitoes, and malaria was an ever-present danger. Some of the marshes have been drained but even today there is a risk of catching malaria in the Terai. Officially, there is ‘no malaria in Nepal’.13 However, foreign travel advice differs. Dharan, one of the key recruiting bases for the Gurkhas, is in a high-risk area, though the malaria that might be encountered there is far less lethal than the West African variety.14


North of the flat fields and forests of the Terai lie the ‘Hills’ (see Plate 3). Do not be deceived. The term is a misnomer. To a Western European, they are not ‘hills’ at all, but steep mountains. But compared with the icy glacis of the great Himalayan mountain range, of which they are the foothills, they are clearly of a subordinate order. The ‘Hills’ are the principal home of the Gurkhas recruited into the Indian and British armies, who refer to them as pahar – ‘hills’, in their own language.


The ‘Hills’ are inhabited up to 8,250 feet (2,500 metres) altitude, and grazed in the summer up to 13,200 feet (4,000 metres). Luxuriant green in colour at a distance, thickly sown with birch, bamboo and pine, the ‘Hills’ rise steeply, with roads snaking up and down. Those roads are shielded from the torrents of water that cascade down from higher ground in the monsoon by deep, stone-lined drainage ditches and gabions – wire baskets full of stones – to hold back landslides. The ‘Hills’ recall the similarly cultivated and optimistically tamed features of Rwanda.


The main rivers, which rise in the high valleys of the Himalayas, cut through the Hills in a north–south direction. They typically flow at about 3,300 feet (1,000 metres) above sea level, cutting through hills twice that height. There are three main river basins: the Karnali in the west, the Gandaki (Kali Gandaki or Krishna Gandaki) in the middle, and the Kosi in the east. In the far west, the Maha Kali forms the country’s western border and becomes the Sarda when it enters India. The climate in the Hills varies with the altitude, and in spring and autumn is very pleasant. The summer can be hot and oppressive, but the winter is not particularly cold and the temperature does not drop below freezing. The idea that the Gurkhas are from a harsh mountain environment is fallacious: their native climate is temperate, and varies rather less than that of the UK. The temperature in Kathmandu typically varies from just above freezing (3°C) as the December minimum to 29°C as the June maximum.15 The monsoon usually begins in mid-June and lasts until the end of September with the heaviest rain in July and August. In 2010 it was raining heavily every day by late June.


The Pokhara plateau, with Pokhara itself as the country’s second city, is important to our story. Pokhara, more pleasant and congenial a place to work than Kathmandu, is a tourist centre and one of the three Gurkha recruiting bases, along with Dharan and Kathmandu. It is usually classed as part of the Terai, and the climate in summer can be oppressive. It has, however, been developed as a tourist centre and most modern amenities can be found in Pokhara city, the ‘hill capital of central Nepal’.16 Once you get up into the hills, and in the Kathmandu valley and Pokhara plateau, the risk of malaria subsides, although there is a small seasonal risk between May and October in some low-lying valleys and hills in the Kavre District east of the Kathmandu valley itself.17


On a good day, looking north from Pokhara, the clouds part to reveal a spectacular view of the Himalayan ‘Snows’, beyond the ‘Hills’, including the several Annapurna peaks, centring on Mount Annapurna (26,566 feet; 8,091 metres) and Macchapucchre, the ‘fishtail’ mountain. Mount Everest (Sagarmatha), the world’s highest mountain (29,030 feet; 8,848 metres), lies east-north-east of Kathmandu. But Nepal’s northern border does not follow the crest line of the Himalayas everywhere, and there are strips of Nepalese territory to the north – the trans-Himalayan zone. North of the Himalayan crest, but still within Nepal, the inhabitants are Tibetans. Just south of the Himalayas, the Sherpas, closely related to the Tibetans, live on the southern slopes of the range.


The Kathmandu valley, or ‘Valley of Nepal’, is the country’s cultural, administrative and historic heart. It is a flat and intensively farmed saucer, 300 square miles (570 square kilometres) in extent. Many hill Gurkhas still restrict the use of the name ‘Nepal’ (possibly from ‘Ne’ – another saint and pal from palnu – ‘to cherish’) to the valley itself. This geographical exactitude reminds us of how hard-pressed nineteenth-century pioneers in the American West sometimes referred, wistfully, to the distant eastern states as ‘America’. In Nepali mythology, the Valley of Nepal was a lake that was drained by the god Krishna who, with a mighty sword, cut through the hills to the south. To this day the gorge where the river Bagmati leaves the Valley of Nepal (see Figure 1) is called ‘The Sword Cut’. Geological evidence, as it often does, suggests that there is a grain of truth in the legend and that the valley, like many in the Himalayas, was indeed a lake once, before the river broke out to the south.18


Because of the influx of Hindus from India fleeing the Muslim invasion, and the influence of the Rajputs and Brahman priestly caste in the development of Nepal, Hinduism became the dominant religion. Prithwi Narayan, of Rajput descent and a Hindu himself, made Hinduism the state religion, but it is that no longer. However many of those conquered by the Gurkhas were Buddhists and traces of Buddhism persist among the religious practices of the various martial tribes. Nepal was, after all, the birthplace of Prince Siddhartha Gautama Buddha, at Lumbini, just inside the southern border and south-west of Butwal, in about 563 BC. Many of the Gurkha tribes are more likely to consult a Lama than a Brahman, and strong links persist with the Buddhism of neighbouring Tibet. The big festivals are celebrated by both Hindus and Buddhists. Broadly speaking, the most orthodox Hindus live in the plains of the Terai and the Middle Hills. Elsewhere in the Hills, Hinduism becomes mixed up with Shamanism and Animism, while on the ridge tops and in the high Himalayas Tibetan-style Buddhism prevails. The Newar people of the Kathmandu valley practise an extraordinary mixture of Hinduism and Buddhism.19


The Gurkhas who serve with the British and Indian armies are therefore officially Hindus, although quite a few Nepalese Christians are now enlisted. Gurkhas serving in the British Army outside Nepal are excused by a Charter, originally issued by the guru of the British Raj, from all caste restrictions on food. These will vary from caste to caste and from tribe to tribe. The only exception was that, as Hinduism was the official religion of Nepal, they should not eat beef in any form, nor beef extract. On their return to India or Nepal, and before heading home, all Gurkhas used to have to perform a purification ceremony, which was conducted at the depot from which they were originally deployed. However, the last time this took place was in 1967.20 The Gurkhas used to get different operational ration packs (formerly ‘compo’) from the rest of the British Army but that stopped after 1997 with the British withdrawal from Hong Kong and a further reduction in the size of the brigade. ‘If you don’t like it, don’t eat it – or swap’ was the pragmatic advice of a serving Gurkha officer, who added that the Nepalese Christians were now the most particular about food.21


Hinduism also traditionally imposed restrictions on travelling across the sea. Again, a special religious ceremony used to absolve those who needed to do so – like the Gurkhas who fought in both world wars, including the amphibious assault at Gallipoli in 1915. This restriction proved a convenient excuse for large numbers of Gurkhas not to deploy to Malaya.


However, again, this ritual was abolished in about 1965.22 Any religious restrictions of this kind would have appeared absurd to the 1st Battalion, 7th Gurkha Rifles, which was transported from the UK to South Georgia aboard the liner Queen Elizabeth 2 in May 1982, then transferred to the much smaller P & O ferry, Norland. They spent four days and four nights in rough winter seas before hitting the beach adjacent to San Carlos Water in the Falkland Islands at 0300 hours on 1 June. With 70-foot (21-metre) waves, any military unit would most likely have suffered similar levels of seasickness.23


In order to understand the Gurkhas, we have to understand the recruiting policies applied, variously, by the East India Company from 1815, by the British-Indian government from 1857, and by the UK and an independent India from 1947 (the Republic of India from 1950). The Gurkha (or Gorkha) forces of the British and Indian armies have been, and still are, recruited from certain areas and racial groups within Nepal.


The racial groups (jats) identified by the British as suitable for service, albeit initially as irregulars and subsequently, were the Gurungs, Magars, Limbus, Rais, Tamangs, Sunwars, Thakurs and Chhetris. These, known as the ‘martial tribes’, had been prevalent in Prithwi Narayan’s army, which captured the Valley of Nepal and Kathmandu in 1768. They were known collectively as Gorkhas, or Gurkhas, because they had assembled at Prithwi Narayan’s fort at Gorkha, which stands today as a national monument (see Plate 4). After that, the definition of ‘Gurkhas’ was expanded to include the martial tribes of eastern Nepal. The Gurungs, Magars, Sunwars, Rais and Limbus remained the principal tribes recruited, however. Other tribes, not normally enlisted, have included Nepchars, Newars and others. The areas from which these groups have been recruited are shown on the map at Figure 1.24


The idea of ‘martial tribes’ may seem absurd to us today but it has long been prevalent in Asia and it became more prevalent in Western ideas soon after the Gurkhas were formed. As George MacMunn, (1869–1952) explained in 1911:


It is one of the essential differences between the East and the West, that in the East, with certain exceptions, only certain clans and classes can bear arms; others have not the physical courage necessary for the warrior. In Europe as we know, every able bodied man, given food and arms, is a fighting man of sort … In the East, or certainly in India, this is not so … Nor are appearances of any use as a criteria. Some of the most manly looking people in India are in this respect the most despicable.25


[image: Image]


FIGURE 1


From the 1890s the British-Indian Army started codifying the ‘martial tribes’ in a series of recruiting handbooks, although, as we have seen, these tended to be the people who had been recruited in the past and who generally made good soldiers. Lionel Caplan argues that ‘the theory of martial race did not emerge sui generis to meet specific military needs, rather it was a deeper manifestation of the wider European doctrine of biological determinism or scientific racism’.26 However flawed the motivation behind searching for the best ‘fighting material’, the recruiters often seemed to find it nonetheless.


As we saw earlier, selection for the Gurkhas today has to be free, fair and transparent and must withstand external scrutiny. One reason why recruiting in the past focussed on certain tribes and areas was simply that communications in Nepal were poor. Word of mouth and family tradition played a major role in determining who applied. Whereas recruits traditionally came from the ‘Hills’, the heaviest recruitment in 2010 was from Sunsari province, in the eastern Terai. Since the constitutional crisis of 2001, and the Maoist insurrection, which was concentrated in the ‘Hills’, large numbers of able-bodied young men left that area and flocked south, into teeming Terai towns like Damak, to avoid being forced to work for the Maoists.


The traditional differences between the Nepalese tribes are now breaking down as an inevitable result of globalisation, but a few interesting differences remain. One of the most important and relevant to this book is the view on the use of the kukri – the traditional Gurkha curved knife, which in skilled hands (or even in not-so-skilled hands) is a fearsome weapon (see Figure 2). Some tribes and clans – and it would be nugatory to list them – consider it bad form to draw the kukri unless you intend to use it, though not necessarily for any sanguinary purpose.27


The Gurungs, as the map at Figure 1 shows, occupy the most central position in Nepal. They are of Mongolian origin but their early history, like that of most of the ethnic groups, is unknown. Their ancient kings had strongholds in Kaski and Lamjung, north of the Pokhara plateau. Their language, Gurungkura, which they call Tamakiu, is Tibeto-Burmese and is closer to Tibetan than any other Nepalese dialect. The Gurung tribe is divided into two. One is the Char jat, with four clans: Ghale, Ghotane, Lamchhane and Lama. The other is the Sora jat, the name of which implies sixteen clans, but all trace of these has disappeared. The Ghales were once considered to be the top clan, and are said to be descended from an old royal family of Lamjung. At the time of writing the Ghales are the only members of the Gurung jat who use their clan name – Ghale – instead of Gurung as a surname. The Gurungs follow the same twelve-year calendar cycle as the Chinese, with the names of the same animals and birds. Their closer link with Tibet is reflected in the fact that, although officially Hindu, the Gurung will call on a Lama for priestly services in preference to a Brahman.28


The Magars come from the area south and west of the Gurungs, but look very similar and are therefore probably from the same Mongolian stock, and their language, Magarkura, is of the same Tibeto-Burman group. Again, their early history is unknown but they probably occupied the area around Palpa, now Tansen, from early times. Because of their position towards the southern border they were the first to assimilate the incoming Indian immigrants who were fleeing the Mughals, and their religious beliefs conform more closely to those of orthodox Hindus than those of any of the other tribes. Their dietary habits are different from the Gurungs. Unlike the latter, they will not touch buffalo meat – probably because they are stricter Hindus and buffalo resemble cows – but they are happy to eat domestic pigs. There are seven clans, all officially of equal social standing: the Ale, Bura or Burathoki, Gharti, Pun, Rana, Roka and Thapa.


The Gurungs and Magars are the two western tribes. The eastern tribes have become much more intermixed, and the Limbus and Rais, also known as Khambus or Yakkas, are known collectively as Kiranti. When the Gurkhas conquered the Limbus and Khambus, as they were then known, the Gurkha king granted commissions to the more influential men among them to rule certain districts. The Limbus and Rais are sometimes more Mongolian looking than the Gurungs and Magars, suggesting a similar origin. Their dialects are also Tibeto-Burman, but more complex and closer to the dialects of Assam and Burma than Gurungkura and Magarkura.


Before 1887 most Gurkha regiments enlisted some Rais and Limbus but after the formation of the 7th and 10th Gurkha Rifles, those joining the Gurkhas usually headed for those two regiments. Gurkhas were also recruited into the Burma Military Police and the Assam Rifles.


Limbus have very few dietary restrictions and will eat meat of any kind. The Rais wear their Hinduism more lightly than some others, as Sir Herbert Risley observed in his Tribes and Castes of Bengal in 1891:


By religion the Khambus [Rais] are Hindu; but they have no Brahmans and men of their own tribe, called Home, corresponding closely to the Bijuwas employed by the Tibetans, serve as priests. Their special god is the ancestral deity Parabhang, who is worshipped in the months of March and November with the sacrifice of pig and offerings of incense and Murwa beer … Another of their minor gods, Sidha, is honoured with offerings of dubo grass and milk. His origin is uncertain, but it seems to me possible that his name may be a survival of the stage of Buddhism through which the Khambus, like many other Nepalese castes, have probably passed.29


Although happy to eat pigs and drink beer, the Rais will not eat goat. There is a legend that once a goat on a hillside bleated and attracted a man’s attention. He looked up, saw a landslide beginning and started running. The goat was killed but the man got away. He therefore swore that he and his descendants would never eat goat again.


Again, the Buddhist and Tibetan connexion is strong, suggesting that the imposition of Hinduism as the state religion by the Gurkha king was a convenient political device. There are parallels with British history.30


The last tribe shown on the map are the Sunwar. They are an agricultural tribe and claim to have come originally from western Nepal. They did intermarry with the western tribes when Risley was writing before 1891, but no longer do so, and their religious customs closely resemble those of the Magars, so there may be some truth in the claim. They were first recruited into the Gurkhas in 1909, but enlisted in very small numbers. Between 1940 and 1945, during the Second World War, only 1,450 from this very small area enlisted, compared with 130,000 for the Gurkha units from Nepal as a whole and 30,000 for other units.31


The last ‘martial’ tribes are the Tamangs, Thakurs and Chhetris. The Tamangs live in the area north and west of Kathmandu, overlapping with the Gurungs. In the past they have also been known as the Lamas. Although they are not allowed to kill cows in Nepal, the Tamangs will eat beef killed by accident. For this reason, more orthodox Gurkha officers were, in the past, against the enlistment of Tamangs. However, they are of Tibetan-Nepalese stock and make excellent soldiers.


Apart from the priestly Brahman caste, the Thakur tribe has the highest social standing among Gurkhas. The king of Nepal is a member of the Shah, one of the Thakur clans. They do not come from a particular region of Nepal but are scattered across it.


The Chhetris were once known as Khas. They originated with the high-caste Indians fleeing the Muslim invasions of India from the twelfth century, which would make them the earliest of the Indian immigrants to Nepal. They gave the title Chhetri to those of the hill people whom they converted, and the name was also given to the offspring of Brahmans and local women. It is a corruption of the Sanskrit word ksatriya, meaning a member of the warrior caste – below Brahman, but still very prestigious. Because of their part-Indian origin, they tend to be found more in the southern part of the country, although they can be found across it. The 9th Gorkhas, which remained in the Indian Army after 1947 and who enlist Chhetris, like to recruit them in Gulmi, west-south-west of Pokhara, although there are also many in eastern Nepal, who tend to join the Nepalese Army.


A Chhetri may therefore come from three possible ancestral origins. He may be descended from the union of a Brahman and a woman of one of the hill tribes; he may be descended from a high-ranking convert to Hinduism; or he may be an Ektharia – a relatively pure-bred descendant of a Rajput or other warrior-caste north Indian (ksatriya), who served in Nepal as a military adventurer or mercenary. Whereas the Brahmans seem to have delighted in unions with the local women, the Rajputs and ksatriyas kept themselves more to themselves, as the Chhetris still did up to the 1960s, marrying solely among their own kind.


Because of their ancestry, the Chhetris differ in appearance from the stocky Mongoloid tribes of Nepal. They are generally slighter, darker complexioned and more hirsute. They are fine soldiers, and many of the most distinguished Gurkha officers have been Chhetris. One was Bahadur Gambirsing Chhetri, who served with the British as a private (they became riflemen later) during the Indian Mutiny, capturing three guns and killing seven mutineers, armed with only – a kukri. He returned to Nepal and rose to be a full colonel in the Nepalese Army. He was presented with an engraved claymore by the then Prince of Wales, later Edward VII, in 1875, in recognition of his bravery in the British service.32


Among the tribes not normally enlisted, two deserve mention, as they were sometimes employed as clerks. These are the Lepchas and the Newars. The Lepchas are not Gurkhas but come from Sikkim, although some have lived in Ilam, in the extreme east of Nepal, for some time. They are primarily animists and highly superstitious. The Newars were the main inhabitants of the Kathmandu valley in the fourteenth century, and the source of its rulers until Prithwi Narayan conquered it in 1768 and reduced them to a subject people, which, to some extent, they remained. They are excellent craftsmen and the distinctive style of architecture and ornamentation in the Nepal valley, including the characteristic pagoda, may owe its origin to them. Although some people have speculated that the style emanated from Tibet or China, Sylvain Levi, an authority on early Nepalese history and archaeology, believes it may have originated in Nepal and spread north and east, not the other way round.33 Newars are also still sometimes employed in the Gurkhas. In 2010, 1.7 per cent of those passing central selection were Newars.34


The Sherpas, who are of Tibetan stock and Buddhist by religion, have been enlisted into the Gurkhas in very small numbers, but mainly as mess servants. Given their mountaineering reputation, they would make first-class soldiers, but they do not fit the somewhat perverse religious template of the Gurkhas.


A knowledge of the so-called ‘martial tribes’ is important to understand the past history of the Gurkhas, but is less relevant today.


BREAKDOWN OF RECRUITS TO BRITISH GURKHAS, BY JAT, 2009–10


[image: Image]


If we look at the recruit intake of 2010, there were applications from all but six of Nepal’s seventy-five districts. As selection progressed, however, the traditional jats became increasingly prominent, and the successful candidates were concentrated in traditional areas, apart from the large concentration in Sunsari as a result of migration from the hills. This is best illustrated by a table (Table 1). Young men from some twenty jats applied, of which seven predominated. The Brahmans, interestingly, did not make it past the first major hurdle.35


Overlapping all the different tribes, and the clans within them, we also have to take note of the caste system. As we have seen, the Brahmans, the priestly caste, is the highest. The highest clan of the Brahman caste is the Upaddhe or Upaddhya, and you may encounter one of these as a regimental priest or religious teacher – the Gurkhas’ equivalent of the British Army padre. The next is the ksatriya, or warrior caste. Members of both these castes wear the janai, or sacred thread. Third come the vaishya, the merchant or artisan caste, who do not wear the sacred thread, and, fourth, the sudra or menial caste.


Although logic might suggest that Gurkha soldiers, or the ‘martial tribes’ from which many of them come, should be ksatriya, it does not work that way. The Brahmans never entitled the martial tribes to wear the janai. Therefore, in the main, they cannot be ksatriya, although some individuals are. The Thakurs and Chhetris are ksatriya, however, and wear the janai, but the other martial tribes occupy an indeterminate status between the ksatriya and vaishya.36


The caste system overlaps with the tribal system to provide tradesmen for the army to perform tasks forbidden to higher-caste Gurkhas. Four groups of tradesmen (which equate to tribes to some extent) – the Sarki, Kami, Damπai and Sumar – are recruited to do these jobs. Sarkis are leather workers and cobblers and are enlisted as shoemakers and saddlers, and to repair equipment. Kamis are blacksmiths who, in the recent and modern military context, equate to armourers. Damais may be musicians or tailors, and in the Gurkhas are employed as the latter. Sumars are goldsmiths and silversmiths. Finally, there are the Manjhis, or boatmen and ferrymen. Unsurprisingly, during the Burma campaign in the Second World War, many Gurkha units asked for Manjhi recruits.37


We have already come across the distinctive curved knife so characteristic of the Gurkha, the kukuri, better known as the kukri, in Devanāgarī [image: Image]. Some say it is based on the shape of a cow’s hoof, and can be used as a tool as well as a close-combat weapon. As we have seen, the idea that it must always draw πøblood when drawn is a myth. The cutting edge is inwardly curved in shape. Kukri blades usually have a notch, or often a double notch called the kauda or cho, at the base of the blade. The most practical reason for it is to stop the flow of blood or sap down onto the handle and the owner’s hand,38 but it also helps mark the base of the blade when it is being sharpened. The scabbard holds two further, smaller tools, the karda and the chakmak. The karda is sharp and can be used as a skinning knife. The chakmak is blunt and is used to hone the kukri blade or to start a fire with flint struck against it – the same principle as a flintlock musket. A modern service kukri is shown in Figure 2.


The first British intelligence report on the kukri appears to date from just before the outbreak of the 1814 war with the Gurkhas, although the British were not yet aware of its significance. On 20 October, twelve days before war was formally declared, Colonel G. H. Fagan, the adjutant general in the Bengal Army headquarters at Cawnpore, forwarded a paper by Captain Raper, Memoir of Gurwall [Gurhwal] and Kamaon [Kumaon]. Interestingly, he is not describing here the Gurkhas themselves, but the Kumaon irregulars commanded by Gurkha sirdars, or officers. ‘Some of them carry also swords and bows and arrows, and all of them wear in their girdles a large curved knife called a kookeree or boojalee, which serves as a culinary implement as well as a formidable weapon of offence.’39 ‘The information in this paper,’ Fagan added crisply, with a foresight commendable in someone about to direct a bloody war, ‘may possibly be of use at this moment.’40


[image: Image]


FIGURE 2


One of the best and most eloquent descriptions of the kukri and how it can be used was penned by the Reverend Wood in Travels in India and Nepal, published in 1891, in the beautiful, if politically incorrect, style of the time:


The blade is very thick at the back, measuring a little more than a quarter of an inch [6.5 mm] in thickness … The handle is made after a very remarkable fashion, and the portion which forms the hilt is so small that it shows the size of the hand for which it was intended. This smallness of the hilt is common to all Indian swords, which cannot be grasped by an ordinary English [sic] soldier. Indeed, the Gurkhas are so small that their hands, like those of all Indian races, are very delicate, about the same size as those of an English [sic] boy of seven. The point of the kukri is sharp as a needle and the weapon answers equally for cutting or stabbing. In consequence of the great thickness of the metal the blade is exceedingly heavy. It may be imagined that the blow from such a weapon as this must be a very terrible one. The very weight of the blade would drive it half through a man’s arm if it were only allowed to fall from a little height. But the Gurkhas have a mode of striking which resembles the ‘drawing’ cut of the broad sword, and which urges the sharp edge through flesh and bone alike …


In the hands of an experienced wielder this knife is about as formidable a weapon as can be conceived. Like all really good weapons, its efficiency depends much more upon the skill than the strength of the wielder and thus it happens that the little Gurkha, a mere boy in point of stature, will cut to pieces a gigantic adversary who does not understand his mode of onset. The Gurkha generally strikes upwards with the Kukri, possibly in order to avoid wounding himself should his blow fail, and possibly because an upward cut is just the one that can be least guarded against.
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