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Cast of Major Characters
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Major General Mario Balotta: General Office Commanding (GOC) of the Italian Army’s 132nd elite Ariete Division


Major Gurdeep Dhillon: Subhas’s right-hand man and a staff officer in the Indian Legion


Mian Akbar Shah Shahib of Nowshera: Organizer of the Forward Bloc in the North-West Frontier Province, key aide of Subhas


Oberstleutnant Kurt Krappe: Commander of the Indian Infantry regiment 950, the first unit of the Indian Legion, and commandant of the Legion’s training camp


Orlando Mazzotta: The alternative identity assigned on an Italian passport to Bose for his journey from Kabul to Berlin, and then for his initial period of stay there


Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring: Chief of the Luftwaffe. Next only to Hitler in the formal German power structure
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The immediate objective of the Forward Bloc was an uncompromising struggle with British Imperialism for winning India’s independence. To this end, all possible means should be employed and the Indian people should not be hampered by any philosophical notions like Gandhi’s non-violence, or any sentimentalism like Nehru’s anti-Axis foreign policy.


– Subhas Chandra Bose, The Indian Struggle


Today I regret that I have to return to India with the conviction that the new nationalism in Germany is not only narrow and selfish, but arrogant ... The new racial philosophy which has a very weak scientific foundation stands for the glorification of the white races in general, and the German race in particular.


– Subhas Chandra Bose, letter to Dr Thierfelder, March 1936












Prologue


THE YEAR 1942 WAS TOUGH FOR THE ALLIES IN THE COURSE OF the Second World War – perhaps the worst thus far.


In January, the Japanese overran Malaya and invaded Burma. General Rommel began a surprise offensive in the African theatre of war. In February, the Singapore garrison surrendered. Thirty-five thousand Japanese troops took 130,000 British, Australian and Indian prisoners. In March, Rangoon fell to the Japanese.


In May, the Japanese occupied the whole of Burma. The German Army inflicted 250,000 casualties on the Russians at Kharkov. Rommel launched an offensive against the Gazala line. In June, Tobruk surrendered to Rommel, and, later, his forces reached El Alamein. He seemed unstoppable. On the Russian front, Germany launched Operation Blue and a total of 118 Axis divisions marched in the direction of southern Russia and the oilfields of the Caucasus – with Stalingrad on the way.


In the midst of all this, an Indian leader camped in Germany since 1941 had been working furiously to build an army of Indians – an army that he hoped would march with him overland towards the Indian frontier. That hope, however, rested on how two Axis offensives developed at this point in time – one at Stalingrad, the other in North Africa.


If the Axis failed here, he would have to make other plans.


If they won, the road would be open for his men to spearhead a dash to Delhi.
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Karna/Arjuna




‘Is it possible for man to realize Absolute Truth? Everyone takes one relative truth to be the absolute in his life and then uses that as a yardstick to judge good and evil, happiness and sorrow of this life.’


– Subhas Bose, letter to Hemanta Sarkar as an eighteen-year-old, July 1915





Indo–Afghan border


15 November 1942


1 a.m.


SUBHAS SHIFTED UNEASILY. THE MAKESHIFT ACCOMMODATION, A few miles from the front line, was both cold and uncomfortable. But his mind barely registered the physical environment. He fumbled for the switch and, in the dim light of the bulb, reached out for the battered copy of the Gita on his bedside table.


‘You’ll need your sleep tonight; it’s not going to be an easy day,’ Emilie said gently as she sat up, watching him with a knowing look in her eyes. Once he started reading at such an hour, sleep rarely returned.


He nodded but said nothing, his face a reflection of multiple sentiments, many of them conflicting. Even if he were in the mood to converse, he probably would not have been able to decipher whether or not he was looking forward to the morning.


The morning? The H-Hour, the time of the attack, was just two hours away, at 3 a.m., he reminded himself.


‘This is what you want, right? This is what you have spent so much of your life trying to put in place?’ Emilie prodded him.


He stayed quiet for a while. And then sidestepped the question.


‘You know what’s strange, Emma? That we have to fight each other to win our freedom. Of all the men on this side, all the men on that side, perhaps a third or a quarter will be Europeans, whether the Germans and Italians here or the British there, maybe a few Americans as well. On the Burma front, it will be about a sixty–forty mix of Japanese and INA soldiers. Overall, more than half the men on both sides will be Indians, at war with each other. By the time it ends, many Indians will have killed other Indians in a battle that is, strangely, about letting Indians rule India. I can do nothing to change that unless I call it off at the eleventh hour.’


Emilie looked into his eyes but did not engage. She knew the futility of interrupting once he had started a conversation with himself.


Then Subhas laughed. ‘Here I am sitting with the Gita, mulling it over!’


‘But why does that make you laugh?’


‘It’s ironic, isn’t it? If anyone ought to understand the dilemma, the hesitation of fighting your brothers on the battlefield, it should be an Indian soldier. It is that hesitation that gave the Gita to the world,’ he softly chuckled. ‘However unpleasant, some battles have to be waged.’


‘Ah! So you are Arjuna today, philosophizing before the battle begins?’ Emilie smiled.


‘I dare say I am closer to Karna in this battle, Emma ...’


‘Why would you say that?’


Her hand reached for his. The silence stretched for a few moments, disturbed only by the sounds of orders being issued in the camp, NCOs gathering their men, trucks revving up.


‘I’m not pitying myself. I don’t think I should have done anything differently – so don’t worry about my state of mind. But I have seen enough to know that I will not be very popular, however this ends. Am I comfortable with what Hitler has done? Have I not heard stories of how the war has been waged in Poland and Russia? Fortunately, the men I deal with have largely been soldiers who fight by the rules, be it Field Marshal Rommel’s armies or the Italians, but even if he keeps the Gita closer than I do, do I not understand the difference between Himmler and a professional soldier? I’m not naïve, Emma.’


‘I don’t think anyone is levying that charge against you, Subhas,’ Emilie smiled.


‘I am already being proclaimed a puppet of the Axis Powers. But if the Axis had not stood with me, despite all our differences, how would an Indian Army rise outside India? They did it because they are at war with Britain, true – but that does not negate the fact that they did. The Axis have been brutal in the way they wage war on many fronts, there is no denying that. I am, however, now too deep in this to disengage. Karna did not support all of Duryodhana’s actions, but he was in his debt, wasn’t he? He lived and died on that side of the battle. There is some dignity even in that, I feel ...’


The man, who had the charisma to defeat Mahatma Gandhi’s nominee and be elected president of the Indian National Congress less than four years ago, went silent.


He was not a Mahatma, after all; he did not have a halo. There was never a shortage of people who were not particularly fond of him. It was a heavy burden to bear, even if he rarely let it show.


‘But then, much as it pains me to accept it, the Soviet system that the British and the Americans fight by is no less brutal in waging war, be it against an enemy or against its own people. On the western front, the war in Europe was more civil for all sides, if any war can be called that; on the eastern, the result was barbaric. The shadow of that hovers over me as well. I am referred to as the “Indian Quisling”, a lackey of Hitler’s. Should I explain to them that if I had to be a lackey, I could well have begun with worshipping the Mahatma and saved myself so much trouble?’


‘How much can you explain in the midst of a war? Let it be. There will be time, later.’


‘There are days when all this troubles me. But I tell myself, once I have chosen the “less virtuous” side in this battle – a battle in which there are no hands which are not drenched in blood; it is just the volume of blood that varies – this is the side I have to stand with now, till either the battle ends or my life does.’


‘Why are you analysing all this right now, Subhas?’


‘Because it’s amusing to think that I am facing Arjuna’s dilemma while playing Karna’s role in this version of the battle,’ he smiled wistfully. ‘Anyway, history will judge all this at its own pace. I do not care for it, beyond a point. I think I will spend some time with Swami Vivekananda as well, before the guns open up. Let people say what they will ... Is it a joke, building an army for a country that has been colonized for 200 years? “Do even evil, if you must, like a man,” said Vivekananda. Even if some see fighting alongside Hitler and Mussolini’s troops as evil, I must at least do it manfully!’


Emilie smiled. She had seen this often enough. When gripped by a dilemma, Subhas would grapple with it in his mind until he had convinced himself. Once it was over, he was at peace again. Often, the Gita or Vivekananda served to tip the balance when he was on the fence, as they seemed to have done now.


Pacing around the small room, he turned to her again and asked, ‘Does any of this make me sound a little disoriented, Emma?’


‘Does it matter? I wrote down all that you said for months as you put together your book, years back. Everyone only read what you put into the book – but I also know all that you wrote and then pulled out of it. I have heard your lucidity and I have also heard your ramblings. You don’t have to explain things to me. I believe you will be vindicated once this battle is won, and India is free.’


‘Free! I wish. But freedom is not just the absence of the British, is it?’


He was pacing around now, in the limited space the room offered.


‘What have we brought ourselves to in India – a foreign power pushes one community against another, fans the hatred of one faith for another, and we play along! We are so fragmented, lost in our smaller and smaller circles of language, rituals, geography, caste ... We need someone like Bismarck to make a country out of us.’


‘Germany may not be the ideal model right now, don’t you think?’


‘That’s not what I meant. The lessons ... Have we not seen across Europe how the hatred for another’s race or language can make beasts out of the best of men? Has not hating the Jews diminished Germany? Are you yourself not judged for marrying me, someone not from the “Master Race”? A Jew who fought for Germany in the Great War is made to walk with a Yellow Star of David on his sleeve in Berlin, today! What has been happening between the Serbs, Croats, Bosnians – I shudder to think of that, a hundred times over, unfolding in India if the country is not kept united.’


He walked to his small meditation corner, gazing at the figures kept there.


‘You know, my worry is not as much about pushing the British out as it is about keeping India and Indians together. Else, Hindus and Muslims will start killing each other as soon as we are “free”, and even fifty years from now, or even longer, their descendants will continue hating each other. The military challenge of dislodging the British empire is just the first step – there is a lot to be done beyond that!’


The chatter in the background grew louder.


‘Churchill would be vindicated if a million Hindus and Muslims went about slashing each other’s throats. He can then turn around and tell the world that we are narrow-minded savages, who were being kept in check by the white man.’


He placed the Gita back on his side table.


A soft knock was followed by his adjutant’s voice: ‘Time to get ready, sir.’


Subhas snapped out of his reverie.


‘I’ll get ready, Emma. You stay safe. I’ll write to you as often as I can.’


‘I know you will.’
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To Battle




‘Throughout my life it was my ambition to equip an army that will capture freedom from the enemy. Today I congratulate you because the honour of such an army belongs to you.’


– Subhas Bose, in an address to the Indian Legion, June 1942





15 November 1942


Order of the Day


Soldiers of the Afrika Korps


AS WE HEAD INTO ANOTHER ROUND OF BATTLE, PERHAPS THE concluding one for the Afrika Korps – for after this, there are no more hostile frontiers to the East – I expect you to do, as you have always done, your best for the fatherland.


As we march to India’s borders, we march with our Indian and Italian comrades-in-arms. When we, as we surely will, deliver a final, decisive blow to the English empire, we look forward to meeting our Axis partners, the brave soldiers of Japan, who are launching a parallel offensive on India’s eastern borders, even as these orders are being read out to you.


Our fellow soldiers who proudly wear the uniform of the Indian Legion, men who have proved their fighting skills as we advanced many hundreds of miles across Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Persia and finally through Afghanistan together, have sworn an oath of allegiance to both the Führer and to the Leader of the Indian Legion, Herr Subhas Chandra Bose. They will, therefore, be expected to look at both the military requirements of the situation, as advised by the German and Italian Armies, as well as the political requirements, as instructed by Herr Bose, and we must bear that in mind as the battle unfolds.


I have no need to remind you that you must observe the rules of war for which the Afrika Korps is known. Bear in mind that there will initially be many Indian troops in the British Army facing us, who may have been former comrades of the Indian Legion’s soldiers alongside us. We do not look to enter Indian territory to spill the blood of Indian soldiers, even though they are fighting to preserve the British empire at present. We look to engage with them and in this, we will be led by our comrades of the Indian Legion. We do not want to inflict unnecessary casualties upon Indian soldiers fighting for the British side, even when in a militarily superior position. Further, we look to minimize any civilian casualties.


This is not a battle of ideology or annihilation, but one of necessity.


In a situation when combat with Indian soldiers of the British Army is unavoidable, the primary objective of German and Italian troops will be to seek surrender; to engage and disarm, and not to kill or injure. The Legion’s soldiers have already been advised on this by their officers and Herr Bose. Indian soldiers and officers of the British Indian Army, wherever captured, shall immediately be placed in the charge of the nearest officer of the Indian Legion.


Erwin Rommel


Field Marshal


⁘


The hills of the Hindukush and the land that is Afghanistan have never been strangers to the sounds of guns and war cries.


These hills, therefore, seemed not to be perturbed in the least as the sky was lit up much before dawn on 15 November 1942. At precisely 3 a.m., hundreds of artillery shells began the elliptical journey that had been minutely worked out by the laws of physics and by the range finders of the Wehrmacht and the Legion. A second later, if one could freeze frame at that instant, one would tire of counting them all floating midair, heading east in a coordinated sequence that would have been almost elegant, had it not been brutal. At 0300 hours and three seconds, the first shells launched after 1857 by Indians against the British Army in India landed with a thundering synchronized roar. The gunners simultaneously screamed at the top of their voices to equalize the pressure on their ears, adding to the intensity of the moment.


The battle that, to Subhas, was both hugely undesirable and completely unavoidable, was finally underway.


⁘


A mile and a half from the starting line of the offensive – code-named ‘Operation Tiger’ in honour of the springing tiger that was on the shoulder emblem of every Legion soldier – Subhas Chandra Bose, former mayor of Calcutta, former president of the Indian National Congress and a former political prisoner, felt like a shell frozen mid-air: he was neither insulated from the battle, nor engaged in it.


The bitter November cold of the mountains did not stop the sweat dripping from his brow as he stooped over the map. The room was damp, the air stale. But you could hardly expect sunshine in a command centre, 15 feet below ground. His pulse was erratic. Today, as the Indian Legion’s Axis-supported attack on the western borders of British India finally rolled out, was not a day he could have concealed his anxiety and his enthusiasm even if he wanted to.


General Mario Balotta, a battle-hardened veteran of the Italian Army’s 132nd elite Ariete Division, stood at the table watching, surrounded by his staff officers, as the very first pins began to move on the map. Rommel’s aide-de-camp, Captain Westphal, scribbled notes in his diary. Half a dozen officers of the Legion attended to their assigned tasks in the command post, wondering if they would, one day, speak of this day to their grandchildren.


Every other man of any authority in the room was a professional soldier. Subhas was the only man who had not come out of a military college, had not led men in actual battle – a fact of which he was acutely aware. Gazing at the map, observing the minute shifts made by the team of plotters, with the keyboards and printers clacking against the muted, distant background of shells exploding and rifles being fired incessantly; this was not an experience he was fully familiar with.


Yet, he could not afford to falter or freeze. Of all the decisive moments in his tumultuous life, in this one, he just could not.


He remained glued to the map, as if willing the pins depicting the Legion and Axis units to move east of their own accord. Then, shaking himself out of the stupor, he turned to the dependable Major Gurdeep Dhillon, a man who had been by his side from the day he had passed out after taking the oath of the Legion. Dhillon had been glued to the radio operator’s side for the past hour.


‘How is it going?’


‘As we had anticipated, sir: slow, tough and bloody,’ Dhillon answered.


‘Give me the details.’


‘Since we took the call to not opt for intensive artillery barrage, we kept to a short ten-minute burst. The Germans had advised at least a half-hour saturation salvo, so they weren’t very happy about it all – according to them, such decisions will add to our infantry casualties. Our units aren’t asking for air support either, at least not right now, not that we have too many planes to call up. It is mostly infantry-to-infantry exchange of fire, and the British units, as you would expect, are dug in well – they’ve been waiting for this. You won’t see any rapid movement in those pins you are staring at so intently, sir.’


Subhas broke into a wry smile for the first time that day.


‘There’s something else that you need to note, sir: there seems to be a 50 per cent or more English component in the units that are facing us. Among the rest, the non-English frontline soldiers, the deployment right on the front line seems to be primarily constituted of Gurkhas.’


‘That means they are thinking like we are,’ Subhas said with great interest. ‘We have hardly any Gurkhas in the Legion, so they will be least susceptible to appeals from former comrades in the Legion. The good thing is that this means they believe that other units are vulnerable and are keeping them away from direct contact with our men.’


‘Quite possibly, sir. This also explains why there has been heavy sniper fire directed at the propaganda teams who are addressing Indian troops over megaphones – even more than that directed at officers. Three of them have been hit already. Two are critical while the third had his brains blown out.’


Subhas kept staring at the map, quietly.


The ‘price in blood’ he had often spoken to the Legion about? That price was being paid, starting today.
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I am Back, India


Radio broadcast, 17 November 1942


My fellow countrymen


I SPEAK TO YOU TODAY WITH SADNESS AND WITH GREAT HOPE.


The sadness is because I regret that we were not in a position to reach out to you in August, when the Quit India Movement had shaken the grasp of the British over India in the strongest manner since 1857.


Our military situation was not conducive at that time; the German forces were still at the Nile and were also waging a bitter battle at Stalingrad. The Japanese Navy was waging a difficult combat with the American fleets in the Pacific. We did not know then how those battles would end, or how long it would take to bring them to a favourable conclusion, and it would have been unwise of me to have called for you to rise in anticipation of an Indian Army, your very own army, reaching your borders to give the British a response in the only language they appear to understand when it comes to India – the language of firepower.


The sadness is also because no matter what we do, some Indian blood will be shed on both sides of the war front before the Union Jack is taken down.


I consider all those wielding guns to defend the British Empire to be my brothers in arms, who have not yet realized either British intent or Indian sentiment. To that degree, the British policy of racial segregation and physical isolation of soldiers has served them well, up till now. The Indian Legion is not a religious or a racial army, and it comes to liberate and help build an India that is not obsessed with religion and caste. The same holds true for the Indian National Army.


It is my hope that my country will overcome the fear of oppression that has been drilled into our very souls for years and years and rise to reclaim its space in the world. Such moments do not come often – and they have to be seized with both hands when they do.


Bapu, you and I have had our political differences, but, like all Indians, every word you say carries great weight for me. I understand what you feel when you said during the Quit India movement, ‘Personally, I am so sick of slavery that I am even prepared to take the risk of anarchy’. Bapu, I have attempted, since the day I left India, to come back with the alternative that India needs – one that does not force it to choose between slavery and anarchy. Now I appeal to you, my countrymen, and to you, Bapu, to rise and embrace that; to finally throw away the sickening slavery that we have endured for a century. Even if you are unsure of what this brings, do not stand aside or encourage your followers to stand aside either. Instead, stand up to your own words and, this time, take the risk of anarchy!


In September, after the brutal crushing of the Quit India movement, while our forces were still a long distance from India’s borders, Mr Churchill said something in a speech in the House of Commons that pained me both for its arrogance and for its closeness to reality. I would like to repeat it today. He said: ‘It is fortunate, indeed, that the Congress party has no influence whatever with the martial races, on whom the defence of India apart from the British Forces largely depends. Many of these races are divided by unbridgeable religious gulfs from the Hindu Congress and would never consent to be ruled by them.’


This is what Mr Churchill relies on, and this is where India has to prove him wrong. Mr Churchill says the martial races have no engagement with what is happening in the country. He says there is a ‘Hindu’ Congress and he needs that so-called Hindu Congress and the Muslim League to distrust each other.


He needs us to be afraid of independence so we have to run back to him and then he can tell us how, when, and in how many parts we will get independence.


Therefore, I would like to inform Mr Churchill – and I would like to remind our brothers willing to fight to ensure that he continues to rule our motherland – that a great majority of the men who have fought, bled and died in the last one year as part of the Indian Legion, who fight and bleed today on the frontier, are from these very ‘martial races’. Pathans and Balochs, Sikhs and Jats, Rajputs and Marathas – they all accompany me as we come to reclaim our motherland.


The martial valour of these races was not ingrained into them by the East India Company; it has been there for centuries. They have always fought for their honour. And – whether or not the Congress party has any influence with them – they now understand their honour lies not in upholding the Union Jack but in uprooting it.


Those who do not – well, we will, even if reluctantly, fight them, and we will defeat them, even if it is painful; after all, who understands the need for such a battle better than an Indian Army? Have not many of us learnt the lesson of fighting even our brothers if they be on the wrong side, from the time of the Mahabharata?


Give us your blessings, the elders of India. You were born into an enslaved nation but you should not die in one. Give us your support, the youth of India; rise with us, end the farce of a handful of men ruling millions of us because we cannot muster the sense or the courage to fight against them together.


I will speak to you again, soon. And when I do, it will be from Delhi.


Jai Hind!


Yours, in life and in death,


Subhas
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The Making and Unmaking of an Army




‘If one regiment mutinies, I should like to have the next so alien that it would be ready to fire into it.’


– Charles Wood, Secretary of State for India, 1861


‘It is the aim of the Legion – through close cohabitation of the different religions, the comradeship of daily life, military discipline, discussion among comrades – to further mutual understanding and tolerance in order to bridge the century-old gap between the many different groups in India and thus to foster an Indian national consciousness.’


– Rudolf Hartog, The Sign of the Tiger, quote by Kritter





The Frankenberg Camp


Eastern Germany


21 March 1942


‘SQUAD, LOAD!’


The six soldiers – all Indians in field-grey uniforms – cocked their Karabiner 98k bolt action rifles as the German Hauptfeldwebel (Sergeant Major) bellowed: ‘Squad, aim!’


The two blindfolded men tied to the posts struggled. One had a turban and a flowing beard, while the other was reciting an indistinct prayer.


‘Squad, FIRE!’


A volley of rounds rang out. After a pause of a few moments, at a sign from the sergeant major, the rifles were reloaded, and a second volley thudded into the already limp frames. Blood spurted out and gathered in a slowly expanding crimson pool at their feet.


Other uniformed men gathered around and watched, quietly. Some sullen, some detached.


‘Did we really need to do this, sir?’ Captain Gurbachan Mangat, of the Legion’s First Battalion, asked the Legion’s commander-in-chief, Subhas. They both stood at a vantage point, 50 metres away. ‘Perhaps there could have been a lighter punishment, since it is a matter involving sentiments?’


‘I know where you are coming from. But it is precisely because it is a matter involving sentiments that I agreed with the commanding officer’s decision on the court martial and its verdict, Captain. If we allow this to spread today, how will we check sentiments overriding discipline and teamwork when our army is 50,000-strong?’


The captain did not aggressively counter Subhas, keeping to the discipline of the uniform, but his expression remained unconvinced. This dual execution would create unrest and the officers would have a tough time keeping it under control.


⁘


The two men sentenced to death by the firing squad had both been part of a tragic case of religious animosity that had erupted at the training camp of the Legion.


It began with Ibrahim, a convert to Subhas’s ideology, who actively campaigned for greater mixing of the Muslim recruits with the Hindu and Sikh soldiers and encouraged a nonconservative approach to religious practices and less fixation with community rules during wartime in a foreign land, thousands of miles from home. In 1939, he had been among the crowd that had cheered Subhas as he had stepped off the train at Peshawar. As a soldier in the Fourth Indian Infantry Division deployed in North Africa, he had been taken captive by the Afrika Korps in 1941. Shortly thereafter, his Prisoner of War (POW) camp had a surprise visitor – Subhas. What he had said in 1939 had made some sense to Ibrahim. What he was saying now made much more sense. This man was not speaking to Ibrahim as a Hindu speaking to a Muslim. He was closer to Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan’s spirit than Jinnah was. For some reason, Ibrahim believed in the genuineness of what he was saying, what he was asking of them.


For weeks, Ibrahim would speak to groups in the barracks, explaining why mixed-faith units were the future, questioning the nitpicking over religious practices during wartime, and asking his fellow soldiers to not become fixated on what the clerics said – to look at things beyond the Muslim–Sikh– Hindu trichotomy.


Not letting go of his campaign despite receiving threats from a group in the barracks, Ibrahim was cornered and stabbed a dozen times one night, by a group of ultra-orthodox men who considered his remarks blasphemous.


The furious inquiry by the commanding officer drew a blank at the outset, as few men were willing to give testimony as to what had occurred.


A day later, a subedar major, who was a Sikh man (the Legion still used British ranks, rather than German, for the sake of continuity), triggered an argument with some of the men who shared Ibrahim’s barracks, while making his inquiries. After some offensive remarks about religion were reportedly made, the spat turned into a fistfight, and, before the military police could reach to restore order, the infuriated subedar major had pulled out his kirpan and ran it through two men. Both died before the day ended.


As per the Wehrmacht’s wartime code, irrespective of the nature of the provocation, there was no other punishment except execution for this. The subedar major was sentenced to death by firing squad. The Legion’s officers handpicked a firing squad of one Muslim, one Hindu, and two Sikhs to emphasize that orders had to be carried out irrespective of personal beliefs. When the order to fire was issued, three of the men carried it out, whereas, one of the Sikh soldiers deliberately and defiantly shot wide of the condemned prisoner.


Oberstleutnant Kurt Krappe, the commander of the Indian Infantry Regiment 950, and commandant of the training camp, had the defiant soldier imprisoned and discharged from the Legion with the consent of Subhas. But that, unfortunately, was not the end of the bloody tale. The other Sikh boy, who had carried out his orders without question, was found stabbed to death in his bed, the next morning.


Krappe led the investigation himself this time and, within a day, two men had been rounded up: the Muslim soldier who had led the group that killed Ibrahim, and the Sikh soldier who had killed the fellow soldier for playing his role in the firing squad as assigned.


These were the two who had just been executed. The firing squad – three Hindus, one Sikh, two Muslims – had been picked by drawing lots and informed in advance of summary dismissal and imprisonment for defiance. This time, there was none.


Subhas, as the supreme commander of the Legion, had the option to review their sentence.


He had declined.


That was what Captain Mangat was speaking to him about. He, along with several other officers, realized that the tensions in the barracks could have been reduced, had Subhas agreed to a less harsh punishment. But on this subject, Subhas was obstinate. So far, the camp had seen eight men executed and over a dozen imprisoned – Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs – for various shades of communal and ethnic animosity and violence.


⁘


‘I am sorry, but I do not fully understand these priorities, Your Excellency.’


Lieutenant Colonel Krappe had a bemused tone. It had now been two hours since they had stepped out for a camp inspection at 6 a.m. Krappe, eager to demonstrate the meticulous military training he was putting the Legion through, was by now chafing at the endless – and seemingly pointless – questions Subhas had about the barracks, the kitchen and the prayer areas of the men.


‘I, on the other hand, fully understand where your question is coming from, Oberstleutnant,’ Subhas appeared lost in thought, the firing squad executions and the chain of events that led to them still playing on his mind. ‘You must be intrigued, and irked as well, at why I am discussing the accommodation, food and prayers of the men at length but have not asked a single thing about their combat training.’


‘Only intrigued, Excellency,’ Krappe smiled.


The Legion’s political leader and the German officer appointed to command its first regiment and oversee the training camp had developed a working relationship over the past few months, one that allowed Krappe to crack the occasional joke at Subhas’s expense without causing offence.


‘These men fight for many things, Kurt, but the way they have been trained and kept by the British, they have never fought the basic battle that any soldier fights – in the defence of his country’s sovereign interest. They are Indians who fight the Germans, the Italians, the Japanese, they fight in Iraq, in Egypt, they fight in Malaya and Burma – but they never fight for India!’


‘And I assume this tour of the kitchens and barracks has something to do with changing that, Excellency?’


‘Yes, actually, it does. The kitchen can be a great divider in India, Kurt. Don’t treat it casually if you wish to lead this unit into war someday. In any case, why should I pretend to assess how efficiently they can fight, or how well you can train them, Oberstleutnant? That would be downright foolish on my part. The Indian soldier, when properly trained and equipped, has proved he can fight and die as bravely as any other in the First World War as well as in the ongoing one. And, as of today, the Wehrmacht is the most brutally efficient military training machinery in the world – a fact that is not questioned by either the Axis or the Allies. So neither do these men need me to tell them how to learn to fight better, nor do you need my advice on how to train them.’


‘Excellency is in a generous mood. If only all those who say you are never satisfied could see you today!’


Subhas smiled at Kurt’s comment, then continued.


‘Militarily, these men just have to be sharpened, they already are trained soldiers, after all. Culturally, it is the reverse; they have to unlearn. And this is the tough part. They are used to speaking the same language, eating the same food, worshipping the same god as the men they live with. They are also habituated to eating separately, praying separately, keeping distance from men of other faiths and habits. This model has worked, militarily, for England, worked very well indeed – and this has kept this army as just a collection of regiments, Kurt, not as one army guided by a common goal.’


‘Should we not just stay with that, perhaps, instead of trying to change things in the midst of a World War? Soldiers are slaves to habit.’


‘No!’ Subhas was emphatic. ‘This is also what led to those men killing their fellow soldiers here. This Legion is not just another few thousand men flung into the churn of this great war. The Legion is the core of the future national army of India – the defender of an independent, undivided India that extends from Afghanistan to Burma.’


He paused, as if visualizing that on a map.


‘Such an India will need to learn to coexist despite differences. Its army will have to be an army of the entire nation. Before that happens, these men must learn to live with each other, to eat at the same table as others, to have more than one form of prayer in their barracks, to respect each other’s faiths and beliefs and eccentricities. The training that we undertake is not just about tactics and weapons. We have to break down the regimentation instilled by the British Army. A British official once wrote that they should be willing to kill each other, if ordered, without question. I need them to be willing to die for each other, without needing to be ordered.’


‘To occupy a nation with a population many millions greater than that of the occupier – it is an intelligent strategy, no doubt. Perhaps this is what impresses the Führer about the English model of keeping India for so long.’ Kurt smiled.


‘True. But their political need has meant that they have poisoned the land, the minds of the people. That is where my obsession with making soldiers of different beliefs and different languages live and eat and fight together in the Legion – and in the INA – comes from.’


He went quiet for a while, again.


‘Can you believe it, Kurt? India stays colonized through the military strength of Indian soldiers who can kill unarmed, helpless crowds, and can kill other soldiers as well, when ordered. And why is that? Because too many of us in India today live in our own little wells, we are obsessed with our kitchens, our customs ... And that, Oberstleutnant, is why this is so important. Making them share space, share food, share conversations ... Be slow in the beginning, though, else you’ll have a mutiny on your hands every month.’


⁘


The Hauptfeldwebel yelled out a command. The ground reverberated with boots stomping. Some 1,200 men stood to attention. The emblem of the springing tiger on their shoulder distinguished their uniforms from the default field grey of the Wehrmacht Non-Commissioned Officers (NCOs) and officers training them.


Krappe stepped up. A Legion NCO stood next to him to translate into Hindustani.


‘Soldiers of the Indian Legion! In the presence of the Supreme Commander of the Legion, Subhas Chandra Bose, I have some announcements regarding how your training and allocation of units after training will be carried out here. Pay attention, for they are not negotiable.’


He paused as the NCO translated, then resumed.


‘We will, at all times, bear in mind that the Legion is aligned to the political programme and priorities laid down by His Excellency Bose. Therefore, the methods of the British colonial army – of putting together regiments, companies and platoons according to caste or tribe – are not the methods the Legion will follow. We will mix Pathans and Sikhs, Dogras and Jats, Punjabi Muslims and Rajputs, Bengalis and Garhwalis, Marathas, Madrasis and Gurkhas, not just in regiments, but in companies, and even down to the section level. It is the aim of the Legion to help all soldiers develop understanding and tolerance, to create an Indian national consciousness, and this we will do – as we have already been doing – through men of different religions and regions working together in tight teams, through the comradeship of daily life, through our unforgiving military discipline, and through discussions. I expect that to be understood and obeyed.’


A murmur ran through the assembled soldiers as the translator finished. Subhas was tempted to step in, to add, but he did not want to preach to the men the rationality of his arrangements just yet – they had enough to handle at the moment. He would let it be absorbed at its own pace. His presence during the commandant’s address would be enough to indicate that the move had his backing.


Leaving the troops to the Hauptfeldwebel, Krappe and Subhas walked half a kilometre to a secluded part of the camp, fenced in by barbed wires. Half a dozen men, three each of the Wehrmacht and the Legion, fingers resting on the triggers of their rifles, accompanied them inside the gate of the cordoned-off compound. The sentries snapped to attention as they entered.


‘These, Excellency, are the Indian soldiers and officers who shall be sent ahead to the POW camps, since they have stated that they have no interest in joining the Legion or in fighting for the Axis.’


The hundred or more dishevelled, unshaven men looked sullenly at Subhas and Krappe. Subhas looked intently at the men, then asked for the senior officer.


‘That would be me, Captain Amanullah,’ a voice rang out from a corner. The captain got up disinterestedly. Stepping a few paces ahead, he folded his arms across his chest.


‘In case you are going to ask us the same thing that they have wasted three days doing already, Mr Bose, let me save you the time and energy: We swore an oath to the Crown, and that is that. Unlike those men who now fight for a Nazi army, we do not break our oaths. We will happily serve our time in a POW camp, rather than betray our loyalty.’


A handful of officers stepped ahead and stood around him, emphasizing to the men that this was their collective position.


‘I don’t have an issue with you not wanting to fight the British, Captain. We do not coerce men to join the Legion. Even pragmatically, why would I want men who do not believe in our cause to be forced into joining? You would simply desert and rejoin the British forces at the first point of engagement. But I do have an issue with this theatre, this illusion of you here being the loyal soldiers, and those men, who, God willing, will one day march to India’s borders, being the traitors.’


‘I am not interested in what you believe, Mr Bose, but since you are here, and we have no choice but to stand and hear you out, you may as well as do it and get it over with.’


Amanullah’s fellow officers smirked. The men inched forward, however, despite the disdain of their officers. Subhas was, after all, a curiosity – the Congress president from barely five years back; a name heard as often as that of Gandhi and Nehru at one point – who was now addressing them in Germany. Soldiers who were formerly their comrades, who may well have arrested him in India once, standing guard around him in grey uniforms.


It was quite a contrast to anything else any Indian leader had ever done, if nothing else.


Subhas’s speeches and addresses had so far made first a dozen, then a few hundred, and then a few thousand captured soldiers believe in a new cause. He saw no reason, therefore, to curb that instinct just yet. The disdain and the contempt, the charge of being a Fascist stooge, the Legion being described as a collection of disloyal oath breakers – all this, he was familiar with.


‘Remind me what you took an oath for, Captain – to fight for what, exactly? Preserving the Empire?’


‘We are fighting for democracy, not for fascism, Mr Bose!’ A diminutive lieutenant lent his sharp voice to Amanullah’s.


Subhas laughed.


‘Let’s not be delusional. You have, essentially, taken an oath to keep your own land enslaved. And you fool yourselves by believing you are fighting to defend the honour and liberty of the motherland of others. You travel a thousand miles to kill and to be killed, supposedly to free people of nations that were conquered by the German or the Italian armies, a few months back, but you are fine with your country being ruled by the Crown of England since 1857? These men in grey who you think are traitors to India have me as their supreme commander. Who is your commander, Captain? The Viceroy? General Auchinleck? Wavell? Did you even have an Indian general to command you in the army you fight in?’


‘We are a professional force, not a group of killers like the Nazis, so spare us the moralizing,’ a third officer smirked. But the expressions on the faces of many of the soldiers suggested that, to at least some of them, the point had gone across.


‘It is this detached “professionalism” that makes the British Indian Army the world’s primary colonial armed force, gentlemen!’


Subhas was genuinely worked up now.


‘It is this “professional” army that keeps India occupied. It very professionally helped the British keep Burma and Singapore occupied. It fights Afghans. It keeps the Union Jack flying high in Iran and Iraq, even though neither country wants to be under the British boot. The men of an enslaved country go out and help their masters make slaves of others as well. Yet, they are the “professionals”. And these men,’ he gestured to his Legion guards, ‘who want to pick up a gun to finally fight for their own nation, they are the traitors? Bravo!’


No smart comment came back this time.


‘Was it General Dyer who personally killed all those civilians at Jallianwala Bagh? Or was it the Ninth Gurkhas, Fifty-fourth Sikhs and Fifty-Ninth Scinde Rifles who fired those 1,600 rounds into an unarmed crowd because Dyer gave the order? And do you know what the brutal irony of that is, distinguished officers of a chivalrous army?’


A sullen silence was the only response he elicited from the group. Every soldier there was silent as well, hearing him now. This was an alien conversation. In their military careers, nobody in a military establishment had ever questioned the basics of what they did. Those who did not comprehend his clipped English looked to the few who did, for translation.


Subhas wasn’t done with the officers just yet.


‘Do you know, gentlemen, that just five years after 1857, the Secretary of State of India, a gentleman by the name of Charles Wood, explained clearly why he wanted the Indian Army to be both insulated and segregated, so that no mutiny may threaten the Empire again? He wrote that he wanted such a spirit – and I have never forgotten those words since I read them – “so that Sikh might fire into Hindu, Gorkha into either, without any scruple in case of need”. That is the irony of Jallianwala Bagh – that Sikhs, Gurkhas and Hindus fired into a crowd of Sikhs, Hindus and Muslims. To do what? To demonstrate the might of the British Raj. They would fire and kill each other as well, the next day, if ordered to. Wood was so grandly vindicated. That all is “duty”. But to think of firing at the British to liberate India? That, to you, gentlemen, would be disloyalty!’


Looking away from the sulking group of officers towards the men, Subhas switched to his Bengali-accented Hindustani.


‘Jawans of the Indian Army! If you are asked to kill peacefully protesting countrymen of yours, will you not do it? Of course you will, if it is an order. After all, you are trained to obey orders. But even here, the angrez will play you because he always appeals to your narrowest identity. He will usually not bring in men of the same region to crush protests; no, no, he is too smart for that. He will push ahead the Sikhs if he needs to attack the Afghans. He will bring the Gurkhas to crush protests in Punjab. He may ask the Madras regiment to be sent if he needs protesters shot at in Bengal. So Indians keep killing Indians to defend the British, for a salary. It is time to change that, it is time to change some things ... Are you proud of being a part of the Great British Commonwealth, fighting shoulder to shoulder with Australians, Canadians and New Zealanders against Rommel? If you are, good! It is good to be able to fight without distinction with fellow soldiers. We all bleed the same. But while at home, some of you cannot even bear to have food with another caste in the regimental langar! What is the point of having crossed the seas and seen the world, then?’


The atmosphere was tense now. The Legion’s soldiers exchanged glances. They had experienced the unsettling effect of his speeches to POWs firsthand. The expressions on the faces of the prisoners ranged from introspective to furious.


Subhas was not to be held back by any of that, though; he had been through similar situations many a time by now.


‘Do you not understand that this manner of thinking keeps us enslaved? You are defending the rights of other nations – or at least you think so. Do you never feel the need to hold that rifle for defending your own land? Do you just fight for your salary and your rations? If you can find glory in that, I wish you well. You joined the army and became part of the Crown’s forces. I could also have been part of the system that rules India for the Crown. I had been selected for the ICS – I would have been a “Collector sahib” many, many years ago. But I could not convince myself. I left that. I was the president of the Congress party. I could not compromise on some things; I left that, too. Have you heard of that?’


‘Gandhiji and you had differences and then you resigned,’ a jawan’s voice came from the gathering.


‘Yes. I wanted to fight! For what is more important than ending this slavery, this division? Your officers talk of oaths. You have an obligation to that oath but not to Hindustan? Is Namak greater than izzat? My goal is to go and seek death or glory on the borders of our nation with these soldiers. You can stay in camps and have your Red Cross rations and live a safe life till the war ends. Maybe you will even get a pension from the King. I will not force you to join our war. I assure you, in the presence of the camp commandant, nobody will force you. We fight for our convictions. If you do not share those, it is better that we go our separate ways, my friends. Jai Hind!’


He turned briskly and strode out of the enclosure.


That evening, he received a note from Krappe: 54 of the 126 soldiers had volunteered to join the Legion.


⁘


‘So what do you think of our efforts here, Herr Ribbentrop?’


The Foreign Minister of the Reich sat at the head of the table in the compact conference room. He had been engaged in a quiet conversation with Lt Gen. Hiroshi Oshima, the Japanese ambassador to Germany. Subhas and Krappe were the only others present.


Ribbentrop’s security detail stood guard outside. If Subhas was intrigued at the necessity of additional guards within the training camp, he did not express it. He had by now understood that every leader in the Reich carried his own retinue and did not trust men who may have loyalties to another. Ribbentrop may not have been living in as much grandeur as Reichsmarschall Göring or Himmler, but he was still not an inconsequential man.


‘This is promising, Excellency. My compliments to you and to the Oberstleutnant. I am sure we will have to expand this to other locations in the next month or so if the numbers hold. However, the Oberkommando des Heeres (OKH) has some reservations about these men operating on an actual front within the next few months.’


‘And these would be—?’


‘Numbers, essentially. No matter how impactful your recruitment efforts are, no matter that we have three camps, the total numbers of this Legion will be, at best, in the range of 45–60,000 men. The Axis resources allocated for Operation Tiger are minimal, frankly, and given the overall situation, the Wehrmacht may not be able to spare more than two divisions. The Italians may, depending on how much influence you have with the Duce, provide some support. But the overall numbers to attack British India from the western frontier do not add up to 100,000 men, if I am gauging things correctly. That is ridiculous. When we invaded Russia last year, we went in with—’


‘Three million troops, I know. About thirty times this number.’


‘And yet you ask me what reservations the OKH has,’ the minister smiled. ‘Is it not prudent to wait till we have a reserve of at least eight to ten infantry divisions for there to be a reasonable chance of success, at such a great distance from our supply chains?’


‘Are we discussing prudence now? What numbers did Rommel have when he dashed to the French coast? What numbers did General Yamashita have when he took Malaya and Singapore last month, General Oshima? A total of 35,000 Japanese soldiers took 120,000 prisoners in that campaign, did they not?’


‘They did, indeed!’ Oshima beamed. ‘The resonance of the fall of Singapore still echoes around the world.’


‘We cannot wait. The Japanese have the momentum, they are already in Burma. Churchill had not imagined that Singapore could fall. He, therefore, has no strategy to handle an attack from the East. If we give him time, he will devise one in due course. The momentum will be lost. The Indian National Army has 40,000 new volunteers from the men who surrendered in Malaya and in Singapore. We can raise a combined Japanese–INA force of about 100,000 on the eastern border, and if we can strike simultaneously on the western border with a similar number – let us say 60,000 of the Legion and 40,000 of combined German and Italian forces – India will rise like it never has. We must do it together – and we must do it while we have the upper hand!’


‘May I, sir?’ Krappe looked to the three, all of whom outranked him in the hierarchy.


‘Yes, Oberstleutnant?’ Subas nodded. ‘Please do speak. If these men go into battle, you will probably be among those leading them.’


‘On paper, the infantry available to defend India will be far too much to overcome with these numbers. Unless we plan to compensate with air attacks and heavy artillery.’


‘No, there will be no random bombing and shelling of cities. This is not a conquering army, but an army of liberation. You cannot send in bombers to subdue enemy resistance there as you did in Warsaw or Coventry or Belgrade. You cannot kill Indian civilians to win a battle against British soldiers. I absolutely forbid that. This will be a battle fought only on the front lines.’


‘Which means it will rely almost entirely on the infantry.’


‘Yes. Which is why you are primarily training infantrymen for the Legion, as is Major Fujiwara for the INA.’


‘And how do we overcome a numerical superiority when we are denied the “blitzkreig” model, Excellency?’


‘That superiority is the creation of an image, Oberstleutnant. This is not a military but a psychological operation. The mood in the country is no longer of fasting and burning foreign cloth. If there is any outbreak of public sentiment, I expect more buildings to be burnt than cloth. The Indian civilian is angry and fed up. It is only the Indian soldier who is still on the fence – if he sees that the fellow Indians facing him at the front and his family at home both want a free nation, he may realize that he has been fighting for the wrong side all along. But then there was no right side to fight for, until now. He will turn, I assure you. And without the Indian soldier’s blind, unquestioning loyalty, what is British power in India, Krappe? A mirage. How will they fight? I will not let trains run to supply British forces, I will have telephone lines snapped, power cut off, food supplies stopped. The British cannot fight on in India if India’s population rises and the military’s loyalty shakes.’


When the war commenced, the army in India comprised a little over 200,000 men, of which some 44,000 were British. After 1941, it was hiring over 50,000 soldiers each month. At the end of 1941, it stood at about a million.


But India’s own defence had never been a priority for this force, since a land attack on India, let alone on two fronts, had long been seen as improbable, if not impossible. It was taken for granted that Fortress Singapore and the Royal Navy would never let a battle reach India’s eastern borders. The best-equipped and best-trained Indian divisions were, almost by default, sent out west – they fought in Egypt and Eritrea, to keep the oilfields safe for the Allies in Iraq and Iran.


A large number of the trained troops still available to India were rushed to Malaya and Singapore to stop the Japanese – and promptly lost as POWs. And so, as 1942 began, India had nothing worth the name in terms of tanks, armoured cars, bombers or fighter planes. An estimated 500 anti-aircraft guns were seen as the bare minimum required for India’s defence, and there were barely thirty available.


Part of the reason for the low quality of military resources present in India was Churchill’s distrust of modernization of the force. Folklore had it that when General Auchinleck asked the War Cabinet for tanks to prepare one armoured division in the Indian Army, Churchill pointedly asked him: ‘But, General, how do you know they won’t turn and fire the wrong way?’


Subhas was banking on this to be true – for the soldier to turn and fire his rifle ‘the wrong way’.


‘The British like to spread the impression that they have a million men in India. That is a lie. My information network in India is infinitely superior to that of the Axis. My numbers take into account the divisions lost in North Africa, the ones that cannot be pulled out from Iraq and Iran because of Rommel’s threat; the massive surrenders in Malaya, Singapore and Burma. So far, the total resources available to Commander-in-Chief Wavell are about 300,000 Indians and 60,000 British. These numbers will not be able to stop us unless all 300,000 are willing to kill and die for Wavell – and that, I assure you, will not happen. They will delay us, yes, if they bring all the forces to the frontier and keep none for internal security, but even then, they will not be able to stop us. And I expect the Legion to be stronger by the time it gets from here to the Indian frontier in the west, not weaker.’


‘And why would that be?’ Ribbentrop’s tone was curious, but his expression suggested that he was being converted to Subhas’s point.


‘You will recall the very first meeting we had last year, in Berlin. I had proposed that if the Afrika Korps can reach Basra, Iraq, the Indian Legion troops can join them there for a drive to the east. It may have seemed a daydream then, but I have thought it through more since. The great majority of the Allied forces in that region are Indian soldiers. The Legion will lead the Axis movement eastward in the area, not the Germans. That will put the “British Indian” soldier against another Indian soldier for the first time. Many of our men who were taken POWs in North Africa are from the divisions currently in the Middle East. Will the Indians fighting for England fight to the death against my men? They may not all join us, but many will step aside. We are already in touch with men in many of these units and have inputs on their morale and mindset. I anticipate that at least 5–10,000 of those men may be willing to join us, though I am not sure whether I would want them to without having been trained in the ways of the Legion, both in military and cultural terms.’


‘But this movement east will need at least eight divisions. Assuming that such forces are available, and this is the plan that unfolds, why would there be such a small Axis component in the final force for the attack on India on the western front?’ Oshima queried.


‘This, again, is something we have been discussing for a year. The minister is right when he says he is factoring in barely two German divisions finally being available to join a possible attack in India, since it is the Legion that will advance from there, while the Afrika Korps will consolidate through the region. Some of Rommel’s divisions will have to pause in Iraq for protecting the oil installations. Some will have to do the same in Iran. Others will need to be deployed in Afghanistan along the Russian border. Across all three theatres, a secure route will have to be held steady for supplies and transport. A small core force, perhaps led by Rommel himself, can be with the Legion at the final frontier. But we have to get there before the momentum of the Japanese move into Burma subsides; before the British can consolidate either front.’


Ribbentrop laughed.


‘As you can see, General, Oberstleutnant, the Legion’s Supreme Commander has made his plans all the way to the start of battle! Of course, much will depend on how General Paulus fares in Russia and Rommel in Africa, in the next few months, but he has a point. And you have to gamble in war. Let us work to get the Legion battle ready here in Germany – and our Japanese friends can simultaneously work on the Indian National Army. Who knows, Excellency Bose may actually get the battle he so keenly seeks, within 1942!’
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