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Military History: The British Empire
Two centuries of real campaigns, tactics, and military institutions —

from the East India Company's private army at Plassey, through
Quebec, Trafalgar, the 1857 Rebellion, Isandlwana, and the Boer

Wars, to imperial and Commonwealth troops in both World Wars —
closing with the Suez Crisis and the wars of withdrawal that ended

Britain's independent imperial military power.
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Military History: The British Empire
Chapter 1 · Introduction: Scope & the Distinction From the Political/Economic British
Empire Course

This is the sixth entry in this site's own Military History sub-series — a

deliberately narrow lens on real campaigns, tactics, and military institutions,

distinct from the broader political and economic history this site already

covers elsewhere. Few subjects test that narrow lens more thoroughly than an

empire that, at its own peak, governed roughly a quarter of the planet's land

and population.

What This Course Deliberately Doesn't Cover

Already Covered Elsewhere Where

Real political, economic, and administrative history

of empire-building (trade, governance,

decolonization)

The British Empire (already

complete)

The full real campaign and battle history of the First

World War

Military History: World War I (a

separate, still-outstanding course)

A GENUINELY NARROWER FOCUS ON THE WORLD WARS

This course's own two World War chapters are deliberately scoped to

Commonwealth and imperial troops' own real contribution — Gallipoli, the Indian

Army, Commonwealth forces across multiple theaters — rather than retelling either

war in full. The complete real campaign history of the First World War belongs to its

own dedicated course.

A Genuinely Startling Opening Fact

A COMPANY WITH A BIGGER ARMY THAN THE NATION ITSELF
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The East India Company's three presidency armies grew, at their real peak, to

roughly 260,000 soldiers — twice the size of the British Army itself at certain

points. A private trading company, answerable to shareholders rather than

Parliament, fielded a genuinely larger military force than the country that had

chartered it. Understanding how that happened, and what it meant, opens this

course directly in Chapter 2.

The Real Arc This Course Traces

THE COMPANY ERA

Chapters 2-3 cover the East India

Company's own private army and its

real, decisive victories at Plassey

(1757) and in the Seven Years' War's

colonial theaters in Canada and India.

19TH-CENTURY IMPERIAL
WARFARE

Chapters 4-7 cover the Royal Navy's

real command of the seas after

Trafalgar, the 1857 Indian Rebellion's

military aftermath, colonial warfare

in Africa, and the Boer Wars' genuine

shift toward guerrilla tactics and

counter-insurgency.

THE WORLD WARS & IMPERIAL
DISSOLUTION

Chapters 8-10 cover imperial and

Commonwealth troops' real

contribution to both World Wars,

closing with the 1956 Suez Crisis as

the genuine, symbolic end of British

imperial military power.

1757

The Battle of Plassey marks the East India Company's real turn from trading company

to territorial military power.

1805
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Questions to Sit With

What real risks might arise from a

private company maintaining a

military force larger than its own

home country's national army?

Why might a course on military

history and a course on

political/economic history of the

same empire genuinely need to stay

separate, rather than being combined

into one?

Looking at this course's own real

timeline, roughly two centuries long,

which single transition seems most

likely to have reshaped everything

that came after it?

Quick Reference — Chapter 1

Trafalgar cements real Royal Naval dominance for the century that follows.

1857

The Indian Rebellion forces a real, fundamental reorganization of British military

power in India.

1899-1902

The Boer Wars expose real, hard lessons about fighting an unconventional colonial

enemy.

1914-1945

Two World Wars draw genuinely global imperial and Commonwealth forces into

combat.

1956

The Suez Crisis marks the real, symbolic end of Britain's own independent imperial

military power.
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This course covers real campaigns, tactics, and military institutions of the British

Empire, distinct from the already-completed political/economic British Empire

course and the still-outstanding Military History: World War I

The East India Company's own private army reached roughly 260,000 soldiers at

its peak — twice the size of the British Army itself at certain points

The course's own real arc runs from the 1757 Battle of Plassey through the Royal

Navy's post-Trafalgar dominance, the 1857 Indian Rebellion, African colonial

warfare, the Boer Wars, and both World Wars, closing with the 1956 Suez Crisis

What's Next

Chapter 2: The East India Company's Own Private Army & the Battle of

Plassey (1757).
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CHAPTER 2 :  THE EAST INDIA COMPANY'S  OWN PRIVATE ARMY & THE BAT TLE OF PL ASSEY (1757)

Military History: The British Empire
Chapter 2 · The East India Company's Own Private Army & the Battle of Plassey (1757)

Chapter 1 opened with the startling fact that a trading company eventually

fielded a larger army than Britain itself. This chapter goes back to the

moment that army first changed what the Company actually was: a single

afternoon in a mango grove in Bengal, won less by fighting than by a deal

struck weeks earlier.

A Trading Company With Soldiers

The East India Company was chartered in 1600 to trade, not to conquer. For well over

a century its soldiers were mostly guards for fortified trading posts (called "factories")

at Madras, Bombay, and Calcutta. That changed in the 1740s, when the War of the

Austrian Succession spilled into southern India and the French and British companies

began fighting each other through rival Indian princes in the Carnatic Wars.

THREE PRESIDENCY ARMIES

The Company's forces grew up

separately in its three "presidencies"

— Bengal, Madras, and Bombay —

each with its own army, officers, and

traditions. They weren't merged into a

single Indian Army until well after the

1857 Rebellion (Chapter 5).

THE SEPOY

From the word sipahi (soldier).

Indian infantry recruited, paid, and

drilled in the European style under

British officers. Sepoys, not European

troops, made up the large majority of

every Company army from the start.

A LESSON LEARNED FROM THE
FRENCH

The French governor Dupleix was the

first to show, in the 1740s, that a

small number of European-drilled
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sepoys could beat much larger

traditional Indian armies. The British

copied the idea and turned it against

him.

The Road to Plassey

THE BLACK HOLE'S NUMBERS ARE GENUINELY DISPUTED

The famous figures come from one survivor, John Zephaniah Holwell, who claimed

146 prisoners were shut in a cell about 14 by 18 feet and 123 died overnight. Modern

historians have questioned this seriously — Stanley Wolpert, for example, put the

number imprisoned at around 64. Holwell himself blamed junior officers rather

April 1756

Siraj-ud-Daulah, aged about 23, becomes Nawab of Bengal. He objects to the

Company strengthening Calcutta's fortifications without his permission and abusing

its trade privileges.

20 June 1756

Siraj captures Calcutta. British prisoners are held overnight in a small cell in Fort

William — the "Black Hole of Calcutta."

January 1757

A relief force under Robert Clive and Admiral Charles Watson, sent from Madras,

retakes Calcutta.

March 1757

Clive and Watson capture the French settlement at Chandernagore, removing Siraj's

most likely European ally.

Spring 1757

Clive enters a secret conspiracy with Mir Jafar, Siraj's own senior commander, and

the Jagat Seth banking house.

23 June 1757

The Battle of Plassey.
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than Siraj personally. The story became a powerful piece of justification for British

retaliation, which is exactly why its details deserve caution rather than being

repeated as settled fact.

The Battle Itself

Company (Clive) Nawab (Siraj-ud-Daulah)

Infantry About 750 Europeans,

2,100 sepoys

About 30,000

Cavalry None to speak of About 20,000

Artillery 8 cannon, 2 howitzers,

~100 gunners

Dozens of heavy guns (sources vary widely),

plus about 50 French gunners

Casualties About 22 killed, 50

wounded

About 500 killed and wounded

On paper this was a hopeless fight for Clive — outnumbered by more than ten to one.

What decided it happened in three stages.

1 · THE RAIN

Around midday a heavy monsoon shower swept the field. Clive's gunners

covered their powder with tarpaulins; the Nawab's gunners didn't, and much of

their powder was soaked. When Siraj's forces advanced afterward expecting the

British guns to be silenced too, they ran into grapeshot instead.

2 · THE LOSS OF MIR MADAN

Mir Madan, one of Siraj's few genuinely loyal commanders, led a cavalry charge

and was mortally wounded by British grapeshot. Losing him shook Siraj badly,
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and he turned for advice to the men who were already plotting against him —

who told him to pull back.

3 · THE ARMY THAT DIDN'T FIGHT

Mir Jafar commanded a large part of the Nawab's army and simply kept it out of

the battle. With much of his force standing idle and his own centre

withdrawing, Siraj fled. Clive's troops advanced into an army that was already

breaking apart.

A BATTLE WON BEFORE IT BEGAN

Plassey is often described as a great military victory, but the real decisive action

happened off the battlefield. Clive's forces fought only a fraction of the Nawab's

army, because the conspiracy had already arranged for the rest to stand aside. The

casualty figures — around 22 British dead — tell you how little fighting there actually

was.

The Conspiracy Behind It

MIR JAFAR

Siraj's commander-in-chief, promised

the throne of Bengal in return for

switching sides. He got it — as a

Company puppet.

THE JAGAT SETHS

Bengal's most powerful banking

family, who had their own grievances

with Siraj and backed the plot with

money and influence.

OMICHUND AND THE TWO
TREATIES

A merchant who threatened to expose

the plot unless he was paid a huge

sum. Clive had two treaties drawn up:

a real one on white paper, and a fake
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one on red paper promising

Omichund his payment. The fake was

shown to him; he never received the

money.

After the battle Siraj fled his capital, Murshidabad, was captured in early July, and

was killed on the orders of Mir Jafar's son, Miran. Mir Jafar became Nawab, and the

Company collected enormous payments from the new regime — Clive himself became

one of the richest men in Britain.

Why Plassey Mattered Militarily

THE REAL ENGINE: REVENUE PAYING FOR SOLDIERS

This is how the Company's army grew toward the 260,000 figure from Chapter 1.

Land revenue from Bengal paid for more sepoys; more sepoys won more territory;

more territory produced more revenue. Plassey started that cycle, but Buxar and the

diwani are what locked it in.

Questions to Sit With

1757

The Company becomes the real power behind the throne of Bengal, one of India's

richest provinces.

1764

At the Battle of Buxar, Company forces under Hector Munro defeat a combined army

of the Nawab of Bengal, the Nawab of Awadh, and the Mughal emperor — a genuine,

hard-fought battle, unlike Plassey.

1765

The Mughal emperor grants the Company the diwani — the right to collect Bengal's

revenue — which in turn pays for an ever-larger army.
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If Plassey was decided mostly by a

conspiracy, does it still deserve to be

called a military victory? What would

a better label be?

Why might the Black Hole of Calcutta

story have been so useful to the

Company, regardless of how accurate

its numbers were?

Buxar was the harder-fought battle,

yet Plassey is far more famous. Why

do you think one became the symbol

rather than the other?

Quick Reference — Chapter 2

The Company had three separate presidency armies (Bengal, Madras, Bombay),

mostly made up of European-drilled Indian sepoys — an approach first proven by

the French under Dupleix

Siraj-ud-Daulah took Calcutta in June 1756; the Black Hole of Calcutta's famous

death toll comes from one survivor, Holwell, and is seriously disputed by modern

historians

Plassey, 23 June 1757: roughly 3,000 Company troops against about 50,000;

heavy rain soaked the Nawab's powder, Mir Madan was killed, and Mir Jafar kept

much of the army out of the fight

The outcome was arranged by conspiracy — Mir Jafar, the Jagat Seths, and the

two-treaty trick played on Omichund

Buxar (1764) and the diwani (1765) turned the Company into a revenue-collecting

territorial power able to pay for an ever-larger army

What's Next

Chapter 3: The Seven Years' War's Real Colonial Theaters: Quebec & the

Fall of French India.
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CHAPTER 3 :  THE SEVEN YEARS'  WAR'S  REAL COLONIAL THEATERS:  QUEBEC & THE FALL OF FRENCH
INDIA

Military History: The British Empire
Chapter 3 · The Seven Years' War's Real Colonial Theaters: Quebec & the Fall of French
India

Plassey (Chapter 2) happened in the middle of a much bigger war. The Seven

Years' War (1756–1763) was fought in Europe, North America, India, West

Africa, and the Caribbean at once — and outside Europe, it was really a

contest over which of two empires, Britain or France, would dominate

overseas. Two theaters, on opposite sides of the world, settled that question.

A Global Strategy

From 1757 the British war effort was directed by William Pitt the Elder. His core idea

was simple: pay Prussia and other allies to keep France busy in Europe, and use

Britain's own army and, above all, the Royal Navy to strip France of its overseas

colonies. Sea power made this possible — France could not reliably reinforce either

Canada or India while British fleets controlled the routes.

1759: THE "YEAR OF VICTORIES"

British victories in 1759 came so thick and fast — Minden in Germany, the naval

battles of Lagos and Quiberon Bay, and Quebec — that the year was celebrated in

Britain as an annus mirabilis. Quiberon Bay in particular ended any serious French

plan to invade Britain and left France's overseas colonies cut off. Chapter 4 picks up

this theme of naval command directly.

North America: The Fall of Quebec

Quebec, perched on cliffs above the St. Lawrence River, was the heart of New France.

In summer 1759 a British force under General James Wolfe, carried upriver by a large

fleet, spent nearly three months failing to find a way to attack it. The French

23/09/2026, 20:06

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmpyyflcs0y.html 12/62



commander, the Marquis de Montcalm, only had to wait for winter to force the British

to leave.

THE CLIMB AT ANSE-AU-FOULON

Before dawn on 13 September 1759, Wolfe landed troops at a small cove, the

Anse-au-Foulon, below the cliffs west of the city. The position above was held by

only a small post of militia. According to the usual account, a French-speaking

British officer answered a sentry's challenge convincingly enough to buy time,

and the troops climbed a steep path to the plateau above — the Plains of

Abraham. By morning about 4,400 British soldiers were formed up outside the

city walls.

British (Wolfe) French (Montcalm)

Force About 4,400 regular

soldiers

About 4,400: roughly 2,000 regulars plus

Canadian militia and Indigenous allies

Casualties 58 killed, about 600

wounded

Estimates vary widely — from about 100 to

over 700 killed or wounded, plus around 350

captured

Commander Wolfe mortally

wounded, died on the

field

Montcalm mortally wounded, died the next

morning

Montcalm chose to attack at once rather than wait for reinforcements. His mixed force

of regulars and militia advanced unevenly; the British lines held their fire until close

range, then fired volleys that broke the French attack. The main fighting lasted well

under an hour. Both commanders were killed — one of the rare battles where that

happened on both sides.

WOLFE AND GRAY'S "ELEGY" — A GOOD STORY, NOT A CERTAIN ONE

A famous anecdote says that on the night before the battle, Wolfe recited Thomas

Gray's Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard — including the line "The paths of

glory lead but to the grave" — and said he would rather have written it than take
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Quebec. The story was repeated by the historian Francis Parkman, but it traces back

to one witness's recollection told many years later. It may be true; it is certainly

polished. The same goes for the dying words attributed to both generals.

SAINTE-FOY PROVES THE POINT ABOUT SEA POWER

The French actually won the second battle outside Quebec. What decided the

campaign was which navy's ships came up the river first. Quebec was lost on land in

1759 and held in 1760 because of the sea.

India: The Fall of French Power

While Clive dealt with Bengal, the long rivalry with the French continued in the south,

around the French capital at Pondicherry. The French commander, the Comte de

Lally, arrived in 1758 with real reinforcements and initially went on the attack, even

besieging Madras — but he was short of money, quarrelled with his own officers, and

couldn't rely on naval support.

British (Eyre Coote) French (Lally)

Battle Wandiwash (Vandavasi), 22 January 1760

18 September 1759

Quebec surrenders.

April 1760

The Chevalier de Lévis, Montcalm's successor, beats the British outside Quebec at the

Battle of Sainte-Foy and besieges the city.

May 1760

The first ships to arrive up the St. Lawrence in spring are British, not French — Lévis

lifts the siege.

8 September 1760

Montreal surrenders, ending French rule in Canada.
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British (Eyre Coote) French (Lally)

Force About 1,900 European

infantry, 2,100 sepoys, 26 guns

About 2,250 European infantry, 1,300

sepoys, 16 guns, plus Maratha allies

Casualties About 190 killed or wounded About 600–800 killed, wounded, or

captured

A GENUINE BATTLE, UNLIKE PLASSEY

Wandiwash was a real European-style battle between two roughly equal European-

led armies — no conspiracy decided it. Coote won decisively, and the French general

Bussy, the most experienced French officer in India, was taken prisoner.

The Peace: Treaty of Paris (1763)

NORTH AMERICA

France gave up Canada and its claims

east of the Mississippi to Britain. New

France as a colonial power was

finished.

INDIA

France got Pondicherry and its other

trading posts back — but only as

trading posts, not military bases.

French political and military power in

India never recovered.

1760

After Wandiwash, French forces are pushed back into Pondicherry and besieged.

January 1761

Pondicherry surrenders after a siege of several months. The British demolish its

fortifications.

1766

Lally, blamed in France for the loss of India, is executed in Paris. He was

posthumously rehabilitated years later.
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THE UNINTENDED
CONSEQUENCE

With the French threat in North

America gone, Britain's American

colonists no longer needed British

protection — and Britain wanted

them to help pay for the war. That

tension led directly to the war covered

in Military History: The War of US

Independence.

Questions to Sit With

Montcalm attacked immediately

instead of waiting for reinforcements.

What might have happened if he had

waited, and why might he have felt he

couldn't?

In both Canada and India, naval

control seems to decide outcomes as

much as any single battle. Can you

find a moment in this chapter where

that is most clearly true?

Winning Canada arguably helped

cause the loss of the American

colonies a decade later. Can a military

victory be too complete?

Quick Reference — Chapter 3

Pitt the Elder's strategy: subsidize allies in Europe, use the army and Royal Navy

to take France's colonies; 1759 became Britain's "year of victories"

Quebec, 13 September 1759: Wolfe's night landing at Anse-au-Foulon put about

4,400 troops on the Plains of Abraham; the battle was short, and both Wolfe and

Montcalm were killed
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The Gray's Elegy anecdote rests on a single later recollection — treat it as a good

story, not a certainty

The French won at Sainte-Foy (April 1760), but British ships arrived first in

spring; Montreal surrendered 8 September 1760

Wandiwash, 22 January 1760: Eyre Coote decisively beat Lally in a genuine,

conspiracy-free battle; Pondicherry fell in January 1761

Treaty of Paris (1763): France lost Canada and its military role in India —

removing the threat that had kept the American colonies dependent on Britain

What's Next

Chapter 4: The Royal Navy's Real Command of the Seas: Trafalgar (1805) &

Imperial Sea Power.
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CHAPTER 4 :  THE ROYAL NAVY'S  REAL COMMAND OF THE SEAS:  TRAFALGAR (1805)  & IMPERIAL SEA
POWER

Military History: The British Empire
Chapter 4 · The Royal Navy's Real Command of the Seas: Trafalgar (1805) & Imperial Sea
Power

Chapter 3 kept running into the same conclusion: in both Canada and India,

whoever controlled the sea lanes decided the war. This chapter looks at the

battle that settled that question for a century — and at what the Royal Navy

actually did with its command of the seas once it had it.

The Setting: Napoleon's Invasion Plan

By 1805 Napoleon had gathered a large army at Boulogne on the Channel coast, ready

to invade Britain. To get it across, he needed his fleet to control the Channel for a few

days. His plan was to lure the British fleet away to the West Indies, then race back and

seize the Channel. The plan fell apart: the French admiral Pierre-Charles Villeneuve

was chased back across the Atlantic, fought an inconclusive action off Cape Finisterre,

and retreated to Cádiz in Spain. In August 1805 Napoleon marched the Boulogne

army east to fight Austria instead.

TRAFALGAR DIDN'T STOP AN INVASION THAT WAS ABOUT TO HAPPEN

It's often said that Trafalgar "saved Britain from invasion." By October 1805 the

invasion army had already left the coast. What Trafalgar did was make sure no

invasion could ever be seriously attempted again — which matters more in the long

run, but is a different claim.

The Battle: 21 October 1805
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British Franco-Spanish

Commanders Vice-Admiral Horatio Nelson;

Vice-Admiral Cuthbert

Collingwood

Vice-Admiral Villeneuve (French);

Admiral Federico Gravina

(Spanish)

Ships of the

line

27 33

Killed /

wounded

About 458 killed, 1,208

wounded

About 4,395 killed, 2,541 wounded,

plus thousands captured

Ships lost None 17 captured, 1 destroyed in the

battle — with more lost in the

storm that followed

THE "NELSON TOUCH": BREAKING THE LINE

The standard tactic of the age was for two fleets to sail in parallel lines and

exchange broadsides, which usually produced an indecisive result. Nelson

instead attacked in two columns — his own leading one, Collingwood in the

Royal Sovereign leading the other — aimed straight at the enemy line to cut it

into pieces. The goal was to turn the battle into a close-range free-for-all where

better-trained British gun crews could win ship against ship.

THE REAL RISK OF THE PLAN

Sailing straight at an enemy line meant the leading British ships took raking fire for

a long time while their own broadside guns couldn't bear. Nelson accepted that cost

because he was confident the gunnery gap would win once the lines merged. It's a

real gamble, not an obvious move — and it only works against an enemy whose

crews are genuinely slower and less practised.

THE SIGNAL

Just before the fighting began, Nelson had his flagship Victory signal "England

expects that every man will do his duty." He originally wanted "England
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confides"; the signal officer, John Pasco, suggested "expects" because it was

already in the signal book as a single code, so it could be sent faster.

NELSON'S DEATH

In the close fighting, a French marksman in the rigging of the Redoutable shot

Nelson; the ball went through his spine. He was carried below and died about

three hours later, shortly after being told the battle was won.

"KISS ME, HARDY" — PROBABLY, BUT NOT CERTAINLY

Witness accounts do describe Nelson asking his flag captain, Thomas Hardy, to kiss

him, and Hardy doing so. The popular idea that he really said "Kismet, Hardy" (fate)

is a later invention with no good evidence behind it. His last words are usually

recorded as "Thank God I have done my duty" or "God and my country" — accounts

differ, as you'd expect in a crowded, dark cockpit below decks.

What Command of the Sea Actually Meant

After Trafalgar, no rival navy seriously challenged the Royal Navy for roughly a

century. That dominance was used in genuinely different ways.

BLOCKADE

For the rest of the Napoleonic Wars,

British squadrons kept French ports

blockaded and French trade largely

cut off from the wider world — slow,

dull, exhausting work that mattered

more than any single battle.

MOVING THE ARMY

The navy could land and supply

British armies wherever it chose —

most importantly Wellington's army

in Portugal and Spain (1808–1814).

Every campaign later in this course,

from India to South Africa, depended

on this.

BASES & COALING STATIONS
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Gibraltar, Malta, the Cape, Aden,

Singapore, Hong Kong: a chain of

bases let the fleet operate worldwide.

Once steamships arrived later in the

century, these became coaling

stations the navy literally couldn't

move without.

A Different Kind of Mission: The West Africa

Squadron

Britain abolished its own slave trade with the Slave Trade Act of 1807, and from 1808

the Royal Navy kept a squadron off West Africa to stop slave ships. Between 1808 and

1867 it captured roughly 1,600 ships and freed around 150,000 Africans.

COSTLY, AND GENUINELY DEBATED

It was one of the worst postings in the navy: between 1830 and 1865 nearly 1,600 of

its sailors died, mostly from tropical disease. Historians still argue about how much

it achieved — some estimate it stopped only a small share of slave ships — and it sits

awkwardly beside the fact that Britain had been one of the biggest slave-trading

nations only a generation earlier. It's a real case of naval power used for something

other than conquest or trade, but not a simple heroic story.

Keeping the Lead: The Two-Power Standard

1815–1880s

The "Pax Britannica": no serious naval rival. The fleet shifts from sail to steam, from

wood to iron.

1889

Worried by French and Russian naval building, Parliament passes the Naval Defence

Act, formally adopting the "two-power standard": the Royal Navy must be at least as
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WHY THIS MATTERS FOR THE REST OF THE COURSE

Chapters 5–7 cover land wars in India and Africa. None of them would have been

possible without the navy moving troops and supplies across oceans unopposed. By

Chapter 10 (Suez, 1956), the loss of that independent naval and financial power is

exactly what ends Britain's imperial military role.

Questions to Sit With

If the invasion army had already left

Boulogne, why was Trafalgar still

worth fighting — and still worth the

life of Britain's most famous admiral?

Nelson's tactics only worked because

British crews were better trained.

What does that suggest about how

much a "brilliant plan" depends on

unglamorous preparation?

How should we weigh the West Africa

Squadron's real achievements against

Britain's own earlier role in the slave

trade?

Quick Reference — Chapter 4

strong as the next two largest navies combined. The Act funds 10 new battleships and

38 cruisers.

1906

HMS Dreadnought makes every existing battleship obsolete — including Britain's

own — and sparks a naval arms race with Germany.

Before 1914

The two-power standard is quietly abandoned; it was simply too expensive to keep up.

After the First World War Britain accepts parity with the US Navy instead.
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Napoleon's 1805 invasion plan collapsed before Trafalgar; the army at Boulogne

had already marched east. Trafalgar made any future invasion impossible rather

than stopping an imminent one

Trafalgar, 21 October 1805: 27 British ships of the line against 33 Franco-Spanish;

Nelson attacked in two columns to break the enemy line

"England expects that every man will do his duty" — "expects" replaced "confides"

because it was quicker to signal

Nelson was shot by a marksman on the Redoutable; Britain lost no ships, while 17

enemy ships were captured and 1 destroyed

Command of the sea meant blockade, moving armies, and a worldwide chain of

bases and coaling stations

The West Africa Squadron (1808–1867) captured about 1,600 slave ships and

freed about 150,000 people, at a heavy cost and with debated overall impact

The 1889 Naval Defence Act set the two-power standard; Dreadnought (1906)

triggered a new arms race, and the standard was dropped before 1914

What's Next

Chapter 5: The Indian Rebellion of 1857 & the Real Reorganization of the

British Indian Army.
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CHAPTER 5 :  THE INDIAN REBELLION OF 1857 & THE REAL REORGANIZATION OF THE BRITISH INDIAN
ARMY

Military History: The British Empire
Chapter 5 · The Indian Rebellion of 1857 & the Real Reorganization of the British Indian
Army

Chapter 2 showed the Company's power resting on one thing: Indian sepoys

fighting for it. In 1857 a large part of that army turned against it. The

rebellion was the most serious military crisis the Empire faced in the 19th

century — and what the British did afterward reshaped the Indian Army for

the next ninety years.

A Note on the Name

MUTINY, REBELLION, OR WAR OF INDEPENDENCE?

British writers long called it the "Indian Mutiny," which frames it as soldiers

disobeying orders. Many Indian historians call it the "First War of Independence."

Most modern historians use "Rebellion" or "Uprising," because it began as a mutiny

but spread to civilians, landowners, and deposed rulers across large parts of

northern and central India. This course uses "Rebellion" for that reason.

Why the Bengal Army Broke

THE CARTRIDGES

The new Pattern 1853 Enfield rifle

used greased paper cartridges that

soldiers tore open with their teeth.

Rumours spread that the grease was

cow fat (offensive to Hindus) and pig

fat (offensive to Muslims). What

mattered was that the rumour was

DEEPER GRIEVANCES

Falling pay and status, new rules

requiring service overseas (which

high-caste sepoys feared would break

caste rules), and fear of forced

conversion to Christianity had been

building for years.
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believed, not whether it was true in

every case.

ANNEXATIONS

The Company had recently taken over

Indian states, including Awadh in

1856 — the home region of many

Bengal sepoys. Deposed rulers and

their supporters had strong reasons to

join a revolt.

How It Unfolded

29 March 1857

Mangal Pandey of the 34th Bengal Native Infantry attacks his officers at Barrackpore.

He is hanged in April; his name later becomes a symbol of the rising.

10 May 1857

At Meerut, sepoys of the 3rd Bengal Light Cavalry revolt after 85 comrades are jailed

for refusing the cartridges. They kill British officers and civilians.

11 May 1857

The Meerut rebels reach Delhi. The 81-year-old Mughal emperor, Bahadur Shah

Zafar, is proclaimed leader of the rebellion.

June 1857

Revolt spreads across the upper Ganges plain and central India; 54 of the 74 Bengal

Native Infantry regiments eventually mutiny.

September 1857

After a long siege from the ridge outside the city, British and loyal Indian troops

storm and retake Delhi. Bahadur Shah is captured and later exiled to Rangoon.

1858

Campaigns in central India; Rani Lakshmibai of Jhansi is killed fighting near Gwalior

in June.
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Three Sieges

DELHI

A small British force camped on the ridge outside Delhi from June, not strong

enough to attack a much larger rebel garrison. Reinforced by troops from the

Punjab, including Sikh units and a siege train, it stormed the city in mid-

September after days of street fighting. Retaking the Mughal capital removed

the rebellion's symbolic centre.

CAWNPORE (KANPUR)

The British garrison under General Wheeler held out in a poorly built

entrenchment from 5 to 25 June, then surrendered to Nana Sahib on a promise

of safe passage by river. At the Satichaura Ghat on 27 June the boats were

attacked and most of the men killed. The surviving women and children were

held at the Bibighar; on 15 July, with a British relief force approaching, around

200 of them were killed.

LUCKNOW

The British Residency in Lucknow was besieged from the end of June. A column

under Havelock and Outram fought its way in during September but was then

trapped itself; Sir Colin Campbell's force finally evacuated the garrison in

November. Lucknow itself wasn't retaken until March 1858.

ATROCITIES ON BOTH SIDES — AND WHO WAS RESPONSIBLE

1858–1859

An amnesty is offered in November 1858; the fighting is formally declared over in

July 1859.
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Cawnpore became the most notorious event of the rebellion in Britain. How far

Nana Sahib personally ordered the killings is still disputed; no firm evidence shows

he planned the Satichaura attack. British reprisals were also savage: General Neill

had captured rebels forced to clean the Bibighar floor before being hanged, and

"blowing from guns" — tying men across the mouth of a cannon and firing it — was

used as a public execution. Villages were burned and many people were killed with

no trial at all. One common estimate puts total Indian deaths, including famine and

disease caused by the fighting, at around 800,000, against about 6,000 British.

Why the British Won

THE REBELLION WAS LOCAL

It was concentrated in the Bengal

Army and northern and central India.

The Madras and Bombay armies

stayed largely calm, and much of the

south never rose at all.

LOYAL INDIAN TROOPS

Sikh, Punjabi, and Gurkha units

fought for the British — the Punjab,

only recently conquered, stayed loyal.

Much of the force that retook Delhi

was Indian.

NO SINGLE COMMAND

The rebels had leaders in different

places — Delhi, Cawnpore, Lucknow,

Jhansi — but no unified strategy. The

British could deal with them one at a

time.

SEA POWER AGAIN

Reinforcements arrived by sea,

including troops diverted from an

expedition bound for China. The

pattern from Chapter 4 holds here

too.

The Reorganization

The Government of India Act of 1858 abolished the East India Company's rule; India

passed directly to the Crown. The Company's armies became the Crown's, and their

structure was redesigned around one lesson: never again let a single, uniform army be

able to rise together.
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Change What it was meant to prevent

Far more British troops kept in India, at a much higher

ratio to Indian troops than before 1857 (roughly one

British soldier for every two or three Indian)

Being outnumbered and cut

off again, as in May–June

1857

Artillery kept almost entirely in British hands; Indian

units got only small numbers of mountain guns

Rebels turning the Army's

own heavy guns against it, as

at Delhi

Units mixed by community within regiments, so no

regiment was drawn from a single group

A shared grievance spreading

through a whole regiment at

once

Recruitment shifted away from Awadh and Bihar toward

groups that had stayed loyal

Relying on the same regions

that had rebelled

THE "MARTIAL RACES" IDEA

That recruitment shift hardened into a theory: that certain groups — Sikhs,

Gurkhas, Pashtuns, Punjabi Muslims, Rajputs, Jats, and others — were naturally

warlike, while others were not. General Frederick Roberts was one of its best-known

champions. It was a pseudo-scientific justification for what was really a political

choice: favouring groups that had stayed loyal in 1857. It shaped who served in the

Indian Army right up to the Second World War.

1858

Crown rule; Queen Victoria's proclamation promises Indians rights "similar to those

of other British subjects" and an end to annexations.

1 April 1895

The three presidency armies from Chapter 2 are finally abolished and merged into a

single Indian Army, organised into four commands.

1903–1909

Lord Kitchener reorganises it into permanent divisions, focused on defending the

North-West Frontier — the army that would go to war in 1914 (Chapter 8).
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Questions to Sit With

The cartridges were the trigger, but

the grievances had been building for

years. How would you decide which

counts as the "real" cause?

Much of the force that crushed the

rebellion was itself Indian. What does

that tell you about how the Empire's

military power actually worked?

Every post-1857 reform was designed

to prevent another 1857. Can you

think of a risk those reforms might

have created instead?

Quick Reference — Chapter 5

"Rebellion" is used here because the rising began as a mutiny but spread well

beyond the army

Triggers: rumours about greased Enfield cartridges, on top of long-running

grievances over pay, overseas service, religion, and annexations such as Awadh

(1856)

Key dates: Mangal Pandey (29 March 1857), Meerut (10 May), Delhi seized and

Bahadur Shah proclaimed (11 May), Delhi retaken (September 1857)

Cawnpore: the Satichaura Ghat (27 June) and Bibighar (15 July) killings; Nana

Sahib's personal role is disputed; British reprisals were extremely brutal

Lucknow's Residency held out until evacuated by Campbell in November 1857

The British won because the rising stayed local, the Madras and Bombay armies

and Sikh and Gurkha units stayed loyal, and the rebels had no unified command

After 1858: Crown rule, more British troops, artillery in British hands, mixed

regiments, and "martial races" recruitment; the presidency armies merged into

one Indian Army in 1895

What's Next
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Chapter 6: Colonial Warfare in Africa: Isandlwana & Rorke's Drift (1879).
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CHAPTER 6 :  COLONIAL WARFARE IN AFRICA:  ISANDLWANA & RORKE'S  DRIFT (1879)

Military History: The British Empire
Chapter 6 · Colonial Warfare in Africa: Isandlwana & Rorke's Drift (1879)

By the 1870s the British Army expected to win its colonial wars easily. Breech-

loading rifles, artillery, and discipline were supposed to beat any African

army, however large. On a single day in January 1879 in Zululand, that

assumption was shattered — and, a few miles away, a tiny garrison produced

the most famous defensive stand in British military history.

A War Nobody in London Asked For

Sir Henry Bartle Frere, Britain's High Commissioner in southern Africa, wanted to

join the region's colonies and states into a single confederation under British control.

The independent Zulu kingdom, with its large and well-organised army, stood in the

way.

THE ULTIMATUM OF 11 DECEMBER 1878

Frere sent King Cetshwayo an ultimatum that included disbanding the Zulu

army system altogether — terms he knew no Zulu king could accept. The

government in London had not wanted a war, but communication was slow and

Frere acted largely on his own initiative. When the deadline passed, Lord

Chelmsford led British forces across the border in January 1879.

THE ZULU ARMY

Organised into age-based regiments

(amabutho), armed mainly with the

short stabbing spear and cowhide

shields, plus some older firearms.

THE "HORNS OF THE BUFFALO"

The standard Zulu tactic: the "chest"

attacked head-on to pin the enemy

while two "horns" swept round both

flanks to encircle it, with the "loins"

held in reserve behind.
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Highly mobile on foot and very

disciplined.

THE BRITISH ARMY

Regular infantry with the Martini-

Henry breech-loading rifle, artillery,

and colonial and African auxiliary

units. Chelmsford invaded in several

separate columns.

Isandlwana: 22 January 1879

Chelmsford's main column camped below the hill of Isandlwana. Believing the Zulu

army was elsewhere, he split his force before dawn and led around 2,800 men out to

search for it. He left roughly 1,300 men in the camp under Lieutenant-Colonel Henry

Pulleine; Colonel Anthony Durnford later arrived with more troops.

British camp Zulu army

Force About 1,800 British, colonial, and African

troops

About 20,000–25,000

warriors

Killed More than 1,300, including 52 officers and

about 690 regular soldiers

Estimates range from about

1,000 to 3,000

The main Zulu army had in fact been hiding in a valley nearby. Discovered by a British

patrol, it attacked in the "horns" formation. The British firing line was spread out far

from the camp, and the camp itself had no defensive barricade (a laager of wagons) or

entrenchment. As the horns closed round both flanks, the line fell back and was

overwhelmed. Around the time the fighting ended, a partial solar eclipse darkened the

sky.

THE AMMUNITION BOX STORY

A long-popular explanation is that the British ran out of ammunition because the

boxes were screwed shut and quartermasters refused to hand them out. Many

23/09/2026, 20:06

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmpyyflcs0y.html 32/62



modern historians think this is overstated: the more important problems were an

over-extended firing line, flanks that couldn't be protected, and the sheer size and

speed of the Zulu attack. Ammunition supply to the far-flung firing line may have

played a part, but it's no longer seen as the single cause.

WHY IT SHOCKED BRITAIN

It was one of the worst defeats the British Army ever suffered against an enemy with

far less advanced weapons. The lesson wasn't that rifles didn't work — it was that

splitting a force in unknown country, underestimating the enemy, and failing to

fortify a camp could cancel out any technological edge.

Rorke's Drift: 22–23 January 1879

A few miles away, a mission station at a river crossing served as a supply depot and

hospital. When survivors brought news of Isandlwana, the roughly 150 men there

chose to stay and fight rather than retreat across open country where they would

certainly be caught.

THE DEFENCE

Lieutenant John Chard of the Royal Engineers and Lieutenant Gonville

Bromhead of the 24th Regiment, with key advice from Acting Assistant

Commissary James Dalton, built barricades from mealie (maize) bags, biscuit

boxes, and crates of tinned meat. They also built an inner wall across the middle

of the post so they could fall back to a smaller perimeter. Around 3,000–4,000

Zulu warriors under Prince Dabulamanzi — reserve regiments that hadn't

fought at Isandlwana — attacked from late afternoon through the night.

THE HOSPITAL

The hospital building, on the edge of the perimeter, was set on fire. Soldiers

including Privates John Williams and Alfred Henry Hook held off attackers
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room by room while hacking through interior walls to drag patients out to the

inner defences.

Garrison Zulu force

Force About

150

About 3,000–4,000

Killed 17 About 350 counted dead, possibly 500 or more including

wounded who died

Awards 11 Victoria Crosses — the most ever awarded for a single action

A REAL STAND, AND ALSO A USEFUL ONE

The defence was genuinely remarkable. But some historians argue the unusually

generous medals were partly a way to give the public a heroic story to set against the

disaster of Isandlwana on the same day. There are also credible reports that

wounded Zulu left on the field afterward were killed by British troops. Both points

sit alongside the courage of the defenders; neither cancels it.

How the War Ended

Early 1879

Heavy reinforcements are sent from Britain for a second, more cautious invasion.

1 June 1879

The Prince Imperial, heir of France's exiled Napoleon III and serving with the British

as an observer, is killed in a Zulu ambush — a scandal in both countries.

4 July 1879

Battle of Ulundi: about 5,000 British and African troops in a hollow square, with

artillery and two Gatling guns, face 12,000–15,000 Zulu. The charge breaks against

the square; British dead number under 20, Zulu casualties around 1,500. The royal

kraal is burned.

28 August 1879
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ULUNDI IS THE REAL LESSON OF ISANDLWANA

At Ulundi the British did everything they hadn't done in January: they kept their

force together, formed a closed square with no open flanks, and let firepower do the

work. The same weapons that failed at Isandlwana won decisively. The difference

was how they were used — a theme that returns sharply in the Boer Wars (Chapter

7), where the enemy didn't charge at all.

Questions to Sit With

Isandlwana and Rorke's Drift

happened on the same day, a few

miles apart. Why do you think Rorke's

Drift became so much more famous in

Britain?

If the war was started largely by one

official acting without London's

approval, who should carry

responsibility for Isandlwana?

The same rifles lost at Isandlwana

and won at Ulundi. What does that

suggest about how much weapons

alone decide a battle?

Quick Reference — Chapter 6

The Anglo-Zulu War was provoked by Bartle Frere's ultimatum to Cetshwayo (11

December 1878), largely without London's approval

Zulu tactics: the "horns of the buffalo" — chest pins the enemy, horns encircle,

loins in reserve

Isandlwana, 22 January 1879: Chelmsford split his force; the unfortified camp of

about 1,800 was overrun by 20,000–25,000 Zulu, with more than 1,300 killed

Cetshwayo is captured and exiled. Zululand is divided into 13 chiefdoms under chiefs

chosen by the British — a settlement that led to years of civil war.
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The "screwed-down ammunition boxes" explanation is now widely seen as

overstated; the extended line and turned flanks mattered more

Rorke's Drift, 22–23 January: about 150 men under Chard and Bromhead held off

3,000–4,000 Zulu from mealie-bag barricades; 17 killed; 11 Victoria Crosses

Ulundi, 4 July 1879: a British hollow square broke the Zulu army; Cetshwayo was

captured in August and Zululand split into 13 chiefdoms

What's Next

Chapter 7: The Boer Wars: Real Guerrilla Warfare & the Birth of Modern

Counter-Insurgency.
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CHAPTER 7 :  THE BOER WARS:  REAL GUERRILL A WARFARE & THE BIRTH OF MODERN COUNTER-
INSURGENCY

Military History: The British Empire
Chapter 7 · The Boer Wars: Real Guerrilla Warfare & the Birth of Modern Counter-
Insurgency

Chapter 6 ended at Ulundi, where a closed British square beat an enemy that

charged straight into its rifles. The Boers never charged. They were farmers

on horseback with modern rifles, who shot from cover at long range and then

rode away. Fighting them took Britain nearly three years and almost half a

million troops — and ended with methods that still cause controversy today.

A Warning Ignored: The First Boer War (1880–1881)

The Boers were descendants of mainly Dutch settlers who had moved inland to escape

British rule at the Cape and founded two republics: the Transvaal (South African

Republic) and the Orange Free State. Britain annexed the Transvaal in 1877; the Boers

rose against it at the end of 1880.

MAJUBA HILL, 27 FEBRUARY 1881

Major-General Sir George Colley occupied Majuba Hill with about 400 men,

believing the height made them safe. The hill's rounded slopes hid the ground

below; Boer marksmen pinned the British down while others climbed unseen.

British rifles were sighted for long ranges, but the fighting came at 50–100

yards. British losses were 92 killed, 134 wounded, and 59 captured, including

Colley himself killed; the Boers lost one man. Britain soon agreed to restore the

Transvaal's self-government.

THE LESSON THAT WASN'T LEARNED

Majuba showed exactly what would go wrong in 1899: accurate long-range fire from

concealed positions, and British troops who couldn't see their enemy. The Army
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largely treated it as a humiliating one-off.

Why a Second War: Gold

Phase One: Sieges and "Black Week" (1899)

The Boers struck first and besieged three British-held towns: Ladysmith in Natal,

Kimberley (the diamond town), and Mafeking, defended by Colonel Robert Baden-

Powell. British relief forces then ran into disaster.

"Black Week",
December 1899

What went wrong

Stormberg (10

December)

A night march got lost; troops were caught at dawn below Boer

positions

Magersfontein (11

December)

The Highland Brigade advanced in close formation toward

trenches dug at the foot of the hills, not on top where the British

expected them

1886

Huge gold deposits are found on the Witwatersrand in the Transvaal. Foreign miners

and prospectors — uitlanders, many British — flood in.

1890s

The Transvaal government under Paul Kruger refuses the uitlanders full voting rights;

Britain takes up their cause.

1895–1896

The Jameson Raid: a private armed force backed by Cecil Rhodes tries to spark an

uitlander uprising. It fails badly and destroys any remaining trust.

11 October 1899

After an ultimatum from Kruger expires, the two Boer republics go to war with

Britain.
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"Black Week",
December 1899

What went wrong

Colenso (15

December)

A frontal attack across the Tugela River against hidden Boer

positions; British guns were pushed too far forward and lost

THE REAL PROBLEM: A NEW KIND OF FIREPOWER

The Boers carried modern Mauser magazine rifles using smokeless powder. A

rifleman firing smokeless powder gives away no cloud of smoke, so attackers often

couldn't tell where the fire was coming from. Against entrenched, invisible riflemen,

the old approach of advancing in close order across open ground was close to

suicidal — a lesson the whole world would relearn in 1914.

Phase Two: The Conventional Turnaround (1900)

Lord Roberts was sent out as commander-in-chief, with Lord Kitchener as his chief of

staff, and huge reinforcements from Britain and the self-governing colonies —

Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.

Phase Three: The Guerrilla War (1900–1902)

January 1900

Spion Kop: another costly failure on the Natal front, where British troops captured a

hilltop and were then shot to pieces from surrounding heights.

February 1900

Kimberley is relieved (15 February); a Boer army under Piet Cronje surrenders at

Paardeberg; Ladysmith is relieved at the end of the month.

17 May 1900

Mafeking is relieved after 217 days, setting off wild celebrations in Britain.

June 1900

Roberts takes Pretoria, the Transvaal capital. Both republics are formally annexed,

and Roberts declares the war effectively won.
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The war was not won. Boer commandos under leaders such as Christiaan de Wet,

Koos de la Rey, and Louis Botha broke into small, fast mounted groups that raided

railways, supply columns, and isolated garrisons, then melted back into the

countryside where their families' farms fed and sheltered them. Kitchener, now in

command, answered with a system designed to take away everything the guerrillas

relied on.

BLOCKHOUSES

Around 8,000 small fortified posts

were built across the country, linked

by barbed wire, splitting the veldt into

sections that mounted columns could

then sweep one by one.

SCORCHED EARTH

Farms were burned and crops and

livestock destroyed so the

commandos couldn't be fed or

supplied by the civilian population.

CONCENTRATION CAMPS

The families forced off those farms —

along with Black African workers and

their families — were moved into

camps run by the Army.

THE CAMPS' REAL COST

Overcrowding, poor food, and disease killed about 26,000 Boer women and children

in the camps. A further 20,000 or more Black Africans died in separate camps, a toll

that was largely ignored at the time and for long afterward. The British campaigner

Emily Hobhouse visited the camps and publicised conditions; an official inquiry led

by Millicent Fawcett confirmed much of what she reported and conditions later

improved. "Concentration camp" here meant detention, not extermination — but the

deaths were real, the result of policy and neglect, and remain bitterly remembered in

South Africa.

THE TEMPLATE FOR MODERN COUNTER-INSURGENCY

Separate the fighters from the civilians who support them, divide the country into

controllable zones, and hunt the remaining fighters down: those ideas reappeared in
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many 20th-century campaigns, including Britain's own in Malaya and Kenya. The

Boer War showed they could work militarily — and that they carried an enormous

human and political cost.

The End, and What Changed

British Empire Boer republics

Force About 450,000 in total, including over

80,000 colonial troops

Fewer than 90,000 over the

whole war

Military

dead

About 22,000, well over half from disease About 6,000

The Treaty of Vereeniging on 31 May 1902 ended the war: the republics became

British colonies, but Britain paid for rebuilding farms and promised eventual self-

government. By 1910 they had joined the Cape and Natal in the self-governing Union

of South Africa — led by former Boer generals such as Louis Botha. The treaty left the

question of political rights for Black Africans to be settled later, which in practice

meant not at all.

MILITARY REFORM AT HOME

The war's embarrassments drove real reform: a General Staff was created, and the

reforms of War Secretary Richard Haldane (1906–1908) organised a professional

British Expeditionary Force ready to go to Europe, backed by a new reserve

Territorial Force. That expeditionary force is the army that went to France in 1914 —

picked up in Chapter 8.

Questions to Sit With

Majuba (1881) already showed the

problem of hidden long-range

riflemen. Why might an army fail to

Roberts declared the war won in

1900, yet it lasted two more years.

What does "winning" a war mean
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learn from a defeat it considers a one-

off?

when the enemy simply stops fighting

in the way you expected?

The blockhouse-and-camp system

worked militarily. How should its

human cost be weighed against that?

Quick Reference — Chapter 7

First Boer War: at Majuba Hill (27 February 1881) about 400 British were routed

by concealed Boer marksmen; Colley was killed and the Transvaal regained self-

rule

Second war's causes: Witwatersrand gold (1886), uitlander voting rights, and the

failed Jameson Raid (1895–96); war began 11 October 1899

"Black Week" (December 1899): defeats at Stormberg, Magersfontein, and

Colenso against entrenched Boers using smokeless-powder Mauser rifles

Under Roberts and Kitchener: Kimberley, Ladysmith, and Mafeking relieved in

1900; Pretoria taken in June 1900

Guerrilla phase: Kitchener used about 8,000 blockhouses, scorched earth, and

concentration camps, where about 26,000 Boer civilians and over 20,000 Black

Africans died

Treaty of Vereeniging (31 May 1902); Union of South Africa (1910); the war led to

the General Staff and Haldane's British Expeditionary Force

What's Next

Chapter 8: Imperial Troops in the First World War: Gallipoli, the Indian

Army & the Real Cost of Empire at War.
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CHAPTER 8 :  IMPERIAL TROOPS IN THE F IRST WORLD WAR:  GALLIPOLI ,  THE INDIAN ARMY & THE REAL
COST OF EMPIRE AT WAR

Military History: The British Empire
Chapter 8 · Imperial Troops in the First World War: Gallipoli, the Indian Army & the Real
Cost of Empire at War

When Britain declared war in August 1914, it declared war for the whole

Empire — India, the colonies, and the self-governing dominions of Canada,

Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and Newfoundland alike. This chapter

doesn't retell the whole war (that belongs to Military History: World War I).

It follows the imperial and dominion troops themselves: where they fought,

what it cost them, and how it changed their relationship with Britain.

An Empire at War, Not Just a Country

THE INDIAN ARMY

The army reorganised after 1857 and

again under Kitchener (Chapter 5).

More than a million Indian soldiers

served overseas — the largest

volunteer army of the war.

THE DOMINIONS

Canada, Australia, New Zealand,

South Africa, and Newfoundland

raised their own forces. Some, like

Canada's, grew into formidable

national armies by 1918.

THE COLONIES

African, Caribbean, and other colonial

troops and huge numbers of labourers

and porters, often given the hardest

and least-recognised work.

The Indian Army in France, 1914–1915

23/09/2026, 20:06

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmpyyflcs0y.html 43/62



In autumn 1914, with the small British Expeditionary Force from Chapter 7 badly

depleted, Indian divisions were rushed to France and Belgium. They arrived in

September and were in the line within weeks, fighting at places like La Bassée and

later Neuve Chapelle (March 1915), in a European winter they had not been equipped

for.

THE FIRST INDIAN VICTORIA CROSS

On 31 October 1914, near Hollebeke in Belgium, Sepoy Khudadad Khan of the

129th Baluchis kept his machine gun firing after every other man in his team

had been killed and he himself was wounded. He survived, and became the first

Indian soldier to be awarded the Victoria Cross — which Indian troops had only

become eligible for in 1911.

Around 130,000 Indians served in France and Belgium, and almost 9,000 died there.

Most Indian infantry was moved to the Middle East by the end of 1915, although

Indian cavalry stayed on the Western Front until 1918.

Mesopotamia and the Surrender at Kut

The biggest Indian deployment of the war was in Mesopotamia (modern Iraq), against

the Ottoman Empire, where close to 700,000 Indian troops eventually served. The

campaign began to protect oil supplies near the Persian Gulf, then pushed ambitiously

up the rivers toward Baghdad.

THE SIEGE OF KUT, DECEMBER 1915 – APRIL 1916

A British and Indian force under General Charles Townshend advanced too far,

was beaten short of Baghdad, and retreated to the town of Kut-al-Amara, where

it was besieged. Relief attempts failed at heavy cost. In April 1916 Townshend

surrendered with over 10,000 men. Many of the captured British and especially

Indian soldiers died on forced marches and in captivity afterward.
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RECOVERY, NOT JUST DISASTER

After Kut, the campaign was reorganised and better supplied, and Baghdad was

taken in March 1917. The pattern is similar to the Boer War in Chapter 7: early over-

confidence, a humiliating setback, then a slower, better-resourced second attempt.

Gallipoli, 1915

Gallipoli was an attempt to knock the Ottoman Empire out of the war by forcing the

Dardanelles straits and threatening Constantinople. Winston Churchill, then First

Lord of the Admiralty, was its best-known champion. A naval attack on 18 March 1915

failed against mines and shore guns, so troops were landed on the Gallipoli peninsula

instead.

Who fought Real cost

Whole Allied force (British, French,

Australian, New Zealand, Indian,

Newfoundland)

Roughly 250,000 casualties on each side;

Allied dead estimated between about

43,000 and 61,000

Australia About 8,700 dead

25 April 1915

Landings at Cape Helles (mainly British and French) and at what became Anzac Cove

(the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps).

May–July 1915

Both beachheads are hemmed into narrow strips of ground; the fighting becomes

trench warfare on steep, waterless hillsides, with disease as deadly as enemy fire.

August 1915

A new landing at Suvla Bay and attacks on the heights, including by Indian Gurkha

units, come close to success but fail.

December 1915 – January 1916

The Allies evacuate — the most successful part of the whole campaign, completed

with very few losses.
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Who fought Real cost

New Zealand About 2,700 dead — a very high share of a

small country's force

Indian 29th Brigade About 1,350 dead

Ottoman forces Estimated 57,000–87,000 dead

THE OTHER SIDE OF THE HILL

For the Ottomans, Gallipoli was a real defensive victory, and it made the name of

one of their commanders, Mustafa Kemal — later Atatürk, founder of modern

Turkey. Military History: The Ottoman Empire covers the campaign from that side.

ANZAC DAY AND THE "BRITISH GENERALS" STORY

25 April is commemorated as Anzac Day in Australia and New Zealand, and

Gallipoli became central to both countries' sense of nationhood. A popular version of

the story casts the Anzacs as brave colonials wasted by incompetent British

commanders. There's real truth in the failures of command, but the story tends to

leave out that far more British and French soldiers died at Gallipoli than Australians

and New Zealanders, and that Indian and Newfoundland troops fought there too.

Canada at Vimy Ridge, 1917

From 9 to 12 April 1917, the Canadian Corps — with all four of its divisions attacking

together for the first time — captured Vimy Ridge in northern France, a position

earlier attacks had failed to take. It was the product of months of careful planning,

rehearsals on full-size mock-ups, and closely timed artillery. It cost 3,598 Canadian

dead and more than 7,000 wounded. The Corps was commanded by the British

general Julian Byng; within months the Canadian Arthur Currie took over.

"THE BIRTH OF A NATION"?

Vimy is often described as the moment Canada "came of age." Historians point out

that this idea was largely built up later, especially in the second half of the 20th
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century. At the time it was an important and well-executed victory, but one among

many; the national-symbol meaning was added afterward.

The Least-Recognised Contribution

LABOURERS AND PORTERS

Hundreds of thousands of men served in labour units rather than as fighting

soldiers. In the East African campaign, where British and imperial forces spent

the whole war chasing a small German force, the army depended on African

porters to carry supplies; tens of thousands of them died, mostly from disease

and exhaustion — a death toll still poorly counted today.

THE SINKING OF THE SS MENDI, 21 FEBRUARY 1917

The troopship Mendi, carrying the 5th Battalion of the South African Native

Labour Corps to France, was rammed in thick fog off the Isle of Wight by a

much larger ship, the Darro, which was later found to have been going

dangerously fast. 646 people died, 607 of them Black South African troops,

most of whom had never seen the sea. For decades the disaster was barely

remembered outside their own communities; it's now commemorated in both

South Africa and Britain.

What the War Changed

THE DOMINIONS GROW UP

The dominions signed the 1919 peace

treaty in their own names and joined

the League of Nations separately.

Their war effort became the strongest

INDIA'S EXPECTATIONS

Over a million Indians served, with at

least 74,000 dead. Many expected

real political reward; the limited

reforms that followed, and the 1919
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argument for full independence in

foreign policy.

Amritsar massacre, fed the

independence movement instead.

A PATTERN FOR 1939

By the next war, Britain could no

longer simply declare war on the

dominions' behalf — a change

Chapter 9 picks up directly.

Questions to Sit With

Why might Gallipoli and Vimy have

become national founding stories,

when larger battles fought by the

same countries did not?

Indian troops fought on almost every

front. Why do you think their

contribution was for a long time much

less remembered than the

dominions'?

Can fighting in someone else's war

make a country more independent of

them? How does that seem to have

happened here?

Quick Reference — Chapter 8

Britain's 1914 declaration of war committed the whole Empire: India, the colonies,

and the dominions

Indian divisions reached France in September 1914; about 130,000 served in

France and Belgium and almost 9,000 died there; Khudadad Khan won the first

Indian VC (31 October 1914)

Mesopotamia was the largest Indian deployment (nearly 700,000); Townshend

surrendered at Kut in April 1916, but Baghdad fell in March 1917
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Gallipoli (25 April 1915 – January 1916): roughly 250,000 casualties per side;

about 8,700 Australian and 2,700 New Zealand dead; the evacuation was its one

success; Anzac Day commemorates it

Vimy Ridge (9–12 April 1917): all four Canadian divisions attacked together for

the first time; its "birth of a nation" meaning was mostly built later

Labourers and porters, including the 646 who died on the SS Mendi (21 February

1917), made up a huge and long-neglected part of the imperial war effort

The war strengthened dominion independence and Indian demands for self-rule

What's Next

Chapter 9: Imperial Forces in the Second World War: The Real Global

Reach of Commonwealth Armies.
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CHAPTER 9 :  IMPERIAL FORCES IN THE SECOND WORLD WAR:  THE REAL GLOBAL REACH OF
COMMONWEALTH ARMIES

Military History: The British Empire
Chapter 9 · Imperial Forces in the Second World War: The Real Global Reach of
Commonwealth Armies

Chapter 8 ended with the dominions winning a real say over their own

foreign policy. In 1939 that changed how the Empire went to war: this time

each dominion decided for itself. Once they were in, Commonwealth and

Indian forces fought on every major front against Germany, Italy, and Japan

— and the war exposed, faster than anyone expected, how little of the Empire

Britain could still protect.

Going to War Separately

The Statute of Westminster (1931) made the dominions legally equal to Britain. So

when Britain declared war on Germany on 3 September 1939, the dominions each

made their own decision.

Country How it went to war

Australia &

New Zealand

Declared on 3 September, the same day as Britain

South Africa Parliament voted narrowly for war on 6 September; the Prime Minister,

Hertzog, who wanted neutrality, resigned and was replaced by Jan

Smuts — a Boer general from Chapter 7, now fighting on Britain's side

Canada Declared on 10 September, a week after Britain, after its own Parliament

debated it — a deliberate signal of independence

Ireland Stayed neutral throughout the war

India Declared at war by the British Viceroy, Lord Linlithgow, without

consulting any Indian political leaders. In protest, the Indian National

Congress's provincial governments resigned
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The Largest Volunteer Army in History

The Indian Army grew from about 205,000 men in 1939 to about 2.5 million by 1945

— the largest all-volunteer force the world had yet seen. It fought in East Africa, North

Africa, Italy, the Middle East, and above all Burma. Around 87,000 Indian servicemen

died, and Indian soldiers won 31 Victoria Crosses.

WHY MEN VOLUNTEERED

Most volunteers weren't fighting for the Empire as an idea. Army pay, food, and

status in a country hit hard by the Depression, family and regimental traditions (the

"martial races" recruitment pattern from Chapter 5), and loyalty to their own units

all mattered more. That's also why the same army could stay loyal in battle while

India's political leaders demanded independence.

North Africa: A Commonwealth Desert War

The Eighth Army in North Africa was a genuinely multinational Commonwealth army

— British, Australian, New Zealand, South African, and Indian divisions fighting side

by side, alongside Free French, Polish, and Greek units.

TOBRUK, 1941

A mostly Australian garrison held the

port of Tobruk under siege for

months against Rommel's German

and Italian forces. German

propaganda mocked them as rats in a

hole; they adopted "the Rats of

Tobruk" as a badge of honour.

EL ALAMEIN, 1942

The decisive Commonwealth victory

in North Africa (October–November

1942), under General Montgomery.

Australian, New Zealand, South

African, and Indian divisions all

played central roles.

ITALY, 1943–1945

The long, grinding Italian campaign

drew in Canadian, New Zealand,

Indian, and South African divisions —
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including the bitter fighting at Monte

Cassino.

Canada in Europe: From Dieppe to Juno

THE DIEPPE RAID, 19 AUGUST 1942

About 10,500 men, most of them Canadian, raided the German-held port of

Dieppe in France. It was a disaster: of roughly 5,000 Canadians who took part,

about 3,367 were killed, wounded, or captured — around 68%. Only one of the

landing forces reached its objective.

"LESSONS LEARNED" — OR A JUSTIFICATION?

Churchill and Lord Mountbatten, who organised the raid, later argued its lessons

saved lives on D-Day: don't try to capture a defended port head-on, bring specialised

beach tanks, provide heavy air and naval support. Some of that is true. But

historians still debate whether those lessons were worth the price, or whether the

argument was partly made afterward to justify a badly planned operation.

On D-Day, 6 June 1944, the 3rd Canadian Infantry Division landed at Juno Beach,

one of the five Normandy beaches — this time with exactly the specialised support

Dieppe had lacked. Canada also hosted the British Commonwealth Air Training Plan,

which trained well over 100,000 aircrew from across the Commonwealth in the safety

of Canadian skies.

Asia: The Collapse of 1942

THE FALL OF SINGAPORE, 15 FEBRUARY 1942

Singapore was supposed to be Britain's fortress in Asia. In just ten weeks, a

Japanese army under General Tomoyuki Yamashita advanced down the Malay

peninsula and forced Lieutenant-General Arthur Percival to surrender the
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island. About 80,000 British, Indian, Australian, and local troops became

prisoners, on top of about 50,000 already captured in Malaya. Churchill called

it "the worst disaster" in British military history. Yamashita later said his attack

had been a bluff: he had around 30,000 men and was badly outnumbered.

THE REAL CONSEQUENCE: TRUST

The prisoners suffered terribly — many died from starvation, abuse, and forced

labour, including on the Burma Railway. But Singapore also broke something

political. Australia's Prime Minister, John Curtin, had already said in December

1941 that Australia now looked to the United States for its defence. The idea that

Britain could protect its Asian and Pacific empire never recovered.

THE INDIAN NATIONAL ARMY

Tens of thousands of Indian prisoners — estimates run from about 30,000 to

40,000 — joined the Indian National Army, raised with Japanese support and later

led by the nationalist Subhas Chandra Bose, to fight against British rule. Militarily it

achieved little. Politically it mattered a great deal: when British trials of INA officers

began in 1945, they caused a wave of public anger in India and even unrest in the

armed forces — a real factor in how quickly independence came.

Burma: The "Forgotten Army" Fights Back

After retreating out of Burma in 1942, the British-led forces rebuilt as the Fourteenth

Army under General William Slim — mostly Indian, alongside British, Gurkha, and

East and West African divisions. Its soldiers called themselves the "Forgotten Army,"

because the war in Europe got almost all the attention.

IMPHAL AND KOHIMA, 1944

In spring 1944 the Japanese invaded north-east India, aiming to capture the

bases at Imphal and Kohima. At Kohima (4 April – 22 June 1944), a garrison of

about 1,500 men held out against a Japanese division of 15,000–20,000 until

relieved; some of the fiercest fighting took place across the Deputy
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Commissioner's tennis court, with grenades thrown between trenches only

yards apart. The Japanese, starving and short of supplies, finally withdrew —

their commander, General Satō, retreating against direct orders.

A TURNING POINT, REMEMBERED LATE

Imphal and Kohima together were the Japanese Army's worst defeat on land up to

that point, and opened the way for Slim's reconquest of Burma in 1945. In a 2013

National Army Museum poll, they were voted Britain's greatest battle. The Kohima

memorial carries a famous epitaph: "When you go home, tell them of us and say, for

your tomorrow, we gave our today."

The Cost on the Home Front

THE BENGAL FAMINE, 1943

While Indian soldiers fought for the Empire, a famine in Bengal killed an estimated

two to three million people. It had several causes — the loss of rice imports from

Japanese-occupied Burma, a cyclone and crop disease, and wartime inflation — but

the colonial government's slow and inadequate response, and wartime priorities in

London, made it far worse. It is an essential part of the Empire's Second World War

story, not a separate one.

Questions to Sit With

India's army grew twelve-fold while

its political leaders refused to support

the war. How can both of those things

be true at once?

Was the fall of Singapore mainly a

military failure or a political one?

What evidence in this chapter

supports each view?

Why might the Burma campaign have

been "forgotten" at the time, and
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remembered as Britain's greatest

battle seventy years later?

Quick Reference — Chapter 9

After the Statute of Westminster (1931) each dominion chose war separately in

September 1939; Ireland stayed neutral; India was declared at war by the Viceroy

without consultation

The Indian Army grew from about 205,000 to about 2.5 million, the largest all-

volunteer force in history; around 87,000 died and 31 VCs were won

North Africa's Eighth Army was a multinational Commonwealth force: the

Australian "Rats of Tobruk" (1941) and El Alamein (1942)

Dieppe (19 August 1942): about 3,367 of 5,000 Canadians killed, wounded, or

captured; its D-Day "lessons" are still debated. Canadians landed at Juno Beach

on D-Day

Singapore fell on 15 February 1942 with about 80,000 prisoners; Australia turned

to the US; 30,000–40,000 Indian prisoners joined the Indian National Army

Slim's mostly Indian Fourteenth Army stopped the Japanese at Imphal and

Kohima (1944) and retook Burma in 1945

The 1943 Bengal famine killed an estimated two to three million people

What's Next

Chapter 10: Capstone: The Real Military Dissolution of Empire — Suez

(1956) & Beyond.
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CHAPTER 10:  CAPSTONE — THE REAL MILITARY DISSOLUTION OF EMPIRE:  SUEZ (1956)  & BEYOND

Military History: The British Empire
Chapter 10 · Capstone: The Real Military Dissolution of Empire — Suez (1956) & Beyond

This course began with a trading company that won Bengal in 1757 largely

through a secret deal. It ends two centuries later with another secret deal —

one that failed. The Suez Crisis of 1956 didn't end the Empire on its own, but it

proved, in the space of a week, that Britain could no longer use military force

overseas without American permission. This chapter covers Suez, the wars of

withdrawal that followed, and then looks back across the whole course.

The Crisis

The Suez Canal, opened in 1869, was the Empire's shortcut to India, the Gulf, and

Asia, and it carried much of Western Europe's oil. It was owned largely by an Anglo-

French company, and British troops had guarded it until they withdrew under a 1954

agreement. On 26 July 1956 Egypt's leader, Gamal Abdel Nasser, nationalised it.

THE PROTOCOL OF SÈVRES, 22–24 OCTOBER 1956

At a secret meeting outside Paris, Britain, France, and Israel agreed a plan.

Israel would invade Egypt's Sinai peninsula. Britain and France would then

issue an ultimatum telling both sides to pull back from the canal, and when

Egypt refused, would occupy the canal zone as "peacekeepers." The British

Prime Minister, Anthony Eden, denied for the rest of his life that any such

agreement existed.

29 October 1956

Israel invades Sinai.

30 October

Britain and France issue their ultimatum, exactly as planned.
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Killed

Britain 22

France 10

Israel 172

Egypt Estimated 1,650–3,000 military, plus around 1,000 civilians

Why a Military Success Became a Defeat

Militarily, the landings went well. They were stopped by money and diplomacy, not by

the Egyptian Army.

THE UNITED STATES

President Eisenhower hadn't been

told and was furious. The US refused

to support the pound as investors sold

OIL

With the canal blocked and pipelines

cut, Britain needed American oil —

31 October

British and French aircraft begin bombing Egyptian airfields. Egypt blocks the canal

by sinking ships in it.

5–6 November

British and French paratroopers and Royal Marines land at Port Said and push down

the canal.

6–7 November

Under intense pressure, Britain agrees a ceasefire, with its troops only partway along

the canal. France reluctantly follows.

December 1956

British and French troops withdraw and are replaced by a United Nations Emergency

Force — the first large UN peacekeeping force.

9 January 1957

Eden resigns.
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it, and blocked British access to

emergency loans until Britain agreed

to withdraw.

which Washington would only supply

once a ceasefire was agreed.

THE WIDER WORLD

The Soviet Union issued threats

(while crushing the Hungarian

uprising at the same moment), the

UN condemned the invasion, and

much of the Commonwealth — India

above all — opposed it.

CHAPTER 4'S LESSON, REVERSED

Chapter 4 showed the Royal Navy's command of the sea underpinning every

campaign for a century. At Suez the armed forces worked, but the power behind

them — money, oil, and the freedom to act alone — had moved to the United States.

France drew the opposite conclusion: rely less on America and build an independent

nuclear force. Britain decided never again to act against Washington's wishes.

The Wars of Withdrawal

Suez came in the middle of a series of campaigns fought as colonies moved toward

independence. They look much more like the Boer War's guerrilla phase (Chapter 7)

than like Plassey or Trafalgar.

MALAYA, 1948–1960

Against a mainly Chinese-Malayan communist insurgency, the Briggs Plan

forcibly moved about a million rural people into guarded "New Villages" to cut

the guerrillas off from food and support — the same logic as Kitchener's camps

and blockhouses. Under General Gerald Templer (1952–1954), a mix of security

and political concessions, often summed up as "hearts and minds," greatly

reduced the insurgency. It is often held up as a counter-insurgency success; it
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also included real abuses, such as the killing of 24 unarmed villagers at Batang

Kali in 1948.

KENYA, 1952–1960

A state of emergency was declared in October 1952 against the Mau Mau

uprising. Somewhere between 12,000 and 20,000 or more Mau Mau fighters

were killed, over 1,000 people were executed, and tens of thousands of Kenyans

were held in detention camps where beatings and torture were widespread. In

1959, eleven detainees were beaten to death at Hola camp. In 2013 the British

government expressed regret and agreed a settlement of about £19.9 million for

over 5,000 surviving victims.

A CODA: THE FALKLANDS, 1982

Britain did fight one more large, independent overseas war, retaking the Falkland

Islands from Argentina in 1982. It was a real military achievement — but a

campaign to defend a small remaining territory, with quiet US support this time,

rather than a return to imperial power. The US Secretary of State Dean Acheson had

put it bluntly in 1962: Britain had "lost an empire and has not yet found a role."

Looking Back Across the Course

1967

After a violent insurgency, British forces withdraw from Aden.

January 1968

After the pound is devalued, Harold Wilson's government announces the withdrawal

of British forces from east of Suez — Malaysia, Singapore, and the Gulf — by 1971.

1971

The withdrawal is largely complete. The global military system built up since the

canal opened in 1869 comes to an end.
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Four threads run through all ten chapters.

Thread Where it appears

An Empire defended

mostly by non-

British soldiers

Sepoys at Plassey (Ch. 2); loyal Sikh and Gurkha units in 1857

(Ch. 5); African auxiliaries in Zululand (Ch. 6); dominion

troops in the Boer War (Ch. 7); over a million Indians in

1914–18 and 2.5 million in 1939–45 (Chs. 8–9)

Sea power and

money as the real

foundation

Bengal's revenue paying for the army (Ch. 2); naval relief

deciding Quebec (Ch. 3); Trafalgar and a century of naval

command (Ch. 4); reinforcements by sea in 1857 (Ch. 5);

Suez, where the money ran out (Ch. 10)

Early disaster, then

a slower, better-

resourced recovery

Isandlwana then Ulundi (Ch. 6); Black Week then Roberts

(Ch. 7); Kut then Baghdad (Ch. 8); Singapore then Kohima

(Ch. 9)

Winning the

fighting, then

controlling the

population

Reprisals and "martial races" after 1857 (Ch. 5); blockhouses

and camps in South Africa (Ch. 7); New Villages in Malaya

and detention in Kenya (Ch. 10)

POPULAR STORIES VS. THE RECORD

Almost every chapter found a famous story that needed a caveat: the Black Hole's

numbers (Ch. 2), Wolfe and Gray's Elegy (Ch. 3), "Kiss me, Hardy" and Trafalgar

"saving Britain from invasion" (Ch. 4), the ammunition boxes at Isandlwana (Ch. 6),

and Gallipoli and Vimy as simple national founding stories (Ch. 8). The pattern

matters: an empire at war produced heroic stories quickly, often for good political

reasons, and those stories are exactly the ones worth checking.

BEGINNING AND END

Plassey was won by a secret agreement arranged before the battle; Suez was lost

because a secret agreement couldn't survive contact with a world where Britain was

no longer the strongest power. In between, the Empire's military history is less a

story of British soldiers winning battles than of Britain organising, paying,
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transporting, and commanding soldiers from across a quarter of the world — until it

no longer could.

Questions to Sit With

Suez succeeded militarily and failed

completely. Can you find an earlier

chapter where the opposite was true

— a military failure that turned out to

be a political success?

Malaya is often called a counter-

insurgency success and Kenya a

failure, yet both used detention and

resettlement. What actually separated

them?

Of the four threads in the table above,

which do you think best explains both

the Empire's rise and its end?

Quick Reference — Chapter 10

Nasser nationalised the Suez Canal on 26 July 1956; Britain, France, and Israel

secretly agreed the Protocol of Sèvres (22–24 October)

Israel invaded on 29 October; Anglo-French bombing began 31 October; landings

at Port Said on 5–6 November; ceasefire 6–7 November

US financial and oil pressure, not Egyptian resistance, forced the withdrawal; a

UN force replaced the invaders; Eden resigned 9 January 1957

Wars of withdrawal: Malaya (1948–60, New Villages and "hearts and minds") and

Kenya (1952–60, mass detention, Hola 1959, a 2013 settlement)

Britain left Aden in 1967 and announced its east-of-Suez withdrawal in January

1968, largely complete by 1971; the Falklands (1982) was a final, limited coda

Course threads: non-British soldiers defending the Empire, sea power and money

as its foundation, disaster followed by recovery, and population control after

victory
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Course Complete

This closes Military History: The British Empire. For the political, economic,

and administrative side of the same story, see The British Empire; for the full

campaign history of the First World War, see Military History: World War I.
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