OUR FORCES IN
INDIA

OWHAT THEY SAW

OWHAT THEY THINK ‘
| WHAT THEY WRITE HOME 3




Published by the Communist Pariy,
16 King Sweer, London, W.C2. and
printed by David S. Smith.

1213 Hation Garden, EC.).




Our Forces in India
by ARTHUR OLORENSHAW

* FAMING 1% BENGAL™ . ..~ IMpiaL FRoNT™ . . . " RuLE
OF GANDIN” A few years ago such headlines would have oot
little w0 Jack, Bill, Harry or John, who are now “ Out East.”
They may be fighting and dying at this moment on the Burmese
sector of the Allied battlefronts. But nearly all of them have
becn in greal cities and tiny villages 10 which they have seen
Death come in the guise of FAMINE. Many of them have been
coming 1o realisc that Indian demands for food and for freedom
are not guestions infinitely remole from themselves OR FROM
YOU ; that Nehru, Gandhi and other Indian leaders are not the
discontented agitators they have so often been described, but
are really the responsible leaders of India’s people.

India, in far-off days maybe, suggestetl the Aga Khan 1o Bill.
becausc he once  won a packel " by hacking * Bahram in the
Derby ™; 1o Harry, untold wealth when he read aloud o para-
graph (rom his news] r: “The Maharajah of —— lost
£100.000 on the rurn of a card al Monte Carlo.”

It's not the same for them now—for Bill's wife or John's mother
waiting in Britain. For all of them DIA takes on a_new
meaning. Wives and sweethcarts—(amilies and fricnds! They
tong for the day when the words of the popular Forces™ song will
be translated into reality :

" There's a troopship just leaving Bombay,
Bound for old Blighty's shore . . . ™
to bring their own men back to them.

Meanwhile the reality remains, Bill and John are there in
India. and around them is disease and starvation; they are in
danger [rom foes without and within, India means more than
Maharajahs and racehorses now!

In many lelters home they have described the things they've
seen; impressions formed and ideas they've had 1o revise. Some
of the letters have reached you—possibly mutilated by the
Censorship: others went 10 the bottom of the sea. Most of the
things they wanted Lo tell you had nothing to do with
~Security,” but only related to the lives and deaths of the people
among whom they were living. Reading many of those which
finelly reached this country it is casy to divine their feclings, and
thne. namphict is based on their evidence and that of men who




have already returned, They have witnessed scenes they would
have deemed incredible; have begun to sense the fecling of
frustration which can grip a whole nation. They've begun lo
appreciate the fact that if famine and frustration are 10 be
allowed to continue, not only will the departure of that troopship
be deferred, but lhAl when it does sail they may not be present
to answer the roll.

TIIE JOURNEY THERE

It would be no exaggeration to say that many of them reachcd
India’s shores in @ rather critical frame of mind. The vast
majority saw cither Capetown or Durban, and save for flecting
memories of “ Shore lcave ” in one place or the other, retained
few pleasunt recollections of the long voyage.

**Shore leave ™ brought them (ace to face with colour-bar
restri Ilons which they frankly didn't understand, and Jack was
a bit “shallered” when he saw two Indian women un-
u.u.nlumuu\l\ pundled ot © Durban buy bevause the few seats,
reserved [or ™ non-Europeans * were occupicd.  The rest of the
bus was empty, save o himself and his' maics. who certainly
didn't object. In one case, a whole ship heard how two Indian
cadets in a largish group were refused admission to an hotel 10
attend a celebration dinner. They weren't \Mr: Tong encugh to
absorb the racial i
which are so (uglcully pnvalem among the wlm.: population, and
elthough opinions nalurally were by no means unanimous, there
would always be general agreemem that & lot of this was all
wrong. A cerlain sympathy (o the underdog had been develop-
ing from (hcir own experiences, Were they really fighting to
perpetuate this sort of thing? Wasn't there something known as
the * Atlantic Charter 7

They weren't without benefit of lectures on what they would
find in India, and how they should behave towards the ** natives.”
But s these lectures gave the picture rs Whitehell saw ii, they
were not much use. The ¢mphasis was usually on the manifold
blessings which the Brilish Raj had bestowed: and on the dangers
they would run if they wandered abroad in Indian cities in groups
of less than six. On the whole they were neither amnsed nor
imp!

ARRIVAL
India at last! Perhaps Bill's unit was entraining the next day
while Harry's was re-mbarking for another port. In cither case
lhey generally went ashore through the “Red Gate™ or the
“Yellow Gale " and looked at the Orient for probably the firsl
time, Hordes of half-naked, hungry-looking peaple. The majority
a




secmed (o be either begging or trying to sell something. A
souvenir 10 send home was obviously indicated, so they made
their way through the crowds to the silk market, and being
unused to the immemorial bargaining (raditions of the East,
paid “ through Lhe nose™ for whatever they bought. It was
away (rom the Europcan quarter and striclly speaking “ out of
bounds,” but no one worried much about that. More and more

s; sounds and smells
e8P Not much of the " glamorous, colourful
East” in all this: and if it happencd to be towards nighifall, they
saw countless numbers of Bombay's homelcss preparing to slecp
an the narrow pavements.

Had they reached Tndia any lime in the past yeat or so they
would have seen the lang queues waiting outside grainshops
which would be opening verhaps some eighteen hours latel It
would have been an introduction to a sinister sight with which
they were to become tragically familiar, Maybe Bill had known
what it was to be cold, hungry and miserable in South Wales
or Jarrow, but somehaw hope had never been utterly extinguished
even when things had been at their worsi. These people seemed
beyand all hoping.

Was this really the INDIA of the Aga Khan or the
Maharajahs?  Nothing ™ glamorous ™ about these womzn.
carrving rickety children, haggard faces and spindly legs. Nothing
" colourful ™ in their well-worn, washed-out Saris.

They wan't quickly forget this first glimpse of the real Bombay.
or of the men and women who produce much of its wealth from
and who exist in pnin and poverty, crowdcd
Chawls "—greal tenement buildings, housing three or
four familics in cach (iny room. Tt was a far cry from the other
end of the city where they gazed on the ornate arch kmown as
through which incoming and departing
roys U table pomp and cireumstance in
the days before (hey became air-minded. Harry had his photo-
graph 1aken in its shadow, and probably you still treasure the
copy he sent.

MOVEMENT ORDERS re North W

They wenl their several ways. Some to the North-West

anliir' “ome across the Deccan platesu to Madras. or

Bangalore: many more through the jungles of Centrel India to

T “Bengal, We cant follow them everywhere, Well

o ntrate upon some who eventually arrived in Bongal. The
s



name of this province is synonymous with suffering. It is th
lyunl base (rom which our me must fight the battics of the
ulure,

THROUGH A HUNGRY LA

Perhaps it was not the hatiest season of the year but anyway,
the journey. lasting several days, was na joke. op
India have never been equipped with many a
recalled how his father had spoken of a i
in 1916--when a lot died from heat- tlroku .\nd \ulfocallcn in
a train,

Nagpur JTubbulpore, the outskirts of Benares with @ hirst sight
of the Ganges. liach station seemed a replica of the last.
Crowds, apparently encamped and living on the platforms as
if they had been there for days—many of them had! Carriage
doors” and windows besicged by men. women and children
begging for bread or the smallest coin, These people did really
seem (0 be starving. 5o they gave them what they could. until
the Sergeant-major—a real " old sweat ™ he happened to be—
came along and announced that the next man he caught dmng
that sort of thi

* put on a charge.”

They reached their destination and. il the date happencd 1o
have been round August, 1942, were confined lo barracks. Some
of them had been following the political situation and had heard
that afl the Congress leaders had been arresled.  Rumour bad

that troops were being employed to quell disturbances which
had followed the Government's aclion, and though they would.
most of them, havc admitted that they didn’t know all the * in:
and outs ™ of the problem. they hoped that they wouldn't have
orders to carry out any such duties.

The disturbances practically ceased so they were released from
confinement, Somehow Ihey didn’t sense any of the hosti
they had been led o expect. Between them and the Indians.
with whom they came into immediate contact, lhe language
barrier was a difficulty, but it soon disappeared. [n many cases
they received special kindnesses from some of the Anglo-Indian
familics Ihcy met.  Because these people have a * louch of the
tar-brush * they can't, of course, belong to the Gymkhane or
Club round which the lives of the " Burra Sahibs ” mainly
centre. The Chaplain of one big hospital unit was so concerned
al the gull which the men felt cxisted belween themselves and
the other Europeans that he persuaded the Colonel’s wife 10 visit
the canteen and dispense tea twice a week, which she did in a
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**lady of the manor going slumming “ sort of way. Suj
lady . rt for
ticisms of coldness shown by British residents I: Bri n 9
was given by Miss Elsie Waters on her return to London after

) u
stronghold of Britons, The boys are doing a splendid job.
they ought to be looked after.” e 2 o) Job. and

FAMINE!

Even before [194) they saw the grain-shop queucs growing
longer and longer, read of rationing schemes and their Indian
friends, warned them ol worse to come. The papers spoke of
mounting prices lor vilal food commoditics and one, called
Peapir’s War, was advocating the formation of ~ People’s Food
Committees ” 1o assist (iovernment mcasures for the equitable
distribution of supplics, control of prices and stocks, They
certainly weren't all Communists. but they felt the eloquence and
urgency behind the appeals of someone called P. C. Joshi, who
they learned was an Indian Communist lcader.

Mr. Amery was complacently assuring the House of Commons
that there ~ was no cause for alarm.” bwi both John and Bill
were there on the spot. seeing for themselves, and they knew
Ihat this was mere trifling with tragedy.

As far as the British public was concerned. the smoke-screen
the year. when COUFageous news-
of the News Chronicle (afterwards
best to bring enlightenment.
But some of your men had already been writing of the scenes
Ihat were meeting their eyes,  Young * John. Signals Formation
of the R.AF., bul formerly of London and Exeler, wrate:

“The sights meeting one's eyes in the countryside are appalling.
Dodies of men, women and children lic where they have dropped
from exhaustion, and everywhere children with the ™ bloated
belly " of starvation. beg for bread [rom the passers-by. Many
of them have been deserted by their parents, . . ~ He went
on: “They all flock to the cities. but what hope is there for
them? They are met again with a food shortage and join queucs
Ot hundreds, even thousands. or perhaps, having no_money,
hoose a spol acar a queue and beg from its members. So many
corpses are found in the streets that most of the large towns.,
ek s ‘burs, have their own = Corpse Disposal Squads. He
e i mearby University after taking a survey had estimated
s her cent of all the families in that Province had







disintegratcd through the famine: that more than 25 per cent of
Caleuttas female destitutes had turned to prostitution, and
concluded: “This then is the picturc of a famine-stricken
land, - I'm afraid that [ can’t give my own views, shared
by many of the men, of the Government policy or even tell you
all the facts I've accumulated, but 1 will say this, thal praise is
due 10 those who organised free food kitchens and gave help to
the destitutes through the People’s Food Committees long before
* Officialdom * realised how serious the crisis was.”

In Pritain we (hink we know somcthing of " queues.” They
arc nat the ™ Quenes of Death ™ which the men in India have
been secing.  Queucs, not for relative luxurics, but for a mere
handful of grain or seme weak gruel which might [an the dying
Names of life for a fcw hours, Queues, not for a cinema, but
of bodies awailing cremation and lined wp inside the Hindu
Burning Ghats. Maybe the available wood is exhausted: the
bodies cannot remain—so they go into the river wilh dire
consequences for all.

An Ack-Ack gunner writes of this. " Only the other day a pal
of mine saw a woman, presumably the mother, carrying a_baby
in each arm: one dead, the other obviously dying. She simply
dropped them both in the river and went her way. Anyhow
they escaped the life of misery which would otherwise have
awaited them. Death would have taken them all within a w_c('k.

There is a saving, * India lives in her villages.” and it is the
villages which have suffered, and are suffering, most. Rationing
schemes, such as they are, have never touched any but the large
cities and now, if her children arc not dying in them they arc
begging in the cities. That is why we quote from a letier wrilten
by a Neval ating, whe says == ©  otlem

* Personal charity will not solve India's economic problem—
with all economies. l);imughmll history which have failed to satisfy
needs, beggary may increase until it becomes a fine art—but the
vast majority of the cringing, hall-starved people we se¢ \red
never professional beggars, just peasants driven from their lane
by famine or flood; by pressure of sheer starv they
have been compelled 1o sell all their tiny crops lo landlord or
e 1 of from men who have

<sc words arc Lypical of many. some
sin-g:“:ivnn their livsdlhalhnll sl«rnllhhe"rlriclﬁ.e ;l;::gl:l:;: ?:T‘l:‘ﬂ'i

"t always of Indin, but of the " liit s thal rer
el i o T B bt )

Stalin, |
D Ay Anothar lener s that the ctemal question,
When is the Second Front going 10 oml}"l had been rtl :Mm
by, * Hasn't the Second Front opened yet?” Now you wil
9




be gattng leters teling you low they gre
questions, had heen answ J the entbu
was received. Nevertheles heir Jettors the theime which
constantly recurred, and will continue to be heard, was that of
the conditions of the peaple among wham oy are iwing, NOT
WORDS ELOWING EASILY FROM [ HE PRACIISLD
OF THE PROI-LSSIONAL WRITER, BU
owN MEN el W, PERTIAPS RATHER CRUDE,
CHOOsI

One final extract from 4 letter from John, dated April 12th,

944 : —

* People here, including the majority of us, are disappointed
that more wasn't done about the famine or about the employ-
ment of women in the coalmings.” They might well fecl
disappoinied about the one, and cven more angry about the

10



other, had they read, as many did. how Indian coal experts had
been arriving in Lisbon! Yet Amery, in a rather uneasy manner,
had assured a critical House of Commans that * the employment

n in the mines was temporary and only dictated by war
ies.” “They cannol understand how coal for Portugal

HOW THE FORCES ARE HELPING
When official silénce could no longer be muaintined the High
Command al New Delhi announced that aid in famine reliel
would be given unstintingly by the Forces. Sincc last November
reat deal of assistince has wndoubledly been afforded.
ry motor vehicles have carricd large quantities of food
grains, and helped the ci wer lo move slocks o areas where
the nced has been greatest. Medical reliel has been developed
on 4 big scale through existing military hospitals and mobile
treatment cenlres.  Although the Lroops themse
well how inadequate many of the measures taken have bees
have welcomed them enthusiastically, and there's a lot of evidence
show that many have made their own individual contributions
ays as they could find and far beyond the mere orders

av
ny men volunteered personal assistance to Food Com-
mittees. but even though these comprise men from all religious
e

Idiers might
wwpoin! The same
h venl _the troops from
ing in the work the People’s ittes have
heen doing -hase done their best to discourage their activities
and even suppress the Commiltees through the police. )

Nevertheless, your men have not been [rustrated in their
desires to help and many_have sent contributions in cash to the
dilferent Relief Funds. This letier which npanied 82 rupees
(about £6) collected in an Army Unit indicates something of
wha they feel : .

“We know Ihat this is only a drop in the ocean to what is
required, bul those who have coniributed are deeply distressed by
the responsi y which Britain bears for the presenl economic
and political crisis: and they pledge themselves 10 do eversthing
possible 1o bring the British soldicr and the Indian people closer
together in their mutual fight against Japanese Fascism.

How some of them have been careying out this pledge has been
told vividly by a correspondent in a January, 1944, issue of
People’s War. He describes how the people in a largish city of
Central Bengal had [eared the coming of the RA.F.. how lhle
best houses were requisitioned for the officers and how they ‘built
airfields in the * golden fields.” He told how quickly the people

n




found out their fears were unjustified, and how lnendly the boys
of the RAF. were. One told him ant India lo be
imi cdmely free, It is only a few of our coumrymen who want
India 10 be a colony. We people, we don't gel anything rrom
India except perhaps our tea, and hat for u very high price.”
Another, who admitted that he had been a Conscrvative until he
joined the army, said: “1 have learned to love lndia. 1 am not
sure what will be my political affiliations. but 1 am definite about
this, 1 will never again join the Conservative Party.” He went on
to describe how the RLA.F. boys were ulterly shaken by the sighta
they saw when the famine came, and how when they learned that
the people had united for celiel they desired to join in and assist
in all the steps that were being taken. Nat only the men but * the
higher circles " of the R.A_F. reacled in the same way: they loo
wanted to fight faminc and sive Bengal. The Squadron-Leader,
two oflicers and two aircralismen joined the Reliel Committeo;
paid a first instalment of their help; organised u Boxing Tourne-
ment, and they arc continuing to raisc money.

This Indian writer concluded. almost happily, * Out of evil
comes good. The lascist offensive brought them (the men of the
R.A.F.) near us. The faminc brought them even nearer. And
belicve that the people’s counter oﬂ'cnswc agnmsl fascism will
unite them with us for, and in, a Free Ine

Qver a year ago, the B.B.C. broadcasl a dramatic story of a
Highland battalion which fought its way through the jungles 1o
take succour to a big area south-west of Calcutta which had been
devastated by 2 cyclone. More than 10,000 people had been
drowned and over a million rendered homeless. They did gallant
work, but many realised when they arrived that the help had been
100 long delayed. What, maybe, they didn't know, and what the
B.B.C. never told the world, was that for many dzys relief had
been refused by the Provincial and IDC.‘l] suthorities an the
grounds that the people of Midnapore *
with the Government and were not co-operating will
was the categorical statement which appeared in the Bombay
Press (Bombay Sentinel, 25th November, 1942), and there is no
evidence that it was ever contradicted. On the battlefield, even a
wounded Nazi receives help!

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO YOU?

‘We've told you something of what John, Bill and the olhers
have besn secing, fecling and doing, and we come back nearly lo
the point from which we started.

One and all, they are out there 10 do & job, 8 big job. You
have the right to demand that it shall be tackled when the time
comes, when Nazism in Burope has been utterly crushed and it

2




will be the trn of the Japanese oggressors, under conditions most
likely to lead to speedy victory. Can it be truthfully said that
the most {avourable conditions for the launching of a successful
offensive are now in existence?

Instead of a population 100 per cent co-operalive and mobili
behind the war efforl, you have a lami|=:r| lden land, unﬁ
people embittered and angry, whose revered leadery—anti-fascists
with the best of us—are still, with the exception of Gandhi.
behind prison walls. Two other facts have to be considered.
** Mobilisation ™ means not only recruitment into the ermed
forces, but development of a country's productive resources.
Can if be said that Indians are really being trained adequately 10
produce in mass the weapons of war upon which your men's lives
will depend? 1 )5 common knowledge that they aren't. So,
maybe, for the lack of utilisation of India’s capacities your men
will wait for armaments (o reach them from these shores or from
America. The oiher factor 1s that of their health. They will
have been living under the conditions which have boen descri
in previous pages, and despite all precautions which are known
10 medical science, these conditions in which endemic discases
such us choicra, dysentery and malaria are running riot, con-
slitute & constant menace to their welfare.

Are these things to happen? Is thal troopship in which you
are especially interesied (0 be delayed, because Whilehall refuses
1o enlist the whole sirength of the Indian people by cnding the

o

itical dea

Much high-powcred propagands has been employed (o
convince the world that the Dritish case on both issues -dead-
lock and famine-—is unimpeachable.

“'My dear old chap, what can we do? The beggars simply
won't agrec among themsulves and until the Indians are entirely
united, malters must rest as are.” A typical remark of an
Amery * fan
importance in In
Government by aware of this.) a Ofl
New Delhi Government are the only people marching in stepl

Ten't it true that durine recent months there has been a marked
coming together of politicul trends, and that popular pressurc.
largely led by the Indian Communist Party, is bringing inlo being
a really united froml for the opening of negou Only
unity an immediate practical demands will force the bureaucracy
10 end the deadlock and bring about unity of all Indian palriots

for defence and offence inst Japan; will cnable them to
combat sabotag

cclining moralc,

Not all the whilewash in the world would suffice to cover the

Government's responsibility for the famine. You can pay your

money, and take your cheice of any one of the reasons 1o which
n




they ascribe it, Low of imports from Burma; failure of one
particular ricc cro) cstruction of another (in one area only)
by floods: honrdmg by Indian peasants and dealers (as if the
starving peasants ever were able to hourd food) and—of course
—the time-honoured God.” We are nol going to
dispute the Fact that some of these things were contributory
laclors. but ncither they nor any others which could be brought

“out_of the hat ™ provide adequate cxcuses for the failure of
the Central Government to face up 1o its dulies and respon-
sibilit for its failure to realise that control of * prices™ can
mean le without cantrol of stocks: for its failure 0 check
the activities of the hoarders and to support the People’s Food
Committees which were doing their utmost o uncover them,
for its weak-kneed attempts 10 arrest the inflation of currency
which steangely enough followed the Finance Minister's welcome
to high prices as a * slgn of prosperity " and, finally. for the
absence of 5
auo ng schemes it in |hc vast arcas outside the big citi
Goveroment ™ means not only a select coleric of
" Dle hards * at Whitehall and New Delhi—the Amerys, the
Andersons, the Linlithgows and so on—but YOU, the people
of this country, and in so far as you condone its negligence, you
are contributing not only a further quota of death and destitation

million human beings, bul you are jeopardising the lives
of your own kith and kin.

We said carlier that * Bengal had become synonymous with
suffering, This is what P. C. Joshi. the Indian Communist
leader says to YOU i—

Continuance of the faminc is a standing invitation to the
Japs 1o invade Bengal. Most of your soldier sons are inside
or on Bengal's borders, They have to share with the people
dangers of diarrhoca, dysentery, drops; holcra and malaria,
which are spreading in epidemic form, ot sal'c Thc)
feel morally sick watching sights of horror and sham
anly way 1o help your sons is to help Bengal and o lnd
patriots come into their own to grapple with the situation.

* Send more foodships, more medicine cases for immediate

s

relief,

“Urgently demand the release of the Congress leaders, as_a
real big blow not only against famine now, but againsi ils
probable re:urren:c

* Dem:

for
Nalil;lmal Governmtnl as a final saluuon m lndna ‘s urgenl present
pro
Thi

is the only way to speed up the counter-offensive into
Burma, smash Japanese [ascism and get your sons back home
quicker then any other way. Help us and help yourself.”
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Read these two publications
on India

BRITISH SOLDIER
IN INDIA

The Letters of Clive Branson

26

THE INDIAN
COMMUNIST PARTY

Its Policy and Work
in the War of Liberation

by P. C. JOSHI

General Secretary, Communist Party of India
with an incroduction by Harry Poflite
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