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. FUN FACT: DELHI IS THE SECOND
MOST BIRD-RICH CAPITAL IN
THE WORLD AFTER NAIROBI

heritage

New Delhi, August 9, 2015

The battle of Imphal may be a forgotten footnote for many Indians, but it is of paramount importance to the countries
that were directly involved in the Second World War. Every year, thousands of people from foreign shores visit these
two war cemeteries to witness a piece of history, and pay their respects to the buried soldiers, says SOMEN SENGUPTA

mphal is where the world sleeps
on the lap of Mother India. In
its two military war cemeteries,
more than 3,200 graves and
dedicatory stones throw light on
the testimony of a saga that mankind
will ke bo forget. Yet for many fam-
ilies amd |11|I'.1.|1':.' units across the
KII.'IJIL'. t'i:i.l'. I1IIL'IrII.|Ii.|!|I slone 1§ a4
story in itself. On most of these stones
are names of thasse who died in war,
the regiment they belonged to, and
the age at which they were martyred

Heart bleeds to note that most of
thiem were below 30 years of age and
died many mibes away from their
near amd dear ones. Their death
reminds us of an era which was per-
haps the most horrific in the histo
ry of mankind.

The grey sandstone gate that has
the I.‘.'Ilrli ‘Imphal War Cemetery”
(1935-1545) carved in makes onse feel
thiat you are not im amy ordinary place.
Thee: rvoement aine enters the cemetery
h:.' l(‘.a‘!.'ing a small rosm on the lef.
the view leaves vou ina stony silence.

Around 71 years ago, Imphal
wwas filled wath the soumd nl'l'_un': ansl
screaming of people. s sofll was
drenched with the blood of more
than 50,000 people, many of them
had perhaps never heard of a place

Med Emphal, which was their final
resting place.

History talks in whispers here,
and reminds ws that in 1944 the
Second World War was at lts zenith
and saw :.|nim.'|gi7|.l.hin' hrII1J.|'.|':."
causing a huge loss of hurman lives.
This phase of world history has its
additional Sgnificance to us becse
it was the time when a small group
at Indians took upe arms and obecial
Iy participated in the war as indepen
dent soldiers.

Today, the world has J.i'u'r'lﬂl
thsat th: eost diffioult baethe in ihe his
tory ot England was fought during the
Second Woarld War at Imphal, then
an unknown human habitation in
!.IJ.11i|:-1|r. .r.:.'r.\m .'.Iﬁ-:'irlll'5.' ackriwl
edpes that its biggest military loss in
terms of buarman lives was in the bat-
tle of Imphal in 1944, The United
States of America recormds it s one iF
the hi|__l+l;uu achievernents of the Faosyal
Air Force and still spends money to
recover its missing soldiers’ remains
from the dense forests of Aranachal
Pradesh and Manipur.

China still wanits bo cover it up as
miuch as possible, fearing it may glo
rify the pre-Commundst era of the
makios hisbory, As soon as fapan con
quered Rangoon and Singapore,
lapanese bombers started invading
Inclian skies, and |r|1|\':|ul was first
bombed on May 10, 1942, and then
again an May 16

It wias enough to give London a
miessage that time had come to pro-

tect India from Japanese attack and
that pushed the Allied Forces 1o
rvobilise a huge army with modern
weapons, One of the biggest logisti
cal challenges was overcome by
bauilding mictarable reads, As many
as 1.2 lakh soldiers of the ldth
British Army gathered at Imphal in
mmicl- 1942,

Rangoon, teen under [apan, was
nio mare a safe haven for the fapanese,
Thearmy mithered at the eastern cor
net I.II'Jm‘I'i;L where minimun basic
things were not available, Mow,
Iephal was no more an untraceable
podnt on the world map. It was in
b by war I.'I'\lrl'fh'r.“tll'll.‘ll' ® CTSS.
the world and soon gained the glory
of being witness to the toughest bat-
tle af the Secomd World War,

Jlapan’s plan was audaclous. It
warted to imvade Imphal and Kohima
s that the supply dhain toe the British
Commeomwealth sobdiers could be o
by isolating Diirnapur, Uneler the ke
ership of Masakaru Kawabe, 70,000
soldiers were mobilised to Imph.‘.l
under ‘Operation U-Go, with a
dream to capture Imphal. The
Japanese troops were aided by 7,000
Indians under the Indian Matiomal
Army (INA)Y of MNetaji Subhas
Chandra Bose, who had a dream 10
liberate the country fram the British
rule through an arm struggle.

IMA, under two growps named
Gandhi Brigade and Azad Brigade,
had an aim to reach Red Forl in
Dielhi. War finally started on March
& 1944, and soon the |.I.I|.II11'1|.'
advanced in great pace. They circled
Imiphal for more than three months
and a lurge area in Manipur lpanese
army had a free run. At a place
named .\h'-lrz.ng THEAT 1"|]||"h*"|' INA
even hoisted the Indian fag, think-
Img that the land was free of British
rule. This was the anly military suc
cess that INA tasted in its history,
However, for the Indian and
lapaness forces, the excitement was
shart lived as two British officers
named William Hli|'- and Jack
Baldwin turned the tables on them.

Along with that, support from

American RAF boosted the Allied
counfter i“lil-\'.'k.. iII:I':I ‘n'I'It'I'I the
Japanese were not even 16 km away
Ir|_:rn'| Imr.\':l.l'.. the battle was won an
Julby 3, 1944

The war was over but the loss
and sufferings of the war were
unthinkable. Till now the exact fig-
wres are not availabke, bt i was con
firmed that more than 30,000
Japanese soldiers had been killed,
273 000 weere wounded and &0 were
capiured. On the INA side, 500 sol-
diers were kilked. This is tll now the
biggest Japanese war catastrophe in
their natlonal history.

As many as 12603 British
Commonwealth soldiers of various
nationalities alee dicd in Inphal,
They were maostly from the Britain,
India, Australia, Canada and East
Africa. This led to the creation ot a
cemetery. All around the world the
landscaping of the Commonwealth
War Cemeteries (CWWC) is simi
lar, with rows of stone slabs. A holy
cross standds in the miiddle and there
is also a cenotaph. The cemetery in
Imgphal is no exception, but it is still
distinctive.

O the left comes a board that
describes the war of I||1ph.1'| in
shorl. The massive green field con
tains 160 samc-sized memorial
slabs, but not all slabs have names
as the identity of some dead soldiers
was nat known, These slabs read: "4
saldier of 1939- 1945 war — known
b Geosd™ )

In the hsh green arena of the
Imphal war cemetery, the first thing
Yol S 15 A miajesnic white cross
kronwn as “The Cross of Sacrifice Thas
cross s an indispensable part of any
WA iE it has o lhu-'.ﬂgrmh The
cross is generally made of white sand-
stone and holds & sword, While the
cross signifies the faith of most of the
soldiers burbed ere, the swond rep-
resents the warrior charscter of the
departed.

Deslgned in 1918 by Reginald
Blomtield at the request of Sir
Frederic G Kenyon, the then direc-
tor of the British Museam, the cross
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tells the story of a place like this. The
soldbers burbed in this cersebery
came from almost every corner af
British Commormwealth o save India,
till then a jewel in the crown of
Lomelon, Here they fought a battle,
which Is known as the toughest bat-
tlezin the history af the Second World
War, and died before ensuring the
blgpest cver military debache of their
enemy Japan,

The headstones are placed in
roaws with a simple equidistant plan
Every small black reclangular head
stone spells & few words about the
dead. Along with the martyr’s name,
his regirment, age at the time of death,
day he died, and position in the

army, are i few words describing the
sobdier and his sacrifice, such as *So
dearly loved, so :I;'.'gh_.' micurned
and “Erernal rest grant unto Him,
Dear Lord”

Somewhere a bearthroken parent
has written on the headstone of
thir | S-vear-old som: “In memary of
v -L|ur|'i:||g son Billy, brother of
Tomy, wheo we will never forget?”

According 1o one headstone,
among those who died were soldiers
af various British army regiment
like Gorkha Rifles, Border
Regiment, West Yorkshire, Egypt
Lincolnshire, and Royal Artillery.
Of the 1,603 graves, there is only of
awoman: Bdith Florence Turner, a

20-year-old nurse who died on
September 4, 1943,

(n ane cormer of the cemetery
is anather CWWC motif known as
the Stone of Remembrance, Amy
CWWE with more than 1,0HK
graves must have this small white
memarial stone slab 11 ft in length
and 4.9t in |:||.'i_ig||l. with the words
“Their Mame Liveth For Evermore.
This memorial was designed by
Edwin Lutyens, who also designed
Mew Dielhi

Ienphal has two CWWCs. The
other one s meant for Indian sol-
diers who were minsthy Hindus,
Muslims and Sikhs. Here again the
last great war appears like a mation

Remembering the fallen heroes
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picture, This structure is dedicated
1o BBE Hindus and Sikhs, and 828
Muslim Indian soldiers belonging to
Punjab Regiment, Jaat Regiment,
Royal Indian Army, 14th Fronties
Porce, I'iu,'ng,]l _‘ih.1p|,'n and Mixers,
Inabian Hegiment and Artillery, who
fought side by side their
Commonwealth brothers

Considering the religious faith,
there is no cross of sacrifice here bat
there stands a stane of remembrance
IJ|I.|]I |hl\.' SAlTHE IJ\.'I,I|I,1_I. AT l't'll o k.
The Hindus and Sikhs were cremat-
ed here in the middle of the feld
next to & water tank, and two war
memarials of Indo-Greek shyle were
erected. Om its wall, the mames of
soldiers were writben, Muslim sol-
diers were buried and their head
stones have been placed in a way
similar to that of other Rritish
Commonwealth cemeteries.

The battle of Imiphal may be a
forgotten [ootnote for many Indians,
bat it ks of paramouant importance to
all countries that were directly
invalved in the war. Every vear,
thousands of people from foreign
shires comie 1o these two cemeteries
to witness & piece of history.

As the 11~'i5igh.1 breaks over thie
monuments, the white marhle
reflects the melted gold of the sct-
ting sun, The crown of the monu
ment turns golden while the grass
tarns dark green. It is dusk and birds
are returning o their nests, render
Ing a soft shadow over those who
were not able to return home for the
sake of protecting the homes of mil-
lions of Imdians.




