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Putting Sikh Soldiers on the Map 

Groundbreaking website of World War One stories launched 

 

As the world marks the first day of the centenary of the Battle of the Somme, unknown tales 

of Sikhs during World War One (WW1) are being captured for the first time using the latest in 

mapping technology and a crowd-sourcing initiative to preserve family stories that were at 

risk of being lost forever. 

 

Thanks to the launch of a major new website titled ‘Empire, Faith & War: The Sikhs and 

World War One’ (empirefaithwar.com), funded in the main by a grant of £448,500 from the 

Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF), the remarkable contribution of Sikhs will be placed within the 

wider narrative of how the first global conflict in history pulled in men, money and materials 

from around the world - most notably for the British Empire, from India, and in particular the 

northern state of Punjab. 

 

The endeavour by the UK Punjab Heritage Association (UKPHA) represents a major shift of 

emphasis from institutional or historian-led research and interpretation to a community-

focused drive to tell a story that would otherwise remain a footnote in history. 

 

Despite accounting for less than 1% of the population of India at the time, Sikhs made up 

nearly 20% of its armed forces at the outbreak of hostilities. Indian troops overall comprised 

one in every six of Britain’s wartime forces. It’s not surprising, therefore, that many Sikh 

families in Britain have a wartime connection but their stories - including those of turbaned  

Sikh cavalrymen at the Somme - have mostly remained hidden and undocumented until 

now. 

 

Using modern technology to map ancestral heritage 

 

At the heart of the website is a groundbreaking new database that will be used to collect and 

share previously untold accounts of Sikh soldiers. Significantly, in order to create as 

complete a picture as possible of the Sikh experience of the war, the database will also 

include details of those whom the Sikhs fought alongside, the families that they left behind 

and those in the community who opposed the conflict. 

 

The results will be displayed on an innovative interactive 'Soldier Map', created using Google 

Maps technology. Records are pinpointed to a soldier’s place of birth - inevitably somewhere 

in or near to undivided Punjab - rather than to where they may have fought or died. 

 

http://empirefaithwar.com/


 

Crucially, this approach has the potential to generate a strong emotional pull for British Sikhs 

through their connections to familial villages and towns. It is hoped that by engaging with the 

Soldier Map, members of the public will be able to discover unknown connections to their 

ancestral heritage, the aim being to encourage a sense of ownership of, and connection 

with, those who fought and endured the ‘war to end all wars’ . 

 

So far, nearly 8,000 records of Sikhs killed in action - taken from in the Commonwealth War 

Graves Commission’s (CWGC) casualty database - have been pinned on the map. The 

striking geographical picture that emerges reveals patterns of recruitment into the British 

Indian Army a century ago, reflecting the fact that recruits from the state of Punjab 

represented around half of its wartime strength. 

 

A people's history of the First World War 

 

The map and database represents the culmination of UKPHA’s three-year-long ‘Empire, 

Faith & War’ (EFW) project, which has already inspired over 200 families to tell the story of 

their ancestors. Such accounts were at risk of being lost forever as older generations pass 

away but now comprise part of a unique people's history of WW1 that will live in perpetuity. 

 

UKPHA are calling out for Sikhs and non-Sikhs alike to step forward as Citizen Historians 

and help create a virtual memorial and legacy for these untold lives. By combining family 

memories and memorabilia with archival records, this collectively curated community 

endeavour will create a unique, definitive, database of the Sikh experience of WW1 for 

families, researchers and historians to freely access, add to and make use of. 

 

Inspirational stories preserved 

 

Here are some highlights from the many untold, and often moving, personal stories told by 

family descendants:  

 

● Band of brothers: Colour-Havildar Arjan Singh was one of three brothers who 

served in the 53rd Sikhs during the war. Under heavy fire at the Battle of Sannaiyat, 

Mesopotamia, Arjan Singh spotted a British officer fall. He ran up to him, slung him 

upon his back ‘like a sack of flour’, and carried him back to the rear as Turkish bullets 

whistled past around them. For his ‘gallantry in the field’, Singh was awarded the 

Indian Distinguished Service Medal. 

 

● A touching letter: Trumpeter and cavalryman, Sham Singh of the 32nd Lancers, 

was killed during the Battle of Istabulat in Mesopotamia on 22 April 1917. His widow, 

Inder Kaur, received a touching letter written in Urdu notifying her of Sham Singh’s 

death. Signed by Frances, Lady Chelmsford, wife of the then Viceroy of India, it 

offered condolences from Queen Mary, and quoted her as saying ‘all of her sorrow 

and sadness goes to her sisters in India’. 

 

● Memoirs of the war: Harnam Singh was an officer of the 30th Lancers and saw 

action in both France and Mesopotamia. He survived and was one of just a handful 

of Indian Army soldiers to document their wartime experiences. The memoirs, which 

have survived with the family in Slough, contain touching recollections of how the 



 

French public enthusiastically welcomed the Indian troops when they first arrived at 

Marseilles in September 1914, even to the extent of mistakenly, but in good faith, 

offering to shave off Sikhs’ beards. 

 

● A daughter’s letter: A postcard penned by a Sikh soldier’s daughter that was 

discovered on ebay is possibly the only surviving example of its kind. Not only does it 

offer a rare glimpse on the lives of those who were left to manage back home, the 

heart-wrenching message from Kishan Devi to her soldiering father, Sepoy Sewa 

Singh of the 23rd Sikh Pioneers (who was serving in the front line during the Sinai 

and Palestine Campaign), also speaks of the anguish of separation felt by a family in 

rural Punjab a hundred years ago. 

 

● The man who would be ‘Q’: Dudley Maurice Newitt was a British captain who 

served with the 53rd Sikhs in Mesopotamia, where he was awarded the Military 

Cross. He survived the war, retrained as a chemist and went on to become Director 

of Scientific Research for the Special Operations Executive. This top-secret 

organisation was tasked with conducting espionage, sabotage and reconnaissance 

during World War Two, leading to the possibility that Hewitt was in fact the true 

inspiration for Ian Fleming’s ‘Q’. 

 

Voices from the past 

 

Also presented for the first time on the website are the voices of two veterans in the form of 

revelatory audio interviews recorded over 30 years ago by historian and author, Charles 

Allen. The first is with John (‘Jackie’) Smyth VC of the 15th Ludhiana Sikhs. As a young 

lieutenant on the Western Front, he led ten Sikh 'supermen' (as one contemporary British 

newspaper described them) in a suicide mission to carry 96 bombs across 250 yards - the 

length of two football pitches - of No Man’s Land. 

 

The second interviewee was a pioneer of the skies, (Honorary) Flight Lieutenant Hardit 

Singh Malik. This extraordinary Sikh was the first Indian pilot to fly for the Royal Flying Corps 

and the only one to survive the war. He faced the Red Baron’s Flying Circus during the 

Battle of Passchendaele and miraculously survived an encounter in which his plane was 

struck by over 400 bullets. 

 

Inspiring Citizen Historians now and for generations to come 

 

To enable the public, researchers and educators alike become involved, learn about and 

teach this forgotten aspect of British wartime history, the EFW website will continue to 

develop until the end of 2016 to host an array of exciting new resources: 

 

● a series of research guides aimed at novice Citizen Historians; 

 

● teaching packs for Key Stages 2 and 3 created in conjunction with one of the 

country's leading education consultants and Fellow of the Historical Association, 

Andrew Wrenn; 

 

● an educational app; 



 

 

● a collection of unique archival sound recordings of Sikh prisoners of war; 

 

● a documentary film; and 

  

● a commemorative publication. 
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Quotes: 

 

Speaking on the launch of the new website Citizen Historian, and mother of three, Manny 

Kaur Taylor, who researched the life of her great-great grandfather Sham Singh, said: 

 

“The 'Empire, Faith & War' project has enabled me to find a permanent home for the story of 

my great-grandfather, Sham Singh. The Citizen Historian scheme has helped me appreciate 

just how important precious information, like the moving letter from Lady Chelmsford to 

Sham Singh's widow, Inder Kaur, which details his sacrifice for his country and the allies, 

actually is. It is the responsibility of all of us today to preserve this hidden heritage. 

 

I'm excited about the possibilities that the website, with its fantastic Soldier Map, opens up 

for others to add to his story. Who knows, maybe we will eventually find a photo of my great-

grandfather as well as other details of his service. And I’m thrilled to know that his story and 

others will be shared with the world so that future generations can learn about the 

contribution and bravery of these men and the families that they left behind.” 

 

Victoria Wallace, Director General, Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC) 

said: 

 

"The Commonwealth War Graves Commission has always commemorated equally all those 

who fell in the two World Wars on behalf of our member Governments. But it is wonderful 

when a community reclaims its part in world history, through the telling of personal stories, 

re-establishing connections to those who fought, and who fell, for a common cause. This 

project rightly puts the contribution of the Sikhs onto the world map, and we are delighted 

that CWGC data was able to help with this. We hope thousands of people will reconnect to 

their families' past through this excellent tool." 

 

Amandeep Madra, Chair, UKPHA added: 

 

“On the centenary of the start of the Battle of the Somme - where turbaned Sikh cavalry 

fought and died - UKPHA are delighted to be able to present the next phase in our project 

and launch our innovative Soldier Map which already includes around 8,000 records of Sikh 

soldiers thanks to Commonwealth War Graves Commission data.  

 

But this is just the start. We want to enrich these existing records, and add as many more as 

possible, to preserve vital information that is at risk of being lost forever and create a lasting 

legacy to the Sikhs of the Great War. 

 

So we're urging the public to continue to step forward as Citizen Historians and join us in 

building up as complete and rich a picture as we can. By combining family memories and 

memorabilia with archival records, we collectively have the opportunity of creating the 

definitive database of the Sikh contribution during World War One. 

 

Given the current political situation, and the discourse concerning the role of migrant 

communities in the UK, it is of vital importance that we do all we can to bring about a greater 

understanding of the critical role of Britain's Empire during the two world wars and how that 



 

relates to today's multi-faith, multi-cultural society. This is British history and these men and 

women helped shape modern Britain and Europe: let's ‘Remember Them’ also.” 

 

Speaking on behalf of the major funders of the project, the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF), 

Stuart Hobley, Head of HLF London, said: 

 

“The Empire, Faith and War project has been a great success, looking at a pivotal yet often 

overlooked aspect of the First World War. It is great to see this website being launched, the 

culmination of nearly three years of excellent work, and we are delighted that these 

extraordinary stories will now be widely available for everyone to explore”. 

 

 

-ENDS- 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Notes to Editors: 

 

1. 'Empire, Faith & War: The Sikhs and World War One' (EFW) is a project of the UK Punjab 

Heritage Association (UKPHA) and is funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) for three 

years from January 2014 to December 2016. 

 

The EFW project (www.empirefaithwar.com) was launched in 2014 with a major exhibition at 

the University of London's Brunei Gallery at the School of Oriental & African Studies (SOAS) 

(www.soas.ac.uk/gallery/efw/). A key aim of the project is to ensure that the Sikh community 

becomes, and remains, fully engaged in the centenary commemorations and that family 

stories are preserved for all to share. 

 

UKPHA has worked in partnership with major museums and archives including the British 

Library, Imperial War Museums, National Army Museum and Commonwealth War Graves 

Commission to engage Sikhs and other ethnic minority groups that typically lack experience 

of engaging with institutional sources, mainstream commemorations and Western notions of 

memorialisation and archiving. 

 

2. UKPHA (www.ukpha.org) is a registered charity and is dedicated to the preservation and 

promotion of Sikh and Punjabi heritage. 

 

Founder members, Chair, Amandeep Madra and lead historian, Parmjit Singh, were recently 

acknowledged for their role in championing Sikh and Punjabi culture by the Prime Minister, 

Rt Hon David Cameron MP, via the Points of Light awards programme 

(www.pointsoflight.gov.uk/championing-sikh-punjabi-culture/). 

 

3. UKPHA is a registered partner of the Imperial War Museum’s First World War Centenary 

Partnership, a growing network of over 3,600 not-for-profit organisations from 59 countries 

planning to mark the First World War Centenary. Together, they will present a vibrant global 

programme of cultural events and activities, which will connect current and future 

generations with the lives, stories and impact of the First World War. More details can be 

found at the First World War Centenary website (www.1914.org). 

 

4. The Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC) ensures that 1.7 million men and 

women of the Commonwealth forces who died during the two world wars will never be 

forgotten. They care for cemeteries and memorials at 23,000 locations, in 154 countries. 

Their casualty database (www.cwgc.org/find-war-dead.aspx) lists the names and place of 

commemoration of the 1.7 million people killed in action. It also records details of the 67,000 

Commonwealth civilians who died ‘as a result of enemy action’ in the Second World War. 

  

5. Heritage Lottery Fund and support for First World War heritage: 

 

Thanks to National Lottery players, we invest money to help people across the UK explore, 

enjoy and protect the heritage they care about - from the archaeology under our feet to the 

historic parks and buildings we love, from precious memories and collections to rare wildlife. 

 

www.hlf.org.uk @heritagelottery @HLFLondon  

http://www.empirefaithwar.com/
https://www.soas.ac.uk/gallery/efw/
http://www.ukpha.org/
http://www.pointsoflight.gov.uk/championing-sikh-punjabi-culture/
http://www.1914.org/
http://www.cwgc.org/find-war-dead.aspx
http://www.hlf.org.uk/


 

 

Through its First World War: then and now programme, HLF is providing grants between 

£3,000 and £10,000 enabling communities and groups right across the UK to explore, 

conserve and share their First World War heritage and deepen their understanding of the 

impact of the conflict. To find out how to apply for funding visit www.hlf.org.uk/thenandnow. If 

a group needs a grant of more than £10,000 for a First World War project, it can apply to 

HLF through its open programmes www.hlf.org.uk/firstworldwar. 

 

For further information contact: 

 

Harbakhsh Grewal, UKPHA: 

Email:   harbakhsh@ukpha.org  

Twitter:  @HarbakhshGrewal  

Mobile:  +44 (0)7817 092826. 

 

http://www.hlf.org.uk/thenandnow
http://www.hlf.org.ukfirstworldwar/
mailto:harbakhsh@ukpha.org

