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At the end of my embarkation leave in Crayford, 
I waved goodbye to Mum and travelled down 
to Southamption to board the ship for the long 
passage to India.  When I saw our quarters aboard 
ship, I could see that it was going to be a very 
cramped voyage.  Nevertheless, I was excited to 
be going.  This was the realisation of my boyhood 

dreams. When we pulled away from the jetty, I 
closed my eyes and pictured the old Empire map 
that hung on the wall at Crayford National School.  
That map was about to come alive and I stayed 
out on the deck with a head full of dreams until 
darkness brought to an end the first day of 
my journey.

A Passage to India

Patriotic postcards showed the great pride 
that was felt by ordinary people in the British 
Empire.  Children were told that the sun never 
set on the British Empire which covered nearly 

a ¼ of the Earth’s surface.  The opportunity of 
going out to see this Empire as a soldier and to 
get paid for doing so was highlighted in many 
army recruitment campaigns. 

You can watch a Gaumont newsreel 
showing soliders leaving Southapton for 
India at the ITN Source website;:

http://www.itnsource.com/shotlist/
BHC_RTV/1926/01/01/BGT407110629
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* Crown and Anchor (above right) was probably 
the most popular game amongst soldiers.  
It involved three special dice marked with six 
symbols: crown, anchor, diamond, spade, club 
and heart. A mat marked with the same symbols 
was placed on the table and bets are placed on 
one of the symbols with a soldier who acted as 
banker.  If you placed your money on the anchor 
and two anchors were thrown you won back 
double your money.  It was a simple game that 
required no skill. The odds were always stacked 
in favour of the banker. 

House is a game most people would be 
familiar with as bingo.  All forms of gambling 
were banned by the army as inevitably some 
men lost heavily and they thought this was 
bad for morale.  William White was constantly 
in trouble for gambling but this would not be 
unusual amongst soldiers at this time.

**Rudyard Kipling (30 December 1865-18 
January 1936) was an English poet, short-story 
writer, and novelist chiefl y remembered for his 
celebration of British imperialism, tales and 
poems of British soldiers in India, and his tales 
for children like the ‘Jungle Book..’
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One weakness I have that has 
always got me in to trouble is 
gambling.  I suppose I’d grown 
up with it.  Dad and his mates 
would always lay bets on how 
many bricks they would 
produce in a season and when 
I was a paper boy my best 
customers were the bookies. 
The trouble was that most 
forms of gambling were 
banned in the army. I was 
caught several times in Ireland 
but I found it very difficult to 
resist a game of Crown and 
Anchor, or House.* Rudyard 
Kipling** was so right when 
he wrote; ‘If you can make one 
heap of all your winnings and 
risk it on one turn of pitch and 
toss you’ll be a man, my son.’  
Well on this voyage, we were 
all men and we all lost!

Pte William White’s Military Conduct Sheet                                                                                                                                        National Archives
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The Swallow Takes FlightA Passage to India

Dear John,

I’m well on my way to India now.  We’ve just passed 
Gibraltar and its getting hotter every day. It’s so boring 
on the ship. Most of the lads have been playing Crown 
and Anchor to kill time. How come I’m always the one 
to get caught? Don’t tell Mum.

Take care brother and give my love to Mum, Dad and 
all the girls.

Billx

Time passed pleasantly enough, as we made our 
way across the sea; inspections and parades were 
few allowing me plenty of time to write home to 
Mum and Dad and my brother and sisters. Before 
we knew it we were into the Bay of Biscay which 
had a fearsome reputation for angry seas and 

the consequent misery of sea sickness.  I had my 
good days and bad days but seeing the Rock of 
Gibraltar for the first time really bucked me up.  
Rising sharply from the sea and towering above 
all else it reminded me that I was in the middle 
of a journey of a lifetime.

The Rock of Gibraltar dominates the entrance to 
the Mediterranean between the southern tip of 
Spain and the continent of Africa. Both famous 
and enigmatic, Gibraltar contains some of the 
most extensive military fortifi cations in Europe.  
The Rock fell to an Anglo-Dutch force in 1704, 
during the War of the Spanish Succession, and 
was then ceded to Britain at the end of this war 
under the Treaty of Utrecht, 1713.  Spain has 
sought its return ever since.  During the First 
World War the Rock played a crucial role in the 
control of the Straits as an assembly point for 
convoys travelling into the Mediterranean.
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Soon the coast of Morocco was disappearing 
off the starboard side of our ship and we were 
moving swiftly through the sparkling waters of the 
Mediterranean.  As we skirted along the northern 
shores of Africa we were given the order allowing 
us to wear our tropical uniforms for the first 

time.  This consisted of a short sleeved khaki shirt 
and shorts.  There were some very white knees on 
show, I can tell you, and I was certainly glad that 
the army had sorted out my varicose veins!  At 
long last Port Said, Egypt, came into view and an 
opportunity to stretch those very same white legs.

A Passage to India

Traditionally the British Army wore red.  However, during the Boer 
War in South Africa,1899-1902 they realised that wearing bright red 
made them easy targets for the Boers.* The uniform was changed to 
a muddy brown colour that would make soldiers much more diffi  cult to 
pick out. The colour was known as khaki and together with much other 
slang that has passed into the English language it came from the army 
in India. Examples of some of these words are shown below.  In India 
soldiers wore a pith helmet to protect them from the sun.  Although 
they wore shorts they were still expected to wear puttees which was a 
tight khaki bandage worn above the boots. What they couldn’t protect 
themselves from were fl ies and mosquitoes. Most of the men who 
served in India were likely to come down with malaria at some point in 
their service. Killer diseases like cholera and typhoid also claimed the 
lives of many soldiers.
*The Boers were South African farmers of Dutch descent who fought a guerrilla 
war against British rule.

pith helmet Sun helmet made of cloth-covered cork.

khaki  Hindi- Dust coloured

puttee  Hindi- bandage

B Company 2nd Buff s Wellington India
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A Passage to India

         February 11th 1914

Dear Emily,
How are you?  Hope you are enjoying school-say  hello to any of the teachers that remember 

me.

I’m in the middle of my three week journey to India. We’ve stopped off in Egypt to stretch 

our legs before the last stage of our journey through the Suez Canal.

Even before our boat docked at Port Said, Egypt it was surrounded by small boats offering 

to sell us all manor of things.  I’ve got you a present and when I get to India, I’ll send it on. 

See if you can find Egypt on the map at school and tell Miss that Chalky is going to see the 

pyramids and the Great Sphinx. Tell her that I will be having my very own Empire Day!

All my love
Your brother,
Bill X 

The Suez Canal was built by French 
engineer Ferdinand de Lesseps and 
opened to shipping in 1861. Its 
importance, as the shortest route to 
India, persuaded Prime minister Benjamin 
Disraeli to buy a majority share in the 
company so that Britain could control 
who could use it. Port Said was often 
the fi rst port that soldiers were allowed 
ashore en route to India.  When the 
First World War began in 1914, Egypt 
became a British protectorate to ensure 
that the Suez Canal was protected to 
keep shortest passage to India open 
for British shipping. 

The canal was vital in bringing 
thousands of colonial troops 
to fi ght in the war.

The pyramids at Giza were just over a 
hundred miles from Port Said.
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This journey of discovery continued, as after 
returning to our ship, we entered the 
Suez Canal: “The Highway to India.” The canal 
allowed us to cut thousands of miles off of our 
journey to India because we could cut through 
from the Mediterranean to the Red Sea.  This 
allowed us to reach the Indian Ocean and avoid 
the long and tortuous journey around the Cape 

of Good Hope. I found the nights as we crossed 
the phosphorous waves of the India Ocean idyllic.  
The stillness of the placid waters and the amazing 
skies full of stars gave you a wonderful sense 
of isolation.  I saw the Southern Cross* for the 
first time and thought how I was now entering a 
different world, Kipling’s mystical world of 
the east.

A Passage to India

There were two routes to India before the Suez Canal opened in 1869. One 
was the long route via the Cape of Good Hope. The other, which began in the 
mid 1830s, was by sea to Alexandria in Egypt then overland across the Suez 
Peninsula to Port Suez on the Red Sea where they took another ship to India. 
The main ports of call in India were Bombay on the west coast, Madras in the 
south east and Calcutta in the north east.

It took three weeks to sail the 6,200 nautical miles to Bombay (Mumbai) India 
in 1914, via the Suez Canal.  To reach Bombay around the Cape of Good Hope 

would entail an extended sea journey of 10,800 nautical miles taking 6-7
weeks. The Suez Canal literally halved the journey time

*The Southern Cross is a star constellation only visible in the southern hemisphere.
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Bombay was the gateway to India through which 
thousands of British soldiers and civil servants 
passed.  It was often their fi rst sight of a country 
in which most soldiers would serve a tour of duty 
lasting seven years or more.

India was known as the ‘Jewel in the Crown’ of 
the British Empire because it was so important 
to Britain. India produced tea, spices, rice, leather 
and textiles etc. which were useful for the British 
Empire. Also India provided a central location for 

the British to conduct their trade with various 
other colonies in the east. 

The population of Bombay (now Mumbai) grew 
very quickly in the nineteenth century. In 1891 
the population of the city was 820,000 and 
nearly 70% lived in densely populated tenement 
blocks called chawls.

In 1896, bubonic plague broke out and 
devastated the city which led to a drastic 
fall in the city’s population.

Soldiers in India often marvelled at the magical 
powers of wandering Hindu and Muslim religious 
men who practised the art of meditation. These 
men where known as fakirs and were skilled in 
the art of hypnotism. One of the favourite tricks 

practised by the fakirs was snake charming.

30   Chalky the Crayford Swallow

When the ship’s engines finally stopped we 
anchored outside Bombay, whose lights offered 
a wonderful welcome to us.  Once ashore we 
boarded a troop train and travelled in huge 
discomfort in wooden carriages, made worse by 
the stifling heat. The journey was just about the 

biggest eye-opener I have ever had. India was a 
land of huge contrasts. From the window of our 
carriage you saw a land of hunger and poverty 
far beyond anything I’d experienced back home.  
However, India was also a beautiful land of 
mystery and magic.
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A Passage to India

bungalow One-storied house with a low-pitched roof (Hindi bangla, “in the Bengal style”)

char  Tea

cushy  Easy (Hindi khush pleasant, from Persian khush[1915]

pukka  Genuine, authentic, first-class (Hindi pakka cooked, ripe, solid, from Sanskrit pakva)

memsahib European woman in India (Hindi, from English ma’am + Hindisahib sahib)

pundit  A learned man, (Hindi pandit, from Sanskrit pandita, frompandita learned)

sahib  Sir or master--used to address Europeans (Hindi saheb, from Arabic sahib)

Thug  Literally, deceiver. Worshippers of Kali who ritually murdered travellers,  

  usually with a cloth scarf (thugee cord). (Hindi thag, thief)

veranda Roofed open gallery attached to the exterior of a building (Hindi varanda)

wallah  Person associated with an activity—i.e. dhoolie wallah = stretcher bearer.   

  Soldiers in India bought extra food in the barracks from local sellers.   

  The Food wallahs were: dood (milk), mukkin (butter), roti (bread), char (tea),  

  Bacon, undah (eggs).  A thief was a loose wallah and to keep soldiers cool a  

  punkah wallah kept a fan going.

Some Indian words adopted by the British
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A Passage to India

No.2 Section, “B” Company of the Buff s at West Hill, Malabar 1914    
Gilham Family Archive

Deolali was a British Army camp 100 miles north-east of 
Bombay.  Every British soldier either leaving or arriving in 
India would pass through it.

It is also the source of the British slang noun doolally 
tap, loosely meaning “camp fever”, and referring to the 
apparent madness of men waiting for ships back to 
Britain after fi nishing their tour of duty. By the 1940s this 
had been widely shortened to just “doolally”, an adjective 
meaning “mad ( insane)” or “eccentric”.

The train took us to a big holding camp at Deolali, 
where there were many soldiers waiting to make 
the return journey home.  It was said that the long 
wait sometimes drove them crazy or ‘doolally’ as 
old soldiers put it.  These men seemed to have their 
own words for everything. Eventually we resumed 

our journey to Madras.  I had been posted to ‘B’ 
company of the 2nd Buffs, who had been serving 
on the Malabar coast, but were now returning to 
Wellington Barracks in the Nilgiri Hills where I 
would join them.  

Despite being based at Wellington Barracks in the 
Nilgiri Hills, soldiers serving in this part of India 
had to spend time in outlying forts.  William White 
joined up with the men pictured below from ‘B’ 
company just as they were returning from West 
Hill barracks in Calicut on the Malabar coast. 
In 1921 a rebellion broke out in Calicut against 
British Rule.
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A Passage to India

To get to Wellington we boarded the mountain 
railway or “toy train” at Mettupalayam. This train 
was the slowest in India, but what a journey it 
was. As the little train chugged its winding way 
up from the plains we passed waterfalls and misty 
mountains that provided a kaleidoscope of picture 

postcard scenery. Orchards of peaches and plums, 
terraced tea plantations and tropical woodlands 
of eucalyptus trees known as ‘Sholas’ formed a 
moving spectacle as the toy train chugged onwards 
towards our new barrack home. 

In 1899 the fi rst train chugged up the 
mountain railway from Mettupalayam to the 
Nilgiri Hills. It was instantly regarded as one 
of the wonders of the world. The train itself 
is a charming blue and cream with wooden 
coaches and large windows. It is hauled up 
hills by Swiss stream engines, twelve of which 
survive even today.

Nilgiri Railway Facts

• The train, for obvious safety 
reasons, averages 10.4 km per hour 
and is perhaps the slowest in India.

• Built in the late 19th century, the 
track rises at a gradient of 1 in 12 
and has 208 curves and 13 tunnels.

• It leaves Mettupalayam at 7.45 am 
and reaches Ooty at noon.
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Extensive rice fi elds surround the 7 km stretch of railway 
between Mettupalayam and Kallar. Soon after is an 
impressive 21km section through truly rocky terrain. The track 
passes over 26 viaducts, and twist and turns through 13 
tunnels. After a steep climb, the train enters Coonoor, the little 
hill station known for its tea plantations. From here, the track 
is uphill till you reach Fern Hill, at a height of 2,218m, the 
highest point on the railway.

Wellington barracks was situated in the 
Nilgiris district in southern India. Nilgiri 
is Tamil for “Blue Mountains,” and refers 
to the colour the hills turn every 12 
years when the purplish blue fl owers of 
Neelakurinji blossom.  Its hills range in 
altitude from 900 meters to 2600 meters 

and support a broad range of agriculture 
products. Tea, however, is the backbone 
of the local economy. Experimental tea 
plantings began in 1835 and the fi rst 
commercial tea plantation was founded 
in 1854, with seeds from China. The fi rst 
tea plantations were a commercial success 

and,by the end of the 19th century ,more 
than 3000 acres of tea were growing on 
several hundred plantations. Today there 
are more than 100,000 acres of tea 
growing in the area. 
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A Passage to India

British soldiers on parade at Wellington barracks.  In about 1855 Jackatalla, as Wellington was 
then known,  become a convalescent depot for British troops. 

The green hills of Nilgiri were meant to remind British soldiers of home.  Wellington lay just below the hill station at Ooty which the British upper 
classes used as an escape from the overbearing heat of summer on the plains in Madras.

Wellington was one of the 
Indian hill stations or ‘khuds’ 
as the old soldiers called them. 
It was meant to be a little 
England, a green oasis where 
you could escape the heat of 
the Indian plains. At the 
Gymkhana Club they played 
cricket and golf and held dances 
which were a magnet for what 
we called the “fishing fleet.” 
These were posh young girls 
from home on the look-out for a 
“good catch,” which was, sadly, 
a nice officer husband rather 
than a private soldier like me. 
The land that the club was built 
on had originally belonged to 
the Todas, an ancient hill tribe 
of dairy farmers who lived in 
half-barrel huts spread across 
the slopes.

604172 William White.indd   35 25/08/2011   11:59



36   Chalky the Crayford Swallow
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The Todas are people of the Nilgirl Hills in southern India. There are 
only about 1,000 of these people left in the world today. The men have 
full beards and wear fl owing robes, and the women have long, curled 
hair and are tattooed. Their economy is based on buff alo herding and 
the manufacture of dairy products. The religion of the Todas centres on 
ceremonies involving the buff alo, the ordination of the dairymen-priests 
and funeral rituals.

The Toda Tribe of the Nilgiri Hills

The Todas traditionally live in settlements consisting of three to seven small thatched houses, 
constructed in the shape of half-barrels and spread across the slopes of the pasture
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