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The General Who Saved
Punjab in the 1965 War

nL
 T GEN HARBAKSH SINGH, COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF, WESTERN COMMAND,

WAS RESPONSIBLE FOR OPERATIONS IN J&K AND PUNJAB DURING
THE 1965 WAR

n

By Gurmeet Kanwal

Brig ZC Bakshi,
Commander, 68 Inf Brig
briefs Lt Gen Harbaksh
Singh, GOC-in-C WC on
Battle of Haji Pir
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S

OME WAR images stick permanently
in the mind and that of Lt Gen
Harbaksh Singh, the General Officer
Commanding-in-Chief, Western
Command, standing atop the Haji Pir
Pass after its capture by India during the 1965
War with Pakistan, is one of
them. However, this was not
the only major achievement
under the leadership of Lt Gen
Harbaksh Singh. All the raiding
columns of Pakistan’s Gibraltar
Force were rounded up by the
Army with the help of the people
of Jammu and Kashmir (J&K).
Pakistan’s Operation Grand
Slam was checkmated in the
Chamb-Akhnoor sector, though
with some loss of territory. An
Indian Division was knocking on
the gates of Lahore within hours
of the three-pronged offensive
being launched across the
International Boundary. And, in
the battle of Asal Uttar, which
quite appropriately means
‘real answer’, the famed M-47
Patton tanks of a Pakistani
armoured division were stopped
in their tracks by a handful of
infantrymen and a single Indian
Cavalry regiment armed with
Centurion tanks of World War
II vintage. The skeletal remains
of the burnt out shells of the
Pattons still dot the landscape
around the village.
Lt Gen Harbaksh Singh, a
soldiers’ General, had immense
battlefield experience. He had

seen action in the North West Frontier Province,
been seriously wounded fighting the Japanese
in Malaya during World War II, had fought the
battle of Shelatang and saved Srinagar from
the Pakistani marauders in 1947 and had then
gone on to plan and supervise the re-capture
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General J N Chaudhuri
exchanging pleasantries
with Indian troops, during
a visit to the Khem Karan
sector

of Tithwal from the Pakistan army. During the
1962 war with China, Gen Harbaksh was flown
post haste to Tezpur to take over command
of 4 Corps when Lt Gen B M Kaul had fallen
sick after the rout at Namka Chu and had left
for Delhi. Harbaksh inspired confidence in the
defeated soldiers and commanders and began
to once again re-build their morale. He had
barely settled down and was busy re-organising
the defences in NEFA to thwart further Chinese
attacks when, inexplicably, Kaul returned to reclaim his Corps. Gen Harbaksh was side-stepped
to take over 33 Corps at Bagdogra. Kaul’s was a
political appointment and, as should have been
expected, he once again led 4 Corps to suffer
yet another defeat.
The 1965 War with Pakistan saw Lt Gen
Harbaksh achieve still more professional
success. As the Western Army Commander, he
was responsible for operations in J&K as well as
Punjab since there was no Northern Command
at that time. Bold and daring in his approach, he
did not hesitate to take calculated risks and this
is where he fell out with his Chief. The real truth
about whether Gen J N Chaudhuri, the Chief
of the Army Staff, actually ordered Harbaksh
to pull back to the Beas River after receiving
exaggerated reports of the progress made
by a Pakistani armoured column in the Khem
Karan (Amritsar-Ferozepur) sector may never
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be known. Alarmist reports are not uncommon
in the fog of war. A good military commander
learns to distinguish the truth from fiction by
visiting the battlefield and acquainting himself
first hand with the prevailing situation.
In his book “In the Line of Duty: A Soldier
Remembers”, Lt Gen Harbaksh has written:
“Late at night on the September 9, the Chief
of the Army Staff rang me up… his advice
was that to save the whole Army from being
cut-off by Pakistan’s armour push, I should
pull back to the line of the Beas river.” Pulling
back to the Beas would have meant sacrificing
prime territory in Punjab including Amritsar and
Gurdaspur districts and would have been a far
worse defeat than that suffered at the hands
of the Chinese in 1962. The move would have
also resulted in bidding goodbye to the entire
state of J&K and the Army’s 15 Corps that had
performed extremely well over there.” This has
been corroborated by Capt Amarinder Singh,
ADC to Lt Gen Harbaksh Singh, who received
the Army Chief’s phone call. He has written: “At
0230 hrs the Army Chief, General J N Chaudhuri,
called and spoke to the General and after a
heated discussion centred around the major
threat that had developed, the Chief ordered
the Army Commander to withdraw 11 Corps to
hold a line on the Beas River. Lt Gen Harbaksh
Singh refused to carry out this order.”
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Harbakhsh Singh, Padma
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GOC-in-C Western Army
Command during the 1965
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Writing on the 1965 War, Maj Gen D K
Palit has confirmed that such an order was,
in fact, issued by the COAS but “… Harbaksh
was adamant and refused to comply. He told
Chaudhuri that he would not accept a verbal
order on such a crucial issue… A written
order from the Army Chief never came.
In any case the crisis was overcome when
under Harbaksh’s leadership the outgunned
Centurions… and 106 mm guns… played
havoc with Pakistani Patton tanks in one of the
great tactical victories of the war.” Well-known
analyst K Subrahmanyam has written that Gen
J N Chaudhuri had sought Prime Minister Lal
Bahadur Shastri’s permission to withdraw to
the Beas but that Shastri said no. Columnist
Inder Malhotra has written that Gen Chaudhuri
“panicked and ordered Harbaksh to withdraw
his troops behind Beas, and the latter refused.”
However, some other participants in the
war disagree with this version. Among them
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is Lt Gen Joginder Singh, Lt Gen Harbaksh’s
Chief of Staff. In his book “Behind the
Scenes”, Gen Joginder, whose relations with
his boss were strained, has said no such order
was given by the Army Chief. In an article in
the Indian Defence Review, Lt Gen Harwant
Singh has echoed a similar sentiment. He
disparages the accounts of Subrahmanyam
and Malhotra through deductive analysis.
Clearly, something transpired on the night of
September 9, 1965, between the Chief and
his Army Commander.
Lt Gen Harbaksh Singh was a straight talking,
no-nonsense, professional soldier of the Sikh
Regiment. He was quick to give credit wherever
it was due but brooked no interference with
his command and himself gave his undivided
loyalty and full support to his subordinates.
When the situation so demanded, he had no
hesitation in sacking unworthy commanders.
Maj Gen Niranjan Prasad, who had also
acquitted himself badly while commanding a
division in NEFA against the Chinese, was asked
to hand over charge of the Amritsar Division
for conduct unbecoming of that of a General
during war. Maj Gen Chopra was removed from
command for not ensuring that the guns of a
field regiment were brought back safely during
an organised withdrawal in the Akhnoor sector.
Sacking inept commanders in war is a necessary
evil as it invariably helps to stem the rot.
Lt Gen Harbaksh unhesitatingly
acknowledged his own mistakes, the few that
there were, but did not hesitate to criticise
either his subordinates or seniors. He was
critical of Gen J N Chaudhuri for raising 1
Corps by taking away his reserves, for not
agreeing to launch the 1 Corps offensive from
Gurdaspur sector towards Sialkot so that at
least initially some reserves would be available
on the Punjab front (a decision which the
COAS must himself have regretted), for issuing
direct orders to his subordinates bypassing
him – orders which Harbaksh was frequently
forced to countermand, for failing to visit the
front except on three occasions and for writing
citations for gallantry and national awards for
his subordinates without consulting him.
Rock steady in the face of adversity, Lt
Gen Harbaksh Singh provided outstanding
leadership at a critical juncture. He was a
genuine national hero and was honoured with
the Padma Vibhushan by a grateful nation.
– Brig Gurmeet Kanwal (Retd) is former Director, Centre for
Land Warfare Studies (CLAWS), New Delhi
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Khem Karan: What a
Victory !
n

By Maj Gen Dhruv C Katoch

A

GREAT DEAL of romanticism attaches
to the battles that took place on
the Khem Karan front. After all, this
was the place where Pakistan’s 1
Armoured Division was humbled
and Pakistan’s dream of being in Delhi by mid
September died on the open, windswept plains
astride villages Chima and Asal Uttar. This was
also the place where CQMH Abdul Hamid, the
anti-tank gunner of 4 Grenadiers fought his epic
battle with the Patton’s of Pakistan and won
the Param Vir Chakra for exceptional bravery
on the battlefield. The only other PVC of this
war was Lt Col Ardeshir Burzorji Tarapore, the
gallant commanding officer of Poona Horse,
awarded the honour in the 1 Corps’ offensive in
the Sialkot sector. But what actually happened in
the Khem Karan sector from September 6, 1965
till the cessation of hostilities, 17 days later, on
September 23?
On the night of September 5-6, three divisions
of India’s XI Corps - 15, 7 and 4 - moving on
the GT Road, Bhikkiwind Khalra and Bhikkiwind
Khem Karan axes respectively, crossed the
International Border, in a bid to pose a threat
to Lahore, by reaching the line of the Ichhogil
Canal. Operation Riddle had been set in motion to
force Pakistan to retract from its offensive in the
Chamb sector. The Pakistan offensive in Chamb,
launched on September 1 had taken India by
surprise, and by September 5, the enemy was
dangerously close to capturing the strategically
important township of Akhnoor. Riddle’s impact
was however instantaneous. Pakistan, taken
aback by the ‘audacity’ of India’s Prime Minister
to open another front, promptly withdrew the
bulk of its offensive formations from the Chamb
Sector to protect its heartland in Punjab. The
immediate objective of Operation Riddle was
thus achieved.
To maintain surprise, the move of the
divisions of XI Corps had been ordered at the
last minute. While the Pakistanis were taken by
surprise, the units of the Indian Army too were
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not fully prepared to undertake an offensive.
What galled was the shortage of the most
elementary requirements, such as maps of the
area, communication equipment, vehicles and
anti-tank weapons. This indicated serious lacunae
in administrative planning in the months leading
up to the war. While war was not a certainty,
its possibility existed right from the time of the
skirmishes that took place in Kutch in April 1965
and administratively, the Army should have
geared itself to a much higher state of readiness.
In the event, troops went into battle, ill prepared
for offensive operations.
The 4 Mountain Division, which was operating
in the Khem Karan Sector had two mountain
brigades - 7 and 62 each having three infantry
battalions. Being a mountain formation, it was
equipped with the 57 mm recoilless gun which
was ineffective against tanks. The Division began
its advance to the Ichhogil Canal on the night of
September 5-6. The opposition was expected to
be weak, and while the division was aware of
the possibility of this being a likely area where
the enemy could use his armoured division for

Indian Army soldiers firing
at enemy positions
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an offensive, it was assessed that such forces
could not assemble in Kasur before September
8. Unknown to the division and to the Indian
Army, however, the enemy 1 Armoured Division
was already at Kasur, and was readying itself for
battle. This constituted a very serious intelligence
failure on the part of Indian intelligence agencies
and the consequences were to be borne by the
attacking troops.
The 4 Mountain Division plan envisaged the
capture of Theh Pannu and Ballanwala by 4 and
7 Grenadiers respectively of 7 Mountain Brigade.
These were assessed to be lightly held positions
of the Pakistanis on the East Bank of the Ichhogil
Canal. The third battalion of 7 Brigade, 1/9 GR,
established a firm base at Bhura Kuhna, for the
attack. Further south, 18 Rajputana Rifles of 62
Infantry Brigade established a firm base at Asal
Uttar for the attacks by 13 Dogra and 9 J&K Rifles
on their respective objectives on the Ichhogil
Canal. 4 Grenadiers captured its objectives,
but the attacks by the other three battalions
were beaten back by the Pakistanis and all the
three units suffered heavy losses. Besides a lack
of preparation, the enemy appeared to be far
stronger than anticipated, which resulted in
the attacks failing. The realisation then dawned
that Pakistan forces were already in position to
launch an offensive in this Sector and the Division
ordered that defences be occupied astride the
two firm bases that had already been established
in Asal Uttar and Bhura Kuhna. 4 Grenadiers
was withdrawn from Theh Pannu and it took up
defences astride village Chima, just north of Bhura
Kuhna, on the Bhikkiwind axis, along with HQ
7 Mountain Brigade. 62 Mountain Brigade was
deployed to cover the Valtoha axis with 18 Raj
Rif remaining at Asal Uttar, and the remnants of
the other two battalions, also deployed to cover
the axis. The defended Sector resembled a horse
shoe, but the overall troop strength of the two
brigades was just about worth three and one
half battalions. Khem Karan was left unoccupied,
but importantly, as the sun rose on September
8, the Indian defence was ready to take on an
offensive, with the division HQ remaining at
Valtoha. Fortunately, on September 7, a few 106
mm recoilless guns also reached the units and
these were to play a critical role in defeating the
Pakistani offensive.
There was a moment of panic on September 7,
when the Corps Commander wanted to replace
4 Infantry Division, but the Army Commander
fortunately intervened and restored confidence
amongst the force. In any case, there were
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no troops immediately available for such a
purpose. At this juncture, the Army Chief also
recommended a pull back behind the Beas
River, which would have been a retrograde step.
Fortunately, the Army Commander negated any
such move. The next three days were to see 4
Mountain Division redeeming itself in full measure
by the destruction of Pakistan’s 1 Armoured
Division. At stake, was not just the honour and
reputation of 4 Mountain Division, but the very
outcome of the War.
The Pakistan attack began in the early hours
of September 8. The enemy attacked with
an armoured brigade each, along both the
Bhikkiwind and Valtoha axes, and managed to
overrun the defences at Bhura Kuhna. But the
defenders at Chima and Asal Uttar doggedly held
on to their positions and the enemy could make
no headway. The Infantry was ably supported
by the gunners who played a yeoman’s role in
the defence, along with the Division’s integral
tank regiment and 2 Armoured Brigade. The
anti-tank gunners of the Infantry played a stellar
role in keeping the enemy tanks at bay during
these crucial days. It was here that CQMH Abdul
Hamid of 4 Grenadiers, shot into fame and won
the highest award for valour, the Param Vir
Chakra. CQMH Abdul Hamid was an instructor
for the 106 mm anti-tank recoilless gun and he
was delighted with the fact that four such guns
had reached the unit on September 7. He, along
with Lt Pantaki of 91 Mountain Regiment, the
artillery FOO with the unit, now got into the act.
Their modus operandi was that Pantaki would
observe the area, concealed atop a tree, while
Hamid would be concealed in the foliage, on
his jeep mounted 106 mm anti-tank recoilless
gun. Pantaki would inform Hamid when a tank
was spotted, who would then quickly move out,
engage the tank and then rush back under cover.
A large number of tanks had thus been engaged.
It was after he had destroyed three tanks on
September 9, that 7 Mountain Brigade sent an
Emergency Signal, recommending Hamid for the
award of Maha Vir Chakra. Next day, Hamid and
Pantaki repeated their feat. Unfortunately, after
he had destroyed yet another tank by fearlessly
moving out in the open, a tank shell hit him killing
him instantly. Pantaki was also injured, but was
safely evacuated. A second citation was now
sent, for the posthumous award of Param Vir
Chakra to this brave soldier and it was announced
that very night over All India Radio.
By September 10, the enemy was getting
desperate to achieve a breakthrough, and the
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GOC of Pakistan’s armoured division himself
moved forward to add pep into his troops.
He was, however, spotted by 4 Grenadiers
and his group was engaged. The General
managed to escape but his commander artillery,
Brigadier Shami was killed and the Grenadiers
recovered his body, along with his fully marked
artillery map. The markings on the map of the
commander indicated that Pakistan had planned
to reach Delhi by September 15! When night
fell on September 10, over a hundred Pakistani
tanks littered the area, some destroyed, some
abandoned. The offensive had come to an end
and the Pakistani dream of reaching Delhi by
September 15 lay shattered in the windswept
plains of Asal Uttar and village Chima.
In the 7 Infantry Division Sector, 4 Sikh had
captured Burki on the night of September 1011 after a very bitterly contested battle by the
Pakistanis. In a move that remains contentious,
the Army Commander now ordered 4 Sikh
to be withdrawn from Burki and moved to 4
Mountain Division for the capture of Khem
Karan. It was assessed that the Pakistanis had
but a few remnants in defence in Khem Karan
and the position would fall easily into Indian
hands. The plan involved an attack on Khem
Karan by 2 Mahar - a unit which was freshly
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inducted and still moving into the area, with
4 Sikh placing a block behind Khem Karan to
prevent the Pakistanis from escaping. The Army
Commander hoped to capture Khem Karan
on September 12, making it coincide with the
Saragarhi Battle Honour Day of 4 Sikh. This was
a hopeless miscalculation as the Pakistanis had
a strong defence at Khem Karan complete with
armour support and the attack on the position
was unsuccessful. Unfortunately, the block
established by 4 Sikh was thereafter overrun and
these brave soldiers, the victors at Burki, were
now taken prisoners, to include their very gallant
commanding officer Lt Col Anant Singh. When
the ceasefire took effect on September 23, Khem
Karan remained in enemy hands.
The battle of Asal Uttar was indeed the turning
point of the war. While Pakistan had not been
defeated, its capacity to carry out offensive
operations had been destroyed. After the disaster
of the initial offensive by 4 Mountain Division,
in which about half its infantry component had
been wiped out, the division reconstituted itself,
and through exemplary valour, proved to be
infallible in defence. A great feat indeed.
– Maj Gen Dhruv C Katoch is former Director,
Centre for Land Warfare Studies and is presently
Editor, SALUTE Magazine.
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