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n By Air Marshal VK Bhatia (Retd)

The Indian Air Force Under 
Air Marshal Arjan Singh

INDO-PAK WAR 1965

S
EPTEMBER 1, 1965. 1645 hrs: 
When asked by Mr Y B Chavan 
as to how soon the IAF could 
respond to the Army’s request 
for close air support (CAS), 
“Within an hour” was the reply 
given by MIAF Arjan Singh. He 

was then heading the IAF in the rank of an Air 
Marshal. The scene was being played out in 
the Operations Room in New Delhi. The visibly 
shaken Army Chief, General J N Choudhary 

had just returned from Pathankot in an IAF 
aircraft after having been at XV Corps HQ in 
the forenoon learning of the grave situation 
existing in the Chhamb-Akhnoor sector. He 
had landed at Palam at 1630 hrs and taken Air 
Marshal Arjan Singh straight to the Operations 
Room for a meeting with the Defence Minister 
who later wrote in his diary, “ By 4.45 p.m. 
COAS (Chief of Army Staff) & CAS had hurried 
consultations for a few minutes and came 
to me for orders for use of Air in Chhamb 
Sector against tanks. Had no time to consult 
ECC (Emergency Committee of the Cabinet) 
or Prime Minister. Time was vital factor. Took 
decision on their advice and asked them to 
go ahead.”

This was also the first time the IAF came 
to know about the task. Chavan recognising 
the gravity of the situation, authorised the use 
of the Air Force around 4.50 pm. Arjan Singh 
immediately issued orders and the first aircraft 
was airborne at 5.19 pm, a mere 29 minutes 
after the Army Chief asked for air support. 

This clearly shows the caliber of an 
outstanding air warrior who while having 
been kept out of the loop of army plans even 
as the head of his service and without any joint 
planning having been done between the two 
services, immediately agreed to plunge in his 
forces to save the situation for the Army and 
the country. In a short span of the remaining 
two hours of day light, the IAF mounted 26 
sorties (12 by Vampires and 14 by Mysteres) 
from the nearest to Chhamb, Pathankot 
airfield and even though 4 Vampires were lost 
to the enemy ground fire and lurking F-104s 
and F-86 Sabres (Pak having done their joint 
planning well), the strikes by Indian jet fighters 
caused so much destruction to the enemy as 
to halt them in their tracks. This gave Indian 
Army sufficient time to build up its defences at 
Jaurian to foil all Pak efforts to take Akhnoor 
with the ultimate aim of cutting J&K from the 
rest of the country. 

It may be recalled that the 1965 was 
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somewhat an undeclared war 
between India and Pakistan with 
the build up to war taking place in 
phases by Pakistan; starting with 
the Rann of Kutchch operations 
in April, followed by Op Gibraltar 
in Kashmir in August and, finally, 
the launch of full-fledged military 
operation code-named ‘Grand 
Slam’ on September 1. The Indian 
Government under the premiership 
of Mr Lal Bahadur Shastri was keen 
to keep the operations at as low 
a key as possible. Accordingly, on 
September 3, it laid down India’s 
war objectives as follows:-
• To defend against Pakistan’s 
attempts to grab Kashmir by force 
and to make it abundantly clear 
that Pakistan would never be 
allowed to wrest Kashmir from India.
• To destroy the offensive power of Pakistan’s 
armed forces, and
• To occupy only the minimum Pakistani 
territory necessary to achieve these purposes 
and which would be vacated after the 
satisfactory conclusion of the war.

While these posed a lot of restrictions 
on the armed forces, Army’s abhorrence 
for joint planning left a lot of matters adrift 
on the use of air power in the war. In fact, 
the whole gamut of air operations went 
into a reactionary mode rather than being 
proactive for quick successes. The IAF’s role 
was essentially reduced to providing close air 
support to the Army, but due to lack of joint 
planning as mentioned earlier, it became 
more of an ad hoc arrangement. The IAF was 
categorically told it should not initiate attacks 
on PAF airfields, unless its bases were attacked 
by the PAF first.

It is obvious that under these circumstances 
how frustrated Arjan Singh must have felt, 
literally fighting the air war with his right 
hand tied behind his back. Even when the IAF 
bases were subjected to unprovoked sudden 
attacks by the PAF, Arjan Singh had to take 
permission from his political boss Mr Chavan 
before launching the retaliatory strikes. PAF 
bases were struck only on the 7th after they 
had carried out strikes against the IAF bases 
the previous day, giving the initial advantage 
to PAF. This was contrary to the CAS’ earlier 
advice to the government after carrying out 
a thorough appreciation and which he had 

noted in his personal diary that read, “After 
due consideration of various factors, I was 
of the opinion that we should adopt the last 
course – i.e. Full attack that would give the 
advantage of surprise and we would be able to 
inflict serious damage to the PAF. I mentioned 
that in the first instance we must go for the 
PAF so that (this) menace is removed.”    

Not only that his advice was overlooked, 
in the Eastern sector he was not authorised 
to retaliate at all even after the IAF base at 
Kalaikunda had been struck by the PAF aircraft 
from East Pakistan with heavy losses on the 
ground. Did the Army Chief have a part to 
play for Chavan’s decision? A chafing Arjan 
Singh noted in his diary, “Fighting the war 
with too many restrictions is a disadvantage. 
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PAF is attacking us in the East but our Govt. is 
not giving us the clearance. Though Chaudhari 
(Army Chief) wants the air war to start but 
he does not want to start on the ground. It 
is good to be cautious but he is, many army 
officers think, very nervous about the whole 
thing…” 

But, the Air Chief also exonerated his Army 
colleague in his true large hearted style by 
adding, “He (Chaudhari) has to go cautiously 
– it is no use taking risks just for colour and 
glamour.”  

Such was Arjan Singh’s poise and charisma 
that even the Defence Minister wasn’t left 
untouched by it. For example, when he finally 
cleared the IAF strikes on Peshawar from 
where the F-86 Sabres had taken off for their 
surprise and only successful raid on September 
6, Chavan recorded in his diary, “CAS was 
given O.K. for Peshawar. When he (Air Marshal 
Arjan Singh) is asked to go ahead on a new 
task, CAS even walks as a dancing bird. A real 
fighting Sikh! And yet how soft and gentle.” 

It is true that due to the restrictive, 
retaliation only policy of the government, the 
IAF did start in a position of disadvantage, 
but within a week it had turned the tables on 
PAF by securing a position of air superiority in 
the TBAs (Tactical Battlefield Areas). And, in 
spite of lack of jointness with the army and 
other difficulties like poor communications, 
limited radar coverage etc, the IAF was able to 
successfully mount 90 per cent of the sorties 

for close air support and interdiction indented 
by the Army. In the process, the damage 
caused to the Pak Army from the air was many 
orders of magnitude compared with what PAF 
could inflict on the Indian Army. 

Arjan Singh wrote in his diary on September 
13, “The whole thing (really)depends on the 
Army. We have done and sacrificed a great 
deal to hurt the Pak Army and support our 
own. Now the Army should achieve quick 
results, otherwise our negotiations with U 
Thant will be effected…”

When the Cease Fire came on September 
22, and the final tally was taken, even 
though IAF claims were at variance with the 
Army’s calculations, they were vastly superior 
compared to what the Indian Army awarded 
to the PAF with IAF having out-flown PAF 
1,563 to 647 close air support (including 
interdiction) sorties. 

On the same day, Chavan wrote in his diary, 
“Army and Air Force have become now for us 
the symbols of our national pride and glory. A 
great day for me. A great day for Chaudhari 
and Arjan Singh.” He, however, couldn’t help 
adding a few extra words for the Air Chief, 
“Air Marshal Arjan Singh is a jewel of a person; 
quietly efficient and firm; unexcitable but very 
able leader.”

Coming from none other than India’s 
Defence Minister, the few words say it all for 
the only Marshal of the Indian Air Force, Arjan 
Singh the ICON and the living legend.  n
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