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Author’s Note

Whether the uprising of 1857 in India was a mutiny, rebellion or war is hotly debated by historians. This work of fiction is seen through the eyes of British soldiers while they are still currently involved in the action and therefore it is regarded as a mutiny by them. It began at a place in northern India called Meerut on the 10th of May, 1857, when 85 members of the 3rd Bengal Light Cavalry were thrown into prison for refusing to use cartridges they believed to be greased with either pig or cow fat. The Hindu soldiers were revolted at the thought of the latter, the Muslim soldiers at the idea of the former. Whether the cartridges were indeed greased with animal fat was almost irrelevant to the outcome. A number of grievances had gathered to a head at that time: a belief that local religious practices were being threatened; the growing arrogance of British officers of the East India Company; fear of having to do duty overseas – and the situation in India was ripe for explosion.

At Meerut the Indian troops rebelled, releasing their comrades from prison and killing British officers in the process. The rebels then marched on Delhi, which was the home of the Bahadur Shah, the aged Mughal Emperor, who was a figurehead for the mutiny. The rebellion gathered momentum, drawing into it Indians who were not sepoys but civilians, ranging from disaffected land owners to opportunist vagrants. Delhi fell to the rebels and British families were slaughtered. The British rallied at this point and a siege of the city began. There were in fact only around 35,000 British troops in the whole of India and they were vastly outnumbered by Indian troops, but a force of 4,000 men were in position by June, two thirds of them consisting of Sikhs, Punjabis and Gurkhas. This number increased to nearly 10,000 by September, including General John Nicholson’s reinforcements from the North West Frontier. Eventually the city was stormed, desperate and bloody street fighting ensued, and finally Delhi was retaken with the loss of John Nicholson and many other lives on both sides.

Further east, in Cawnpore, rebels under their leader Nana Sahib massacred British soldiers and their families. Reprisals, once Cawnpore was retaken in June, were swift and devastating. Many innocent Indians were caught up in the fury which followed and were either hung or dismembered by being blown from cannons (a method of execution adopted from the Mughals). The British troops were in no mood for leniency or mercy and the thirst for revenge continued for some time afterwards.

In the meantime the mutiny had spread to Lucknow, where the rebels began attacking the Residency in July 1857. The Commissioner of Oudh had been forewarned and had gathered supplies and fortified the Residency ready for a siege, having only 1,500 troops at his disposal, half of them Bengal sepoys who had remained loyal to his command. The Commissioner, Henry Lawrence, was killed in the first fighting and command passed to the colonel of the 32nd Foot. The battles were fierce and unrelenting and many died on both sides. A relief force under Major-General Havelock arrived, but this new force was unable to free the defenders of the Residency. Finally General Sir Colin Campbell arrived and on the 16th of November his men stormed the rebel enclosures. Campbell’s British soldiers had received news that at Cawnpore British women and children had been butchered and thrown down a well. Their blood was up and they massacred the Indian mutineers in the grounds of the Residency. Tantia Topi, a leader who had risen amongst the rebels, then attacked Campbell with a large force in December, but was defeated with the additional help of Gurkha troops sent by the King of Nepal to aid the British in recapturing Lucknow.

At the opening of Rogue Officer it is April 1858 and mopping up is taking place in Central India. Lieutenant Jack Crossman and his men are in Rohilkand, where there are battles still to be fought, notably Bareilly and Gwalior, and rebel leaders still to be subdued, amongst them that fierce female warrior, the Rani of Jhansi. The East India Company itself is in deep political trouble back in Britain, where there is talk of abolishing it and transferring the government of India to the British Crown. The Company’s Army is about to be reorganized under direct British rule and its Indian troops will no longer be commanded by East India Company officers.
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