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The demise at a ripe old age, in remote Coonoor, in the tea growing hills of Nilgiris in south India, was the place chosen by the fine soldier to fade away, as old soldiers must. He had a lovely house on a hillock overlooking the downs, which included the Defence Services Staff College, of which he had been the Commandant. His wife had predeceased him and his children were in different parts of India. He preferred to be himself and on his own. Till the end, a lively outlook on life and soldiering remained his style, as it did through his life.


The future Field Marshal had embarked on his history making gihger military career from the Staff College, where he had been left in the cold, so to say, in the early 1960s. His trenchant views on strategy, military ethos and readiness for war were not liked by the political masters. The cataclysm of 1962 in the form of a humiliating military defeat by the Chinese, had sent the political leadership scurrying to him to set right the disorder in the aftermath of the defeat. Promoted to command a defeated Corps, he stemmed the rot in morale and confidence, went on to become an Army Commander and then the Chief of Army Staff. When the need to take his Army to war in 1971 came, he was ready with both clarity of purpose and the will to win.


How would history judge the Field Marshal and his contribution to India’s military traditions? Is he likely to be counted amongst history’s Great Captains of War? It is useful to remind ourselves of the both the man and his military mind to assess him. Much of the public and media reminiscences of him tend to concentrate on his style. As a result, most remember his witticisms, overlooking the military wisdom and capacity he brought to the job. 


There is an ongoing debate in the USA, about the failure of American generalship in advising the political executive correctly on the strategy in Iraq. That debate places the focus on responsibilities of high command in both political and military terms. Generalship is as much about military campaigns as about politico-military judgment. What then characterises a great General? Clausewitz refers to the passion to win, judgment on the probability of success and failure, and an ability to build a policy to win. JFC Fuller in his classic ‘Generalship: Its Diseases and its Cure’ lists three requirements. First amongst them is courage, both physical and moral. Manekshaw did not have to prove the first, having taken half a dozen bullets in Burma with a MC to vouch for it. He had no doubt in his Army’s abilities. He was however not willing to gamble on it by rushing it into war. He had absorbed the lessons of the war in 1965 when the Indian Army went pell-mell into operations, with generals being removed from command and brigadiers losing their jobs. He stood his ground with courage of conviction in his military judgment, against the advice to go to war at short notice. His military logic persuaded the political leadership of the soundness of his plans and they deferred to his judgment. Modern wars are won by the closest cooperation between the political and military leadership and Manekshaw was able to build the comfort levels and confidence quotient with the political leadership to let him conduct operations his way.


Fuller’s second criteria is of creative intelligence, for adapting the military machine to the needs of the campaign. Having got the time cushion to prepare for war, Manekshaw not only positioned his forces to the needs of the campaign but ensured the operational balance in the two front war he was to conduct. He chose the right commanders to lead the forces in field. Not one of his Army or Corps Commanders failed him. The third Fuller criteria is of physical and psychological fitness to bear the strain of high command when assailed by conflicting demands, contradictory advice and confusing information. Manekshaw proved himself capable of meeting this requirement through the whole year of preparation and of fighting.


Sir Michael Howard, the British strategic thinker has written, “In preparing for war and structuring of forces, you can be clear that you will not get it precisely right. But the important thing is not to be far wrong, so that you can quickly put it right.” Manekshaw’s insistence on operational balance irked some of his army commanders, no small military leaders themselves. He was proved right when forces had to be regrouped and shifted to mantion the momentum of the ongoing offensive. He had seen the outcome of the 1965 War, where the Army and the Air Force won many battles but could not win a strategic victory. Manekshaw brought about a joint operations outlook which led not only to successful battles but obtained a historic strategic outcome.


In the months before the war, Manekshaw spent all weekends touring the divisions and battalions, speaking to men and officers. He shared with them not only his strategic vision but transmitted his confidence to the troops. Speaking to men in his down to earth way, he promised them a fair chance to win, but reminded them that victory still remained in their hands. He warned them against looting in the war zone and on treating enemy prisoners with dignity. He created an atmosphere of quiet confidence, which Field Marshal Montgomery has listed as a quality needed in a great General.


The Tashkent experience of 1965 had been well absorbed by Manekshaw. He was prescient in understanding that the 1971 War would be fought under immense international pressure, mostly directed against India, to terminate the war at an inopportune moment. He had prepared his field commanders for it. Manekshaw’s generalship is evidenced in the tempo he developed for the campaign, even as he held off political pressures to speed up operations to unrealistic levels. I remember as a Major seeing him in the tense days of war. In the Joint Chiefs’ Operations Room, which had been rigged up in the central hall of South Block (It is a state of the art conference room now), there were daily and some times more than once a day briefings for the Prime Minister Indira Gandhi and Defence Minister Jagjivan Ram. They were formidable political leaders, who questioned closely but also listened attentively. Whenever they suggested a hasty course of action, Manekshaw patiently did a cost benefit analysis in military, political and human cost terms. It was an education to see the change as war progressed with the two leaders increasingly deferring to Manekshaw’s judgment.


On human terms, two instances showed up the man behind the finely calibrated military mind of Manekshaw. While talking to us over coffee during the war, he mentioned that as a Chief he cannot help being told by some that he was the next Rommel, Guderian or Napoleon. He said, as a remedy he kicked and cautioned himself daily, “Beware you fool, if you are not careful, you will actually start believing such rubbish”. When his trusted Eastern Army Commander during the 1971 war Lieutenant General Jagjit Aurora passed away, Manekshaw’s lament was, “Jaggi did all the hard work, and I got the Field Marshal’s baton”.



Great Captains of War come rarely in a nation’s history. They are a product of a unique conjunction of circumstances. An inborn tenacity of purpose, persuasive powers, ability to inspire confidence, and a vast but carefully mulled over military experience makes for that extraordinary product. India was fortunate to have such a man when it needed him most.
