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The Indian Mutiny is one of the 
most fascinating and colourful 
wars of the nineteenth century. 

Modern historians often refer to it as a 
war of independence; more precisely it 
was a last attempt by Indian rulers to re-
sist domination by the Honourable East 
India Company (HEIC) and ultimately 
the British Empire. 

The sheer size and scope of the war 
takes in set-piece sieges, pitched battles 
against vast odds and plucky outposts 
desperately holding out until relieved. 
The mutiny has something for everyone; 
an incredible variety of troops from 
Sikhs and Ghurkhas to religious Ghazi 
fanatics. Afghans fought for both sides 
as mercenaries, but the most numer-
ous were the Sepoys, some of which 
retained their allegiance, but most mu-
tinied and paid the ultimate price. The 
term Sepoy is derived from the Persian 
for soldier and was used to describe In-

British domination of India. The rumour 
spread that the rule would end after 
one hundred years. Chapattis and Lotus 
flowers were circulated as a symbol of 
this prophecy. Other Sepoys were con-
vinced that the bread flour contained 
ground up pig and cow bones, another 
malicious rumour as the flour was pro-
duced by Indian contractors.

Added to the mix were the zealous ac-
tivities of evangelical Christians, a series 
of annexations of formerly independent 
Indian kingdoms, an unfair justice sys-
tem, and the poor attitude of the British 
towards the last Mogul monarch. All in 
all, it was a combustible mixture, set to 
explode in the faces of the Europeans. 
In fact, in one of the first actions of the 
uprising, the magazine at Delhi did ex-
plode in their faces, albeit in an attempt 
to prevent it from falling into the hands 
of the mutineers.
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Wargames, Soldiers and Strategy 
issue 39 has an Indian Mutiny 
theme. It is downloadable as a 
PDF from our website.

Rani Lakshmi Bai of Jhansi
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Breaking Tahib Khan with artillery fire

In 1857, the vast Bombay army of the East India Company 

mutinied, leading to a war that would rage for the next two 

years.

Using Black Powder for the Indian Mutiny

The Great Rebellion 
1857-58

dian troops in the service of a European 
power.

The mutiny erupted in the spring of 
1857, culminating in a serious incident 
at Meerut some forty miles to the north-
east of Delhi. Sepoys refused to be 
issued with greased cartridges, which 
agitators had told them were laced 
with pig and cow fat. The true reasons 
for the mutiny were far deeper, but the 
popularly held beliefs all relate, rather 
conveniently, to black powder.

The HEIC followed the time honoured 
tradition of retrospective issue of weap-
ons, keeping native troops one technol-
ogy behind European units. For many 
years, the Sepoy had been armed with 
the smoothbore Brown Bess musket. 
Now they were to be issued with the 
new Pattern 1853 Enfield Rifled Musket. 
Just like the smoothbore, the Sepoy 
would have to tear open the cartridge 

with his teeth and 
pour the gunpowder 
into the muzzle. He 
would then ram the 
greased cartridge case 
into the muzzle and 
then load the ball. 

The animal fat was 
just one rumour cir-
culating the canton-
ments around India. 
The year 1857 was 
the hundredth an-
niversary of the Battle 
of Plassey which had 
effectively begun 
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Converting to Black Powder

There are a handful of rule sets suitable 
for the Indian Mutiny, foremost amongst 
which is Chris Ferree’s John Company. 
They are a good, solid set with plenty 
of period flavour. The Two Fat Lardies 
Festive Feast 2008 has an excellent 
Sharp Practice adaptation for the Indian 
Mutiny by Scott Dallimore. Having also 
written our own set, we were looking 
for a universal system that could cope 
with period “tweaks”. We were also 
attracted to the unpredictability of the 
game turns and the special rules that we 
could apply to certain units. 

As a benchmark for the British and 
HEIC troops, it is worth remembering 
that the Crimean War was a contem-
porary event. In fact, some of the units 
that had been fighting there and others 
earmarked for China would find them-
selves deployed in India. The Indian 
formations are extremely varied in qual-
ity, weapons and leadership. 

Another key feature of the mutiny is 
the massive odds against the British. 
However, time after time, tiny British 
forces with a significant proportion of 
Indian troops, took the offensive against 
huge mutineer armies. At Najafgarh on 
August 25 1857, just 1200 infantry and 
400 cavalry defeated an entrenched 
mutineer force of at least 6,000.

Commanders

One of the many reasons for the relative 

failure of the mutineers in the field was 
their lack of experienced senior com-
manders. Although native officers muti-
nied, they were junior officers with little 
independent command experience. 
One or two Indian leaders emerged as 
decent commanders in the field, but 
even then they often lacked strategic 
thinking ability. In many respects after 
the initial shock of the mutiny, the 
initiative was very much on the Brit-
ish side. Therefore, British staff ratings 
should always be at least 7 rising to 9. 
Named commanders should treat their 
commands as reliable (+1 to the com-
mand staff rating for an order). They will 
tend to be more aggressive, decisive 

and independent. For the mutineers, the 
average staff rating should be no greater 
than 7, but more often 5 or 6. Unnamed 
Mutineer Commanders should treat the 
troops under their command as unreli-
able (they do not move on a score equal 
to the command roll). 

Troop Types

British and loyal troops
The first distinction to make is the differ-
ence between the HEIC troops (Euro-
peans and Indians) and the Queen’s 
troops. Up to half of a typical force 
would be made up of Queen’s infan-
try regiments; HEIC Europeans would 
muster no more than 10%. Up to 30% 
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Unit Type Arms H2H Shooting Morale Stamina Special

HEIC  Infantry RM 6 3 4+ 4 First Fire, Steady
Queens Infantry RM 6 3 4+ 3 First Fire, Steady
Highlanders Infantry RM 7 3 4+ 3 First Fire, Steady, 
       Tough Fighters
Gurkhas Infantry RM 6 3 4+ 4 Tough Fighters, 
       Sharp Shooters
Loyal Natives Infantry SBM 5 2 4+ 4 Steady
Civilians Infantry RM 4 3 4+ 3 Skirmishers
Civilians/Officers Cavalry Carbine and 4 3 4+ 2 Marauders, Ferocious
(Volunteer Cavalry)  Swords     Charge, Small
Regular Cavalry Carbine and 5 3 4+ 2 Marauders, Ferocious
  Swords     Charge, Small
Regular and Loyal Cavalry Lancers 5 - 4+ 2  Marauders, Lancers, Small
Horse Artillery Artillery Light Smoothbore 1 3-2-1 4+ 1 
Foot Artillery Artillery Smoothbore 1 3-2-1 4+ 2 

Loyal troops march forward
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of the force would be HEIC loyal Indian 
regiments that did not mutiny. These 
regiments were made up of Hindus, 
Sikhs and Moslems and were vital in 
the suppression of the mutiny. Cavalry 
would always be limited in numbers, no 
more than 20% of the total force, and 
consisted of volunteer units (either civil-
ians or officers of mutinied regiments), 
loyal Sikhs (such as Hodson’s Horse) 
and some British regular cavalry (mainly 
lancers or dragoons). 

In addition to this, there were small 
contingents of Gurkhas operating as 
skirmishers and some loyal tribesmen 
(notably the Beloochi Battalion). Some 

engagements also 
saw detachments 
from the Royal 
Navy operating as 
infantry. In sieges, 
there would also 
be small numbers 
of civilians fight-
ing alongside the 
infantry. Artillery 
would always be 
present, but never 
in significant 
numbers unless 
it was a set-piece 
siege. Often, 
without any real 
justification and 
flying in the face 
of numerous acts 

of valour, British commanders were 
suspicious of their loyal native troops. 
This is a factor than can often be woven 
into the battle. A good way of simulat-
ing this is always brigade native troops 
with Europeans.

In terms of unit size, opt for infantry 
units of 16-24 figures. We would class 
20 figure units as standard size. Cavalry 
units would tend to be on the small 
side, our units are in 10s. Each artillery 
piece is a stand-alone gun with a three 
or four man crew.

Mutineers

The mutineer force was much more 

of a mixed bag in terms of quality, but 
in terms of odds, they should always 
outnumber the British force by at least 
2:1. In many cases huge unwieldy and 
largely static mutineer forces were de-
ployed against tiny British commands, 
but lack of coordination often mean that 
few of them were ever committed to the 
fight.

At least for the first opening months of 
the mutiny, the most common troop 
type was the mutinied Sepoy. They still 
fought in full uniform, carried their 
HEIC standards into battle and manoeu-
vred just like they had been trained 
by the British. As the war progressed, 
the regimental system began to break 
down. They still fought with their com-
rades, but the uniform was discarded 
for native clothing and precision on 
the battlefield disappeared. For battles 
in 1857, the Sepoy is the dominant 
mutineer formation. Post 1857, the 
Irregulars should take over as the most 
numerous unit. The Irregulars repre-
sent both a later version of the Sepoy 
and some of the many locally raised 
musket armed troops. To add consider-
able colour to the army are the Ghazi, 
Badmashes and Bandits (Dacoits). The 
Ghazis were predominantly Moslem 
and religiously opposed to the British 
presence in India. A Badmash (Hindi 
for naughty) was a civilian opportunist; 
they were the poor and disaffected and 
usually more interested in plunder and 
slaughter. The bandits are included in 
the mutineer list, but in effect they were 
unaligned and would rob either side if 
they thought there was little chance of 
reprisal.

The cavalry fighting for the mutineers 
were a mix of former HEIC employees 
and locally raised irregulars. There were 
often huge numbers present, but they 
actually contributed very little and were 
more likely to use their speed and ma-
noeuvrability to get out of trouble than 
bother the British. 
The artillery was largely very good, well 
manned by predominantly Moslem 
gunners, although some of the artillery 
owned by local royalty was of antique 
vintage and really only ever deployed to 
make a noise.
* If Afghan mercenaries are used, then 
consider upgrading the smoothbore 
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British commander surveys the scene
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Loyal Sikh cavalry advance
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musket to a jezzail and give it the same 
range as the rifled musket. It was a 
handmade smoothbore with a prodi-
gious range.

Unit sizes should be larger than the Brit-
ish and loyal troops. Our mutinied regi-
ments are 30 figures which is a standard 
sized unit. Irregulars, fanatics, bad-
mashes and bandits can be deployed 
in large 40 figure units deliberately to 
make them inflexible and unwieldy 
or deployed in smaller skirmish units. 
Cavalry units should tend to be 12-16 
figures with some irregular horse con-
taining up to 20 figures. Artillery should 
be deployed as single guns with three or 
four crew figures.

Special Troops

The mutiny was in India, so what about 
the elephants? The sad news is that they 
were not really used on the battlefield 
and only as beasts of burden or raised 
observation platforms for native com-

manders. However, the camel gun and 
rockets were used in the mutiny. Small 
numbers of camel guns can be de-
ployed by the mutineers; these should 
be counted as mortars with a maximum 
range of 24”. Rockets had been used 
in India for many years; the British had 
encountered them in the Mysore Wars. 
They are fairly devastating and should 
be used in limited numbers. The rules 
suggest a range of 60”. Siege guns when 
used should be classed as smoothbore 
siege artillery with a range of 60”.

Battle of Rogan Josh July 18 1857

Havelock’s column is making a steady 
advance towards Cawnpore. On July 
16, he defeated a mutineer force of 
some 5,000 at Maharajpore. The mu-
tineers, under Nana Sahib have fallen 
back to the fortified town of Rogan 
Josh. The countryside is swarming with 
rebels, but Havelock has taken the 
brave decision to split his command. 
The slow moving siege train is proceed-

ing along the Grand Trunk Road with 
orders to evacuate Europeans trapped 
at an indigo plantation. Meanwhile 
Havelock’s second force is detailed to 
seize a dominant ridge overlooking the 
main rebel positions outside of Rogan 
Josh. Havelock intends to set up his 
siege artillery on the ridge and breach 
the town’s walls.

Nana Sahib’s mercenaries and tribes-
men are besieging the indigo plantation, 
but the main mutineer force is man-
ning the outer defence lines of Rogan 
Josh with orders to block the road to 
Cawnpore.

order of Battle

The British army consists of two bri-
gades, which each have their specific 
objectives.

Havelock’s brigade 
61st Foot Regiment (20 figures)
2nd Bengal (European) Fusiliers (20 

Rebel cavalry prepare to charge
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Mutinous cavalry squaring up to the Dragoon Guards and 
volunteer cavalry
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Unit Type Arms H2H Shooting Morale Stamina Special

Sepoys Infantry SBM 5 2 4+ 4 Steady
Irregulars Infantry SBM 5 2 5+ 2 Warband
Ghazi Fanatics Infantry Swords 5 - 4+ 3 Warband, Fanatics
Mercenaries Infantry SBM*,  4 (2) 4+ 4 Warband, Sharp Shooters
  Spears or Swords 
Local Levies Infantry Swords or Spears 4 - 5+ 3 Warband
Badmashes Infantry Swords 4 - 5+ 2 Warband
Bandits Infantry Swords 3 - 5+ 2 Marauders, Warband
Regular Cavalry Carbine and Swords 5 3 5+ 2 Marauders, Ferocious 
       Charge, Small
Irregular  Cavalry Lancers 5 - 4+ 2  Marauders, Lancers, Small
Horse Artillery Artillery Light Smoothbore 1 3-2-1 4+ 1 
Foot Artillery Artillery Smoothbore 1 3-2-1 4+ 2 
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figures)
1st Sikhs (20 figures)
3rd Ghurkhas (20 figures)
Dragoon Guards (10 figures)
Royal Horse Artillery – 3 guns

Havelock’s brigade is to seize and hold 
the ridge line overlooking the defensive 
positions of Rogan Josh. Link up and 
support Nicholson’s brigade if possible.

Nicholson’s brigade
25th Bengal Native Infantry (20 figures)
32nd Foot Regiment (20 figures)
1st Bengal (European) Fusiliers (20 
figures)
2nd Sikhs (20 figures)
Sirmoor Ghurkas Detachment (10 
figures)
Volunteer Horse (10 figures)
Madras Siege Artillery – 2 siege guns

Nicholson should relieve and evacuate 
the civilians from the indigo plantation. 
Link up with Havelock on the ridge 
overlooking Rogan Josh and bombard 
main mutineer positions preparatory to 
launching an assault across the dried 
river bed.

Indigo Plantation civilians
Men, women, children and servants 
(10 figures). The civilians will attempt 
to hold out against the tribesmen and 
mutineers until British column arrives, 
and then come under the command of 
Nicholson. No offensive action can be 
taken by this unit, but it may return fire 
and defend itself.

The army of the mutineers also consists 
of two ‘brigades’ in BP terminology.

Tahib Khan’s Tribe
3 units of Afghan Tribesmen (30 figures 
per unit)
1 unit of Afghan cavalry (15 figures)
2 units of tribal skirmishers (10 figures 
per unit)
1 field gun with crew

Khan’s tribe will burn the indigo 
plantation and either kill or capture the 
European farmers. Harass British relief 
column and then fall back towards 
Rogan Josh.

Nana Sahib’s Mutineer Force
6 Mutinous Sepoy Regiments (30 figures 
per unit)
4 field guns with crew
2 units of tribal skirmishers (10 figures 
per unit)

This force is behind 
solid defensive lines 
protected by a dried 
river bed. If Rogan 
Josh is taken, nothing 
stands between the 
British and Cawnpore. 
You are indifferent to 
the fate of Tahib Khan 
and will not risk your 
Sepoys in sallying out 
to support him.

How It Was Played

Greek wargamer 
Theofanis Kalevras 
took on the guise 

of Havelock and writer and games 
designer (and photographer) Joe Dever 
manfully took on the role of Nicholson. 
This was part of a larger action that also 
saw Black Powder co-author Jervis John-
son and Dave Ryan of Caliver Books 
commanding two other British columns 
advancing on Rogan Josh from another 
direction. The mutineers were umpire 
controlled as, for the most part; they 
would only react to British moves.

Havelock advanced towards the ridge 
with his Ghurkhas skirmishing ahead 
of his main force, whilst the head of 
Nicholson’s column appeared on the 
Grand Trunk Road. Havelock’s Dragoon 
Guards moved forward to scout and 
came under fire from concealed tribes-
men. The Ghurkhas began scrambling 
up the hillside to deal with them.

Tahib Khan, spotting Nicholson’s 
column, threw his cavalry and two war-
bands of tribesmen towards the indigo 
plantation. Nicholson sent his Volunteer 
cavalry ahead to reach the plantation 
first. Realising he was not going to win 
the race to the plantation, the wily 
Afghan pulled his infantry back and 
occupied a ruined hill fort overlooking 
the road.

Meanwhile, Havelock’s Ghurkas were 
mauled by the tribesmen on the hill 
who even managed to shoot some of 
the Dragoons out of their saddles. Have-
lock was forced to commit his Sikhs to 

Havelock’s infantry storming the ridge
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Nana Sahib’s counterattack
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the fight whilst the rest of his command 
pressed on towards the ridge.

The Volunteer cavalry got to the planta-
tion first and began organising the 
evacuation of the settlers. The rest of Ni-
cholson’s column kept up a steady pace 
along the road. By now, the Afghan 
cavalry were closing in. So far, Nana 
Sahib was content to sit and wait.

Remounting, the Volunteer cavalry, 
supported by the 1st Bengal Fusiliers, 
moved to block the road and the planta-
tion. The Afghan cavalry charged and 
Khan threw a warband forward to sup-
port. Disastrous dice saw the Afghans 
slaughtered and thrown back, the 
warband decided that discretion was 
the better part of valour and fell back 
towards the hill fort.
By now, the Sikhs and Ghurkhas had 
cleared the hillside of the troublesome 
tribesmen and the fleeing Afghans 
barely avoided complete annihila-
tion as the Dragoons came thundering 
up the road behind them. Havelock’s 
remaining regiments were now scaling 
the ridge with the Royal Horse artillery 
close behind.
Nicholson quickly set up his guns close 
to the plantation and began firing at the 
hill fort. Under cover of fire, the 25th 
BNI and the Bengal Fusiliers edged 
forward to storm the position. Khan was 
beginning to realise that if he failed to 
fall back soon his whole force would 
be lost.

Nana Sahib still waited, 
content with firing the 
odd pot shot with his 
artillery as Havelock’s 
men appeared on the 
ridge. Nicholson’s artil-
lery was creating panic 
amongst the tribes-
men, not helped by 
the gleam of bayonets 
as his infantry closed 
in. With most of the 
Afghans falling back, 
Nicholson pressed 
home, linking up with Havelock 
who had now set up his own artillery 
and was trading shots with Nana Sahib. 
The Indian commander threw his regi-
ments forward covered by skirmishers, 
hoping to catch the British over-extend-
ed. It was not to be. One regiment at 
a time, as the mutineers closed, they 
were shattered by the 3rd Ghurkhas and 
artillery fire. 
With his main force defeated, Nana 
Sahib fell back on Rogan Josh with 
Havelock’s men storming the entrench-
ments and Nicholson pounding the 
town’s walls. The old mud-built fortifica-
tion gave way and Nicholson galloped 
forward at the head of his command to 
storm the breach.

As a belated gesture, we threw in two 
regiments of mutinous cavalry to harass 
the rear of the British lines. The Dra-
goons and Volunteer cavalry formed up 
to charge, but both of the enemy regi-

ments, fired on by Nicholson’s infantry 
immediately broke and fled. 

The umpire deemed it an overwhelming 
British victory. Nana Sahib’s mutineers 
had been shattered and Tahib Khan’s 
tribesmen were scattered to the winds. 
Rogan Josh had fallen and the road to 
Cawnpore was clear.

FURTHER READING
-  G.B. Malleson, The Indian 

Mutiny of 1857-58 (various 
editions from 1-6 volumes)

-  J. French, The British in India 
1825-1859, Nottingham 2006

-  D. Featherstone, Victorian 
Colonial Warfare: India, from 
the Conquest of Sind to the 
Indian Mutiny, London 1992

Mutinous HEIC troops advance on their former masters
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Tahib Khan’s tribesmen
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WS&S wishes to thank Joe Dever 
and William Anderson of the 
Anderson Collection for providing 
the photos in this article.

http://theandersoncollection.
blogspot.com

Jon and Diane Sutherland are fanati-
cal gamers, turning their hands to the 
Indian Mutiny, American Civil War and 
Normandy 1944 in equal measure.
Occasionally they find the time to pen 
the odd article too.


