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To the women who dared —
The Rani of Jhansi Regiment
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“I wanted to die for India …”

Statement by several survivors of 
the Rani of Jhansi Regiment
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MESSAGE  
FROM THE DIRECTOR

I first met Professor Emerita Joyce Chapman Lebra in January 2007 in 
Kolkata, where the Netaji Research Bureau had organized a Golden Jubilee 
Conference on Subhas Chandra Bose. The conference’s theme was the effect 
of World War II on Asian independence. To listen to Professor Lebra was to 
be reminded of her substantial contribution to the literature on the Indian 
National Army’s role in Southeast Asia. I thought immediately that she could 
bring her scholarship to bear on the task of recording, and thereby preserving, 
the INA’s legacy. I spoke to her, and we agreed that one particular area that 
needed looking at was the way in which the Rani of Jhansi Regiment had 
contributed to the INA’s work, both materially and ideationally. The idea of 
women taking up arms against the Raj was not new: women revolutionaries  
in Bengal, among other places in India, had blazed the way. The story 
had been told. But the story of a combat-ready women’s regiment in an 
anti-colonial army in Southeast Asia needed to be fleshed out to enhance 
understanding of the INA’s larger contribution to anti-colonialism in this 
region. That was the point of the book project that I suggested to Professor 
Lebra to which she agreed readily. ISEAS is pleased to have been involved 
in the production of this book.

K. Kesavapany
Director

Institute of Southeast Asian Studies
Singapore
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FOREWORD 

Much has been written about Subhas Chandra Bose in the annals of India’s 
Independence struggle. Likewise, the Indian National Army (INA) that he 
raised in Singapore has also been extensively researched by scholars worldwide. 
A part of the INA was the all-women “Rani of Jhansi Regiment” that was 
raised and led entirely by local Indian women in Southeast Asia. Many of 
the rank and file were from the rubber plantations and housewives. The 
historical “Rani of Jhansi”, whose bravery in the struggle against the British 
is well-known to students of Indian history, was what Bose invoked for 
the women’s regiment that formed part of the INA. The active role in the 
Independence struggle by women in his mother country has also received 
attention in this book.

This book should be fascinating reading for all interested in Asian 
history, particularly for those who did not live through the tumultuous era in 
which the INA also appeared on the terrain of wartime Southeast Asia. This 
eloquent and evocative account of that Regiment by Professor Joyce Lebra, 
is a conscientious contribution towards the debate on the INA and the Rani 
of Jhansi Regiment’s role and gives a better understanding of its contribution 
to India’s Independence struggle.

Professor Joyce Lebra, who has played a crucial role in recording the 
INA’s history in general, is well-equipped to author this pioneering work 
on the Rani of Jhansi Regiment. Her meticulous research and imaginative 
analysis are evident in this book. One of the book’s particular strengths is 
the way in which she combines research-based evidence on women’s valiant 
role in history and the heroic spirit that they displayed in the war against 
the British. The accounts of courageous local Indian women, some of whom 
left comfortable lives to take part in the struggle, make this book of deep 
human interest as well.

I commend the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies for having embarked 
on a book that will record for posterity the lives, thoughts and actions of an 
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irreplaceable generation of Southeast Asian women, who would otherwise 
remain unknown and unremembered. I compliment Professor Lebra for having 
produced such a rich and textured record of the Rani of Jhansi Regiment and 
the role that it played in the struggle for Indian Independence.

S. R. Nathan
President of Singapore

Foreword xi
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PREFACE

I was invited to the Golden Jubilee Conference at the Netaji Research Bureau 
in Kolkata on 23 January 2007. There I met a major speaker, Janaki Athi 
Nahappan, who during World War II was second in command of the Rani 
of Jhansi Regiment, part of the Indian National Army. She invited me to visit 
her in Kuala Lumpur to write her story and the story of the Regiment. I had 
commented at a session of the conference that a definitive study of the Rani 
of Jhansi Regiment remained to be written. As I have written two books on 
the historical Rani of Jhansi and one on the Indian National Army,1 several 
people at the conference suggested that I write the history of the Regiment. 
Subsequently I was also invited to visit Dr Lakshmi Sahgal in Kanpur, who 
commanded the Regiment, an extraordinary woman in her nineties who still 
practices medicine. She has also written her autobiography.2 This combination 
of invitations was enticing, but I wondered how I would finance such a 
study. I then received an offer of a fellowship from Ambassador Kesavapany, 
Director of the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies in Singapore. With this 
encouragement, I was on my way to India and Southeast Asia to embark 
on the project.

Regarding the organization of this book, Subhas Chandra Bose was 
creator of the Rani of Jhansi Regiment as part of the Indian National Army 
and is key to its story. Since he invoked the name and image of the historical 
Rani of Jhansi for the name of the Regiment, a brief survey of her life and 
legend serves as the background for the story of the Regiment.

Bose’s revolutionary ideology was nurtured in the fertile soil of late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century Bengal, the fulcrum of revolutionary 
nationalism in the subcontinent, and we consider here its generative 
components. Bose knew many of the Bengali women whose nationalism 
erupted in revolutionary acts, and he, while encouraging these women, was 
inspired by the germ of the idea of a unit of women armed to fight for 
independence. We consider these noteworthy women here.
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Bose himself was a complex though in adulthood single-minded 
individual, passionately dedicated to attaining India’s liberation from the 
slavery of colonialism. His early life before he left for Southeast Asia is 
considered in a chapter.

Once Bose reached Southeast Asia, he turned immediately to galvanizing 
all three million Indians there in the struggle for independence, mostly as 
civilian support in the Indian Independence League in Singapore, Malaya, 
Burma, and Thailand. His major effort, however, was revitalizing the Indian 
National Army, which had earlier origins in the British surrender in Malaya 
and Singapore and in Japanese intelligence warfare. As the legitimizing 
organ of the Army, he created the Free India Provisional Government, with 
a cabinet, bank, and territorial base. The epic struggle of the Indian National 
Army is an integral part of the history of the Rani of Jhansi Regiment, for 
the Regiment as part of the INA was trained by INA men, and the fate of 
the RJR and INA was inextricably intertwined in Malaya and Burma.

Creation of the Rani of Jhansi Regiment has been described as Bose’s pet 
project, his favourite dream. The story of the Regiment is an extraordinary 
one. The women who responded to Bose’s call to fight for Indian liberation 
were primarily teenage girls from rubber plantations in Malaya, girls who had 
never seen India but were nevertheless eager to volunteer at the risk of their 
lives in battle to see India freed. What we explore here is their motivation, 
their sense of Indian identity, the reasons they dedicated not only their gold 
jewellery but their lives in response to Netaji’s appeal.

Despite the plethora of books on Bose and the INA, scant mention of 
the Rani of Jhansi Regiment is found in these volumes, typically not even 
a mention. Studies by Leonard Gordon and Peter Fay are two exceptions 
that do contain passages on the Regiment.3 Unfortunately I came to this 
subject too late to be able to interview many survivors of the Regiment. I 
was fortunate to spend some time with Lakshmi Sahgal, the commander 
of the Regiment, in Kanpur, and to visit Janaki Athi Nahappan, second in 
command, in Kuala Lumpur, as well as to interview her son. Other survivors 
with written information of their roles were also generous with information 
— Rasammah Bhupalan, about whom an excellent biography has appeared,4 
and Manawati Arya, who has written about Bose with some chapters on the 
Regiment.5 I was also able to locate and interview a few survivors from the 
Malayan rubber estates, women who had less education and lived less public 
lives after the war.

It is my hope that this study will help to fill the lacuna in the fascinating 
story of this exceptional band of young women who “wanted to die for India”, 
to make India free.

Preface xiii
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Josephine, killed in Burma
Courtesy of Meenachi
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Rasammah Bhupalan
Permission by Rasammah Bhupalan 
and Professor Aruna Gopinath for 
photograph reproduced from Footprints 
on the Sands of Time: Rasammah 
Bhupalan, A Life of Purpose.
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Janaki Davar, second in 
command of the RJR
Courtesy of Ishwar Nahappan
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Muniamma saluting in her wartime cap
Photo taken by the author
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Contemporary photo of line houses
Photo taken by the author

Wartime photo of RJR girls
Courtesy of Meenachi
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