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THE ARMY BEARER CORPS. 

By MAJOR A. E. MILNER. 

Royal Army Medical Corps. 

IN India, all departments and branches of the Army have been 
exerting themselves during the last few years with untiring energy 
in the interests of efficiency. There is no administration, corps or 
regiment which is not undergoing a change for the better; the 
period cannot fail to be described in the history of this country as 
one of awakening from a condition of lethargy. When money is 
to be allotted for military expenditure, the combatant branches of 
the war machine receive first consideration. Improvements in 
hospitals and medical efficiency generally are, in consequence, more 
difficult to achieve than improvements in other branches of the 
Army. It is therefore satisfactory to know that along with all the 
reorganisation that has been progressing the medical services in 
India are keeping pace. 

, A few years ago, in India, Medical Officers, Assistant Surgeons, 
and Hospital Assistants, were the only skilled workers attached to 
a Bearer Company in the field. The bearers (129 in number) were 
coolies, serving in the Commissariat Department. They had no 
knowledge of how a wounded man should be raised from the ground 
and placed in a dhooly, and first aid to wounded they had never 
heard of. The number of these coolies employed during peace was 
never sufficient to meet the requirements of field service, the con
sequence being that when field hospitals were mobilised they were 
manned with the "unemployed of Indian bazaars" as ambulance 
bearers. The number of officers and skilled subordinates on the 
establishment of a Bearer Company was quite inadequate to attend 
the large number of wounded requiring their assistance. The 129 
dhooly bearers in these Bearer Companies, instead of being trained 
to their duties, were a source of danger to the wounded. This 
inefficient organisation is now ended, as, through the exertions of 
Sir Thomas Gallwey, Principal Medical Officer in India, and 
Lieutenant-Colonel J. Shearer, of the Indian Medical Service (his 
late Secretary)" the bearer company of a field hospital is now 
provided, from the Army Bearer Corps, with men who are trained in 
the important duties they will be required to perform on active 
serVIce. 

The Secretary of State authorised the formation of an Army 
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686 The Army Bearer Oorps 

Bearer Corps in August, 1902; it forms an integral portion of the 
Military Medical Service. As at present composed there are four 
divisions, one for each Command. These divisions corresponding to 
Commands, are subject to the Lieutenant-Generals Commanding 
and General Officers Commanding Brigades in matters of discipline; 
their administration and organisation being supervised by the 
Principal Medical Officer of the· Command with a Special Staff 
Officer, who also assists in mobilisation arrangements. The total 
strength of the Corps at present is 6,000, organised in 28 full 
Companies of 200 men each, and four reduced Companies of 100 
men each, Each full company consists of the following adminis
trative Staff and Establishment. 

One Assistant Surgeon (from the rndianl 
Subordinate Medical Department). ff 

One Pay Havildar. ' Administrative Sta . 

One Pay Naik. ) 
Two Sirdars. } 
Six Mates. Bearer Establishment. 
One hundred and ninety-two Bearers. 

The Pay Havildar and Pay N aik are obtained from the Native 
Army, being seconded from their-regiments. 

During peace Companies are distributed to the various Brigades 
throughout India. When mobilisation is ordered each company 
will supply the following for the Field Army: 

(1) Bearer. Establishment of a Field 11 PS~YdHaVildar. j 
1 Assistant Surgeon. 

. . lr ar. 
HospItal. 4 Mates. 

l128 Bearers. 
(2)' The Bearer Establishment of Corps Units. (This personnel will be affiliated 

to the Field Hospital as far as possible.) 

The Company having furnished the above details for the Field 
Army, the remainder form a nucleus for a ne\v Company, should one 
be required, in which case another Assistant Surgeon will be 
appointed; the Pay Naik will be promoted to Pay Havildar, and a 
new Pay N aik obtained from the Native Army. 

There exists in India the caste of native known as "Kahar." 
In former years there was occupation for a very large number 'of 
men of this caste, who carried palkis, dhoolies, and dandies, but 
owing to railways and the large increase of carriages in native 
cities, the numbers employed as carriers decreased enormously. 
The Kahar caste, however, still remains, although the men are 
employed otherwise than in the trade of their ancestors, and they 
are in every way suitable for the Army Bearer Corps. Sikhs, 
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A. E. ~filne1' 68i 

Dogras and other high caste Hindus acknowledge the Kabar to be a 
man of good caste, and will drink water from his hands. Apart 
from this important fact relating to caste prejudice, there is only one 
comfortable way of carrying a dhooly, and that is the natnral way 
in which the Kabar does it. It is not a walk nOr is it a run, but 
a combination of the two, and the smooth est and most suitable 
mode of progression for a wounded mall. rl'hc distance these Il1en 
can carry a dhooly at a good steady pace is extraordinary. The 

FIG. 1. - "Cniform of men of No. 18 Company, A.B.C. 

Kahar, then, is the backbone of the Army Bearcr Corps, and with 
careful training very soon acquires a useful knowledge of first aid. 
He is enlisted between tbe ages of 18 and 25, with certain necessary 
qualifications regarding height and cb est measurement. 

The rate of pay in the Army Bearer Corps is less than in the 
Native Army. 

Pa.y Havildo.r receives Rupees 10 l per mcnscm + pa.y of 
" N£\,ik " ,,5 J and good conduct pay. 

rank 

Sirao.r " l) per mCDsern . 
l\Io.tc " S 

50 
Beater H ,. 7 
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688 'l'he AI1ny Bec,,·e,. COiPS 

In addition tbe Army Bearer Corps receive pensions at rates 
applicable to followers, good conduct pay, batta, increase of pay and 
free rations on service, compensation fol' dearness of provisiolls, 

Fw. 2.-Fir~1; Aid to Wounded bJ ~o. 18 Compa.uy, A.B.O. 

FIG. S.-Carrying Uhoolies. 

quaders in cantonments, tents on line of march, free issue of 
clothing and half monnting allowance for its upkeep, and somc 
leave. 

copyright.
 on M

ay 22, 2023 by guest. P
rotected by

http://m
ilitaryhealth.bm

j.com
/

J R
 A

rm
y M

ed C
orps: first published as 10.1136/jram

c-06-06-13 on 1 June 1906. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://militaryhealth.bmj.com/


A. E. llfilne1' 689 

The uniform of the Corps, as the illustrations show, is much the 
same as that of the Native Army, the distinctive differences being 
an Army Bearer Corps badge worn on the shoulders, and a 
"kukree" in place of a bayonet. 

During peace, bearers are tmined in the duties which will 
devolve upon them on active service. Squad drill and dhooly drill 
are first taught; then stretcher drill, first aid to wounded, conveying 
sick and wounded, pitching and striking field hospital encamp
ments, and loading and unloading field hospital packages. Every 
bearer is on pamde from Olle to two hours daily, exercising in the 

FIG. 4.- Pitcbing 'J'ents. 

above dnties, and, with a view to economy, they arc employed in 
peace on 'my Government work suitable to their caste, in addition 
to their ordinary duties, such as water-carrying, work in the Supply 
and 'l'ransport godowns, and as orderlies. 

The Army Bearer Corps is in its infancy. There are many ways 
in which it can be developed so as to be a saving to the State, and 
I hope, at a bter date, to be ahle to submit to the Journal some of 
the improvements which may be brougbt about . 

• 
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