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First Urdu Newspaper in Germany for WWI Muslim

Prisoners of War

Dr. Muhammad Ali Dinakhel?
Dr. Ahmed Farhan Saeed?
Dr. Muhammad Shafi®

Abstract

During World War First (WWI), new avenues in social sciences were
discovered. Germans treated all the prisoners of war according to their religion,
language and culture. Hindostan, a camp newspaper which is the first Urdu
newspaper from Germany started for Indian Muslim prisoners in 1915 and
continued till 1918. During these four years 84 issues of this newspaper were
published and distributed among the Muslim prisoners of wars in Wunsdorf and
Zossen camps in Germany to propagate the idea of jihad. This article attempts
to know the motivation and objectives of Germans behind this newspaper.
Themes of this newspaper will also be analyzed and categorized.

Key Words: Urdu Newspaper, Hindostan, WWI, Indian Muslims, prisoners of

war.
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Millions of combatants took part in World War First (WWI). Among these combatants
1.4 million were South Asians combatants. Ninety thousand of these South Asians
fought on the Western Front in Belgium and France. From French and British colonies
some 600000 soldiers were deployed in Europe. A variety of encounters occurred
between colonial and European troops in Europe.! South Asians combatant and non-
combatants were captivated and made prisoners of war during the World War First.
They were caught in Belgium, France, East Africa and Mesopotamia and other areas of
war.?

New avenues were explored in social sciences during WWI. Texts, audio recordings
and other data received from the prisoners of WW1 are being used for Social, religious
and ethnic structures, cultural and literary studies. It is also used to conceptualize
studies in micro history. Academician played an important role in the research in
Halfmoon Camp. They used textual material to understand global conflict. One may
know about new insights regarding WWI through analysis of various historical sources.
Analysis and study of materials related to WWI reflect conditions of captivity and war
as well as other problems of racism and colonial past. The camps of the prisoners of
war were like museums of different peoples of the world.® Among these text, audio and
other materials, one important thing is the Hindostan, the first Urdu newspaper
published from Germany.

German Information Centre for the East, NfO (Nachrichtenstelle fur den Orient) was a
special propaganda bureau located in the German Foreign office in Berlin. It was
founded in autumn 1914. Archaeologist and Orientalist, Max Freiherr von Oppenheim
(1860-1946) was the person who submitted a proposal for NfO. This proposal titled
Denksschrift betreffend die Revolutionierung der islamischen Gebiete unserer Feinde
(Memorandum with Regard to Revolutionizing the Islamic Realism of our Enemies).
The Camp Newspaper was also mentioned in the proposal.* Nfo was a propaganda
institution and its aspirations to foment anti colonial strife among the prisoners. 5There
were other parallel newspapers titled El Dschihad or Kaukasien, for propaganda in the
camps of Zossen and Wunsdorf. ¢ Hindostan was produced outside the camp without
the participation of the prisoners. 7 The camp newspaper Hindostan is a unique
historical source which was reflecting direct reaction to British propaganda as well as
propaganda among the prisoners of war.® NfO decided to conduct a survey of the camps
to know the number of speakers and feasibility of production of a newspaper.

Regarding the language question the NfO took into account the ethnic, religious and
language composition of the of the prisoners in the camps. They came to know about a
diversity of languages and started recordings of these languages. A total of 2672 audio
recording were made. There are almost 300 recordings of the languages of South Asia.
These languages of South Asia including Gurung, Nepali, Garhwali, Bengali, Punjabi,
Urdu, Hindi, Baluchi, Pashto and many others.®
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After the survey and recording in the two propaganda camps situated in Berlin they
decided, according to the structure of language, that newspapers will be issued in six
languages e.g. Arabic, Russian, Georgian, Turko-Tatarian, Hindi and Urdu. Besides
number of prisoners, they also considered available language capacities within and
around the NfO. 1© Initially, like other newspapers, the name Al-Jihad was also
suggested for this newspaper. Indian Independence Committee Berlin rejected the name
of the newspaper as Al-Jihad and proposed for the name Hindostan for Hindi and Urdu
version of the camp newspaper. The reason that the name Al-Jihad was not accepted
because many members of 1IC were not Muslims but they were using aliases like
Hassan Ali Khan (Kersasp), Syed Khadar Ali (Kedar Nath), Abdul Aziz (Basanth
Singh), and Jan Muhammad (Chat Singh). ** Members of the Berlin 11C*2 such as, Har
Dayal (1884-1957), Muhammad Barkatullah (1854-1927) had reservations in such type
of propaganda due to eventual persecution by the British Government. 13

Head of the NfO Max Freiherr von Oppenheim for the first time put forward this
concept on 9™ January 1915 to start a camp newspaper for propaganda which will be
distributed in Wunsdorf Halbmondlager (Halfmoonor Crescent Moon camp)** and
Zossen camp. Within the Halfmoon Camp, a Special Indian Camp (Inderlager) was
created. °These were two special camps for propaganda among Muslim prisoners of
War. 8 Eleven more special camps for Muslim POWSs were scattered in Germany.” On
26" January 1915, he approached the press headquarter in Berlin for approval. 18 Other
parallel newspapers like El-Dschihad in Arabic, Turco-Tatarian and Russian
languages, Kaukasien in Georgian language appeared on 5" March 1915. Hindostan
started at the beginning of April®® 1915.% Persian Newspaper Kavesh was also printed
during the first world war from Berlin by Persian intellectuals. 2* Deciding script for
Urdu and Hindi newspapers was also an issue. Regarding the Gurmukhi script,
Ferdinand Graetsch, after his visits to the camps advised that it is not necessary. Only
two Sikhs knew Gurmukhi. Some Sikhs avoided it being a holy status of the script. 2

The main purpose of this newspaper was the propogation of the idea of Jihad in
Hindostani Muslims against British India. They thought that these people will rise
against their colonial overlords.?® Although Germans, tried their best but this
propaganda was not successful. One of the researches conducted on Prisoners of war,
by Heike Liebau, shows that 1000 prisoners from Vineyard Camp and 800 prisoners of
Crescent Moon Camp expressed their willingness to proceed to Turkey by September
1915. There were 49 Indian Muslims prisoners of war among all these prisoners of war
who agreed to go to Turkey. ?* At that time many Pathan soldiers deserted British army.
Main reason of the desertion of Pathan soldiers was their pro-Turkish feelings.
Newspapers published from Afghanistan like Siraj-ul-Akhbar and Hamdard put in the
minds of Muslims about Turkish invincibility.?

Urdu newspaper Hindostan was written by hand and then replicated by a
photomechanical method. Sometimes printed numbers also appear. On 27 April 1915
first attempt was made to print the title page of Urdu newspaper but this practice did
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not continue. 2’ In October 1915, number of Urdu newspaper was reduced to 700. Out
of the total number, 200 copies were sent to Halfmoon Camp in Wunsdorf. 28

In the newspaper authors and translators” names have not been given but in the archive
and other record a few names are mentioned. Urdu speakers for newspaper were judged
to be more open to a pan Islamist propaganda not least the preservation of the Turkish
Khilafat. 2Glasenapp, being a member of the NfO, was publishing materials in the NfO
organ responsible for propaganda. He is among the important and leading figures who
were working for the production of Hindostan, the camp newspaper.*°

German as well Indian persons were writing and translating articles for this newspaper.
From German side members of NfO like Indologist Helmuth von Glasenapp (1891-
1963) Ferdinand Graetsch and Konsul Neuenhofer were involved in the newspaper to
choose and write text and control text and translation done by the Indian translators and
writers. The following Indian writers were involved from Indian side in the production
of this newspaper. Ahmad Mansur,! Taraknath Das, Virendranath Chattopadhyaya,
Chempakaraman Pillai, Bhupendranath Datta, Shivdev Singh Ahluwalia, M.
Prabhakar, Hardayal, Abdul jabbar Khiri, Abdul Sattar Khiri, Abdul hafiz, Acharya,
Varma, Mitha Singh, Reinhard Kaundinya, Rishikesh Latta, Tarachand Roy. ¥ As
compared to other propaganda literature and newspapers Hindostan was comparatively
small in number because it was exclusively for the Prisoners of War in the Inderlager
(Indian Camp). %3

Based on the contents articles published in Urdu newspaper are grouped in the
following categories:

About Germany

There are articles related to Germany as an Islam-friendly country. Articles regarding
Kaiser’s sympathies for Muslims are also available. Articles related to Cultural and
economic prosperity of Germany have also been included. There are contents that show
Germans as a strong nation and Germany with rich resources and machines for warfare
. These propagandas reached to India and soldiers started desertion.

Chief Commissioner wrote to the Viceroy.
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At the time when these desertions began the bazaars were full of blood curdling stories
of the Germans, of whom the people have never heard before and who seemed to their
rumour fed imaginations to be a race of Ginnis sprung into existence in a single night,
fully armed with superhuman and unheard means of warfare, with power of sailing in
the air and dropping tons of explosives on any spot.3*

War and Political Situation in the World

Second category contains articles related to the war and overall political situation in the
world. Successful fighting of the Germans and situation at different war fields have
been written in detail reports particularly in 1915 and 1916. After the October
Revolution in Russia a shift in contents can be observed. One of the article related to
Russia published in No. 70 (28" January 1918) titled as “naya ghadar Rus mi” [the new
revolution in Russia].

Political and Economic Development in South Asia

This part was to address the patriotic feelings of prisoners. There were articles to rose
nationalist sentiments and developing an image of Britain as colonial power exploiting
her colonies. It also includes articles related to economic and political development of
South Asia. British tax system and economic policy in India has been criticized in some
of the articles. Although definite evidences are not found but some poems with patriotic
themes, seem to be written by prisoners, are also found in the newspaper.

On the top of the title page of this newspaper Igbal couplet was published.

lJWUD}MLﬁ:lLUL{Zd/L’

l/hutfgnuciuju.f%ﬁ
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This verse of Igbal was also written on the Hindi version of this newspaper along with
“Bande mataram” on the left side. But the Hindostan (Urdu version) did not have the
central ‘bande mataram’.

Diversity in style is also observed for presenting different contents. Military language
has been used in writing reports related to war but text related to pan-islamic contents
had a religious empathy.

A few random topics among the topics discussed in this newspaper are given below in
Urdu language.
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Total of 84 issues published. Last issue in Urdu as well as in hindi was published on 215 August
1915. Time span between two numbers is from a few days up to a few weeks.

A year-wise list of available and missing copies of this newspaper in the Berlin State Library is
given below.

1915
Issue Date Issue Date
No. No.
1 Missing 13 17" August 1915
2 9t April 1915 14 20" August 1915
3 30™ April 1915 15 7t September 1915
4 23" April 1915 16 22" September 1915
5 27" April 1915 17 11t October 1915
6 5t May 1915 18 21% October 1915
7 20" May 1915 19 2" November 1915
8 251 June 1915 20 6 November 1915
9 141 July 1915 21 7t December 1915
10 271 July 1915 22 20" December 1915
11 4™ August 1915 23 23" December 1915
12 10" August 1915

1916
Issue Date Issue Date
No. No.
24 4™ January 1916 36 14" July 1916
25 18" January 1916 37 17" July 1916
26 28" January 1916 38 5t August 1916
27 7t February 1916 39 22" August 1916
28 28™ February 1916 40 Missing
29 7t March 1916 41 Missing
30 28" March 1916 42 7t October 1916
31 1t April 1916 43 20™ October 1916
32 26™ April 1916 44 2" November 1916
33 14" May 1916 45 15" November 1916
34 31t May 1916 46 20™ November 1916
35 301 June 1916 47148 28" December 1916
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1917

Issue No. Date Issue Date
No.

49 10™ January 1917 61 16" September 1917
50 2" February 1917 62 26™ September 1917
51 13 February 1917 63 9th October 1917
52 19" March 1917 64 22" October 1917
53 31% March 1917 65 19" November 1917
54 201 April 1917 66 39 December 1917
55 10t May 1917 67 7t December 1917
56 151 May 1917 68 Missing
57 17" June 1917
58 301 June 1917
59 11" July 1917
60 11™ August 1917

Distribution of some camp newspapers were very restrictive. EI Dschihad and Hindostan
newspapers of the camp were not allowed outside of the two camps. In Spring 1917 South Asian
prisoners of war were shifted from Wunsdorf to Rumania. Wunsdorf was declared a central camp
for prisoners of war. At that time the strategy of propaganda also changed and the distribution of
this camp newspaper became less restrictive.®

1918
Issue No. Date No. Date
69 24™ January 1918 78 6 May 1918
70 28" January 1918 79 18" May 1918
71 16" February 1918 80 5t June 1918
72 28" February 1918 81 Missing
73 4™ March 1918 82 11" July 1918
74 11" March 1918 83 27 July 1918
75 26™ March 1918 84 21 August 1918
76 5t April 1918
77 17" April 1918

Conclusion
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An Urdu camp newspaper, Hindostan, started in 1915 and continued till 1918. It is a unique
historical source. It was distributed among the prisoners of war in two camps, namely Wunsdorf
and Zossen camps situated in Berlin. Language and script of the newspaper was decided after a
thorough research by the experts in these two camps. Main purpose of this newspaper was
propagation of the idea of jihad among the Muslim prisoners of war. Authors and translators of
the articles are not mentioned in the newspaper, however, archives show that they were Muslims,
Hindus and Germans. Thematic analysis methodology was employed and found three dominant
categories in the themes of the articles published in this newspaper. In the first category we found
articles related to Germany and particularly its Islam-friendly aspects have been described.
Articles related to richness in natural resources, economic and cultural prosperity of Germany
are also found in this category. The second dominant theme in the newspaper is the information
regarding political situation in the world. In the third category articles have been placed related
jihad, religious sentiments and patriotic feelings of prisoners as well as articles related to
nationalist sentiments. There are also contents to develop an image of Britain exploiting her
colonies. Through this newspaper one can explore new avenues of WWI and other global

conflicts.
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Hindostan Urdu Newspaper, No. 2 (9" April 1915)
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Hindostan (Urdu Newspaper) No. 12 (10" August 1915)
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Lat issue of Hindostan (84, 215 August 1918)
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