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The Steel Knuckle 
BRAVO Squadron of 25 Cavalry in action during 1965 India-Pakistan War

By Brigadier Muhammad Uzair Ahmed Qureshi, retired

“Through sheer gallantry and determination a huge force was out-flanked and beaten. As the 
enemy withdrew from the Lahore sector, he hastened to build up an offensive in the direction of 

Sialkot. It is here that the enemy exhausted all his offensive power. It is here that the greatest tank 
battle in history was fought on a single day. Some 600 tanks, apart from other military weapons, 
were involved. Our forces were heavily outnumbered and they fought against tremendous odds, 

but God in His infinite mercy granted them the courage and determination not only to throw back 
the enemy forces but to inflict crushing blows both on his armour and on his infantry.”

Field Marshal M. Ayub Khan, President of Pakistan1

Prelude to 1965 India-Pakistan War1

India and Pakistan had their second 
major war in 1965, which was fought over the 
status of Jammu and Kashmir. Indian aggressive 

1	 Broadcast to the nation by Field Marshal Muhammad Ayub Khan on cease-fire by Pakistan, September 22, 1965, 
(Karachi: Dept. of Films and Publications, Government of Pakistan).

posturing against neighbouring minuscule 
princely and independent states, and especially 
towards Pakistan, had continued since partition 
of the Sub-continent. Forced occupation of the 
State of Kashmir that resulted in the Kashmir 

Painting of operations of BRAVO Squadron of 25 Cavalry, prepared and commissioned for AIMH by PAF aviation artist Hussaini, 
medium: oil on canvas, size: 36” x 24”, presented by Chief of Air Staff and displayed at Punjab Foyer, AIMH, Rawalpindi, Pakistan.  
The painting is a fine example of preserving and honouring military history through art.                                 (Source: AIMH, © Hussaini)
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Liberation War and Gilgit-Baltistan Liberation 
War in 1947-48, occupation of Junagadh, 
Mangrol and Manavadar by India in October 
1947, and Indian incursion in Pakistan’s 
territory in the Rann of Kutch in April 1965, 
had clearly manifested Indian aggressive 
designs. 

“I say that the policy of the Government of 
India is one of a process of continuous aggression. 
I say that aggression is an article of faith embodied 
and enshrined in the heart of India’s foreign policy. 
It is the central theme of India’s external and 
internal philosophy. In these 18 years India has 
repeatedly committed aggression.”

           Foreign Minister Zulifkar Ali Bhutto2

In October 1963, Indian forces had 
tried to occupy Chaknot, which was in the 
administrative jurisdiction of Azad Kashmir. 
Reacting to the Indian move, Pakistan 
Government indicated its resolve to resist the 
Indian incursion, and India had to abandon 
that threat. Especially after the Indian defeat 

in the Rann of 
Kutch, India had 
started planning 
to attack Pakistan 
and occupy Azad 
Kashmir. In May 
1965, after the 
conflict in the 
Rann of Kutch, 
India occupied an 
isolated Pakistani 
outpost in Kargil 

sector. Pakistan appealed to the UN, India 
vacillated for two months, and finally agreed to 
vacate the post. Indian occupation of the Kargil 
post, stepping across ceasefire line even when 
there was no excuse of infiltration (Operation 
GIBRALTAR), and Indian violation of ceasefire 

2	 The department of Films and Production, Government of Pakistan. Indian Aggression and the Kashmir Dispute: 
Speech delivered by Foreign Minister Mr Z.A Bhutto in the National Assembly of Pakistan on November 17th, 1965 
(Karachi: Ferozsons, 1965). 

line three months before the uprising in India-
held Kashmir (IHK), is indicative of Indian 
intentions of occupying Azad Kashmir. 

The overall environment that was 
created around that time, by the Indian 
defeat in Sino-India conflict (1962), political 
upheaval in Kashmir caused by theft of Moi-
e-Muqaddas of Holy Prophetصلى الله عليه وسلم (holy relic 
for all Muslims) from Hazrat Bal, and Indian 
defeat by Pakistani forces in the Rann of Kutch 
conflict, was favourable to Pakistan. Assessing 
the Indian lack of seriousness for a peaceful 
solution of Kashmir issue, and the prevailing 
environment, Pakistan Government, on the 
recommendations of Kashmir Cell in the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, asked the General 
Headquarters to plan and launch a guerrilla 
operation in IHK. Operation GIBRALTAR 
was launched by Pakistan inside IHK in 
August 1965, with the aim to exploit the strong 
resentment of Kashmiris, and trigger a local 
uprising against Indian occupation. Thus, 
to highlight the Kashmir issue, which was 
receding into the background. India reacted 
by launching attacks along the ceasefire line, 
to which Pakistan responded by launching 
Operation GRAND SLAM–an attack to 
capture an important communication centre, 
Akhnur in IHK. The operation was launched 
on 1st September, and having progressed well, 
liberated 340 square miles of IHK, as against 
182 square miles lost to the enemy, and 
seriously threatened Akhnur. Unable to react 
against Pakistan’s success in Kashmir, and as 
Pakistani troops were about to capture Akhnur, 
India decided to launch a surprise attack and 
wage war on Pakistan across the international 
border.

Thus far, Pakistan’s operations were 
launched from Azad Kashmir, inside disputed 
territory, without violating the international 

Map: Rann of Kutch 
(Source: voiceofeast.net)
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border. The Indian opening of general war 
on Pakistan, across the international border, 
was not because of Pakistan’s Operation 
GIBRALTAR and Operation GRAND SLAM, 
as is generally believed. India had already 
planned Operation NEPAL to attack Pakistan, 
well in time. 

Commencement of 1965 India-
Pakistan War

During the early hours on 6th September 
1965, the Indian army attacked Pakistan at 
Sialkot, Jassar, Wagah and Kasur, without 
declaration of war. Indian operations were 
launched as under (Map-1 and Map-2):3

•	 Major offensive by an armoured division 
and two infantry divisions, under 
Headquarters 1 Corps, from Jammu–Samba 
direction to capture territory between 
Sialkot–Lahore, to reach Grand Trunk Road 
between Wazirabad and Gujranwala.

•	 A subsidiary attack launched by one 
infantry division supported by armour, 
along Grand Trunk Road towards Lahore, 
and an infantry division advanced along 
axis Kasur–Burki, towards Lahore.

3	 Defence Archives, AIMH.

•	 One division, supported by an independent 
armoured brigade, attacked towards Kasur.

•	 A brigade group attacked Jassar in Sialkot 
sector, with a view to capturing the Jassar 
Bridge (over Ravi River) intact.

In Sialkot sector, India launched her 
major offensive to achieve a quick victory by 
reaching up to Grand Trunk Road, between 
Gujranwala and Wazirabad.

Indian Main Offensive launched in 
Ravi-Chenab Corridor

India had planned Operation NEPAL 
to launch her main offensive from the 
direction of Samba area (Map-3), in Pakistan’s 
territory between Sialkot–Lahore, to reach the 
Grand Trunk Road between Wazirabad and 

Map: Deployment of forces during 1965 Indo-Pak war 
(Source: medium.com)

Map-1: Map showing the area of Indian objective for  
Operation NEPAL 

(Source: AIMH)

Map-2: Map showing the sectors where Indian army attacked 
Pakistan on 6th September 1965 

(Source: AIMH)
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Gujranwala, in order to cut the major highway, 
and thus seek victory against Pakistan. The 
Indian Defence Ministry communique about 
this operation stated that the move will split 
Pakistan militarily as the lateral lines of rail and 
road communication would be cut.4

Operation NEPAL Rolled Out

In the early hours of 8th September, the 
enemy launched a major offensive in Sialkot 
sector (Map-4) along Suchetgarh-Sialkot and 
Charwa-Chobara-Chawinda axes. Suchetgarh- 
Sialkot thrust was halted after some loss of 
ground, however, the enemy put in its main 
offensive effort along line Charwa-Chobara-
Phillaura, using her 1 Corps. It was in this 
sector that memorable and bloody tank battles 
were fought. The initial enemy attack was 
beaten back by one armoured regiment–25 
Cavalry–and 24 Infantry Brigade operating in 
the area.5 And more specifically, it was BRAVO 
Squadron of 25 Cavalry which played a pivotal 
role in checking the advance and blunting the 
attack by the Indian armoured formation–
actually acting as the steel knuckle punch to 
stop the enemy advance. Thereafter, till the 
end of the war, the Indian armoured division, 
supported by infantry divisions, made several 

4	 General (Retd) Muhammad Musa, My Version: Indian Pakistan war 1965 (Lahore: Wajidali Publishers, 1983), 66-67.  
5	 Musa, My Version, 66-67.
6	 Musa, My Version, 66-67.

attempts to make headway to the south, but 
could not even capture Chawinda, against 
which it struck its head day and night, for 
nearly a fortnight.6

Indian forces made some progress along 
both axes, and utilising bulk of their armour, 
enlarged gains in Charwa and Mahrajke areas, 
extending further to Chobara and Bajra Garhi. 
Enemy’s operations further extended up to a 
line defined by Alhar railway station, the town 
of Chawinda and right bank of Deg Nadi (an 
area 8-10 miles deep and 8-15 miles wide). 
Fierce battles raged around Chawinda, but the 
enemy’s two major attempts were frustrated by 
Pakistani forces. Indian last major attempt to 
capture Chawinda on night 17th / 18th, and 18th 
September, met heavy resistance by Pakistani 
forces. Indian infantry formation attacked in 
waves, but they were given stiff resistance and 
Indian forces suffered heavy casualties. Having 
blunted the enemy’s operations, Pakistan had 
planned a counter offensive in Sialkot sector to 
reduce enemy gains (Operation WIND UP), 
but it could not materialise because of ceasefire 
that came into effect on 23rd September.

General Muhammad Musa, the then 
commander-in-chief, paid tribute to Pakistani 

Map-3: The direction and objective area for Indian  
Operation NEPAL 

(Source: AIMH)

Map-4: Indian offensive launched in Sialkot sector on 8th 
September 1965, along Suchetgarh-Sialkot and  

Charwa-Chobara-Chawinda axes 
(Source: AIMH)
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troops fighting this crucial battle, in his book 
My Version, which reads: 

“Our 6 Armoured Division, superbly 
led by Major-General Abrar Husain, with 
under command 24 Infantry Brigade, became 
an impregnable wall of valiant human beings. 
The brigade, commanded by Brigadier Abdul 
Ali Malik, faced, rocklike, the relentless enemy 
assaults in this area. The position held by 
it looked like honey-comb due to the heavy 
shelling by enemy artillery and air attacks. 
Chawinda was attacked frontally and from 
the left flank. The enemy even tried to by-pass 
it, by moving through the gap between that 
place and Jassoran to the west of it, but did not 
succeed. In these desperate efforts, they suffered 
heavy casualties and material losses. One of the 
foreign correspondents who visited that front 
described the battlefield opposite Chawinda as 
the ‘graveyard of Indian tanks’.”7 

As per the details of daily tank casualties 
during the operations of Pakistan’s 6 Armoured 

7	 My Version, by General Muhammad Musa (retired), pp-66-67.
8	 Major General (Retd) Abrar Husain, Men of Steel: 6 Armoured Division in the 1965 War (Rawalpindi: Army Education 

Publishing House, 2005).
9	 Gul Hassan Khan, Memoirs of Lt. Gen. Gul Hassan Khan (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 1993), 229. (He writes 

about the Indian regiment: On the Indian side the Poona Horse was commanded by Colonel Tarapurwala and he 
commanded it in textbook fashion. I was told by Nisar that it was quite an education to listen to Tarapurwala’s wireless 
intercepts. He maintained a total grip over his command. That the Poona Horse did not achieve much was due to the 
rigidity of its higher HQ, which refused to alter prepared plans when the situation demanded it. And when they did, it 
was too late in the day.)

10	 Major General (Retd) Shaukat Riza, The Pakistan Army War 1965 (Rawalpindi: Army Education Press, 1984), 
150-151.

Division, the total of Indian tank casualties was 
173, as against 60 for Pakistan.8 

Lieutenant General Gul Hassan Khan, 
then director military operations during 
the 1965 India-Pakistan War, notes in his 

memoirs about the war: 
“two regiments–our 25 
Cavalry and India’s Poona 
Horse stand out as the best 
trained ones. The former 
was commanded by Colonel 
Nisar Ahmad and played a 
stupendous role in stemming 
the primary enemy offensive 

led by their Armoured Division in the Sialkot-
Shakargarh salient.”910

On 8th September morning, 24 Brigade 
and 25 Cavalry were struggling to reach Pasrur 
from Narowal (Map-5). 24 Brigade arrived at 
Pasrur by about 0500 hours, while 25 Cavalry 
was on the way. At about 0600 hours, 24 
Brigade Headquarters received news that 3 
Frontier Force Regiment positions had been 

Lt Col Nisar Ahmad 
(Source: meemainseen.com)

Major Muhammad 
Ahmed, 

Squadron Commander, 
BRAVO Squadron 

(Source: Author)

While Lieutenant General Gul Hassan Khan has acknowledged the overall role 
played by 25 Cavalry in his memoirs of 1965 India-Pakistan War, especially during the 
initial phase of the enemy’s main effort, Major General Shaukat Riza (retired) is more 
specific in his book Pakistan Army War 1965, in highlighting the important role played 
by BRAVO Squadron 25 Cavalry. 

25 Cavalry had reconnoitred its operational area, and carried out emergency 
zeroing of guns during the period from 1st to 5th September. BRAVO Squadron 
Commander Major Muhammad Ahmed had ensured zeroing himself, only his tank was 
left as it was in the workshop for repairs. Major Ahmed had also made sure that tanks 
carry a greater proportion of high velocity armour piercing ammunition.10
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overrun by the advancing enemy. Commander 
24 Brigade, Brigadier Ali Malik contacted 
Commanding Officer 25 Cavalry, Lieutenant 
Colonel Nisar Ahmed, and ordered him to do 
something. At about 0630 hours, commanding 
officer and second-in-command of 25 Cavalry 
went to Squadron Commander Major Ahmed 
(BRAVO Squadron), and informed him that 
the enemy had attacked through Charwa. Both 
asked Major Ahmed to stop the enemy. That was 
all the information available about the enemy 
at that time.11 However, 25 Cavalry had an 
advantage of operating in familiar area as the 
regiment had reconnoitred its operational area. 
Appreciating a quick response by Commanding 
Officer 25 Cavalry, the situation is described by 
the Indian side as under: 

11	 Riza, The Pakistan Army War 1965, 150-151.
12	 Amarinder Singh and Lieutenant General (Retd) Tajindar Shergill, The Moonsoon War: Young Officers Reminisce 

1965 India-Pakistan War (New Delhi: Roli Books, 2015), 306.
13	 477 Army Survey Group Engineers, Map 99: Breakout of Indian 1 Armoured Division and Situation on 8 September 

1965 Afternoon, in A Military History of the Indo-Pak War 1965, by Lieutenant General (Retd) Mahmud Ahmed 
(Karachi: Lexicon Publishers, 2002), 409.

“Lieutenant Colonel Nisar Ahmed 
reacted quickly and decided he would employ 
B Squadron, equipped with M47 Patton tanks, 
to block the advancing Indian force and strike 
with the rest of the regiment. The regiment was 
moving into a well-known and reconnoitred area 
that would be an advantage to them against 
the advancing Indian force that they had no 
information about.”12 13

For several preceding days, Lieutenant 
Colonel Mian Muhammed Mahmud (later 
brigadier), Officer Commanding 1 Aviation 
Squadron, flying in an L-19 observer plane, 
had anxiously followed and reported on the 
alarming build-up by Indian army units. 
Airborne again early morning on 8th September, 

Map-5: Situation on 8th September 1965 afternoon13                                               (Source: Author)
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he could clearly see the spearheading Indian 
Centurion tanks (16 Cavalry), with infantry 
and artillery support. He knew of Pakistan 
Army’s presence in the sector, but he wondered 
why the Indian armour had been allowed to 
come unhindered this deep towards the gates of 
Chawinda (Map-5). He noted that it was then 
that he, and his co-pilot Major Muhammed 
Nasir, picked up the strange sight of the broad 
frontage of well spaced-out dust plumes rising 
on the Pakistan side, and moving toward 
the Indian armour. Getting close, they both 
became witness to an awe-inspiring wide-view 
of a heroic tank-vs-tank battle that no ground 
observers could claim to have seen. On the 
ground, Major Muhammed Ahmed, with his 
BRAVO Squadron had been alone in stopping 
the advancing enemy armour, as ordered by 
his commanding officer the same morning.14 
The Indian side describes the battle account 
of initial encounter between leading elements 
of Indian 16 Cavalry and Pakistani BRAVO 
Squadron 25 Cavalry, and Indian casualties, as 
claims made by Major Ahmed:

“…Major Ahmed moved to the east of his 
position and saw 16 Cavalry tanks in the open 
between Gadgor and Gillanwali and his tanks 
opened fire. Major Ahmed claimed that in the 
initial engagement four tanks of 16 Cavalry were 
destroyed; he also claimed that he saw eight 16 
Cavalry tanks destroyed and burning.”15    

Alerted to the advancing enemy 
Centurions, Major Ahmed ordered his 
squadron of Patton tanks to spread out in 
an unusual extended line formation. He also 
ordered each tank commander to close in 
boldly, but fire accurately. He then himself set 
a heroic personal example by doing precisely 

14	 Brigadier Muhammad Ahmed (Retd), and Brigadier Mian Muhammad Mahmud (retired) in discussion with the 
author and Mr. Hussain, AIMH. 

15	 Singh and Shergill, The Monsoon War, 306
16	 Brigadier Muhammad Ahmed (retired), and Brigadier Mian Muhammad Mahmud (retired) in discussion with the 

author and Mr. Hussaini, at AIMH.

that. He destroyed four Centurions, but his 
tank was also hit, and he was injured. Swiftly he 

commandeered 
another 
Patton and 
despatched his 
fifth Centurion. 
Utterly shaken, 
the Indian 16 
Cavalry decided 
to turn back. 
Later, ALPHA 

and CHARLIE squadrons 25 Cavalry also 
arrived and joined in the pursuit of the enemy. 
On both sides, history records this unusually 
daring action in which just a squadron 
of tanks forced an armoured division to 
abandon its attack. Major Muhammed Ahmed 
(later brigadier) received a Sitara-e-Jurat in 
recognition of his leadership and courage.16

Bravo BRAVO Squadron

While 1965 India-Pakistan War is 
full of heroic actions at individual as well as 
collective levels, battle actions of BRAVO 
Squadron are a fine combination of both. Bold 
leadership, initiative, courage, determination 
and ingenuity of mind displayed by BRAVO 
squadron commander, and immaculate 
execution of his battle plan by his command, 
was acknowledged by the Army and given due 
recognition. However, having gone through 
all printed material and official records, it 
was decided at AIMH to give another form of 
expression to his legacy, i.e. to get a painting of 
this operation, as part of AIMH programme 
of preserving and honouring our military 
history through art. As director research for 
1965 India-Pakistan War, the author had all 
resources at his disposal, and luckily as part of 

Insignia of Indian 1 Armoured 
Division displayed on the rear of a 
captured enemy Centurion tank 
(Source: Maj Gen Ali Hamid, retd)
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AIMH  programme of outreach to veterans, 
and oral history preservation programme, 
had established contact with both Brigadier 
Muhammad Ahmed (retired) and Brigadier 
Mian Muhammad Mahmud (retired). Both 
officers, in their nineties, were the primary 
sources for the project, and for almost a year 
the research enabled AIMH to compose and 
get the final painting (see page 22) made by 
Mr. Hussaini, commissioned by AIMH, kind 
courtesy of the Chief of the Air Staff, Air Chief 
Marshal Mujahid Anwar Khan.  

While Brigadier Ahmed had seen the 
completed painting and given a thumbs up to 
Mr. Hussaini, unfortunately he could not visit 
the institute to see it at the entrance to the 

veterans’ lounge (Azadi Lounge), after it was 
commissioned and displayed at a prominent 
place in the entrance lobby (Punjab Foyer) 
of AIMH. Brigadier Mahmud, however, later 
visited after the painting was commissioned.

Sadly, owing to ailing health, Brigadier 
Muhammed Ahmed left for the heavenly abode 
on 15th September 2022, leaving behind a legacy 
of courage and grit, for his larger than life role 
during the earliest stage of the Indian main 
offensive effort in Sialkot. He is buried in Army 
Graveyard, Rawalpindi. AIMH dedicates this 
project to the man and his squadron, who foiled 
the enemy’s war aim right at the outset, with 
whatever meagre resources they had at their 
disposal. May his soul rest in peace. Amen! 

Left and centre: Author with Brigadier Ahmed and Mr. Hussaini, during one discussion session at AIMH. 
Right: Brigadier Mian Muhammad Mahmud (retired) being shown the completed painting by Mr. Hussaini.

(Source: Author)

Left: Brigadier Ahmed gave a thumbs up when he was shown the completed painting of his squadron’s action in battle, on 8th September 1965. 
Centre: Mr. Hussaini with the commissioned painting at AIMH. 

Right: Brigadier Mian Muhammad Mahmud (retired) with the commissioned painting at AIMH. 
(Source: Author)

Mr. Hussaini is a well-known aviation artist of Pakistan Air Force, who is recording 
PAF’s history through his paintings since the last forty years. Chief of the Air Staff kindly made 
him available to AIMH to complete this project. A member of American Aviation Artists 
Society, Mr. Hussaini is known for his artistic skills, as well as for ensuring historical accuracy in 
all his projects.
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Major Muhammed Ahmed had recovered an Indian officer’s 
diary and a pencil, along with a half-filled bottle of service-issued French 
brandy, from an Indian officer taken as prisoner from a destroyed enemy 
tank, during this action. The original (emptied bottle), kept by Brigadier 
Ahmed (retired) for years as a memento of what feat his squadron 
achieved under his command–rather than just a war trophy–was 
presented by him to AIMH. The bottle bears signatures of his comrades 
from Pakistan Army, who also took part in the battle of Chawinda, from 
8th September 1965 till the cease-fire. (Source: AIMH)


