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PREFACE

pages and pick out the last sentence. General Elliott ends by

quoting a conversation with a young Pathan officer of Frontier
Constabulary, who looked him between the eyes, as is the habit of these
men, and expressed his pleasure to have had occasion to talk to an
English General. Said to please? Partly perhaps. But he who knows
Pathans and reads this book to the end will assign a deeper, truer
meaning to it—an affinity born of a hundred years of conflict, a mutual
sense of honour, affection and esteem.

But in no land, and among no people, is it possible, I think, to feel
quite that lifting of the heart that is the experience of so many who
have crossed the Indus at Attock to live among Pathans. In some strange
way they are made to feel they have come home. Yet this community
of thought and feeling has emerged from a century of desultory
wartfare, punctuated by sharp and bloody engagements.

It is altogether fitting that the long story of conflict should be
unfolded by a General officer of the old Indian Army, nurtured in a
never-failing tradition of racial harmony and understanding, and a
close student of that tribal warfare that did so much to forge our
regiments into the weapon that turned the scale in greater wars. Twice
in this century, around the Mediterranean and in the Middle East, once
in Burma, lessons learned on the North-West Frontier availed to
protect the free world in vital sectors from the assaults of those who
would subject it to domination. It was not so much that Pathans
themselves fought in the armies from India (though they were in-
cluded); it was rather that tactics and discipline learned from fighting
them on their own ground became instinctive with the units who had
served their turn on that Frontier. Hill warfare, it is true, was more in
their line than that of the desert or the jungle, but whatever the tactics
needed, the spirit of Harry Lumsden, first commander of The Guides,
lived on—"to be alert and ready; to rise equal to the occasion, be the
call small or great; to be not easily taken aback in a sudden emergency;
to be a genial comradc’—these were the maxims learned by him who
lived among Pathans.

Rightly, General Elliott has set his picture of wars against individual
tribes, whether Mahsuds, Mohmands, or Afridis, in the wider context
of the Afghan wars. The rclationship of the tribes with Afghanistan is
seldom grasped; it was, and is, one of ethnic kinship, but of freedom
from domination, administrative or political. It would be true to say

I ][ \O distil the flavour of a book it is sometimes well to turn the



Preface vi

that while all Pathans are Afghans by race as all Highlanders are Scots,
all Afghans are no more Pathans than are all Scots Highlanders. The
tribes that live between the border of the administered districts of
what is now West Pakistan and the international frontier of the Durand
Line have for the most part never been taxed or administered by any
organized state in history. Even Akbar, the greatest Mughal emperor,
was only able to pass his armies through their main corridors; in 1586
his forces were destroyed by the Yusufzais in the passes of Swat and
Buner. The British forced their way through every tribal valley, even,
for the first and last time in history, into Tirah; they were never able to
disarm or administer any but a few of the more accessible tribes. Today
Pakistan, a Moslem state, is unable to enter Tirah, and finds her move-
ments restricted in Waziristan; though much is being done to educate
the tribesmen by giving them a stake in the districts and in the armed
forces, the tribal areas remain free, untaxed, unadministered, one of
the few regions in the world not yet subject to the discipline and
legalities of an organized state. It is this lasting autonomy that has
tempted the Kabul Government to put forward the political theory of a
separate Pashtunistan.

An organized Pashtunistan will never emerge. The separatism of the
tribes will always work against an organism, and such economic
viability as the tribes possess depends almost entirely on Pakistan. The
theory is only mentioned here as illustrative of the fact that the tribes
remain as it were a prickly and untrimmed hedge between Rawalpindi
and Kabul. Such they have always been, and such they still are today.
But there is something to be said for setting up and maintaining
hedges on difficult and disputed boundaries; the British built better
than they knew. The Western notion of a fixed frontier, with boundary
pillars and douanes is still new to Asia.

No reader of this book will fail to be struck with the determination
of the Pathan tribes to resist penetration of their territory and with their
success in avoiding its absorption into British India, even when they
were forced to submit. There has been a tendency among military
writers to depict the tribesman in battle as a savage, ruthless opponent,
ready to break his word when it suited him, a turbulent rebel and
generally an abominable nuisance. Just the same was said by the
Mughal Chroniclers, who in Shah Jehan's time referred to ‘the beast-
of-prey—like Orakzais and Afridis, two branches of the many-
branched, tumult-raising Afaghinah of this mountainous tract,
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outwardly obedient servitors but inwardly delighting in disorder and
ever ready to plunder and molest’. But these men, whether fighting
Shah Jehan or the British, were defending the freedom of their homes;
had we in 1940 had to fight on the beaches, it is to be hoped our battle
would have been as ruthless and as bloody as theirs. This General Elliott
avoids; the tribesmen have as they deserve his esteem. Nor does he
undervalue the sincerity of the mullas, whom so many English
writers are inclined to write off as fanatics preaching war and assassina-
tion but avoiding it in person. Among them were truly pious and
saintly men, men too such as the Powindah Mulla, the Miangul of
Swat and the Fakir of Ipi, ruthless in an Old Testament way, but men
of God according to their lights, who fasted regularly, said their
prayers, judged fairly between man and man, and loved nature. They
were able to crystallize tribal thought and serve as a focus for the tribal
passion for independence.

The military reader will find the disquisitions on tactics that he
expects, not least concerning the mysteries of the art of hill-piqueting,
learned, some say, by Pollock (when he forced the Khaibar in 1842)
who had it from Mackeson, who had it from the Afridis themselves.
There is also the undoubted truth that the tactic best calculated to
defeat the tribesman in the field was to take him from two directions,
so exposing his flank. This was done with great success in the 1897
operations against the Mohmands from Bajaur, and a little later when
the Mahsuds were disconcerted at the simultaneous advance of four
converging columns. But behind the tactics is something even more
fundamental—the readiness of juniors in the field to take on themselves
a vast and terrifying responsibility without waiting for orders. Such
success as was achieved, whether military or political, was mainly
owing to local bravery and initiative taken in often hazardous condi-
tions and without the knowledge that support would be forthcoming,
It was that quality above all that won the esteem of Pathans—an
esteem which endures to this day.

On the international stage there is a comment worth making. It has
long been the fashion to decry the Victorian imperialism of the British
in carrying arms into Afghanistan in the two Afghan wars of the
nineteenth century. To that ‘aggression’ British writers—as always in
the forefront—attribute Afghan dislike and distrust of the English
name. But, whatever may be thought of Auckland’s and Ellen-
borough’s extravagances in the First Afghan War, or Lytton’s in the
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Second, an impartial study of the political background in Central
Asia at these times leads to the conclusion that the object and result of
those wars was to keep the young Afghan state out of the orbit of
Tsarist Russia and within that of the sub-continent. Again we built
better than we knew. Afghanistan remains, even lacking a supporter
to the south-east, a substantial independent piece on the Asian chess-
board. Where are now the Chiefs of the Kazak and the Kirghiz
steppes; where are Tashkent, Khiva, Kokand, Samarkand and
Bukhara today? It is most improbable that Russia could have been
kept from extending her imperial power south of the Hindu Kush by
diplomacy alone. Moreover, neither the Durand Line, nor the frontiers
between Russian Central Asia and Kabul, could have been laid down
lacking the British power and prestige resulting from the two Afghan
wars. Finally, speaking with some knowledge of current Afghan
attitudes, I believe that there is now in Kabul a fairer estimate of
British relations with the Afghan state, and some appreciation of what
the British presence in Asia did in its time achieve and of what it has
left in its wake that endures. It will not go unremarked that Afghan
attitudes to Pakistan, a fellow Moslem state, are no more cordial than
were their relations with the British power in India.

The value of this book is that it sets out from a soldier’s angle the
causes that enabled opposition in arms to grow almost into a brother-
hood of spirit. And what is to be the end of all this? It can hardly be
that this tribal belt will remain for ever in this age unadministered,
untaxed, and in a tribal state of society. It must move into the con-
temporary world. Who can achieve this but Afghanistan and
Pakistan, working in harness? Or is the task to be left to the Russians—
or the Chinese? Surely not. Here is a field in which contemporary
Britain is qualified to help soothe asperities and to deploy the know-
ledge and wisdom of the past in the service of a great people today.

May 1967 OLAF CAROE



FOREWORD

Second World War, when they fought with a gallantry and skill

that on occasion surprised even their admirers. But the secret of
Cadmus has not been handed down: armies do not spring up over-
night, armed to the teeth and ready for war, and in search of the
underlying cause of their success one must take a look at their activities
in the preceding years, when service on the Frontier was probably the
landmark for most people. This book is an attempt to show what that
service was like.

There were three parties to the struggle—the soldiers, the Pathans,
and the political agents, the officers of the Indian Political Service who
were responsible for the management of tribal affairs. In this book the
political agent does not always appear in a very favourable light for
the good reason that it was only when he failed to control his unruly
charges that the army was called upon to help. But more often than
not failure was due to the policy he was trying to carry out, or to
circumstances outside his control, and I am conscious that in its concern
with military affairs the book does less than justice to the day-to-day
work of the politicals that most soldiers knew little about. With
Colonel Frederick Mackeson at the head of the list the roll of those
who lost their lives in that service is tribute enough to how difficult
and dangerous it was.

Like many authors I did not realize how little I knew about my
subject until I began to write a book about it and I must express my
gratitude to the very many officers, political and military, who have
helped me. Two must be mentioned by name: Field-Marshal
Auchinleck, who has read the whole book in draft, and Sir Olaf Caroe
whose encyclopaedic knowledge of the Frontier and the Pathans has
saved me from a hundred pitfalls. He has also allowed me to quote from
his book The Pathans and to reprint his translation of the lines by
Khushal Khatak that appear in Chapter 6.

Spelling of proper names is always a problem. I have preferred the
more accurate Khaibar but have had to allow Khyber Rifles and
Eighteen Years in the Khyber.

All references to the Government of India or the Indian Army are
to what existed before Partition.

I must thank also the staffs of the following libraries: Royal United

:I[N A Roll of Honour* I told the story of the Indian Army in the

* Cassell 1965.
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Service Institution, Ministry of Defence (Central and Army), India
Office, and R.A.M.C., Millbank; and of the Imperial War Museum
and the Air Historical Section.

I am indebted to Major-General 1. C. Katoch and Colonel
Muhammad Aslam, the Army Advisers to the High Commissioners
for India and Pakistan respectively, and to all ranks of the Indian and
Pakistan Armies who made my visit to their countries such a pleasant
occasion.

Acknowledgements are due to: William Blackwood and Sons Ltd.
for the passages quoted from Blackwood’s Magazine; and to Messts.
Heinemann for the passage from Indian Frontier War 1897 by Lionel
James.

For the illustrations: Mr R. B. Holmes (lately of Peshawar),
Keystone Press Agency, Imperial War Museum and Sergeant R.
Bowyer, R.A.F.; also to Captain Colin Broun Lindsay of Colstoun Yr,
Colonel J. L. Jones, Colonel S. B. Good, Colonel Harwant Singh, and
the Director of Public Relations, Pakistan.

27 May 1967 - JAMES ELLIOTT
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1 THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

slip the dogs of war against Afghanistan, and at the end of that

month a small British and Indian army crossed the Indus and
marched up the Bolan Pass. It was directed on Kandahar and Kabul
with the object of reinstating on the throne the refugee Shah Shuja
who had already proved himself unable to remain there unaided. Lord
Auckland was encouraged in his decision by three of his closest
advisers, one of whom was to pay for his advice with his life; and he
had the backing of the British Government who were at that moment
hag-ridden by stories of a phantom Russian army moving south across
the Kazakhsteppes. On the other hand, Sir Henry Fane, his Commander-
in-Chief, had little liking for the plan, and an impressive array of elder
statesmen and soldiers in England prophesied disaster with all the relish
and accuracy of Cassandra.

As a side issue of this disastrous campaign the British made a first
brief contact with the independent tribesmen of the frontier hills.
Ten years later, when the frontier of India was advanced to the foot of
those hills, contact was renewed and remained unbroken until 1947.
Successive Indian General Service medals bear witness to the number
of small wars considered large enough to merit the distinction of a
clasp and, in between, probably not a year passed without some minor
passage of arms; and even when about their ordinarily peaceful
occasions there was imposed upon the army a constant vigilance which
they relaxed at their peril.

Fighting on the frontier called for specialized skill and tactics, and
for the first sixty years it was largely the concern of the Punjab Frontier
Force, which had been raised for that very purpose. The Kitchener
reforms of 1905 were designed to fit every unit in the Indian Army for
service on the frontier in the ordinary course of relief, and after the
First World War they came fully into effect with the result that by
1939 there can have been very few officers or men who had not served
at least one term in a frontier station; and many officers had also done a
spell seconded to one of the Frontier Militias. One battalion, whose
record is probably not exceptional, went straight to the Khaibar in
1920 on return from overseas. They did not leave the military district
of Peshawar till six years later, when they went to Waziristan, and at
the outbreak of war in 1939 they were back again in the Khaibar,
having meanwhile served for two years in Chitral. Such frequent
spells of what amounted to active service, since they were spent in

][N January 1839 Lord Auckland, Governor-General of India, let

I
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The Historical Background 3

contact with a vigilant people who overnight might turn into 2a
relentless enemy, must have affected the fitness for war, and indeed
the whole outlook, of the army which fought so well in the years
1939-45.

It is the object of this book to portray something of the conditions
of what so many in those days came to accept as a way of life. On the
face of it, perhaps not a very difficult thing to do, even less so if the
story dealt only with the army and was restricted to events more or
less within living memory, but such an approach would invite the
facile criticism that a lot of fuss was made about what was really a
rather trifling problem.

The north-west frontier, or rather the countries to the north and
west again, was a cockpit of international tivalry half a century before
it ever became the frontier of India; it was an area in which London
was as much interested as Calcutta. The problems that arose had their
origins and early growth in a setting of imperfect knowledge and
rudimentary communications, judged by the standards of today, and
each change of policy, each campaign that was fought, added some
fresh complication to the legacy inherited by successive commanders
and statesmen who came to tackle it. To pronounce fair judgement it is
necessary to go back and, before attempting to write of the part
played by the army, to seek answers to such questions as: Why were
the British so sensitive about this frontier? What sort of man was the
enemy they were up against? Why did the tribes give so much trouble?

And was no attempt made to control them by ordinary peaceful
methods?

Geography is only one of the factors taken into account by the
statesman in the shaping of international frontiers, but for the soldier,
who may or may not have been consulted when they were drawn, it is
of paramount importance. The land frontier of India ran in a rough
semi-circle for a total distance of about three and a half thousand miles.
On the east, the first six hundred miles of frontier with Burma were
closed not so much by geographical obstacles, though these were
formidable enough, as by the dense jungles and pestilent diseases
engendered by the monsoon rains.

Th.e first gap in the towering Himalayas that form the northern
frontier is where the trade route to Lhasa passed through Sikkim, then
for the next thousand miles the highest mountains in the world stand
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unchallenged; but where the northern frontier of Kashmir marched
with Sinkiang there were two clearly defined routes, used alike by
pilgrims and merchants. In early days the British, in ignorance of the
difficulties of the tangled mountains through which they passed, very
much over-estimated the extent of a military threat from this direction,
but right down to the time of the First World War the area was the
scene of intrigue and diplomatic manceuvring, a stamping ground for
explorers and secret agents, and the Indian Government became
involved in several small wars undertaken to protect the rulers of the
primitive states of the locality from the machinations of Imperial
Russia.

When the frontier reaches the Hindu Kush and turns south-west on
the long stretch down to the Arabian Sea the whole picture changes.
It is an area through which it is possible to trace over the past three
thousand years the ebb and flow of conquest, migration and trade;
more important still, for close on one thousand miles it was India’s
frontier with Afghanistan—the frontier from which this book takes its
title. Accepting the proposition that a country’s concern with the
safety of a frontier varies inversely with the stability of the régime on
the far side of it, it is easy enough to understand why this area was
always one of the main preoccupations of the Foreign and Political
Department of the Government of India. It was not so much a question
of whether successive amirs of Afghanistan were able to keep their own
house in order, but whether on the one hand they were strong enough
to repel the diplomatic advances of Russia, and on the other could
resist the temptation to intrigue with the Pathan tribes who lived
astride their frontier with British India.

The geography and climate of Afghanistan range between greater
extremes than any other small country on the face of the globe. There
are immense snow-clad mountains in the north whose uplands even
to this day present the mapmakers with a host of unsolved problems;
in the south are vast deserts scoured by blistering sandstorms. In the
east there are stretches of inhospitable stony hills, the home of fiercely
independent tribesmen who bow to no man, not even their own
elders; magnificent fighting men who on their home ground are a
match for any army in the world. Set between these extremes are
fertile valleys where clear mountain streams run through fields and
orchards of incomparable beauty.

Afghanistan has three international frontiers. On the north lies
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Russia, to the west Persia, or Iran, and on the south-east face of what is
very roughly a right-angled triangle are the tribal tracts that merged
into India.

The apex, or north-west corner, of the triangle is at Zulfikar, and
from here the frontier with Russia runs north-east till it meets the
Amu Dar’ya (Oxus) at Khamiab. Upstream from Khamiab, past Kilif
to Termez, the Amu Dar’ya presents no obstacle to movement except
in summer when it is swollen by the melting snows, and it is on this
stretch that the invading hordes from the north, starting with the
Scythians in the first century before Christ, have crossed into what is
now Afghan Turkistan. The line follows the river eastwards to Victoria
Lake, which has as good a claim as any other place to be considered
its source. There is a final stretch of seventy-five miles east to a point
in the tangled snowy uplands of the Pamirs, close to the Wakhjir Pass,
where a track crosses into the south-west corner of the Chinese
province of Sinkiang.

From Zulfikar the Persian frontier runs more or less due south for
six hundred miles to Koh-i-malik Siah, then the Indo-Persian frontier
runs south-cast and south to the Arabian Sea, leaving what was the
Indo-Afghan border to run east to about twenty miles north of Nushki,
no more than fifty miles from Quetta.

The remaining, south-eastern, side was the north-west frontier of
India, and the last two hundred miles of it ran along the southern edge
of that intruding finger of Afghan territory, the Wakhan, which at its
narrowest point, north of Chitral, is only nine miles across.

West from Khamiab, and indeed pretty well the whole way round
to Nushki, the frontier runs through steppe and desert, but once it
turns north-east it follows a wayward course through a wide and
broken tract, mile after dreary mile of stony mountains; in the south
the Sulemans, then the Birmal Hills of south Waziristan up to where
the great buttress of the Safed Koh comes in at right angles, and looks
down alike on Kurram and Khaibar. North of the Kabul river the line
followed the heights east of the Kunar river, ran west of Chitral and
finally joined the Hindu Kush.

From the north-east corner of the Wakhan, the Hindu Kush
mountains run south-westwards past Kabul, then continue west as the
Koh-i-Baba and the Koh-i-Sufed as far as Herat—a lofty barricr that
shuts off the province of Afghan Turkistan from the rest of the country
to an extent that one might justifiably wonder whether its fortunes do
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not rightly tie up with the Power across the Oxus. In the south-west
half of the country, below Kabul, from the former Indian border on
the east to the Hazara Highlands on the west, parallel ridges of stony
mountains run south-west to peter out in the desert about the latitude
of Kandahar. Three great rivers, the Farah Rud, the Helmand and the
Arghandab, follow the grain of the country and empty their waters
into the salt-laden lakes and marshes on the Persian frontier.

The fortunes of north-west India and Afghanistan have always been
closely interwoven. Of the two dozen commanders who have invaded
India over the past three thousand years no more than three have been
Afghan born and bred, but one and all have had perforce to pass
through the country, first conquering it and then reorganizing their
armies before marching eastwards, led on by tales of gold and ivory in
the land of apes, elephants and peacocks. If history carries a lesson,
therefore, it is that the major threat to India has been not so much from
the rulers of Afghanistan as from greater powers to the west and
north, who have used the country as their immediate base of operations.

The main roads forward into India, well-trodden both in peace and
war, were: Through Makran bordering the north coast of the
Arabian Sea. These were used mostly in the heyday of Arab trade in
conjunction with coastal shipping and, as they were not a proposition
for a military force except for a power that had command of the sea,
they do not concern this book.

The road from Herat to Kandahar and the Indian frontier about
Chaman, then by way of Quetta and the Bolan to Sibi; or by Hamnai,
Loralai and the Zhob valley to the Gomal. The difficulties of the sector
west of Kandahar were formidable. There were blinding sand storms
driven by gale-force winds and to stray from the beaten track meant
almost certain death, but for all its hazards the road is hundreds of
years old. It is three hundred and sixty miles from Herat to Kandahar,
which is cighty miles from Chaman. And from Herat to the Russian
fronticr post and railhead at Kushk it is only sixty miles over a road
that crossed the mountains where the lofty Koh-i-Sufed has dropped
to a mere five thousand feet.

There was also a road east from Herat to Kabul but it ran into such
difficulties about the headwaters of the Hari Rud that it can be ignored
for military purposcs. The approaches to the capital from north of the
Hindu Kush were both casier and more direct. There were many of
them and they werc all used at onc time or another by successive
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invaders engaged in establishing control over Afghanistan before
turning their attention to India. There are now good roads built by the
Americans and Russians, from both Mazar-i-sharif and Kunduz to
Kabul, which for years have been fit for motor traffic, and they are
liable to no more than temporary interruption in winter. From Kabul
onwards there is a road south-east, south of the Sufed Koh, over the
Peiwar Kotal to the Kurram valley; and another, surely the best
known of them all, down the Kabul river valley and through the
Khaibar Pass to Peshawar.

The approaches from Badakhshan over the northern stretch of the
Hindu Kush into Chitral from the west included the Mandal, Nuksan
and Dorah Passes. They were all practicable in summer and the
Dorah, at a modest 14,500 feet, was open throughout the year. The
traffic was probably restricted to pack animals carrying westwards
wood and cloth goods, and in the reverse direction firearms and
cutlery and, it was rumoured, Badakhshi slaves. The possibility of a
force of any size using these routes was remote but, leading as they did
into a turbulent area over which the British had very little control,
their nuisance value was considerable.

The approaches from the north merited more serious attention. If
there was ever any melodrama about India’s north-west frontier this
was the stage, with its backdrop of towering mountains, where
surveyors, spies and agents moved as puppets in a giant Punch and Judy
show; and Kipling’s Hurry Chunder Mookerji had as his counterpart
in real life such mysterious figures as The Havildar, LK., F.B., and The
Mullah, who travelled in the guise of a timber merchant. It is a feature
of that part of the world that the approaches from the north are far
easier than from the Indian side, and disquieting reports came in. The
Baroghil Pass was described as the most curious and startling feature in
this part of the world; for here the mighty main range suddenly sinks
down abruptly into absolute insignificance, and for a short distance
low, undulating hills take the place of lofty peaks; and the opinion
was expressed that from the Russian post at Osh, seventy miles from
the frontier, there was nothing to prevent the rapid advance of an
army fully equipped to within a few miles of Sarhad. Not only is no
road making for the passage of field artillery necessary, but along the
whole distance there is an unlimited quantity of the finest pasture in the
world.

And that was the crux of the whole matter: just how near, how real,
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was the threat from Russia? On the bare facts of geography it does not
seem at this distance of time to have been very pressing, but in the light
of international politics a different picture appears. The original
frontier of Russia proper on the fringe of the Kazakh steppes was a good
thousand miles farther north than it is today, but as the East India
Company spread north-west across India the Russians, and perhaps with
some justification, had been extending their sway over the nomad
tribes to the south. The events of the First Afghan War certainly gave
them something to think about, and after the Crimean War of 18546,
which Britain fought in furtherance of a policy of containing Russia’s
ambitions in Europe and the Near East, they very much accelerated the
pace of their advance in Central Asia—and, really, who should blame
them? After no more than twenty years their frontier was, by 1873, to
all intents and purposes coterminous with northern Afghanistan, four
hundred miles from Peshawar and five hundred from Chaman.

All things considered the gap seemed none too large to men con-
cerned with the integrity of a frontier that was, geographically and
ethnically, the most tangled in the world. It is only fair to conclude that
the successive viceroys, foreign secretaries and commanders-in-chief in
India had something to worry about.

It is hardly surprising to find that the armies which through the
centuries marched and counter-marched over Afghanistan left their
mark on the racial make-up of the country. Anthropologists are by no
means unanimous, and that perhaps is an understatement, as to the true
origins of some of the tribes, including that of the main group, and for
this reason alone it is wiser to concentrate on essentials, the end product,
the people of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries with whom the
Indian Government and the Indian Army had to deal.

Afghan Turkistan, the point of entry of so many invasions, had
probably the greatest mixture of peoples, with Turkic stock pre-
dominating. Here lived the Uzbeks, across the Oxus from Uzbekistan,
one of the republics of the U.S.S.R. They were a settled people with a
high standard of agriculture, and no great love for their rulers, the
Afghans. There were traces still of the ancient Greek colonists, and it
was in this area that Buddhism became most firmly established as it
moved north-west out of India.

The Tajiks, the second largest group, lived minly around Herat and
Kabul. The uplands high up around the head waters of the Farah Rud
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and the Helmand were the home of the Hazaras, who are distinctly
Mongolian in appearance and are said to be descended from settlers
left by the armies of Genghis Khan. They were a stable and useful
community and they found the men for a battalion of the Indian
Army, 106th Hazara Pioneers, until it was disbanded in the economy
drive of the 1930s.

The Afghans proper, the race from which for the past two hundred
years the amirs of Afghanistan have come, originated probably from
as far west as the Mediterranean and may claim to be the original
inhabitants of the country, established before the rude invaders came in
from the north. They lived in Herat and Seistan, and in the south-east
and east, and included the Pathans, connected by race and language
with the tribes of India’s north-west frontier; by ties that were so
close that it often proved difficult, dangerous and sometimes impossible
to disentangle them.

This welter of different races were grouped into four main provinces
which all enjoyed a considerable degree of autonomy: Afghan
Turkistan, Kabul, Kandahar and Herat. At various periods in history
Kabul had formed part of the Mughul empire in Delhi, and Kandahar
and Herat had belonged to Persia.

The founder of the Durrani dynasty and the first Afghan ruler to
make any attempt to weld them into the state of Afghanistan as it is
known today was the Saddozai, Ahmed Shah Abdali, who rose to
power in the wake of the mighty Persian, Nadir Shah, who in 1737
had had himself proclaimed Shah, and then set in train the operations
which were to take him to the gates of Delhi. Kandahar, Kabul and the
provinces over the Hindu Kush to the Amu Dar’ya all acknowledged
his sway. He was assassinated in 1747. In accordance with the general
practice of those days he had built up his army from contingents
enlisted in the provinces he had conquered, and the day after his death
Ahmed Shah, his Afghan commander, declared his independence,
although he must be acquitted of any hand in the murder of his master.
By energy and good government he established law and order in a
kingdom stretching from the Amu Dar’ya almost to the Arabian Sea,
and from Persia to the Sutlej. He even invaded India though, like
Nadir Shah, was wise enough not to attempt to stay there, though he
did keep Kashmir, and most of the country west of the Indus, including,
of course, Peshawar, which had always been the winter capital of the
province of Kabul. He died in 1773 and was succeeded by his son,
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Timur Shah, who, although not of the same calibre as his father, ruled
for twenty years. His son, Zaman Shah was even less fitted to rule and
the anarchy that followed his succession contributed materially to the
miscalculations that encouraged Lord Auckland to embark on the
First Afghan War.

He succeeded at first in putting down revolts that broke out in
Herat and Kandahar but made the ultimate mistake of alienating the
influential Paindah Khan, a member of the Barakzai section of the
Durranis, who claimed the hereditary right to fill the office of prime
minister. Paindah Khan promptly instigated a plot to place Zaman
Shah’s brother, Shah Shuja, on the throne. The plot miscarried and
Paindah Khan paid the penalty, though the pretender, unfortunately
for the British, lived to fight another day. Paindah Khan’s son made
one more inconclusive attempt to bring Shah Shuja to power and then,
wearying of the futility of supporting the royal family, he installed in
1818 his own younger brother, Dost Mohammad, as governor of
Herat. It was a step that led to his own downfall but it resulted in the
elevation of his own people, the Barakzais, to power.

While the Saddozai kingdom was disintegrating a new power was
arising in the Punjab. The Sikhs owed their origin to their first religious
teacher, the Guru Nanak, who broke away from Hinduism and
founded a sect on a basis of strict monotheism. His tenets attracted a
following large enough to incur the persecution of the Mughuls and,
stimulated by this oppression, what had begun as a purely religious
reformation became, under the tenth and last Guru Govind Singh, an
aggressively militant creed. Establishing themselves on the ruins of the
Mughul empire the Sikh sirdars, entrenched in their petty baronies, for
some years intrigued and fought contentedly among themsclves until
the advent of Ranjit Singh, the Lion of the Punjab, a masterful character
who by a judicious mixture of diplomacy and force welded them into
a single kingdom. With the title of Maharajah he extended his sway
over the whole of the Punjab, the Land of the Five Rivers, south and
cast of the Indus down to the Sutlej.

He had completed his task and was casting his eye round for fresh
fields to conquer just about the time of Shah Shuja’s second failure to
stake a claim to the throne. He decided to turn to good account the
turmoil in Afghanistan, where any claimant to power was far too busy
trying to consolidate his position in Kabul and Kandahar to have either
the time or the resources to devote to the outlying provinces, Kashmir
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and the lands west of the Indus. Ranjit coveted three things; Kashmir,
which for the past seventy years had been in Afghan hands, the lovely
vale of Peshawar, and the Koh-i-noor diamand, which had fallen into
Ahmed Shah’s hands on the death of Nadir Shah. With his own
inimitable blend of guile and force he possessed himself of all three.

In 1818 he made a first visit, no more than a reconnaissance, to
Peshawar. In the following year he took over Kashmir, and in 1822
acquired the districts of Dera Ismail Khan and Dera Ghazi Khan and
subdued the unruly tribes around what was later known as Abbottabad.
Finally in 1823, after a hard-fought battle near Nowshera, he occupied
Peshawar, where he established the Barakzai chiefs as tributary
governors. In the years that followed he never succeeded in establishing
anything approaching settled government and was more than once
defeated locally by the Yusufzais.

In 1832 the state of affairs in Afghanistan was still so unsettled that
the ever optimistic Shah Shuja was encouraged to approach Ranjit
Singh for support in yet one more attempt to regain the throne.
Whatever his own ideas of a deal may have been he was completely
outmanceuvred, for in return for help, money and troops, to support
an advance on Kandahar by way of Sind, he ceded in August 1833 the
whole of what eventually became the North-West Frontier Province,
and gave quittance for the Koh-i-noor which he had actually handed
over ten years previously.

Shah Shuja got as far as Kandahar but he was there defeated by
Dost Mohammad, and early in 1835 he was back in India with only
empty hands to show for all he had given away. Dost Mohammad had
by then consolidated his rule over most of Afghanistan south of the
Hindu Kush, and fought two battles near Jamrud in a bid to regain
Peshawar. On the second occasion, in 1837, he gained a tactical victory
but he was unable to exploit his success and withdrew back through
the Khaibar.

Such, then, was the state of affairs in Afghanistan and the former
Afghan possessions west of the Indus when the pressure of world
affairs forced the Government of India to recognize that they must
come to terms with its ruler.
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the Empress Catherine, began to encroach southwards into

Persia west of the Caspian Sea, a move that might have
escaped the attention of Great Britain but for the intrusion of Napoleon
into the Near East a few years later. His armies were halted on the
shores of the Mediterranean, but he extended diplomatic activity much
further afield in pursuit of his ultimate objective, an attack on the
British power in India. At Tilsit, while the followers of Alexander
and Napoleon were abandoning themselves to convivial pleasures,
these monarchs were spending quiet evenings together discussing their
future plans, and projecting joint schemes of conquest. It was then they
meditated the invasion of Hindustan by a confederate army uniting on
the plains of Persia; and no secret was made of the intention of the two
great European potentates to commence in the following spring a
hostile demonstration—against the possessions of the East India
Company.

In 1809, in the very nick of time, England reached an understanding
with Persia by which the Shah abrogated his former treaties with
France and Russia and undertook to forbid the passage of any forces
through his country towards India. There was a further, more am-
bitious, treaty three years later, but when Britain was unable to honour
the obligations she had assumed, her influence very much diminished
while that of Russia increased to the point that in 1837 she was able to
persuade Persia, by besieging Herat, to make a bid for territory that
had once been hers.

In 1832 Lord William Bentinck, then Governor-General of India,
while on a visit to Maharajah Ranjit Singh in Ludhiana, met the
exiled Shah Shuja and turned down his request for support for the
plans he was hatching for his bid to regain his throne. However, as
Dost Mohammad in Kabul was reputed to be flirting with the
Russians, a mission under Alexander Burnes was sent to spy out the
land. As a feat of geographical exploration in a part of the world that
was represented by a blank on the maps it was a notable achievement,
and five years later when the Russian threat seemed even more serious,
and an approach to Dost Mohammad became a matter of urgency,
Burnes was chosen for the task. Whatever his successes in other fields he
was totally unsuited for his new role.

As the British frontier was still on the Sutlej they could not ignore
the Sikhs whose territories lay between them and Afghanistan;

13

TOWARDS the end of the eighteenth century Russia, under
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moreover they were on good terms with the Maharajah. An essential
preliminary then to any negotiations with Dost Mohammad was to
reconcile his relations with Ranjit Singh, the bone of contention
between them being, of course, the vale of Peshawar and other former
Afghan possessions appropriated by the Sikhs fifteen years earlier. Lord
Auckland, who was by then Governor-General, seems at first to have
thought that in all justice the disputed territory should be returned to
Dost Mohammad, and in the opening stages of the negotiations
Burnes encouraged the Amir to suppose that the British would support
him.

Various complications arose, the first of which was a doubt as to the
willingness of the inhabitants to return to the rule of a Durrani family
which in their eyes enjoyed a poor reputation for constancy and fair
dealing. There was also advice of unquestioned authority from
another quarter, but this was ignored. The American traveller, Masson,
had spent two years in the country in the role of an Afghan, clothed in
Afghan garments, living with the people, partaking of their hospitality,
studying their ways, joining their pursuits, discussing their politics and
placing himself on terms of familiarity, if not of intimacy, with his
many hosts in 2 way which has never been imitated since. The whole
tenor of his advice was, in the modern idiom, to play it cool, study the
course of the many intrigues in progress and above all seek to promote
some agreement between Dost Mohammad and the Sikhs who, truth
to tell, were none too happy in their conquests west of the Indus.
Matters were made no easier by the arrival in Kabul of a Russian,
Lieutenant Vitkevich, a professional agent who had been in Afghanistan
for some time. His orders may well have been no more than to find out
what was going on but, thanks to Burnes’s indiscretions, and the fact
that Lord Auckland was addressing dictatorial and supercilious letters
to Dost Mohammad, Vitkevich found himself promoted to favour.

Neither Auckland nor Burnes emerge with any credit from the
tortuous negotiations that went on. Let it suffice that when it became
apparent that Ranjit Singh was in no mood to yield the envoy was
instructed to retract his words and return to India. His master cast
round for someone to replace Dost Mohammad, someone who would
acquiesce in what was a fait accompli as far as the Sikhs were concerned.
The only man who seemed to fit the bill was Shah Shuja, who had
already, by his treaty of 1833, given them all they wanted. Blithely
ignoring the fact that his protégé had already three times tried and
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three times failed to fill the role for which he was now cast, Lord
Auckland pressed blindly on. In 1838 the Indian Government found
itself a poor third in a new tripartite treaty the essential provision of
which was the final and irrevocable surrender of Shah Shuja of the
territories which five years earlier he had already ceded to Ranjit
Singh. It was on the basis of this extraordinary document, which in
fact committed them to no action at all, that the British entered on the
First Afghan War.

The British Government supported Lord Auckland, being concerned
at bogyman stories reaching them from Russia. Far out in the distance
beyond the mountains of the Hindu Kush there was the shadow of a
great northern army, tremendous in its indistinctness, sweeping across
the wilds and deserts of Central Asia towards the frontiers of Hindustan.
Not till the spring of 1840 did it become known that this army was a
column under General Perovskiy which in 1839 had left Orenburg for
the attempted conquest of Khiva, but which had perished from hard-
ships and pestilence in the snowy wastes north of the Aral; but no
doubt it was all very frightening in London at the time.

On the other hand unofficial but well-informed spokesmen in
England made no bones about expressing their disapproval, nor does
there seem to have been any public enthusiasm for the project. The
Duke of Wellington considered ‘that our difficulties would commence
where our military successes ended. The consequences of crossing the
Indus once, to settle a government in Afghanistan, will be a perennial
march into that country.” Elphinstone, who had been on a mission to
Kabul thirty years before, wrote, ‘If you send 27,000 men up the
Bolan to Candahur, and can feed them, I have no doubt you can take
Candahur and Caubul and set up Shujau, but as for maintaining him
in a poor, cold, strong and remote country, among a turbulent people
like the Afghans, I own it seems to me to be hopelcss. If you succeed
you will I fear weaken the position against Russia. The Afghans are
neutral, and would have received you and your invaders with gratitude.
They will now be disaffected, and glad to join any invader to drive you
out.’

There was in fact one reason which could have been held to justify
an invasion of Afghanistan, and that was to raise the siege of Herat, or
to recapture it if it had fallen to the combined Russo/Persian army
which had been attacking it since November 1837. It is of passing
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interest to speculate just what calculations, based on what certain
information, were made in deciding on the strength and composition
of the force necessary for this task; or what plans there were for main-
taining it three hundred and sixty miles beyond Kandahar, every mile
taking it further from the main political objective, the establishment of
the Amir in Kabul.

The siege of Herat was not conducted with very much skill or
vigour, or it must inevitably have succeeded, and after the failure of an
attack in June 1838 the Shah was perhaps only too glad to take advan-
tage of an ultimatum informing him that a British expedition from
Bombay had landed on the Persian island of Kharog (fifty miles north-
west of Bushire) and demanding that he should forthwith abandon the
siege.

The immediate consequence of this diplomatic triumph was not only
to kick away the main prop of justification for sending an army to
invade Afghanistan, but seriously to weaken such slender ones as did
remain. The failure of the force that Russia and Persia between them
had been able to put into the field must have discredited both countries
in Dost Mohammad’s eyes to the extent that, if Lord Auckland had
chosen to reopen discussions with him, there should have been little
difficulty in reaching an agreement by which he would have under-
taken to resist any further advances from Russia.

The original project, embodied in the tripartite treaty of 1838
between the Indian Government, Maharajah Ranjit Singh and Shah
Shuja, was that the latter should attempt to regain his throne with an
army of six thousand men, recruited in India, paid for by the Indian
Government and officered from the Indian Army, and proceeding
with the general goodwill and support of the Sikhs. It was then
suggested that these mercenaries should be stiffened by the addition of a
couple of British regiments. The Commander-in-Chief very naturally
vetoed the proposal to risk such a weak detachment so far from home
and, in the end, a full-scale invasion was decided on. The force to be
assembled was to consist of fourteen thousand seasoned troops from
the Bengal Army, organized in two divisions, who were to effect a
junction about Rohri, the crossing-place over the Indus, with a con-
tingent some five thousand strong from the Bombay Army which
would land at Karachi and march up the river.

The Bengal contingent was still concentrating at Ferozepore when
the news arrived that Herat was no longer threatened, whereupon the
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Commander-in-Chief, who had viewed the expedition with disfavour
from the start, declined to have anything more to do with it. One of
the divisions was ordered to stand fast in Ferozepore, but although
under the treaty there was no obligation to send so much as a corporal’s
guard across the frontier the rest of the plan went forward. On 10
December the Bengal Army under Major-General Sir Willoughby
Cotton left on its long march to Kabul, over twelve hundred miles
away; it would not reach there till 6 August the following year. The
most direct road of course lay across the Punjab and through the
Khaibar Pass, but as Ranjit Singh was fulfilling his share of the treaty
by sending Shah Shuja’s son, Timur Mirza, by that route, with a Sikh
contingent to support him, the Governor-General was unwilling to ask
for further concessions and there was no choice but to march by way of
Kandahar. It was eight hundred miles to Quetta, which was not yet in
British hands, and from there a further four hundred and fifty miles on
to Kabul and, after crossing the Indus, the country traversed was
without relief, rugged and inhospitable, and throughout its length the
road was liable to attack from the neighbouring tribes.

Shah Shuja had moved several marches in advance of the Bengal
Army and after crossing the Indus he was joined at Shikarpur by Mr
Macnaghten of the Company’s civil service who had been gazetted as
‘Envoy and Minister on the part of the Government of India at the
Court of Shah Soojah-ool-Mulk’. The selection was not a happy one,
for Macnaghten, long accustomed to irresponsible office, inexperienced
in men, and ignorant of the country and people of Afghanistan, was,
though an erudite Arabic scholar, neither practised in the field of
Asiatic intrigue nor a man of action. His ambition was, however, great,
and the expedition, holding out promise of distinction and honours,
had been backed by his strenuous advocacy.

Save for heavy losses of draught cattle the march as far as Rohri was
uneventful, but it there ran into trouble with the amirs of Sind.
However, they were warned that ‘neither the ready power to crush and
annihilate them, nor the will to call it into action, was wanting if it
appeared requisite, however remotely, for the safety and integrity of
the Anglo-Indian empire and frontier’; and there was no great opposi-
tion to the march upstream of the Bombay Army, under Major-
General Sir John Keane, who now assumed overall command of the
whole force. Cotton resumed his march and by the end of March he
was in Quetta. There he had been ordered to halt, which he did, and
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indeed remained inactive until brought almost to the verge of starva-
tion, for supplies were short and there had been further heavy losses of
transport animals. When Keane arrived he allowed the advance to be
resumed but progress was slow as Cotton while sitting in Quetta had
taken no steps to reconnoitre and improve the road through the Khojak
defile. The passage cost the army losses in baggage, transport, supplies
and ordnance stores, while further back in the Bolan the writing could
already be seen on the wall when the Bombay column suffered heavily
from plundering tribesmen.

Once through the Khojak Shah Shuja and his contingent led the
advance to Kandahar and by 4 May the whole army was encamped
around the city, its passage in the later stages having been considerably
eased by lavish bribes distributed by Macnaghten among the local
chiefs. A ceremony of solemn recognition of Shah Shuja was cele-
brated with oriental pageantry but the arena set apart for the inhabitants
was empty, in spite of eastern love of a tamasha, and the display of
enthusiasm was confined to the immediate followers of His Majesty.

Macnaghten then pressed for an early advance to Kabul, predicting
confidently that the march would be unopposed. There was in fact
absolutely no reliable intelligence of any sort on the hundred and one
points on which General Keane should have been informed, and when
he marched on 27 June he was forced to do so as much as anything
else by the shortage of supplies in Kandahar. He left behind, curiously
enough, the siege train which with infinite labour had been dragged
up the Bolan, and took with him no more than half rations for the
march. Money had been spent so lavishly on other less worthy objects
that ready cash for the purchase of supplies was running short, while the
attitude of the Afghans to their new ruler was made clear by the ruth-
less slaughter of any stragglers from the line of march.

The column reached Ghazni on 21 July and found that the fortress
was strongly occupied and, in the absence of the siege train, the attack
bristled with problems. As Keane was relying on the capture of the
town to replenish his scanty supplies, it was out of the question to mask
the place and continue the advance with the main body of his force.
Fortunately his chief engineer, Thomson, collected the invaluable
information that the approach by the Kabul gate to the north was still
open and intact, and the decision was made to assault from that direc-
tion. The main column consisted of two European regiments, with a
third in support, thc whole commanded by Brigadier Sale. Captain
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Peat, of the Bombay Engineers was in command of the demolitions
with a young lieutenant of Bengal Engineers, Durand, at the head of
the party carrying the powder bags to lay against the gate.

Covered by darkness and a high wind the preparations were com-
pleted, the charge was blown and the assaulting party rushed in. The
garrison fought in a most determined fashion and a body of fanatical
Afghan swordsmen cut in between the storming party and the main
body. Sale, at the head of the latter, was cut down by a tulwar stroke
in the face; in the effort of the blow the assailant fell with the assailed,
and they rolled together among the shattered timbers of the gate. Sale,
wounded again on the ground and faint with loss of blood, called on
one of his officers for assistance. Brigadiers came up the hard way in
those days.

The British lost over two hundred killed and wounded but by
sunrise Ghazni was in their hands. The booty was found to consist of
numerous transport animals, weapons and ammunition, and a vast
quantity of supplies. Dost Mohammad was unable to rally sufficient
force to oppose the advance on Kabul which was resumed nine days
later and, covered by a rearguard commanded by his son, Akbar Khan,
he withdrew with his immediate following and his family to Bamian.

On 7 August there took place the public entry into the capital. ‘Shah
Shuja, dazzling in coronet, jewelled girdle and bracelets, bestrode his
white charger whose equipments gleamed with gold. By his side rode
Macnaghten and Burnes. But neither the monarch nor his pageant kind-
led any enthusiasm in the Cabulees. There was no voice of welcome;
the citizens did not trouble themselves so much as to make him a salaam.’

Macnaghten had placed Shah Shuja on his throne and for over two
years he persisted in the Sisyphean task of keeping him there. It
appears from his dispatches that from time to time he dcluded himself
with the thought that he was succeeding, but the plain truth is that he
was trying to achieve the impossible and, when the two years were
over, the whole situation deteriorated sharply, and there began that
fateful sequence of events leading to the slope down which the fortunes
of the whole expedition, individual and collective, were to plummet
to disaster.

Afghanistan had disintegrated into separate provinces, for allegiance
to Kabul was a reality only when there was established a king with
sufficient personality to dominate the unruly tribal chicfs, by force of
arms if words were incffective.
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In 1839 all the essentials were lacking. Not only was Shah Shuja
unequal to the task, but he was now forced to share his authority with
Macnaghten who kept in his own hands control of foreign affairs and
dictated the policy designed to bring the rebellious tribes to heel. There
was an army, of course, but it was ludicrously inadequate for the size
of the country and was never able to do much more than dominate the
immediate surroundings of Kandahar, Ghazni and Kabul; moreover it
was an army of infidels whose very presence was an insult to a proud
and independent people.

Whatever pipedreams the Governor-General and Macnaghten may
have had a swift, decisive campaign, followed by a speedy with~
drawal of British forces, leaving Shah Shuja firmly seated on his throne,
it was at once transparently clear that the British stay in Kabul to
consolidate such success as they had achieved was likely to be measured
in months if not in years. It is hard to say which of the ill-assorted pair
contributed most to the utter failure of all they were trying to do.
Although the paramount need was to stabilize matters to the point
where he could safely withdraw, Macnaghten set about controlling
the tribes by ignoring and discrediting the feudal tribal chiefs, and
enlisted local levies commanded by British officers and paid from
Kabul. For the general control of policy he studded the country with
British political officers who, whatever their devotion to duty, lacked
the vital qualifications of a knowledge of Pashtu, and of the temper and
customs of the people with whom they were dealing.

Shah Shuja was permitted to supervise the administration of justice
and the settlement and collection of revenue. He made the same un-
forgivable mistake of ignoring the claims of men of established standing
and influence and promoted to the most lucrative posts those who had
shared his exile. He was even allowed to appoint as his minister of state
his boon companion the old Mulla Shikore, who had lost both his
memory and his ears, but who had sufficient faculty left to hate the
English, to oppress the people, to be corrupt and venal beyond all
description, and to appoint subordinates as corrupt as himself. The
oppressed people appealed to the British, who remonstrated with the
minister, and the minister punished the people for their presumption.
Dost Mohammad may have chastised them with whips, but the new
king, foisted on them by the British, was chastising them with
scorpions.

The winter of 1839-40 passed without major incident and by the
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spring the army, no longer an expeditionary force, was settling down
as an army of occupation. Bungalows were built, gardens laid out,
wives sent for. The trivial round set in, and as in the days before the
flood they were eating and drinking and marrying and giving in
marriage, and knew not until the flood came and took them all away.

In the summer of 1840 there was severe fighting against the Ghilzais
in the south, while Dost Mohammad, who had a considerable follow-
ing in Kohistan, north of the capital, was a constant source of trouble,
eluding by will-o’-the-wisp tactics the columns sent to deal with him.
And there was trouble on both lines of communication. Ranjit Singh
had died before the army reached Kabul, the Sikh kingdom he had
built up began to crumble, and safe passage across the Punjab, which
had been thought reasonably secure, was in jeopardy. The Afridis in
the Khaibar, disappointed in their hopes of an increase in the tolls they
levied for a right of way through the pass, attacked and invested the
fort of Ali Masjid. The Sikh troops were unable to quell the trouble,
which ceased only when the tribes were bought off by an annual
increase in their subsidy negotiated by Mackeson, the political officer
in Peshawar.

About the same time the contingent of the Bombay Army withdrew
through Kandahar with orders to take punitive action on the way
against the Khan of Kalat who, during the advance, was held to have
failed in his promise to supply provisions and to have insulted Shah
Shuja by omitting to come in to pay homage. He resisted and was
killed in the fighting. His rightful heir, Nasir Khan, who was passed
over in favour of a pretender, took to the hills and became the scourge
of all Baluchistan. A convoy escort was cut to pieces in the hills and he
even attacked Quetta, and was not subdued until Brigadier Nott, the
garrison commander in Kandahar, marched back with a strong force
and restored order.

In November Dost Mohammad was once again on the rampage
south of the Hindu Kush, and a column sent against him was roughly
handled fifty miles north of Kabul, two squadrons of Bengal cavalry
being routed by a charge of Afghan horsemen led by the Dost in
person. The news reached Macnaghten next day as he was taking his
evening ride, and while he was digesting this unwelcome piece of
intelligence a horseman galloped up to him and announced that the
Amir was approaching. ‘What Amir?’ he asked. ‘Amir Dost
Mohammad’ was the reply. The Afghan prince saluted and tendered

3
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his sword, which Macnaghten refused. The two men rode back to
Kabul together and although a month earlier he had contemplated
‘putting a price on the fellow’s head’, we find him writing to the
Governor-General begging that ‘Dost Mohammad be treated more
generously than was Shah Shuja, who had no claim on us. We had no
hand in depriving Shah Shuja of his kingdom, whereas we ejected the
Dost, who never offended us, in support of our policy, of which he was
the victim.’

Dost Mohammad spent a few days in the British camp in Kabul, an
honoured guest rather than a prisoner. His soldierly frankness, his
bearing at once manly and courteous, his honest liking for and trust in
his captors, notwithstanding the experiences which he had undergone,
won universal respect and cordiality. Various interpretations have been
placed on his surrender but it is at least reasonable to suggest that once
he realized that he had no chance of returning to power while the
British remained in Kabul he decided that he best served the interests of
his people by giving up the attempt. At the end of the month he set out
on his journey to India accompanied by Sir Willoughby Cotton, who
was relinquishing his command, and escorted by a considerable force
of troops who had completed their tour of duty. Brigadier Sale
assumed command until the arrival of the new commander, General
Elphinstone—a most gallant soldier, but with no experience of Indian
warfare, and utterly ignorant of the Afghans and of Afghanistan.
Wrecked in body and impaired in mind by physical ailments and
infirmities, he had lost all faculty of energy, and such mind as remained
to him was swayed by the opinion of the person with whom he had
last spoken. The poor gentleman was so exhausted by the exertion of
getting out of bed, and being helped into his visiting-room, that it was
not for half an hour, and after ineffectual efforts, that he could attend
to business. He would complain bitterly of the way in which he was
ignored—‘degraded from a general to the Lord-Lieutenant’s head
constable’. Such was the man Lord Auckland appointed to his most
responsible and arduous command, not in ignorance of his unfitness
for active service, but with the fullest knowledge of it.

The force moving into Afghanistan in relief in January 1841, under
Brigadier Shelton, had to fight its way through the Khaibar against
opposition from the Afridis, and at the same time severe trouble broke
out in Kandahar province where the people were driven to desperation
by the extortions of Timur Mirza, Shah Shuja’s son and viccroy.
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Fighting went on until June against both Durranis and Ghilzais, the
latter proving so recalcitrant that a garrison had to be put into their
capital, Kalat-i-Ghilzai.

For two years now the British had occupied the main cities of
Kandahar, Ghazni and Kabul and it was clear that they were as far off
attaining their object as they had been in August 1839. The Court of
Directors in London expressed the view to the Governor-General that
the time had come to choose between remaining in Afghanistan for
‘many years to come’, and with an increased force, or of getting out
altogether. “We are convinced that you have no middle course to
pursue with safety and with honour.” Lord Auckland chose the
middle course and so directly precipitated disaster. Occupation was to
continue but, as it was imposing an intolerable strain on the Indian
treasury, Macnaghten was instructed to effect every possible economy,
the subsidies paid to the tribal chiefs, in particular, being marked for
reduction. Macnaghten protested, but in vain.

It is relevant here to quote what Brigadier Nott thought about it all;
he was commanding at Kandahar and had had the task of fighting the
Ghilzais. He was a shrewd, clear-headed old gentleman, who believed
in speaking his mind with great directness, and his views, though
highly coloured, express a conflict which will recur throughout this
book, the difference of outlook between the political and the military.
The political officer, pursuing the long-term policy of achieving his
ends by peaceable methods, is reluctant to admit failure when it
becomes apparent that the use of force is necessary to restore order or
to punish aggression, and deprecates any undue use of force that may
prejudice his relations when he again assumes responsibility. The
soldier, who has the lives of his men to answer for, feels that once he
has been called in he should take action that really will teach a lesson,
and resents half measures, or any interference that trammels his freedom.
Nott wrote to his own political officer: ‘I have no right to interfere
with the affairs of this country, and I never do so. But in reference to
that part of your note where you speak of political influence T will
candidly tell you that in my opinion you have not had for some time
past, nor have you at present, one particle of political influence in this
country. The conduct of the thousand and one politicals has ruined our
causc, and bared the throat of cvery European in this country to the
sword and the knife of the revengeful Afghan and bloody Belooch;
and unless scvcral regiments be quickly sent, not a man will be left to
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describe the fate of his comrades. Nothing will ever make the Afghans
submit to the hated Shah Soojah, who is most certainly as great a
scoundrel as ever lived.’

In pursuance of the policy of retrenchment Macnaghten summoned
the tribal chiefs to Kabul and broke to them the unwelcome news that
their subsidies were to be reduced. Sparked off by the hair-trigger
temper of the Ghilzais, trouble broke out immediately. They occupied
the passes between the capital and Jalalabad and cut the road to India
by way of the Khaibar Pass, and they were joined by the tribes in
Kohistan north of Kabul, led by Dost Mohammad’s son, Akbar Khan,
who in his implacable hatred of the British had refused every offer of
reconciliation.

Sale’s brigade was on the point of leaving for India and Macnaghten,
who had been appointed to the dignified and lucrative post of Governor
of Bombay, planned to accompany them. However, the trouble was so
widespread and serious that immediate action was necessary and a
battalion was sent to Butkak, the first camp down the road, on
9 October, the rest of the brigade following the next day. Sale had a
strong force and if he had handled it resolutely he might well have
restored order but at the very outset, when about to assault the strong-
hold of a leading Ghilzai chieftain, which he had explicit orders to
destroy, he called off the attack and allowed his political officer to enter
into negotiations and conclude a truce which was entirely to his
disadvantage. Then, with no very clear object in view the column
fought its way onwards, suffering heavy casualties. At length it
reached Gandamak, two thirds of the way to Jalalabad, where Sale
halted for orders from Kabul, whence disquieting rumours had been
filtering through. The orders, which came on 9 November, were for
him to return, but at a council of war it was decided, by a majority vote,
that this was impossible. Of the alternatives of remaining where he
was, or of pressing on to Jalalabad, the latter was chosen on the
grounds that the force would there be equally well placed to support a
withdrawal from Kabul or the advance of a relieving force from
India. Of the two the need to help Kabul was by far the more urgent,
and by moving clear of the Ghilzai country he effectually removed his
brigade from the conflict, and they played no part in the events of the
next six weeks.

The cardinal error in the British dispositions for the defence of Kabul
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had been made months earlier when Macnaghten had weakly given
in to the objections raised by Shah Shuja and failed to occupy the Bala
Hissar, the great fort which dominated the city from its eastern end, to
repair its defences, and consolidate it as an impregnable keep to
which everyone could withdraw in case of trouble. Instead the troops
were scattered all over the plain, in camps with no defences worthy of
the name, the main supply depot being sited on its own with a guard
of a paltry hundred rifles. The whole area was dominated by Afghan
forts which were neither occupied nor destroyed.

The events of November and December 1841 tell a story of timorous
and uncertain councils; the political at odds with the military, who
fought even more bitterly among themselves. Commanders, although
at the end they fought bravely with the courage of despair, lacked the
powers of leadership to inspire their men. The signal for a gencral
rising came on 2 November when a mob attacked and killed Burnes
in his house on the edge of the city. Macnaghten then became involved
in a maze of tortuous negotiations with the Afghan sirdars, which cul-
minated in his own murder by Akbar Khan when he was attending a
conference at which he hoped to secure terms for the safe withdrawal
from the country of the whole force.

His mantle fell on Pottinger, a political officer who had distinguished
himself at the siege of Herat, and whose voice over the two years had
sounded the one note of sanity and realism to be heard in all the land.
His advice was that all further negotiations were useless. The Afghans
had consistently failed to date to honour any agreement entered into,
and in the flush of success were even less to be trusted. He pointed out
that a strong brigade was still in being, reinforcements were known to
be on their way from India via the Khaibar, and that resolute action,
either to occupy the Bala Hissar, or to fight a way out, taking the bare
minimum of useless months, stood a fair chance of success. His advice
was rejected and he was instructed to get what terms he could. A
treaty imposing terms of great humiliation was at length concluded,
which professed to guarantee withdrawal under the safe custody of the
Ghilzai chiefs.

On the morning 6 January 1842, with snow lying thickly over the
plain, the retreat began, in bitter cold which penetrated the warmest
clothing and bit fiercely into the debilitated and thinly clad frames of
the sepoys. The military force consisted of ‘about 4,500 men, of whom
about 690 were Europcans, 2,840 native soldiers on foot, and 970
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native cavalrymen. The gallant troop of the Company’s Horse
Artillery marched out with its full complement of six guns.” In sound
heart and unencumbered they might have given a good account of
themselves, but the column was burdened with twelve thousand camp
followers and a number of women and children.

The utter worthlessness of Afghan promises was shown when the
rear guard was fired on before it even left cantonments. The heights
commanding every defile down the road were crowned not by
British piquets but by Ghilzai marksmen who fired without mercy
into the confusion on the road below. Small parties fought hand to
hand with swordsmen cutting their way through the press, and it was
about all they could do. For three days the slaughter went on until on
9 January there was a slight lull when Akbar Khan offered sanctuary to
such women and children as remained, the husbands to accompany
their families. The rest of the force pressed hopelessly on till at last on
the 12th, just beyond Jagdallak, only three full marches out of Kabul,
the last handful were treacherously put to death. On the 13th a solitary
Englishman, Dr Bryden, the sole survivor, rode into Jalalabad.

On the same day a small column of families and hostages, escorted by
Akbar Khan, marched back the way they had come, along a road
strewn with its ghastly tokens of slaughter, recognizing almost at every
step the bodies of friends and comrades.

On the fourth day Akbar Khan left them at a fort in the Laghman
valley and returned to the siege of Jalalabad.

Sale’s brigade had reached there on 12 November and its success in
holding out until relieved from India enabled the British to redeem
some few shreds of self-respect from the depths to which they had
fallen. As late as mid-March there was still no forecast of the date of
arrival of General Pollock, who had been appointed by Lord Auckland
to command the relieving army but, on 7 April, Sale was prevailed on
to order a sortie which routed the Afghans who were investing the
town. Ten days later Pollock’s column marched in, played into camp
to the significant tune ‘Oh, but ye've been lang o’ coming’.

No one was more conscious of the date than Pollock, but on his
arrival in Peshawar early in February he had found the morale of the
troops so low—they had already tried and failed to force the passage
of the Khaibar—that he decided that, however mortifying the delay,
he would not advance until he had restored their confidence in
themselves.



The First Afghan War 1839—42 27

The Afridis had blocked the mouth of the Khaibar at Ali Masjid, but
Pollock, helped by Mackeson, had made a study of the enemy’s
tactics and now took a leaf out of their own book. By moving strong
detachments along the crests on either flank he manceuvred them out
of their position. The first lesson of mountain warfare—that there is
little danger from the tribesman to a force that holds the hills above
him—had been learnt for the benefit of future generations.

Since the beginning of the month there had been a new Governor-
General, Lord Ellenborough, who heralded his arrival by a declaration
of policy that was a masterpiece of ambiguity; it would be tedious to
detail the wvacillations, the obscurities, and the tortuosities of his
successive communications to his two generals in Afghanistan.

On 29 April the Commander-in-Chief, with Ellenborough’s full
approval, ordered Pollock to withdraw to India leaving the hostages
and families in Afghan hands, and the reverses suffered by a British
Army unavenged. That this was was never obeyed is due entirely to
Pollock’s refusal to accept the shameful consequences of such action.
By playing on one small ambiguity in his instructions he delayed com-
pliance and was eventually able to gain agreement to a reversal of
policy. Encouraged by the insubordinate Pollock, Nott was still in
Kandahar and was eventually given the choice of returning to India
down his lines of communication through Quetta or of a ‘retirement’
via Ghazni, Kabul and Jalalabad. In the event of his choosing the latter
Pollock was authorized to advance to Kabul ‘to cover Nott’s with-
drawal’. It is not surprising that these two very forthright commanders
seized their opportunity with both hands. Pollock, with small loss to
his own column, crushed a force of fifteen thousand strong that
attempted to bar his way through the Khurd Kabul defile and reached
the capital on 1§ September, two days ahead of Nott who had also won
a decisive victory south of Ghazni.

The first thing was to rescue the families and hostages. They had
been forced to move from one camp to another as Akbar Khan’s
fortuncs fluctuated, and at times had lived in great discomfort, but on
the whole he kept his faith and they were not unfairly treated. They
rcached Kabul on 21 September. The great bazaar below the Bala
Hissar was blown up, and on 12 October, the whole force began the
final withdrawal to Peshawar. The main body passed through the
Khaibar without trouble, but the rearguards were severely harried.
Shah Shuja had been murdered in Kabul in April when on his way to
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review reinforcements that were leaving to join the army besieging
Jalalabad, and as the troops marched through the Punjab on their way
to Ferozepore they met Dost Mohammad returning to the throne from
which he had been driven nearly three years before. He soon restored
order, and ruled wisely and well for over twenty years. In the hope of
recovering his lost province of Peshawar he sent a contingent to help
the Sikhs during the Second Sikh War but, despite all they had done to
him, he resisted the temptation in 1857 to take advantage of British
weakness at the time of the Mutiny.

The First Afghan War signally failed in its purpose of establishing a
friendly buffer state. After an enormous waste of blood and treasure
they left every town and village of Afghanistan bristling with our
cnemies. Before the British Army crossed the Indus the English name
had been honoured in Afghanistan. Some dim traditions of the
splendour of Mr Elphinstone’s mission had been all that the Afghans
associated in their thoughts of the English nation, but in their place
they left galling memories of the progress of a desolating army.

It would be nearly forty years before the British again entered
Afghanistan but, on a level below international politics and strategy,
thcy were soon to make for themselves a new north-west frontier and
come face to face with tribes who were related by ties of race and
language to those living east of the road from Kabul to Kandahar, the
tribes at whose hands they had suffered so much during the years 1840
1842.

With no history books to guide them they were not to know that
no part of tribal territory had ever been effectively ruled or adminis-
tered by any empire that had passed that way; and with so many other
things to think about they may also be excused for failing to realize
that in the ebb and flow of migration across Afghanistan the high-
water mark was always the Indus. It was the river itself and not the
foothills to the west that was the dividing line between the Pathan and
the Punjabi speaking people of the plains to the east.

Had these things been clear to them the British would have learnt
two lessons that would have stood them in good stead when they came
to impose the pax Britannica upon the frontier in 1849.
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military disasters of the first, ran very much the same course.

The leading parts were the same: a Foreign Secretary in
London apprehensive as to the designs of Russia; a Viceroy blind to all
facts and reasoning that did not fit his own theories; and an oriental
monarch proudly determined to maintain the independence of his
country without offending either of two powerful neighbours. The
stages were also much the same: a long diplomatic approach was
broken off at the moment when a little patience might have achieved
success; the appearance of a Russian mission in Kabul at a critical
juncture; a first successful military campaign against not very serious
opposition; the murder in Kabul of a British envoy; and a second
campaign to avenge his death.

The Amir Dost Mohammad, before his death in 1863, had brought
all five provinces of Afghanistan under his control. He had nominated
to succeed him Sher Alj, his eldest son by a princess of the blood, and
the succession was recognized by the Government of India.

Sher Ali at once ran into trouble from rival claimants, but by 1869
he had consolidated his position. He was not an easy man to deal with.
He was proud and touchy, and too much inclined to nurse a grievance
over any setback or refusal to agree to his requests; but he kept firmly
in mind two factors which he felt should govern his foreign policy,
and, above all, he was consistent. He knew he had nothing to fear
except from Russia and Great Britain, and he knew also that
Afghanistan was only one of the points of contact and potential
difference between the two powers, and that India, vulnerable to land
attack only through his own country, was the Achilles heel of British
foreign policy: so that if Russia was losing ground on other fronts she
had at hand a very effective means of restoring the balance. He foresaw
that he might, and in fact he did, find himself in a dilemma arising from
the course of international events elsewhere that were totally outside
his control. Unless therefore Britain was prepared to come down
firmly on his side and guarantee the integrity of his country against
encroachments from Russia, and this they were not willing to do, he
felt the freer he kept from outside entanglements the better.

The other point on which he was clear was that his people fiercely
resented the presence in their country of Europeans; and after the
events of 1840 that is hardly to be wondered at. It had been implicit in
all dealings with his father that the British would not require him to
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accept a mission as a permanency anywhere in Afghanistan. Sher Ali
knew that any reversal of this policy would be most unpopular with
his subjects, and he was not so firmly seated on his throne that he could
afford to risk unpopularity; moreover, he knew that with the best will
in the world he could not guarantee the safety of a mission in Herat, or
anywhere else, and that if anything unfortunate did happen he alone
would be held responsible. It was the British demand that they should
have an envoy permanently located in Herat that was the basic cause of
the Second Afghan War.

In the years between Sher Ali’s return to the throne in 1869 and the
outbreak of war he had to deal with four viceroys of India. Lord
Lawrence pursued, even to extremes, the policy of ‘masterly inactivity’,
of accepting the course of events in Afghanistan as the factor determin-
ing the man best fitted to rule the country; he might have done better
to support Sher Ali more firmly in his early struggle for power. Lord
Mayo, who was the only Viceroy Sher Ali met in person, on the occa-
sion of a darbar arranged at Ambala in his honour, made a great
personal impression but was not allowed by the government at home
to give the guarantee against external attack that the Amir asked for.
Mayo was succeeded by Lord Northbrook whose relations were
adversely affected by the fact that it fell to him to convey to Sher Ali
the unwelcome award of the British commission which had been
demarcating the disputed frontier between Persia and Afghanistan in
Seistan. Northbrook then clashed with the home government as to the
extent of the support to be offered to the Amir; and as to how much
Sher Ali could be asked to concede in return. He firmly opposed a
suggestion made early in 1875 by the Foreign Sectetary, Lord
Salisbury, that he should demand the right to maintain a mission
permanently in Herat on the grounds that the information coming
from the Indian agent in Kabul was inaccurate and inadequate to keep
the government informed of what was going on to the west and north.
The date is significant for it marks the start of a period of diplomatic
activity at home occasioned by Turkey’s maladministration of her
provinces in Europe which contained a considerable Christian popula-
tion. Pressure was put on her to mend her ways by several powers,
Russia among them, but when this looked like developing into an
attempt to gain control of the Dardanelles, the home government, in
1878, sent an Indian contingent of five thousand men to Malta. Russia
countered by dispatching three columns totalling fifteen thousand men,
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to the Amu Dar’ya, with orders to establish Russian authority over the
province between the river and the Hindu Kush; and it is certain that
the numbers lost nothing in the telling in the bazaars of Kabul and
Kandahar.

Lord Northbrook had resigned in 1876 and was succeeded by Lord
Lytton who had instructions to step up the demands on Sher Ali—
though he needed no prompting at all, as witness his bon mot in which
he likened the Amir to an earthen pipkin between two iron pots. He
applied himself with vigour to his task and on the evidence of a paper
he submitted to his council it appears that not the Hindu Kush but the
Amu Dar’ya marked the limit to his ambitions.

In 1877 Sher Ali’s distrust of British intentions increased when he
learned of an agreement reached with the Khan of Kalat whereby a
garrison was to be located permanently in Quetta, and he was en-
couraged to persist with the negotiations he had already opened with
the Russians. In an attempt to reach a peaceful solution a conference
was held in Peshawar in the spring of 1878 but it terminated with the
untimely death of the Afghan delegate, the Prime Minister, Nur
Mohamad, and although Sher Ali had actually started a successor on
his way Lord Lytton chose to break off the negotiations altogether, so
that during a very critical period there was no contact between the two
parties. Worse still, Sher Ali had just been notified by General von
Kaufman, the Governor-General in Russian Turkestan, that he pro-
posed to send to Kabul a mission consisting of seven officers, escorted by
twenty-two Cossacks, headed by General Stoletoff. It is impossible not
to sympathize with Sher Ali that all this should happen at a time when
he was resisting Lytton’s demand for a permanent resident in Kabul.
He had already been approached by Russian agents with offers of a
treaty, he was aware of the significance of the latest Russian move in
the context of European politics, and he knew that they held a trump
card in the person of his nephew Abdur Rahman, who had taken
refuge in Bokhara, and was rumoured to be willing to accept the
Afghan throne on any terms dictated by his hosts.

He could hardly refuse to receive the Russian mission but, with the
probability that if the tension eased in the Mediterranean the pressure
the Russians were putting on him would relax, he tried desperately to
play for time. The progress of the mission was delayed on every
pretext possible, and when they did arrive they were kept shut up in the
Residency in the Bala Hissar, guarded alike from danger and from
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mischief. The Amir’s forecast was correct. Stoletoff’s negotiations
were cut short by the signature of the Treaty of Berlin, he received
imperative instructions to return immediately, and he left in a hurry
for Tashkent, leaving his second-in-command to follow with the rest
of the mission.

This was the moment, the end of August 1878, when a fresh look
might have been taken at the whole problem and, indeed, a new
Foreign Secretary, Lord Cranbrook, was already advising caution.
But Lord Lytton had been assembling a mission under General Sir
Neville Chamberlain for dispatch to Kabul to counter the Russian
move, and had sent an Indian envoy in advance to make the necessary
arrangements; for this delicate task he chose a man who was persona
non grata with the Amir as he had been withdrawn from Kabul some
years previously for intriguing against him. At this moment there was
a second undeserved stroke of ill-fortune: the death of Sher Ali's
favourite son and heir. After a token period of delay the envoy set off,
and Chamberlain was given a date, as early as possible after 16 Septem-
ber, by which he must be ready to start even though no formal reply
had been received from Kabul.

It is easy enough to see that Lord Lytton and General Chamberlain
reacted unfavourably to what was considered to be Sher Ali’s un-
reasonable procrastination, but at a moment when, after Stoletoff’s
departure from Kabul, all need for haste had vanished, Sher Alj, in a
moment of great personal grief, found a pistol presented at his head.
He heard, moreover, that Cavagnari, the assistant commissioner in
Peshawar, had been negotiating with the Afridi tribes to secure an
unmolested passage through the Khaibar, and had gone so far as to
address the Amir’s own commander of the garrison at Ali Masjid as to
his intentions if confronted by the mission demanding onward passage
to Kabul.

Chamberlain appreciated that if he in person was halted with his
whole party it would constitute an insult that would have very wide
repercussions, and he accordingly sent Cavagnari forward with a small
escort to ask the Afghan commander whether he proposed to allow
the mission to pass on the following day. The Amir’s representative
gave the courteous but firm reply that he had had no instructions to
allow them to enter the Khaibar, that without such orders he could not
let them proceed and would in fact oppose them. In the centre of a
semi-circle of truculent Afridis the two men shook hands and
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Cavagnari, fortunate in such a setting to have been so considerately
treated, rode back to Peshawar,

Chamberlain’s mission was dissolved and preparations for an
immediate invasion of Afghanistan were put in hand.

On the face of it Lytton had a cast-iron case—he had been driven to
take action against a ruler with whom it was impossible to come to
terms, and who was moreover heavily committed to dealing with the
Russians. The public in England were satisfied as to the justice of the
cause, and those who spoke out in defence of Sher Ali could not make
their voices heard.

Considering that at any rate in the mind of the Viceroy the outcome
of the negotiations of the past six months had been a foregone con-
clusion the army was quite unready for war, not least in its administra-
tive services, upon whom the nature of the theatre of war and the
length of the lines of communication were obviously going to impose
a heavy load. By way of increasing the burden the plan involved an
advance on three lines: from Quetta to Kandahar; from Kobhat,
through the Kurram valley, over the Peiwar Kotal, to the Shutargardan
Pass, which was only fifty miles from Kabul; and from Peshawar
through the Khaibar to Jalalabad.

The final ultimatum sent to Sher Ali expired on 20 November and
on that date all three columns advanced. In the south General Sir
Donald Stewart made an unopposed march through the unfriendly
wastes of northern Baluchistan, through the Bolan and Kojak Passes,
and early in January encamped on the plain about Kandahar.

The Khaibar column under General Sir Sam Browne found itself
confronted by a strong Afghan position holding the narrow gorge at
Ali Masjid and the battle was fought out on the heights on both flanks.
The attack on the right was held by a precipitous cliff crowned by the
enemy, but the left after some hard fighting was more successful and
next morning at dawn it was found that the garrison of the main
position had gone. No further opposition was encountered and by
20 December the leading brigade was in camp at Jalalabad, where it
spent the winter. The reserve division under General Maude was fully
occupied in dealing with Afridi and Mohmand attacks on the lines of
communication, which went on intermittently throughout the war.

The Kurram Force, under Major-General Frederick Roberts* had

* Later Field-Marshal Lord Roberts.



THE FRONTIER 1839-1947 14

the most difficult task in every respect as its first battle, at the Peiwar
Kotal, was fought a hundred and thirty-six miles from Kohat, a poorly
equipped base, over a hundred miles from Rawalpindi, and dependent
on a bridge of boats which was the only means of crossing the Indus.
Roberts applied all his remarkable talents to his task, and thanks to his
masterly handling of the Turi headmen of the Kurram valley, which
was still Afghan territory, he was in a position to attack the Peiwar
Kotal by 1 December. As at Ali Masjid it was found that the centre of
the enemy position, where the track ran over the kotal, was too strong
to be taken by a frontal attack, and the main operation was a flank
attack carried out by a strong brigade, with a mountain battery in
support, led by the column commander in person. The march, which
had been planned in great secrecy, began at ten o’clock at night. The
sth Gurkhas and a wing of 72nd Highlanders bore the brunt of the very
heavy fighting which went on throughout the day, but resulted
finally in the eviction of the enemy along the whole front.

It had been a near thing. The position was found to be immensely
strong, and the defenders outnumbered the attackers and were waiting
only for the arrival of reinforcements from Kabul to take the offensive
then, with the backing of very large numbers of tribesmen who were
swarming over the surrounding hills, they might have had the whole
of the Kurram force in grave danger. Roberts pushed on to the
Shutargardan Pass, which he reached on 8 December, returning two
days later to Ali Khel at the foot of the Peiwar Kotal on the Afghan
side.

On Christmas Eve news was received that Sher Alj, realizing that
further resistance was useless, had decided to cast himself upon the
mercy of the Russians. He sent to General Sir Sam Browne a dignified
letter announcing his departure for St Petersburg where he proposed
to lay the whole matter before a congress of all the Europcan powers,
inviting the British to state their case on that occasion. Luckless to the
last he found that he had exchanged the frying pan for the fire: the
Russians would not even allow him to quit his own country, and he
died worn out with illness in Balkh, in Afghan Turkestan, on 21
February.

Before leaving Kabul he released from captivity his eldest son,
Yakub Khan, who had been thrown into gaol for expressing resentment
when he was passed over in favour of the younger son who had died
the previous autumn. In the New Ycar Yakub Khan was proclaimed
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Amir, but his health and vitality had been sapped by long years of
cruel imprisonment and he was to prove himself quite unfitted for the
position he assumed. His overtures for the re-establishment of friendly
relations were so protracted that both the Khaibar and Kurram
columns were ordered forward, to Gandamak, and towards the
Shutargardan Pass respectively, in readiness for an advance on Kabul.
These moves had the desired effect and it was arranged that Cavagnari
and the Amir should meet in the capital; however at the last moment it
was decided that the latter should be received in the British camp at
Gandamak, the feelings of the anti-peace party in Kabul being so
strong that doubts were expressed as to the possibility of guaranteeing
the safety of a foreign mission.

Yakub Khan reached Gandamak, wearing a Russian uniform, on
8 May 1879 and was received with royal honours. Negotiations con-
ducted by Cavagnari resulted in a peace treaty which was signed on the
26th. Under its terms the Amir became virtually a feudatory of the
British Crown which assumed the right to control the external rela-
tions of his country; he agreed moreover to accept British agents in
his dominions, guaranteeing their safe and honourable treatment;
the Kurram was ceded to Britain, together with the control of the
Khaibar Pass and the tribes living in the vicinity. In Baluchistan the
Amir gave up his claim to the districts of Sibi and Pishin. (The affairs
of Baluchistan are dealt with more fully in Chapter s.) The British for
their part undertook to support him against foreign aggression with
arms, money or troops, at their discretion, and to pay him an annual
subsidy of £60,000.

It remained only to withdraw their forces within the new frontiers
and to dispatch to Kabul the first Resident to be accepted under the
treaty. The return of the Kandahar force was delayed till the autumn
for reasons of health; the Khaibar column withdrew, suffering severely
from cholera on the way; while Roberts remained at the Shutargardan
Pass to speed Cavagnari, who had been selected for the new appoint-
ment, on his way to Kabul.

It will be appreciated that apart from the two engagements in
December the British had not defeated the Afghan army, and their
troops had not been closer than fifty miles to Kabul. They had not by
any mecans convinced the people of the country that they were in a
position to enforce the treaty, and grave doubts were entertained as to its
wisdom on that account. Roberts rccalled that when, at a farewell
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dinner given in honour of the mission, he was asked to propose a toast,
he did not feel equal to the task: ‘I was so thoroughly depressed, and
my mind was filled with such gloomy forebodings as to the fate of
these fine fellows, that I could not utter a word.”*

Cavagnari was accompanied by a surgeon and a small staff, and had
as escort, under Lieutenant Hamilton v.c., twenty-five sabres and
fifty rifles of the Corps of Guides, the numbers being considered
sufficient as the Amir had pledged himself personally for their safety.
The envoy was received with high honour and installed in quarters in
the Bala Hissar which had been prepared for him.

He arrived on 24 July and it was at once apparent that his presence
was bitterly resented by both ruler and people. In August two regiments
from Herat arrived and went into the near-by cantonments at Sherpur.
They had been inspired by their commander with intense hatred of
the British and thronged the streets shouting abuse and attempting to
pick quarrels with the men of the escort. Cavagnari was warned of the
danger, but was disinclined to credit it.

Then one morning Afghan troops in the Bala Hissar, mustered to
receive their pay, found they were being paid for a month only out of
the arrears that were due to them. A riot broke out and the mob moved
on the Residency, which was soon under fire from the arsenal which
overlooked it. Cavagnari sent a message to Yakub Khan, who had
two thousand troops at hand, still nominally loyal, but beyond a
somewhat half-hearted order to his commander-in-chief to go out
and remonstrate with the insurgents, he did nothing. The little garrison
made three sorties but about noon the Residency gates were broken
down and the buildings set on fire. There were no survivors, and
Hamilton was said to have died sword in hand in a last desperate
charge.

The news reached Simla eatly on § September. The Khaibar column
had returned to India and had been broken up, the Quetta force was in
the process of withdrawing from Kandahar, and only from the Kurram
was there any chance of rapid action. There were still troops in the
valley and if they could seize the Shutargardan Pass it was only fifty
miles on to the capital; but the pass, over eleven thousand feet high,
would be closed by snow before the end of the year and it was therefore
essential that a second column should open up the longer road by way

* Forty-One Years in India, Field-Marshal Lord Roberts—Bentley 1897.
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of the Khaibar and Jalalabad. And as the people of southern Afghanistan
could by no means be expected to remain inactive while their country
was invaded from the north it would also be necessary to secure
Kandahar.

General Roberts was again appointed Commander of the Kabul
Field Force, which consisted of a cavalry brigade of four regiments, and
cight battalions of infantry organized in two brigades, supported by
four batteries of artillery. As always, his most serious weakness was
shortage of transport, which was such that only one brigade could be
moved at a time; indeed, on the first march forward from Ali Khel the
cavalry marched on foot, leading their horses laden with grain.

When General Roberts reached Ali Khel the political officer handed
him two letters from Yakub Khan, the first apparently written while
the attack on the Residency was still going on. The tenor of both was
the same, that the writer had done everything he could, that the situa-
tion was completely out of hand, and that he himself was besieged. It
was probably true that the Amir had not planned the attack but it was
not true that he had done much to stop it, and there was evidence that
he was playing for time. In fact he was inciting the Ghilzais to oppose
the British advance and to impose delay until a truly formidable
opposition could be organized to defeat them. However, he had
appealed for help and for the moment the fiction was accepted that the
British were going to Kabul to help him take such action as seemed
necessary to avenge the attack on the mission. He sent two of his
leading ministers to meet Roberts at Ali Khel and on the 27th, very
much to Roberts’s embarrassment, he arrived in person with a party of
about two hundred and fifty men in the camp of the leading brigade.
The move was probably precipitated by the news that his uncle and
several other sirdars were on their way to join the British. Although
given a large escort he could not be prevented from receiving and
sending messages and, in spite of his protestations, it was clear through-
out the operations that he was kept fully aware of what was going on,
and right up to the end was confident that his troops would be
victorious.

By 19 September the leading infantry brigade had seized the
Shutargardan Pass and began improving the road forward. Roberts
decided not to show his hand prematurely, but when he advanced on
the 27th a broad hint of the temper of the enemy came when he was

waylaid and fired on by an ambush in the defile of the pass, which was
4



THE FRONTIER 1839-1947 38

found to be blocked by two thousand Afghans. On the evening of
s October, just one month after the receipt of the news in Simla of the
fate of the British envoy, Roberts camped, with his leading infantry
brigade, the cavalry brigade, and most of his artillery, at the village of
Charasia. The hills beyond it barred the road to Kabul, no more than
twelve miles away across the plain, while reports from the city told of
intensive preparations to resist him. Roberts might well bewail the
absence of his other infantry brigade, one march behind due to shortage
of transport, which prevented him from seizing the hills that same
evening. '

He had ordered the cavalry to reconnoitre at dawn the road through
a gorge that cut the line of hills, and improve the road to take the guns.

The growing daylight discovered large numbers of Afghan troops in
regular formation crowning the hills that I ought to have been in a position
to occupy the preceding evening. It was evident that trained troops were
employed. Immediate action was imperatively necessary; their occupation of
the heights was, I felt, a warning that must not be disregarded, and a menace
that could not be brooked. It did not require much experience of Asiatics to
understand that, if the enemy were allowed to remain undisturbed for a single

night in the position they had taken up their numbers would increase to an
extraordinary extent.*

Roberts now heard that the road was cut behind him and that the
arrival of the rear brigade would certainly be delayed, while tribesmen
could be seen massing on the hills around the camp. The situation was
one of great anxiety; he had only four thousand men and eighteen
guns with him, and the numbers of the enemy were increasing hourly.
The only chance of success was to attack the main position at once. A
column under Brigadier Baker was sent to assault the enemy’s right, an
earlier movement of troops having deceived him into expecting an
attack on the other flank. By dint of the most spirited action over rocky
ground of great difficulty the attack was successful and by 3.45 p.m.
British troops had seized the whole of the main ridge. It was no doubt
with some satisfaction that Roberts conveyed to the Amir, who had
been watching the fight from the camp, the ‘joyful intelligence of our
success’. The monarch ‘received the news with Asiatic calmness merely
requesting my aide-de-camp to assure me that, as my enemies were his
enemies, he rejoiced at my victory’.

* Forty-One Years in India.
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The rear brigade arrived just before dark and ‘at the first streak of
dawn’ on the 7th Roberts ordered the advance to be resumed. By
nightfall they were just short of the city and cavalry patrols reported
that the Bala Hissar had been evacuated and that the only part of the
city visible was deserted. Further patrols the next morning reported
that the cantonment of Sherpur was empty, the magazine having been
blown up. Roberts went to the Bala Hissar, and wandered over the
scene of the Embassy’s brave defence and cruel end. The walls of the
Residency, closely pitted with bullet holes, gave proof of the deter-
mined nature of the attack and the length of the resistance. The floors
were covered with bloodstains and amidst the embers of the fire was
found a heap of human bones.

He was now faced with the problem of how to carry out the
instructions given by the Foreign Office, which were couched in very
general terms. The fate of the Amir had also to be decided. Having
regard to the fact that practically the whole nation had been accessories
to the murder of Cavagnari it was doubtful whether the infinitely
laborious task of discovering those directly responsible, and punishing
them in the only way possible, was going to be worth the disadvan-
tages involved. There was much to be said for swift and condign
retribution on the city and people, followed by a rapid withdrawal
while the defeat at Charasia was fresh in their minds. However, orders
were orders, and Roberts set about carrying them out.

Yakub Khan had been told that he must be present at the ceremony
in the Bala Hissar on 12 October when a proclamation was to be read,
but early that morning he presented himself at Roberts’s tent and
announced that he wished to abdicate. He was told that such a step
would require the approval of the Viceroy and that the announcement
that the British proposed to take over the government of Kabul and
the surrounding country in his name must be made, and would stand
for the time being. The people appear to have been relieved at the
leniency of the terms, and the triumphal march through the city the
following day passed off without incident.

Preparations began for spending the winter in Kabul: the collection
of supplies, the closing of the Kurram line of communications and the
relicf of the garrison left on the Shutargardan Pass, and the opening up
of the Khaibar line, which was much delayed by the grave shortage of
equipment in India. It was decided to concentrate the whole force in
Sherpur cantonment. At the end of October agreement was received
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to Yakub Khan's abdication and a suitable proclamation was made to
the people that he was to be sent under strong escort to India. Those in
authority were adjured to discharge their functions in the maintenance
of order and good government, but the sting of the announcement lay
in the tail. “The British government, after consultation with the princi-
pal Sirdars, tribal chiefs and others representing the interests and wishes
of the various provinces and cities, will declare its will as to the future
permanent arrangements to be made for the good government of the
people.’

By early December the Afghan people had had time to recover from
the shock of the defeat they had suffered in October, the rout of their
army and the flight of their leaders, and they were faced with some
extremely unpalatable facts: the occupation of Sherpur cantonment by
an army of occupation and the loss of a great park of artillery and
connected munitions of war; the destruction of the historic Bala
Hissar; the deportation of their Amir and his leading ministers; and the
fact that for some months at any rate they were to be subjected to
foreign rule.

Up to then disunion and jealousy had prevented the tribal chiefs
from combining against the British, but there now appeared the aged
Mulla Mushk-i-Alam to fan the slumbering embers of fanaticism into a
blaze. The priests became masters of the situation; the cry of jehad—a
religious war—spread like a forest fire. By the end of the first week in
the month columns from all quarters were marching on the city,
gaining in strength and temper every day. Roberts realized that his
only salvation lay in breaking up the concentration before it was
complete, but the concerted movement he planned to achieve his
purpose miscarried. There was heavy fighting south of the city that
went on for nearly a week and at the end of it Roberts had to face the
fact that he was hopelessly outhumbered. The arrival of reinforcements
by the Khaibar route had brought his strength up to about ten thousand
but he estimated the enemy strength at ten times that figure. Reluctantly
he withdrew into the fortified perimeter of Sherpur and awaited the
inevitable attack. He was fortunate to receive from a spy accurate
information of what was intended and when the blow came at dawn
on the 23rd he was ready for it, and the main assault on the eastern face
of the defences was beaten off with tremendous loss. Soon after noon
the attack ceased and the enemy were seen to be in full flight; next
morning ‘not only had the assault been abandoned, but the great tribal
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combination had been dissolved, and not a man of the many thousands
who had been opposed to us the previous day remained in any of the
villages or on the surrounding hills’.*

A proclamation of great leniency was made. Tribal leaders responded
favourably and many came in to pay their respects, the opportunity
being taken to find some agreeable arrangement for the peaceful
administration of the country until some permanent settlement could
be arrived at. In that connection two decisions had been taken: that,
come what might, the British were not going to spend another winter
in Afghanistan, and that the country was to be broken up into its
component provinces. It was desirable to have to deal with a single
ruler, but Dost Mohammad had struggled for twenty-one years to
maintain that position and whenever an Amir died there always
followed a period of anarchy and unrest. The problem then was to find
rulers, particularly one for Kabul, to whom to hand over. Therc was a
party in favour of the return of Yakub Khan, which had to be told, not
once but several times, that he was not acceptable. The post was
hawked around without any acceptable name being put forward till at
length it was suggested that Abdur Rahman was a suitable candidate.
He had had a chequered career. At the time of Sher Ali’s accession in
1863 he had been active in supporting the cause of his father, Dost
Mohammad’s eldest son, but when Sher Ali was established on the
throne Abdur Rahman fled north of the Hindu Kush and became a
pensioner of the Russians.

This was not at first sight much of a qualification, but an approach
was made to him and after several months of rather difficult negotia-
tions, on 22 July, at a grand darbar in Sherpur camp, a proclamation
was made naming him as the new Amir. He was not too pleased to
find that a governor had already been appointed for the independent
province of Kandahar, but he was assured that, with this exception, the
country was his to make what he could of it, including Herat, if he
could bring it under his sway.

Early in May General Sir Donald Stewart arrived from Kandahar
with a division of the Bengal Army to assist in the pacification of the
northern part of the country. There had been little trouble in the south
during the winter but Stewart’s march north ran into strong opposition
short of Ghazni where the enemy, inflamed by the preaching of the

* Forty-One Years in India.



THE FRONTIER 1839-1947 42

Mulla Mushk-i-Alam, charged with a fanatical fury unmatched in any
other battle. Over a thousand of their dead were counted on the field.

The strength of the Kandahar garrison had been reduced below
what was really desirable, and the new Afghan Governor did not seem
to be a very forceful character. At the end of May news was received
that Yakub’s brother, Ayub Khan, who was Governor of Herat,
patching up his differences with the local sirdars, had proclaimed a
jehad and was advancing on Kandahar. The Governor at once an-
nounced that his own troops could not be trusted and would go over
to Ayub as soon as he came within deserting distance. His forecast
proved correct and Brigadier-General Burrows, who with a brigade
had gone forward to the Helmand, found himself in a very difficult
position and in danger of being cut off from Kandahar. He moved on
Maiwand where, owing to faulty intelligence, he was forced to fight
with a force ill-disposed for battle and suffered a heavy defeat. Out of a
strength of just under two and a half thousand over a thousand were
either killed or missing. The remainder, thanks to lack of enterprise by
the enemy, managed to reach Kandahar. The cantonments were
abandoned and the decision made to retire into the city and accept siege
until help should arrive.

In India, it was at first proposed that help should be sent by way of
Quetta, but Roberts pointed out that not only would this take very
much longer, but the force would be composed of units with no
experience of battle and hardly fitted for their task. Confident that his
own troops would respond to his lead, he offered to march a column
for the relief of Kandahar with the sole condition that, as soon as the
operation was over, his men, who were already preparing to leave
Afghanistan via the Khaibar, should immediately be sent back by way
of Quetta. He took with him three infantry brigades, each of four
battalions, a cavalry brigade of four regiments, and three batteries of
artillery, all on pack; not a wheel turned along the whole column.
The total strength was just under ten thousand fighting men, three
thousand British and seven thousand Indian. They marched the 313
miles in twenty-two days. The daily supply for over eighteen thousand
men and eleven thousand animals had to be drawn from the country
after arrival in camp, and the fuel with which it was cooked had often
to be brought from long distances. Water was scarce, and the thermo-
meter varied from below freezing at dawn to 110 degrees at noon. The
‘rouse’ sounded at 2.45 a.m. and by four o’clock the tents had been
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struck, the baggage loaded, and everything was ready for the start. The
march, which was a masterpiece of planning and execution, showed
what seasoned troops under an inspired leader could achieve.

The new Amir sent messages to the tribes down the road bidding
them offer the supplies the army would need, and, thanks to his help
and to the effect of the decisive victory won by Stewart at Ghazni four
months earlier, the march was virtually unopposed.

When he heard of Roberts’s approach Ayub Khan raised the siege of
Kandahar and took up a defensive position a few miles north of the
city. He was not kept waiting. After a reconnaissance by the cavalry
brigade on the day they reached Kandahar Roberts attacked the next
morning and won a decisive victory.

The troops left in Kabul marched back to India two days after
Roberts’s departure and one week after the battle of Kandahar the first
brigade was on the road for Quetta. Roberts, whose health had been
very poor, left for England on 12 October and recorded that as he rode
down the Bolan he overtook the regiments who had served under him
on their way to India.

As I parted with each corps in turn its band played ‘Auld Lang Syne’ and I
have never since heard that memory-stirring air without its bringing before
my mind’s eye the last view I had of the Kabul-Kandahar Field Force. I hear the
martial beat of drums and the plaintive music of the pipes; and I see riflemen
and Gurkhas, Highlanders and Sikhs, guns and horses, camels and mules, with
the endless following of an Indian Army, winding through the narrow gorges.*

The 72nd Highlanders and sth Gurkhas had been brigaded together
throughout the campaign and a lasting friendship grew up between
them. It was a bond that always united them and when Roberts was
raised to the peerage he chose as supporters of his coat of arms a soldier
of the 72nd Highlanders and a soldier of the sth Gurkhas.

One brigade remained to winter in Kandahar, and debates, in
Parliament and elsewhere, were vchement and prolonged as to the
wisdom of remaining in permanent occupation of the province. To do
so would have been in flagrant breach of the promises made to Abdur
Rahman and in March it was decided that Kandahar should be incor-
porated once more with the kingdom of Afghanistan. The last brigade
left during the first days of April 1881.

* Forty-One Years in India.
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As the British under their treaty retained a measure of control over
Afghan foreign affairs the Russians suffered a reverse from which they
never recovered; but that is not to say that they did not persist in their
efforts to promote a general sense of uncertainty as to what their
intentions might be.

The aftermath of the war had its repercussions on relations with
the tribes living across the administrative border. The cession of the
districts of Pishin and Sibi, and a realization of the importance of the
approach to Kandahar from Quetta, provided the motive force behind
Sandeman’s policy in Baluchistan; and although the forward policy
was not enforced to the same extent elsewhere along the frontier the
Kurram valley, lying west of the Tirah, became British territory, and
the Indian Government assumed responsibility for dealing with the
Afridis and with the affairs of the Khaibar Pass. Their increasing stake in
tribal affairs undoubtedly encouraged the Amir to feel that he too
must have a finger in the pie.

Certain military lessons emerged from the campaign. The Afghans
were a proud and independent people, upon whom, because of their
loosely knit tribal society, it was hard, if not impossible, to inflict a
decisive defeat. When religious fervour played on their natural hatred
of foreigners resistance might flare up even though their so-called
regular army had been beaten in the field.

The Indian Government would have done well to realize that what
was true of their late enemy applied with equal force to the tribes with
whom they were soon to become more closely involved.
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trouble with Ayub Khan, brought the whole of Afghanistan

under his control, but the effort of keeping it there involved
stationing troops at a number of trouble spots, and left little for the
defence of his frontier with the Russians who were giving just cause
for alarm by the seizure of Merv and Sarakhs, the latter town belonging
to Persia.

In 1884 it was agreed that a joint Russo-British commission should
determine a line acceptable to both powers. On arrival at the starting-
point at Kushk, after a journey of hundreds of miles over a barren
waterless desert, the British representatives were told that owing to the
ill-health of the Russian commissioner work could not begin until the
spring. And before even a start was made in March a provocative
attack by the Russians drove a detachment of the Afghan Army from
the oasis of Panjdeh. The Afghan claim to the spot was ill-founded, but
naked aggression, when the whole matter was about to be settled
amicably, was inexcusable, and it was only by great good fortune that
the Amir was in Rawalpindi on a state visit to the Viceroy, and that
temperate counsels prevailed. The storm blew over and the work was
transferred to London where negotiations were continued with the
Russian Ambassador. At the end of the year the commission re-
assembled and erected pillars to demarcate the line that had been
agreed upon. There was some scepticism at the time, but the arrange-
ment stood the test of time and contributed greatly to good relations
between the three interested parties. It was a direct consequence of the
Second Afghan War, which was a victory over the Russians as much
as over the Afghans, that the British were able to intervene so decisively
and so forestall any attempt by Russia to extend her influence up to the
Hindu Kush.

By 1892 relations between Abdur Rahman and the Indian Govern-
ment were somewhat strained, as he had taken umbrage at an ill-
considered rebuke administered by the Viceroy, Lord Lansdowne, on
a matter of ‘internal administration’. He was intriguing with the ruler
of Chitral and the khans of Bajaur; he had never really accepted the
annexation of the Kurram valley, and was doing his best to stir up
trouble there; and he resented even more strongly the construction of a
tunnel through the Khojak, and the establishment of a railway station
at New Chaman. He was also claiming ovetlordship of the Afridis,
which was particularly serious as they were the guardians of the

BY the end of 1881 Abdur Rahman had, after some further

45
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Khaibar and had large numbers of men enlisted in the Indian Army, as
well as in the Afghan Army and police force.

After some demur he agreed to receive a mission headed by Sir
Mortimer Durand who, by his masterly conduct of the negotiations
that followed, did much to restore harmony and secure the Amir’s
agreement to the settlement of the Indo-Afghan frontier that is still
known as the Durand Line. Durand’s success was founded on the
prestige Britain enjoyed as the result of her intervention in Afghan
affairs twelve years earlier. In the course of the next two years, though
not without some incident, the line was demarcated on the ground,
except for the stretch immediately north of the Kabul river, where it
bisects the territory of the Mohmands. The alignment remains unsettled
to this day.

The main purpose of the agreement was to make it possible to define
responsibility for tribal raids on either side of the line and, with certain
reservations, it was extremely successful in clarifying what was always a
difficult and contentious problem. The British, for their part, observed
it scrupulously. Successive amirs honoured it to the point that they
resisted appeals for direct help from tribes who were in trouble with
the British, but it is a fact that in every major campaign from 1897
onwards Afghan influence could be traced as having instigated the
outbreak, or helped to prolong the fighting with supplies of ammuni-
tion or support from tribal levies. Sometimes men of influence, like the
disgruntled Nasrulla, the second son of Abdur Rahman, or General
Ghulam Haidar, the eastern army commander in Jalalabad in 1897,
would intervene without or in excess of authority from Kabul; more
often it was the work of mullas and malcontents who had taken refuge
across the Afghan border.

The crux of the matter was that no amir could allow British influence
among the tribes to grow to the extinction of his own; particularly
not on the Waziristan border where the Mahsuds and Wazirs were
potential allies if an amir was in trouble with the Ghilzais who were
the main opponents of the ruling Durrani clan.

The Anglo-Russian boundary commission of 1885 had settled the
frontier only as far east as Khamiab on the Amu Dar’ya; beyond that,
geographical knowledge was scanty and in 1891 the Russians began
infiltrating into disputed areas with the object of confronting any
attempt at a settlement with a fait accompli. One Colonel Yonov, with
a squadron of Cossacks, even illegally arrested two British officers
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while ostensibly on a shooting trip. However, in 1895 an agreement
was reached and the line was demarcated on the ground up to the point
where the boundary projected into a place where no pillars or mark-
stones could be raised to witness it, amid the voiceless waste of a vast
white wilderness 20,000 feet above the sea, absolutely inaccessible to
man and within the ken of no living creatures but the Pamir eagles.

In 1892 Abdur Rahman had begun to chafe at having to conduct his
dealings with Great Britain through the Viceroy of India and expressed
a wish to visit England where his purpose was to negotiate for the
establishment of an embassy in London. Nothing happened till 1895
when the state of his health was such that it was not possible for him or
his heir, Habibulla, to leave the country, and his second son, Nasrulla,
made the journey. The request for an exchange of ambassadors was
refused on the ground that it could not be considered until the British
representative in Kabul could live there with safety, and move freely
through the land. The refusal rankled, and for all the hospitality
lavished on him Nasrulla was for ever afterwards a bitter enemy of the
British.

Afghanistan took no active part in the fighting in the Malakand and
the Tirah in 1897 but the Amir was known to have addressed a
gathering of influential mullas, when he urged the view that it was the
duty of all true believers to kill infidels. He had assumed the title of
Light of the Nation and Religion, and published an Almanac of
Religion—a treatise dealing with religious war. The Hadda Mulla, who
was a Mohmand, and the Mulla Sayed Akbar, the Afridi, were both in
touch with General Ghulam Haidar in Jalalabad in the early part of
1897; and it was an influx of fifteen hundred mullas from across the
Afghan border that was probably the final decisive factor that per-
suaded the Afridi lashkar to attack Landi Kotal and the posts in the
Khaibar.

In 1901 Abdur Rahman dicd. Profiting by the experience of his
predecessors he had not appointed his sons to provincial governorships
where they would have becn free to intrigue in readiness to contest the
succession on his death. Instead, he kept them safely in Kabul, under his
fatherly eye—under the eye also of the heir, Habibulla, who was able
to assume power without incident or interruption. It was perhaps the
greatest service that Abdur Rahman rendered to his country and to
India.

The inevitable wild rumours of unrest in Kabul sped through the
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bazaars of India, but they came to rest when Habibulla formally notified
his accession to the Viceroy, Lord Curzon, who on somewhat debatable
grounds claimed that all existing treaties had been personal to his father
and could not be renewed until the Amir had paid a visit to India to
discuss certain ‘outstanding problems’. This dictatorial approach did
not endear the Viceroy to the powers in Kabul, and he received the
reply that the new Amir did not feel sufficiently securely seated on his
throne to allow him to leave his country, even for a short time.
Instead a mission under Sir Louis Dane went to Kabul and after some
months of patient negotiation, and thanks to the fact that the British
Government kept a brake on Lord Curzon, a new treaty was signed in
1905. The lesson had still not sunk in that there was little trouble from
Afghanistan when the ruler was secure, and that stability depended
very much on the recognition and support given him from India. In
1907 Habibulla paid a long state visit to India, and it was the reception
given him by Lord Minto, more than any treaty, that set relations on a
firm footing.

Over the next few years there were a few minor scares on the
northern frontier, where the Russians claimed that they were nervous
about the possibility that the Afghans might cross the Oxus and stir up
trouble among the disgruntled Muslims of Turkestan, and it was at this
time also that the mailed fist of Germany first appeared as a threat in
the background.

Having secured construction rights for the railway from Aleppo to
Baghdad and on to Basra, she was taking a lively interest in Persia
and the Persian Gulf, and was trying to detach Russia, by any and every
means, from her alliance with France and Great Britain. Eventually in
1907 an Anglo-Russian convention was signed defining the respective
spheres of influence of the two powers from Tibet through Afghanistan
to Persia. It was held in England at the time that the treaty gave away
too much, but it was a matter of urgency to reach agreement as there
were Grand Dukes at the court of St Petersburg who were strongly
pro-German and were doing their best to wreck the negotiations. The
treaty certainly hampered German plans in stirring up trouble after
war broke out in 1914.

At a darbar in Kabul on 24 August 1914 Habibulla announced that
the firm policy of Afghanistan would be to remain neutral, and despite
the considerable pressure of events he never wavered. He had to deal
with a strong anti-British element, headed by Nasrulla, whose hands
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were strenthened by the fact that the Sultan of Turkey, Caliph and
titular head of the Mohammedan world, had proclaimed a jehad; but
in spite of pressure from the mullas he refused to follow that example.
In 1916 a Turko-German mission reached Kabul. Habibulla played his
cards with consummate skill, helped, no doubt, by the fact that he was
reading most of the letters sent back to report progress, and in May
felt strong enough to dismiss the mission. They had brought with
them several Indian conspirators, Mahendra Partap and Barkatulla
among them, who remained behind and were implicated in a plot, by
which an Afghan army was to cross the frontier and the amir was to be
recognized as king of India. Thanks to the firm hand of Sir George
Roose-Keppel there was little trouble during the First World War with
the tribes on the British side of the frontier; and it was no more than a
fraction of what it might have been if they had received encouragement
and support from Kabul.

Towards the end of the war Habibulla put forward a claim to be
represented at the Peace Conference. It was refused on the grounds that
attendance was restricted to the belligerents but, in view of the signal
service he had rendered to the British cause, often at personal risk to
himself, it would have been an act of enlightened policy to recognize
the motive that inspired his request, a wish for his country to be pro-
claimed an independent state, free of all trammels as to foreign policy
or otherwise. For the want of such recognition his popularity declined
and in October 1918, while he was on a shooting trip in the Laghman
valley, an assassin crept into his tent at night and shot him through the
ear.

Nasrulla was a member of the shooting party and, feeling that he
had the support of the mullas and many of the tribes, he had himself
proclaimed Amir at Jalalabad the following day. But his nephew,
Amanulla, a younger son of Habibulla, who was in Kabul, made a
rival bid for power by offering the army terms that almost doubled
their pay. This, together with his hold on the capital, the treasury and
the arsenal, proved decisive. Nasrulla threw in his hand, and the
accession of Amanulla was announced to the Viceroy.

He proceeded to arrest his uncle, had him tried for the murder of
Habibulla and, when found guilty, had him sentenced to life imprison-
ment. This alienated the parties who supported Nasrulla and by the end
of April the new Amir was fast losing his grip on affairs. Misled, no
doubt, by exaggerated accounts reaching him of the seriousness of the
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civil unrest that was rife in the Punjab, he made a bid for popularity by
proclaiming a jehad and sent his army to invade India.

The political situation had resulted in heavy demands for troops for
internal security duties, and a completely new war presented Army
Headquarters with a desperate situation. British units were weak, short
of reinforcements and fast losing men for demobilization; many of the
regular units of the Indian Army were still in Palestine and Mesopo-
tamia; and there was a shortage of supplies, munitions, and transport.

The Afghans opened the war on 6 May 1919 by attacking the
western end of the Khaibar Pass. For three days, until the arrival of
regular troops, the Khyber Rifles, the irregular militia, who held the
forts up the pass, gave a good account of themselves but Khilafat
agitators had been busy among them preaching the cause of a holy war,
and when Afridi tribesmen, who had been watching events from the
surrounding hills, joined the enemy, they deserted on a large scale. The
corps was disbanded and was not reformed until 194s.

The arrival of reinforcements from Peshawar had been delayed by the
need to deal with a rising in the city which was part of the same wave of
unrest that had swept over the Punjab. The attack on Landi Kotal was
repulsed with little difficulty and the war carried into the enemy’s
territory by an advance as far as the Khurd Khaibar defile. The army
was notably supported by the Royal Flying Corps who sent a machine
to Kabul which bombed the Amir’s palace and the arsenal.

A second Afghan army under General Nadir Khan moved into
Khost and from there attacked the fort at Thal, at the south end of the
Kurram valley. The army was repulsed and defeated by a relieving
force under Brigadier-General Dyer, who had been in command at
Amritsar. Requests for an armistice had already been received and by
3 June the war was over. The garrison of Chitral in the far north had
had no difficulty in beating off a small force that attacked them, and in
the south the Quetta garrison crossed the frontier about Chaman and
captured the Afghan fort of Spin Baldak.

While Nadir Khan’s army was still in Khost, before moving to
attack Thal, there was the possibility that his objective might be the
posts in the upper Tochi valley held by the North Waziristan Militia,
who could not be expected to hold out unsupported by regular troops—
and there were no troops to send to help them. When the decision was
taken to evacuate the garrisons the Wazir element deserted during the
withdrawal, and there followed two anxious days at the headquarters
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of the Militia at Miranshah. The Afridi platoons, who were also show-
ing signs of restlessness, were sent away to Dera Ismail Khan, but the
remainder of the Corps remained loyal to render useful service during
the troubles of the ensuing twelve months.

Similar action had to be taken at Wana, the headquarters of the South
Waziristan Militia, where the British officers led out the loyal elements
by way of the Zhob valley. The official dispatch described the exploit
as one of the finest recorded in the whole history of the frontier. There
was nothing left on which to keep the Corps in existence, and it was
not re-raised until three years later.

The tribesmen, the richer by two thousand rifles and nearly a million
rounds of small arms ammunition, saw the withdrawals as a sign of
weakness, presaging a complete withdrawal from Waziristan, if not to
beyond the Indus; and they were only too ready to listen to intrigues
and encouragement directed at them by Amanulla’s agents. Waziristan
relapsed into a state of anarchy, leading directly to the bitter fighting
that began in November 1919 and went on for two years.

On a public at home accustomed to judge its wars by the standard
of the casualty lists of France and Flanders the Third Afghan War made
little or no impact, but for all that within a fortnight India placed a
hundred and forty thousand men on the frontier, and in eight days, at
one of the hottest seasons of the year, defeated the main thrust of the
enemy. The situation was now much as it had been at the end of the
first stage of the Second Afghan War: the British had defeated their
enemy in battle but had failed to impress the fact on the Afghan
people and it was a very truculent party of delegates who arrived at
Rawalpindi to discuss a treaty of peace. There were eventually two
treaties: the first, an interim agreement, signed in August 1919; the
second at Kabul on 22 November 1922. The Afghans got less than they
had asked for, but they did secure what might well have been given
them without a war, the recognition that Afghanistan was officially
free and independent in its internal and external affairs. It had in truth
been won by Habibulla’s constancy in the years 1914-18, but Amanulla
was able to declare that he had drawn the sword to vindicate the claim
of Afghanistan to independence.

Both treaties reaffirmed the Durand Line as the Indo-Afghan
frontier, and in the main trcaty there was a new departure in a clause by
which the two parties undertook to inform each other of any military
operations of any importance they might propose for the maintcnance
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of order in their respective spheres. The Afghans used this concession
later as supporting their claim to speak for tribes on both sides of the
border.

During Amanulla’s reign he concluded an important treaty with
Russia, and it was about this time that the Russians strengthened their
hold in central Asia and established four Soviet republics in place of
the former quasi-independent states of Bokhara, Khiva and Kokand.

In a feudal Muslim country Bolshevism, as it was then called, was
disliked and distrusted to an extent that it could have made no headway
in Afghanistan in its own right, but with Amanulla’s connivance the
Russians used the country as an advance base for the operation of
agents to stir up trouble among the frontier tribes or even further into
India.

Perhaps the main feature of Amanulla’s reign was his attempt, ill-
judged because he tried to rush his fences, to Westernize his country.
Many of his early reforms were entirely for the good, but after his tour
of Europe in 1928 he threw discretion to the winds and such measures
as the emancipation of women and the introduction of Western dress
brought him into bitter conflict with the mullas.

On 7 January 1929 he abdicated and, at the time when he was seated
in the Viceroy's train on his way to Karachi to take ship for Europe,
the Russians made a belated and abortive attempt to intervene to save
him. Russian troops, dressed in Afghan army uniforms, and accom-
panied by Amanulla’s ambassador to Moscow, crossed the northern
frontier of Afghanistan; but when it was realized that it was too late
the project was summarily abandoned. Amanulla was succeeded by his
elder brother, who ruled for only a few days before being supplanted
by one Habibullah, Bacha-i-Sakao (son of a water-carrier) a brigand
from Kohistan who had won himself a large local following and was
proclaimed Amir.

The country was plunged into chaos, during which the Royal Air
Force evacuated first of all the women and children, and finally the
British Minister himself, from Kabul. In eight-two flights, carried out
with consummate skill over snow-clad ranges, in the depth of winter,
and in a country practically devoid of landing-grounds, they evacuated
580 passengers of many nationalities without a single casualty.

At this juncture Nadir Khan, who had been in command of the attack
on the fort at Thal, and had been relegated by Amanulla to the embassy
in Paris, decided to make a bid to save his country from disruption. He
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was a sick man and for the first six months after his arrival in Khost he
met with a series of reverses; but he persevered and eventually on
10 October he entered Kabul and was proclaimed king. He had
received no backing from the Government of India but he owed his
success largely to the help given him by lashkars of Mahsuds, Wazirs
and Afridis from the British side of the Durand Line. He granted them
allowances for this service—an award that later became a bone of
contention with the Government of India.

He reigned with great firmness, wisdom and distinction for just four
years before being assassinated as an act of revenge for the execution, a
year earlier, of a man who, with the support of Soviet agents, had been
conspiring with tribal leaders for the return of Amanulla. Fortunately
for the country there was a strong sense of loyalty in that family of the
Barakzai clan and his two brothers, as regents, ruled until the accession
of the present king, Zahir Shah, in 1946. To Mohammad Hashim, the
Prime Minister for sixteen years, must go the credit for the remarkable
progress the country made under his care. Relations with India im-
proved and there was active co-operation by both sides in frontier
affairs.

The British never had any desire to annex Afghanistan, but they
were compelled, whatever the cost or risk, to retain it within their
sphere of influence to ensure its independence from any other power.
Such independence has always been essential to the security of any rule
or dynasty in India.

Accepting this, the tribes between the administrative border and the
Durand Line were a buffer to a buffer, and the line had none of the rigidity
of other international frontiers. The countries on either side of it had
each to realize that any attempt to enlarge their influence with the tribes
must excite the suspicions of the other. It was the usual British com-
promisc, but there was no other acceptable solution and, considering
the complexity of the problem, it worked very well.

The administrative difficulties facing a large-scale Russian attack on
India through Afghanistan were enormous, and there is every reason to
suppose that their presence would have been resented and their lines of
communication subjected to attack by the tribes in exactly the same
way as the British had been; it is almost certain that no such attack was
ever seriously contemplated. But Russian viceroys in Central Asia
enjoyed and took great liberties, and they were past masters of the art

of exploiting the nuisance value of minor acts of aggression. Morcover,
5
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there were plenty of halfway steps that might have been taken: the
capture of Herat, or of the provinces north of the Hindu Kush, or of
Chitral. It must be remembered that such possibilities were very real to
British soldiers and statesmen with first-hand memories of the Afghan
wars. Any success gained would have been a tremendous blow to
British prestige in the east, and would have left the Russians the better
placed for the next step forward—the use of Afghanistan as a base for
the activities of agents of all kinds, whether to stir up trouble among
the tribes, or to establish contacts with conspirators attempting to

spread disorder and bloodshed in India itself.



5 BALUCHISTAN

approach to Kandahar linked it far more closely to affairs in

Afghanistan than the rest of the north-west frontier, and it was
this factor that influenced the Government of India in their decision to
give whole-hearted support to Sandeman’s recommendations to extend
the British sphere of influence up to the Khojak range and beyond it to
Chaman. In forty years the whole matter was virtually settled, leaving
a clear-cut and on the whole satisfactory frontier with Afghanistan
which presented few opportunities for international misunderstanding.
It is accordingly convenient to tell the story of Baluchistan here and
have done with it.

The approaches to Baluchistan were by way of Sind, the province
through which the Indus flows on the last five hundred miles of its
course to the Arabian Sea. Just to the west of its delta there is the port of
Karachi, the natural outlet for the grain and merchandise of the Punjab
and north-west India.

In 1760 the Amir Ahmed Shah overran the province but when, on
his death, the power of the government in Kabul declined a handful of
Baluch chieftains, with bands of marauding tribesmen, moved down
and established themselves as the amirs of Sind. They were oppressors,
like all irresponsible autocrats, and ruled the natives with iron rods by
terror of the mercenaries who were paid by rapine. They remained
under the nominal suzerainty of Afghanistan, but were no more than
cocks on their own dunghills, for ever quarrelling among themselves,
and easy game for any power with the force and determination to put
them down.

In the early 1830s the British sent Alexander Burnes, ostensibly on a
trade mission, to spy out the line of the Indus as a flank approach to the
Punjab; then in 1839, as has been related in Chapter 2, they became
almost irrevocably involved when they marched through Sind on the
way to Kandahar and Kabul. The treaties then concluded with the
amirs, at the point of the bayonet, left them in nominal charge of their
own affairs but there were a number of provisions they must have been
tempted to break if ever they had reason to suppose they could with
impunity do so. Accordingly, when, in 1842, the British withdrew
from Afghanistan the amirs decided that their moment had come, sank
their feuds, and united to present an aggressive front. The advantages
that Sind offered the British in the way of a base should an army ever
again have to take the road to Kandahar were so compelling that there
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could be no question of withdrawing altogether, leaving the province
to the amirs; and, if the British stayed, they had no choice but to
establish law and order.

The man who conquered Sind, and went on to become Commander-
in-Chief in India, was Sir Charles Napier who at the age of sixty had
recently come out from England. His treatment of the amirs aroused
much controversy, but it suffices here to say that he did the job, and did
it quickly, at the battles of Meanee and Hyderabad in February and
March 1843. In the next three years he was remarkably successful in
reorganizing the administration of the province and absorbing it as
part of British India.

Profiting by their experiences in Afghanistan the Government of
India laid down in general terms that there must be no political inter-
ference with tribes or states lying beyond the frontier of the settled
districts, and with that reservation the governments of the Punjab and
Sind were left a fairly free hand to decide their policy for the pacifica-
tion and defence of their borders. The problem confronting the
administrators of Sind differed in three important respects from that
of their neighbours to the north. The first was geographical. Between
the borders of Sind and the hills which were the homes of marauding
Marris and Bugtis lay a desert tract which can fairly claim a place, at
any rate in summer, among the top ten of the world’s plague spots. To
the intense heat—which inspired the local adage, ‘Having Dadar, why
did God make hell?’—must be added acute shortage of water, clouds
of suffocating dust, and such endemic diseases as cholera, dysentry and
malaria.

For the first four years the scheme of defence seems to have been
singularly ineffective, and the state of affairs in January 1847 was de-
scribed: ‘Everywhere was desolation and dismay; there was no security
for life or property. The British garrisons, shut up in mud forts, looked
on in impotent inaction. They did not attempt to forage or find food
in the neighbourhood; supplies were brought up from Sukkur and
Shikarpur, and the convoys were in constant peril.’

It was at this juncture that Captain John Jacob was appointed to
political charge. He had won fame as commander of the Sind Horse—
Jacob’s Horse—which had been formed from irregular squadrons
recruited in the Bombay presidency from ‘the true descendants of
Seewajee’s mountain rats whom not all the pride and power of the
armies of Hindustan could prevent from marching to the gates of Delhi’.
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Jacob revolutionized the whole system. Passive defence was aban-
doned and detachments were posted without any defensive works of
any kind; there was constant patrolling on a co-ordinated programme
over the length and breadth of the desert strip to ensure contact and
immediate support if needed. Describing his methods, Jacob wrote at
the close of his first year: “Wherever a party of the Sind Horse came
on any of the plunderers it always fell on them at once, charging any
number, however superior, without the smallest hesitation. Against
such sudden attacks the robber horsemen never attempted a stand;
they always fled at once, frequently sustaining heavy loss in men and
never succeeding in obtaining any plunder. These proceedings and
particularly the tracks, daily renewed, of our parties all over the desert
and in all the watering-places near the hills, far beyond the British
border, alarmed the robbers and prevented them from ever feeling
safe, and they soon ceased to make attempts on the British territory.’
He remarked in another memorandum that frontier works against
predatory tribes were most pernicious. ‘They proclaim that we are
afraid and provoke attack.” At the same time he started the construction
of roads and canals which brought great prosperity to the inhabitants of
the frontier district of Sind.

The second point of difference lay in the contrast between the
characteristics of the people, the Pathans in the north and the Baluch in
the south. ‘Both are warlike, revengeful and predatory; but while the
Pathan is a republican, having little reverence for the person of his
chief, the Baluch respects and obeys the head of his clan; while the
Pathan is bigoted and priest-ridden, the Baluch pays scant respect to
his priest, the sayyad or maulavi. Conciliate a Baluch chief and you in
most cases conciliate the whole clan; the Pathan chief is head of a
dominant faction only, and friendliness with him secures ill-fecling
from his opponents, while priestly influence may be at work to destroy
or thwart, it may be in a few hours, the conciliatory policy of years.
The Baluch is thus easicr to dcal with than the Pathan, and consequently
better suited for initial experiments in a peace and goodwill policy.’*

The third point was in the same category as the second; there was
over the southern half of what later became Baluchistan a paramount
chief, the Khan of Kalat, the head of a loosely knit confederacy. He
exercised certain central powers, but otherwisc each tribal chief had

* Colonel Sir Robert Sandeman, T. H. Thornton—Murray 1895.
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full control over his own people. Apart from levies furnished by the
tribes the Khan had no troops of his own and it was therefore unlikely
that the standard of law and order he was able to maintain was very
high. It may have sufficed in the days when they had no one to fight
and quarrel with but themselves, but with the advent of settled
government in Sind and, even more important, the possibility that the
British might again have to use the Bolan Pass on their way to
Kandahar, they could not tolerate such a happy-go-lucky state of
affairs on their western border.

There had been trouble in Kalat in 1838 when the Khan, Mahrab
Khan, had upset his tribes by violating certain of the unwritten laws
of confederacy. After the draconian treatment meted out to him for his
alleged discourtesy to Shah Shuja on his way to Kandahar the whole
countryside was for some time in a state of unrest. A fresh treaty was
concluded in 1854 by which the new Khan accepted certain obligations
for maintaining law and order, and agreed to British troops being
stationed in his territory; commitments which he could not fulfil
because he was at loggerheads with most of his tribal chiefs. In 1869 the
latter presented the British agent a formidable list of grievances against
their overlord, claiming that on perhaps half a dozen major counts he
had flouted their constitution. The state of the country was deplorable.
Traffic to the Punjab had ceased altogether, and that to Sind was
interfered with as the subsidy paid for tribal allowances to keep the
routes open had been misapplied to maintain a private army in Kalat.
The chiefs could not approach the Khan for fear of their lives, and the
Khan remained shut up for long periods in his fortress, neglecting his
administration; his mercenaries enjoyed uncontrolled licence, and were
the scourge of the countryside. The only ray of hope was that the
attitude of both parties during the struggle towards the British
Government was of the most friendly and respectful character. The
Government of India felt they could no longer remain as spectators of
this free-for-all, but there was a sharp division of opinion between the
men on the spot as to what form any intervention should take.

Colonel Phayre, the political superintendent for Upper Sind,
favoured a completely fresh approach. The Khan seemed deaf to all
reason; he was attempting to assume authority to which he was not
entitled, and he was in imminent danger of being overthrown. There
was therefore a duty to the tribal chiefs, who were far too powerful to
be ignored, to intervene and restore order—and to do so before matters
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got worse. Colonel Phayre’s immediate superior, Sir William
Merewether, Commissioner of Sind, who had been identified all along
with the policy followed to date, thought otherwise. In his view the
trouble was temporary and no more than could be expected when
feudal government first came into contact and collision with a central
power accustomed to higher standards of administration, law and
order. To intervene would only weaken the Khan’s authority: ‘we
should on the contrary do everything we could to strengthen it and,
above all, on no account listen to representations from his rebellious
subjects, unless preceded by their absolute submission.’

Phayre found an unexpected ally in Captain Robert Sandeman,
deputy commissioner of Dera Ghazi Khan, the southernmost district
of the Punjab although, strictly speaking, he had no right to express an
opinion. He had for two years been much concerned with the trouble-
some Baluch tribes who had a common frontier of two hundred miles
with the Punjab. Sandeman, recognizing that the hereditary influence
of their own chiefs, the tumandars, could be a potent factor in restoring
order had directed his energies to settling factional disputes and re-
establishing the position and dignity of these tribal leaders. However,
as the tribes lived on the far side of the Punjab border he ran into the
difficulty that they were subjects of the Khan and that all dealings with
them had to be made through the Commissioner of Sind.

Sandeman had a remarkable power of gaining the trust and co-
operation of tribesmen and he now entered the fray to suggest that it
should be possible by friendly inquiry and intervention to settle the
differences between the Khan and his sirdars. The Government of
India was sufficiently interested to direct that the Lieutenant-Governor
of the Punjab should confer with the Commissioner of Sind, Phayre
and Sandeman being in attendance. Unluckily the Governor, Sir Henry
Durand—he had led the demolition party at the gate at Ghazni—was
killed on his way to the mecting when his elephant took fright and
bolted through the narrow gateway of the fort at Tank. His successor
Mr H. Davies took his place. Some progress was made in sorting out the
division of responsibility for the control of the Baluch tribes along the
Punjab border, but as the new Governor did not feel qualified to
express an opinion on the relations between the Khan and his sirdars
no recommendation was made on this thorny topic.

The ink was barely dry on the paper of their report when news came
in of scrious disturbances at Quetta and Mastung which Colonel
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Phayre reported as ‘a national uprising against oppression’. His com-
missioner preferred to describe it as ‘a local émeute got up by the local
chiefs, encouraged by the sympathy in their cause indiscreetly exhibited
by our frontier officers’. By the end of 1871 the revolt had spread over
the whole khanate. In this crisis the Commissioner was instructed to
review the problem afresh and it was suggested he might avail himself
of Captain Sandeman’s experience: but when the latter arrived at
Jacobabad he was ignored. The central government once more inter-
vened and a dispatch signed by the Viceroy in council directed that the
Khan should accept the mediation of a commission set up to inquire
into the grievances of his sirdars. Sandeman was directed to attend, and
submitted a trenchant memorandum expounding what he considered
to be the errors of the government’s policy: for all that he was not
allowed to be present or take any part in the inquiry.

After a painstaking and elaborate investigation lasting several days
the Commissioner found, rather surprisingly, that ‘the sirdars had no
valid grievances, and were wholly in the wrong, but as they had been
misled, he promised that the Khan would, as an act of clemency,
restore the lands and allowances that had been confiscated on the
condition that they for the future paid due allegiance to their ruler and
that all property plundered be restored’. With regard to the idea of
giving the principal chiefs a share in the administration he felt that it
would be ‘difficult and probably dangerous’. It was a patched-up truce.
The recommendations were laid before the new Viceroy, Lord
Northbrook, and he recorded his emphatic approval. Phayre, who had
gone on leave, was told he would not return to his appointment, and
Sandeman was firmly reminded of his place and station.

A lull followed, but matters steadily got worse and, after a daring
raid by two hundred Brahuis into Sind early in 1874, the Commissioner
proposed to send a military expedition to depose the Khan and install a
more capable and amenable successor, and at the same time impose a
blockade against the agressors along the Sind and Punjab borders
simultaneously. The Government of India reccived a strong protest
from the Punjab that the blockade was more likely to harm British
subjects than the guilty tribesmen and refused to sanction the expedition.

Sandeman once more took the initiative and made a suggestion
which proved to be a turning-point in the conduct of frontier affairs.
He proposed the dispatch of a mission composed of Sind and Punjab
officers, accompanied by friendly Baluch chiefs, into enemy territory
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to inquire once more into tribal grievances. The Governments of
India and of the Punjab approved, but, not surprisingly, the Commis-
sioner of Sind recorded his strong disagreement. After prolonged
correspondence, lasting the best part of a year, in the course of which the
Commissioner seems to have been invited to Calcutta to explain his
objections to the Viceroy, Sandeman’s proposal was accepted, to be
put into effect in two stages: the first being that he should secure the sub-
mission of the Marri chiefs and the surrender of the booty; the second
that he should then take the mission over the border as he had suggested.

Sandeman succeeded by a measure as intrepid as it was effective. He
went himself into the Marri hills, unaccompanied by any military
escort. In his own words:

I went to a spot near the Marris headquarters, well-known as a trysting place.
I had no troops with me. There I summoned the Marri chiefs and explained the
whole matter to them. Vainly they pleaded that they had not committed the
raid. I could but answer, ‘Restore the cattle, proceed to Jacobabad, and ask for
pardon, or take the consequence.” They said, ‘If we go there we shall be
imprisoned.’ I answered, ‘No, you will not.” At last it was settled that I should
remain in the hills as a hostage for their safe return. I did so. All the principal
chiefs, including Sirdar Ghazan Khan (who was supposed to be endowed with
super-natural powers and to be too holy a man to visit our stations) set out for
Jacobabad, saying, ‘Sahib, we will do your bidding: you are responsible for the
result, or words to that effect.” All ended well.

Stage one had been successful. On 18 November 1875 Sandeman
left Dera Ghazi Khan on the second stage, armed with a copy of the
instructions of the Government of India. He had a small military escort
from the Punjab, and a larger and more impressive following of Baluch
horsemen, headed by their tumandars, over one thousand men in all.
Merewether made several attempts to hamper his progress but, in
those days before the advent of wireless and motor-cycle dispatch
riders, each message rcached Sandeman just too late for him to obey it,
and if he ever felt embarrassed he made no bones about referring the
matter for a decision to the Foreign and Political Department in
Calcutta. At length when Merewether sent him peremptory orders to
return to his basc the Government of India relieved Sind of all respon-
sibility for the affairs of Kalat, and transferred it for the time being to
thc Commissioner of the Derajat division of the Punjab.

The mission did a great deal to settle the differences between the
Khan and his sirdars but there was a setback no more than a few days
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after they left Kalat when the Khan executed a tribal chief who was
there on a visit, justifying his action by the plea that he had done no
more than anticipate an attempt on his own life. Once again there
might have been a general rising of the clans, but such was the reputa-
tion Sandeman had established for himself that it was decided to send
him once again to try to reach a settlement. At this juncture Lord
Northbrook, who had sanctioned the attempt, left India, to be
succeeded by Lord Lytton.

On this occasion Sandeman took with him an imposing military
escort, and he was fortunate to be halfway up the Bolan, with Lord
Northbrook’s letter to the Khan in his pocket, before Lord Lytton
assumed office. The new Viceroy was not pleased as he had come to
India with an ambitious scheme for the dispatch of an envoy to Kabul
to set relations with the Amir on a more satisfactory footing. This
entailed a completely fresh approach to Kalat and one of the first topics
he considered was the feasibility of recalling Sandeman. In the end he
decided to let him go on his way, with the rather sinister reservation
that for the time being no communication, official or otherwise, should
be made to him.

The mission did not start till 4 April 1876, the hot weather had set in,
and it was clear that the journey itself was going to tax the resources of
its leader: fifty miles of desert lay before him, then a toilsome journey
of sixty miles along the shingly bed of a dry torrent, shut in by stupen-
dous cliffs without a blade of vegctation, before the uplands could be
reachcd. On the far side of the desert cholera struck the escort and he
was counselled to return and await orders, but he pressed on, and at
length reached Kalat. It was only then, when the Commissioner of the
Derajat had reported to Simla that the Khan was once again willing to
accept the offices of Sandeman as a mediator, that the Viceroy per-
mitted the dispatch of a telegram of congratulation, tempered with the
warning that he must on no account commit the Government of
India to any line of policy towards the Khan or his sirdars.

The committee of arbitration, which assembled at Mastung,
consisted of three members nominated by the Khan, and three by the
Brahui chiefs, with Sandeman himself as referee and final arbiter. In the
words of the official dispatch:

With great judgement he threw upon a body of arbitrators, nominated by
the two parties, the difficult and invidious task of deciding between their rival
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claims; skilfully reserving to himself the advantageous position of an impartial
adviser to both parties in the dispute, rather than that of judge. He brought his
influence to bear with excellent effect on the wild tribesmen who seem to have
followed his advice with unlimited trust; he calmed their apprehensions; he
judiciously upheld the position of the Khan; and thus, by dint of impartial
honesty of purpose, by well-directed sympathy and unfailing patience, he
persuaded both the Khan and the sirdars to meet each other half-way in a
rational and amicable spirit.

By 11 July all matters in dispute were finally settled and at a grand
darbar the terms of reconciliation, agreed to on both sides, were
ratified on oath in the most solemn manner according to Mohammedan
custom. In making his report Sandeman recorded his considered
opinion that there was little hope of permanency for the settlement
unless it was backed by the continuing supervision of the British
Government. A separate instrument to give effect to this recommenda-
tion was drawn up, agreed to by the Khan and the sirdars, and
submitted with the report.

The decision caused the Viceroy and his council to think furiousty
and it is on record that the dispatch embodying their final agreement
was drafted and redrafted no fewer than seventeen times. Expressing
their natural reluctance to risk casting away the advantages gained by
Sandeman’s efforts, the pith of the matter was contained in the
following sentence:

Whatever may have been the personal disinclination of this Government in
times past to excrcise active interference in Khanates beyond our border it must
now be acknowledged that, having regard to possible contingencies in Central
Asia, to the profound and increasing intcrest with which they are already
anticipated and discussed by the most warlike population within as well as
without our frontier, and to the evidence that has reached us of foreign
intrigue in Kalat itself (intrigue at present innocuous, but sure to become active
in proportion to the anarchy or weakness of that state and its alienation from
British influence) we can no longer avoid the conclusion that the relation
between the British Government and this neighbouring Khanate must hence-
forth be regulated with a view to more important objects than the temporary
prevention of plunder on the British border.

In November the Viceroy travelled to Jacobabad to meet the Khan
for the ceremonial signing of the new treaty, accompanied on the final
stage of his journey by Sir William Merewether, Sandeman’s deter-
mincd but not unfriendly opponent, who bore his trying position with
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dignity, and throughout the subsequent proceedings displayed the best
qualities of a loyal public servant. Four areas, including Quetta and
the Bolan Pass, were leased by the Khan in perpetuity to the British
to be administered by the Government of India. This regularized the
garrison already established and the development of Quetta as an
important military centre. Sandeman was appointed agent to the
Governor-General and before taking up the appointment applied for a
much-needed period of leave, but in view of ‘the ambiguous and
critical position’ of our relations with Afghanistan and Russia the
Viceroy asked him to remain at duty.

There is no doubt that his continuing presence in Baluchistan during
the ensuing year set the seal on all that he had done, and when in 1878
war was declared against Afghanistan he was well established to render
invaluable service during the advance to Kandahar. To mention but
two of his successes: he detached the Pathan tribes north of Quetta from
their allegiance to the amirs; and above all convinced the Khan that it
was in his best interests to remain loyal to the British.

As there had been no fighting on the southern front and because of
the expense of maintaining a large garrison in Kandahar it was decided
early in 1879 that about five thousand men under General Biddulph
should withdraw to Quetta, and in March, much to Sandeman’s
satisfaction, those due to return to the Punjab travelled by the Tal-
Chotiali road. It was a route at one time in regular use by caravans, but
had been abandoned of recent years because of depredations by tribes-
men. Sandeman accompanied the column which met with no more
than trifling resistance and marched out by way of Fort Munro on to
the plains of the Punjab at Dera Ghazi Khan.

Under the treaty concluded with the Amir Yakub Khan in May
1879 the districts of Pishin and Sibi, an awkward and quite unjustifiable
salient of Afghan territory, were ceded to Great Britain, and Sandeman
was busy during the summer reorganizing their administration. Then
on 3 September came the news of the murder of Cavagnari and his
escort, and it needed all the reassuring influence of the political officers
to persuade the tribes to turn a deaf ear to the call for a religious war
reaching them from the north.

In the spring of 1880, as Roberts was to remain in Kabul until the
autumn, it was decided to bring up a division of the Bombay Army to
relieve Stewart in Kandahar, and for him to withdraw to India through
Kabul, with the idea of showing the flag through the Ghilzai country.
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There was such difficulty in finding transport for the move that sanction
was given for the construction of a broad gauge railway as far as Sibi.
After the unfortunate defeat at Maiwand on 9 August, followed by the
investment of Kandahar by Ayub Khan, the sobering influence of
Sandeman and his officers once more kept the countryside quiet.

In the spring of 1881 Sandeman was at last allowed to go on leave—
he had spent twenty-four out of his twenty-five years’ service in
India—but to his dismay found on his arrival in England that, in the
likely event of the return of Kandahar to the Afghans, it was proposed
that the districts of Pishin and Sibi should also be handed back. It is
hard at this distance of time to understand the reasoning behind the
suggestion, which seems to have had the backing of such a leading
member of the forward school as Sir Henry Rawlinson. A hundred
years eatlier Ahmad Shah had granted the district of Sibi in fief to an
Afghan family, but no attempt was made to govern or protect it, or
even collect the revenue, and it had become a no-man’s-land for
plundering tribes from all around. So slender, indeed, were the claims
of Kabul that after the First Afghan War both Sibi and Pishin were
conferred on the Khan of Kalat, who failed to occupy them only
because he lacked the power to restore them to law and order. On
the other hand both districts were of the first importance to Britain
and India. To the west of Pishin a mountain barrier, the Khwaja
Amran, forms a natural frontier with Afghanistan, while to the east the
plain has access over low passes to three roads communicating with
British India: to the north-east by the Zhob valley to the Gumal; east
by the Bori valley to Dera Ghazi Khan; and south of east by the line
of the streams that run into the plain by Sibi. Sibi itself was an essential
stage on the railways built up the Harnai and Bolan Passes. The posses-
sion of these two districts shortened India’s defensive frontier by some
three hundred miles; moreover, it facilitated the control of the border
tribes and offered the troops employed on frontier defence stations
rather more attractive than the feverish heat of the Indus valley. It is not
surprising that for the first six months of his leave Sandeman is said to
have divided his time between the Foreign Office, the India Office and
the lobbies of the House of Commons. Fortunately his views pre-
vailed and when he returned from leave—to a tumultuous welcome
from the people of Baluchistan—all major territorial problems had
been settled and he was free to devote his time to the consolidation of
the prizes he had won over the past cight years.
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Within five years of the end of the Second Afghan War railway lines
had been built up the Harnai valley and the Bolan Pass, joining again
at the eastern end of the Pishin plain; and with the decision to build a
road down to Dera Ghazi Khan a military cantonment was located at
Loralai.

Politically, Sandeman was faced with two tasks: the first to brin
under British control the newly assigned districts of Sibi and Pishin,
peopled by turbulent Pathan tribes unused to any form of orderly
government. In the wider field he had to establish on the only possible
basis, custom and usage, the relations between the Khan and his
sirdars envisaged in the treaty of 1877. The Khan was still nominal
head of the Baluchistan confederacy, his accolade the final act legitimiz-
ing the succession of tribal chiefs, but the de facto head was the agent to
the Governor-General. The discharge of these duties called for great
tact and determination to ensure that decisions were reached by the
natural deliberations of tribal councils or jirgas, and not arbitrarily
imposed from above.

The crowning triumph of the closing years of Sandeman’s life was
the extension of British control and influence over that vast tract of
country, twice the size of Wales, that lies to the west of the Takht-i-
Suliman. When in 1886 the construction of the road down to the
Punjab along the southern edge of the tract was begun dealings with
the tribes did not go beyond what was necessary to secure the road
itself, but towards the end of 1887 marauders based in the lower Zhob
began beating up the construction gangs. With a small escort of troops
and a following of Baluch and Brahui chiefs Sandeman went down the
valley as far as Apozai, and from there reconnoitred forward to within
twenty-five miles of the Gumal Pass. He met with little opposition and
the delinquents gave themselves up, but what was more important was
that on his way back he received petitions from the tribes along the
road praying that the Indian Government would take the Zhob under
its protection, and expressing their willingness to pay revenue in return
for the enforcement of law and order.

Sandeman at once saw the possibilities that were opened up; a
further shortening of the defensive frontier, and the chance of coming
to terms with the problem of the Gwaleri Pass, where the river Gumal
flows out into the plains. It was the junction of two very important
caravan routes, by the Gumal valley from Ghazni and Kabul, and by
the Kundar from Kandahar. Every autumn and spring large camel
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caravans of powindahs travelled along these roads on their way to trade
in India. They were a quarrelsome lot and if they suffered from the
Mahsuds living along the road they often gave as good as they got.
About the same time as Sandeman’s trip down the Zhob the Punjab
Government had made an attempt to arrange for the ordered protec-
tion of these caravans by the local tribes acting under the supervision of
British officers, but the Wazirs misbehaved and the plan came to naught.
The approach from the Zhob, of course, commanded the western
approach to the pass and dominated the tribes on the reverse slopes of
the Takht.

In the early autumn of 1889 the problem was reviewed on the spot
by the Viceroy, Lord Lansdowne, during a visit to Dera Ismail Khan,
and just before Christmas Sandeman was given instructions to occupy
Zhob and to renew the attempt, in concert with the interested tribes,
to occupy and open the pass. By Christmas Day the mission had
reached Apozai—the cantonment established there bears the name
Fort Sandeman—a grand darbar was held, and the new agency of the
Zhob formally established. Invitations were sent to the Sherannis who
live north-west of the Takht, and to the Mahsuds, and the Wazirs
whose territory lies along the left bank of the Gumal, to attend a
jirga to debate the next step forward. The leaven of Sandeman’s
personality was at work and by the end of January he was one march
short of the pass. Writing to his wife he recorded, ‘the Waziri headmen
up to date have behaved in a most exemplary way, not even a petty
theft has occurred, and we have 700 in camp, many of them most
accomplished thieves. They [the Waziris] have clearly made up their
minds to serve us loyally.” On the night of the 27th there was an
untoward incident when a non-commissioned officer of the escort was
shot, when against all orders he had strayed away from the vicinity of
the camp, but Sandeman insisted that the orders for the march next day
should stand. That night, the eve of the passage through the pass, the
Mahsuds alone stood guard over the whole camp. The expedition
ended with a grand darbar at Tank when the remainder of the fines
imposed on the Wazirs and Mahsuds for past misdeeds were remitted
and rewards and dresses of honour liberally bestowed on the tribal
chiefs. To quote from The Pioncer of 14 February 1890:

Probably no expedition organized for operations on the north-west frontier,
since we acquired it, has been more successful in its work or more important
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in its results than Sir Robert Sandeman’s last achievement in the Zhob valley. It
practically amounts to this, that by a masterly piece of strategy a position almost
impossible to attack in front has been turned and occupied, though held in
great force by some of the most turbulent border clans we have had to deal
with, without the loss of a man. In the whole scheme of frontier defence, no
measure can rank with the occupation of the Zhob valley and the passes
inwards for completeness and effectiveness. And the way in which it has been
brought about may be regarded as in all respects a model of border
administration.

Implicit in the final sentence was the hope that a new day had
dawned in dealing with the frontier tribes. The hope was stillborn. In
fact, the road linking Baluchistan through Fort Sandeman to
Waziristan never became a main highway in regular use. The trouble
was that on the strength of a brief acquaintance Sandeman misjudged
the Mahsuds. They were opportunists and never, at any time, ‘clearly
made up their minds’ to do anything but extract the last rupee of
advantage from the situation as it existed at any given moment.
Sandeman’s right-hand man, Bruce, moved to the Punjab and tried to
carry on the good work but he failed—and for three good reasons.

The first was that in the path of the extension of Sandeman’s policy
to the rest of the frontier stood the Mahsuds, the most difficult and
stubborn of them all. The second was that the very essence of the
policy was to find tribal leaders of sufficient standing with whom to
deal, and to back them to the hilt, by force of arms if necessary, in their
attempts to carry out the policy of government. Maliks of this level
of influence did not exist among the Mahsuds. Bruce thought he had
found them but when the crunch came he was not able to give them
the necessary degree of support, and they were murdercd or forced to
flee the country. The third reason was that Waziristan did not have the
strategic importance of Baluchistan as the high road to Kandahar—a
road which both British and Indian Governments had decided must be
kept clear at all costs because of the threat from Russia.
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north-west frontier was to persuade a proud and warlike
people, the independent tribes from across the administrative
border, to live on neighbourly terms with the inhabitants of the settled
and administered districts who were themselves Pathans and spoke the
same language, Pashtu. It was a problem so shot through with con-
flicting considerations that it is unwise to over-simplify, but at the root
of the matter lay three factors inherent in the character of the Pathan
and his way of life. First and foremost the Pathan was a hard man reared
in a hard school, his life dominated by the law of badal or retaliation,
one of the three principal maxims of the Pakhtunwali—the tribal code.
Badal must be exacted for personal insults or blood feuds, which might
be inherited, and if a man failed to discharge his liabilities he was
exposed to scorn and ridicule. Feuds might originate from intrigues
with women, murders, violation of safe conduct, or disputes about
debts, or inheritance, or tribal quarrels about land or water. The
causes were often quite trifling but a feud might go on for years, long
after the death of the original parties to it. The daily round, the com-
mon task—whatever he was doing or wherever he went, the Pathan
carried his rifle with him. The siting and construction of his house
might be dictated by the necessity to protect himself from his enemy.
When a feud was at its height men have been known to dig a com-
munication trench to get them from their house across a dangerously
open stretch of ground to the safety of the road or to their fields. He
was obliged from youth upwards to employ every means to get the
better of his enemies; revenge, treachery and sudden death were part
and parcel of his daily life. It was then only natural that his dealings
with the outside world should be governed by the same rules.
Secondly, he was fiercely independent. Hard though his life might be
he sought no other: the blessings of civilization had no message for
him. He not only asked, he demanded, to be left alone. Neither
Mughal, Durrani nor Sikh had dared to penetrate deeper than the
fringes of his territory, and when they did as much as that they paid
heavily for their presumption. After the arrival of the British the
Pathan came to accept the minor punitive expedition, but at any sug-
gestion that this might lead to permanent occupation a whole tribe
would be up in arms.
Finally, although there were rich and fertile valleys in Buner,
Tirah and the heart of Waziristan the Pathan lived in a poor country.

69

THE essential problem facing the Government of India on its
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It would be wrong to say that he raided to earn his daily bread, but for
the great majority their stony fields and lean and hardy flocks yielded
little beyond the bare necessities of life, and there was not much they
could do to better themselves; so, if money was short for some such
pressing need as the purchase of a new rifle, what simpler than to
descend on the villages of the plain in search of plunder? Life was pretty
uneventful, and the risks in a well-planned raid were negligible.

There was one other consideration which might complicate decisions
on frontier policy. Successive amirs of Afghanistan claimed an ill-
defined suzerainty over the independent tribes and were apt to intervene
in tribal politics either to enhance their own prestige or in furtherance
of any negotiations they might be conducting with the British.

The obvious remedy to stop raiding was to improve the financial
standing of the trans-border Pathan by the payment of subsidics that
would make good the loss he suffered by refraining from these
depredations, and there grew up over the year