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Prologue

Shortly before six in the morning on 20 June 1837, a carriage drew up in front of Kensington Palace in central London. It had come from Windsor Castle and contained two men: Lord Conyngham, the portly lord chamberlain, and Dr William Howley, the septuagenarian archbishop of Canterbury. Let in by liveried servants, the pair asked to speak to the duchess of Kent, a German-born princess who in 1818 had taken as her second husband a younger son of the ‘mad’ King George III. The duchess appeared and, after a brief conversation, returned to the bedroom she still shared with her eighteen-year-old daughter, Princess Victoria. The princess was woken – with a kiss, according to her mother – and told that two men were there to see her. She rose quickly, threw a dressing-gown over her nightdress and, with her fair hair still loose about her shoulders, received the two visitors in her sitting-room. She was, as she recorded pointedly in her journal, ‘alone’. She added: ‘Lord Conyngham (the Lord Chamberlain) then acquainted me that my poor Uncle, the King, was no more, and had expired at 12 minutes past 2 this morning, and consequently that I am Queen.’

There were no tears. They had flowed the night before when Prince Ernest of Hohenlohe-Langenburg, her half-sister’s husband, had informed her that William IV, the popular but ineffectual ‘Sailor King’, had only a few hours to live. Instead the young queen felt mostly relief: that her kindly uncle had been relieved of his suffering; and that she, at last, was her own mistress. Constrained, hitherto, by the strict system imposed upon her by her widowed mother and her mother’s scheming private secretary (and some say lover), Sir John Conroy, she was now free to make her own decisions. Her first had been to speak to the two envoys without her mother being present; the trick was repeated at nine, after breakfast, when she received Lord Melbourne, the handsome 58-year-old Whig prime minister, ‘quite alone, as I shall always do all my Ministers’. As Melbourne kissed her hand, she told him it had long been her intention to retain both him and his government, and that ‘it could not be in better hands than his.’ He stooped to kiss her hand a second time in gratitude.

Melbourne then read the young queen the draft of her declaration to the Privy Council.* He had composed it himself and she thought it ‘very fine’. Indeed her overall impression of Melbourne could not have been more favourable. ‘I like him very much’, she recorded, ‘and feel confidence in him. He is a very straightforward, honest, clever and good man.’

The Privy Council met in the palace’s Red Saloon at 11.30 a.m. Attending were two of Victoria’s three surviving uncles – the dukes of Cumberland and Sussex – and most of the senior political, military, legal and ecclesiastical officers of the realm. It was hard for them not to be impressed by the self-assured and dignified manner with which this slight young girl, clad in black, assumed the responsibilities of state. ‘Everyone appeared touched with her manner,’ noted one cabinet minister, ‘particularly the Duke of Wellington and Lord Melbourne. I saw some tears in the eyes of the latter.’ Victoria recorded that she was ‘not at all nervous’ as she read out the declaration and swore in the members of the council. That night, after a quiet supper and another ‘very important’ conversation with Melbourne, she slept alone for the first time in her life. The Victorian Age had dawned.

When the young, politically naive but fiercely dutiful Queen Victoria ascended the throne in 1837, Britain was the world’s leading industrial power, with apparently limitless supplies of coal and iron, and a virtual monopoly on steam power. London was not only the largest city in the world but also its principal financial exchange. Victoria’s navy was recognized as the ultimate arbiter of world affairs, while her army basked in the reputation it had won at Waterloo.

Yet Britain’s empire was, if anything, in decline. The American Revolution had helped to sour the notion of empire, and powerful commercial interests were arguing for free trade and against the protectionism of the eighteenth-century imperial system. In 1837 the empire consisted of a jumbled collection of territories acquired in bits and pieces over the generations, administered partly by government and partly by chartered companies. ‘It was’, wrote James Morris, ‘an unsystematic affair, an empire in abeyance, possessing no unity of purpose or sense of whole.’ It nevertheless covered some two million square miles and possessed a population in excess of a hundred million.

The greatest imperial presence was in India, where, by a process of conquest and treaty, the Honourable East India Company (HEIC) had completed its transformation from trading company to sovereign power and was directly ruling more than half of the subcontinent as the agent of the British government. Less buoyant were Britain’s West Indian possessions, including the sugar islands; these had underpinned domestic prosperity in the eighteenth century but were now, following the abolition of slavery in 1834, in rapid decline. There were the ‘white’ colonies in Canada and Australia – all of which would soon demand a measure of self-rule – and there was Ireland, nearer to home and ruled by the English since the twelfth century.

Cape Colony in southern Africa had been British since 1806, and a Cape Town trading company had recently founded Port Natal (later Durban) in south-east Africa. Other new acquisitions included Ceylon (part of the peace settlement in 1815) and Singapore (founded by Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles in 1819). In Europe the Union Jack fluttered over a string of key naval bases: Heligoland, Gibraltar, Malta and the Ionion Islands. Elsewhere British possessions were confined to a hotchpotch of islands, trading stations and strategic strongpoints, amongst them Penang, Arakan, the Falklands, the Seychelles, Mauritius, Gambia, the trading forts of the Gold Coast, St Helena, Norfolk Island and Bermuda. An estimated 1.2 million Britons were living abroad, including 56,000 soldiers in imperial garrisons (a large proportion of them in India).

During the period known as the ‘Dual Monarchy’ – from Victoria’s accession in 1837 to the death of her husband Albert in 1861 – the empire almost quintupled* in size thanks to territorial acquisitions in Asia, Africa, the South Sea and the Far East. Its cities, canals, railways and telegraphs were changing the face of continents. It was well on the way to becoming the greatest empire the world had ever seen.

This is the story of that extraordinary quarter century of imperial conquest and the people who made it happen: the politicians, colonial administrators, businessmen, generals and ordinary soldiers. It is, in particular, the story of the two major and nine medium-sized wars† that were fought in the name of trade, civilization and the balance of power. Of those many conflicts, only the Crimean War of 1854–6 was not strictly an imperial war, though it was fought with the security of empire in mind. (Of course the gap between the perception and the reality of a genuine threat to ‘imperial’ interests was no less yawning in 1838, when the British launched an unprovoked war in Afghanistan, than it was in 2003, when the British and Americans did the same in Iraq.)

When Victoria became queen, the British Army was fighting battles in a manner its seventeenth-century forebears would have recognized. But her reign was to coincide with some of the greatest technological advances of any period of history. By 1861 the advent of steamships, telegraphic communications, rifles and breech-loading cannon had revolutionized the business of war. Tactics and uniforms had to evolve to keep pace. But the conservative nature of the British Army meant that it rarely learnt from its previous campaigns; it preferred to adapt on the job. All of Victoria’s early wars were successful but often only after initial setbacks. Incredibly, the greatest industrial nation in the world did not always enjoy either a tactical or a technical superiority over its foes.

The one constant in this period of unprecedented change, always at the centre of the ever-expanding imperial web, was the formidable figure of Queen Victoria herself: shaping, supporting and sometimes condemning her government’s foreign policy – but never ignoring it. And through all this she was helped and guided by her talented and hugely underrated husband, Prince Albert. 


1. The Young Queen

The unlikely chain of events that brought the daughter of George III’s fourth son to the British throne was set in motion on 6 November 1817, when Princess Charlotte, twenty-one, the only child of the prince regent (later George IV), died shortly after giving birth to a stillborn son. This double tragedy not only deprived the country of two heirs apparent but left the incapacitated King George III,* the father of fifteen children, without a legitimate grandchild. Only two of the regent’s six surviving brothers were legally married – the dukes of York and Cumberland – and neither had fathered a child. The so-called ‘Race for the Throne’ was on.

It was won by fifty-year-old Edward, duke of Kent. A tall, stout, attractive man with a bald head and a fringe of hair he was wont to dye black, he had made his career in the army, where he became notorious as a martinet. It all came to an abrupt end in 1803, when his harsh regime at Gibraltar resulted in the death of a sergeant from flogging. The duke was quietly removed from the active list. Yet he had earlier served with distinction in the French West Indies (for which he was mentioned in dispatches) and eventually retired a field marshal.

His private persona could not have been more of a contrast. He was generally regarded as a warm, humane man whose ‘liberal’ views were at odds with those of his Tory brothers. The duke of Wellington, while disagreeing with his politics, considered him one of the most eloquent conversationalists he knew. Edward excelled at after-dinner speeches and indulged his interfering nature (and kept his three private secretaries busy) with a constant stream of complaints and suggestions to government departments. His domestic arrangements were similarly unorthodox. For the previous twenty-seven years he had lived a quiet and unobtrusive life with his French mistress, Thérèse-Bernadine Montgenêt, better known as Madame de Saint-Laurent, who was seven years his senior. But, like his brothers, he was a spendthrift and constantly in debt. Convinced that parliament would increase his already generous annual income of £27,000* if he married, he had been on the lookout for a wife since 1815. His preferred choice was Princess Charlotte’s sister-in-law,† the Dowager Princess Victoire of Leiningen (née Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld), a thirty-year-old widow with two children. He proposed on their first meeting but was rejected. Charlotte’s death caused him to press his suit with renewed vigour.

This time Princess Victoire accepted – partly swayed by inaccurate rumours that the prince regent had given his blessing – and the couple were married in Coburg on 29 May 1818. The duke had been hoping for an increase to his allowance of £25,000 a year, and a £12,000 grant to pay for his ‘outfit’ and marriage expenses. Instead the House of Commons voted him an extra £6,000 and nothing for his ‘outfit’. The duke of Wellington was not surprised, describing the royal dukes as the ‘damnedest millstone about the necks of any government that can be imagined’. He added: ‘They have insulted – personally insulted – two thirds of the gentlemen of England, and how can it be wondered at that they take their revenge upon them when they get them in the House of Commons.’

Two other royal dukes were married by the summer of 1818: the duke of Clarence, George III’s third son (and the future King William IV), and the duke of Cambridge, his youngest surviving son. Cambridge’s union was the first to produce a healthy child – christened George – on 26 March 1819. But Prince George would inherit the throne only if neither of his father’s newly married elder brothers had children. In the event, the duke of Clarence produced two daughters, but both died in infancy. The duke of Kent had better fortune. On 24 May 1819, after a straightforward six-hour labour, his wife gave birth to ‘a pretty little Princess, as plump as a partridge’. At the insistence of the prince regent she was christened Alexandrina Victoria: the first name in honour of the Russian Tsar Alexander, the second a sop to her mother. Known as ‘Drina’ in her infant years, the family eventually plumped for Victoria, or ‘Vickelchen’, as her German mother called her.

Victoria never knew her father. He died of pneumonia when she was just seven months old,* leaving his widow the onerous task of raising a future queen. The duchess was assisted by the handsome and insinuating Captain (later Sir) John Conroy, the duke’s former equerry, who became her private secretary and, some say, her lover. It was Conroy who convinced the duchess that her daughter needed to be isolated from other members of the royal family: partly to protect her from their low moral standards and partly because, he said, Victoria’s life was in danger from some of her designing uncles, particularly the quarrelsome duke of Cumberland, who would become king if she died first. Conroy’s long-term plan, however, was to retain such an exclusive hold over the young princess that when she became queen he and the duchess would rule by proxy. Thus was instituted the so-called ‘Kensington system’ – named after the palace in which she lived – whereby the young princess was kept apart from other children, rarely left alone and never allowed to see any visitor without a third person present. And yet, despite this lonely upbringing in a state of virtual house arrest, Victoria developed into an affectionate, self-possessed and dutiful young woman. Nothing better illustrates her extraordinary mixture of humility and responsibility than the journal entry she made on her eighteenth birthday, just a month before becoming queen. ‘How old!’ she wrote, ‘and yet how far am I from being what I should be. I shall from this day take the firm resolution to study with renewed assiduity, to keep my attention always well fixed on whatever I am about, and to strive to become every day less trifling and more fit for what, if Heaven wills it, I’m some day to be!’

That the duchess of Kent and Sir John Conroy had miscalculated the effect their ‘system’ would have on Victoria is clear from the speed with which the young queen asserted her independence. Her mother was banished to a distant bedroom, while the hated Conroy was denied an official position and eventually induced to ‘retire’ from the duchess’s household by the promise of an Irish peerage. * The man who instead became the queen’s mentor and chief adviser was William Lamb, the second Viscount Melbourne. A handsome, urbane and cultured man, Melbourne had experienced more than his share of private misfortune. He had married, against his family’s wishes, the beautiful, eccentric and headstrong Lady Caroline Ponsonby, daughter of the earl of Bessborough. Her affair with, and unrequited love for, the poet Lord Byron had scandalized society and embarrassed her husband; yet he had forgiven her and only her descent into insanity had caused their separation. She died in 1828 and was followed to the grave a year later by her sickly and feeble-minded son, Augustus, Melbourne’s only child. Melbourne sought solace in his career as a leading Whig politician and in 1835 became prime minister for the second time in two years. He would remain in office until 1841, and was therefore on hand to guide Victoria through the crucial early years of her reign.

Some observers feared that Melbourne would abuse his position to make himself, in effect, king. But they misread his essentially honourable and patriotic nature. Charles Greville, the celebrated diarist and clerk to the Privy Council, best summed up Melbourne’s feeling towards the queen when he wrote:

I have no doubt he is passionately fond of her as he might be of his daughter if he had one, and the more because he is a man with a capacity for loving without having anything in the world to love. It is become his province to educate, instruct, and form the most interesting mind and character in the world.

Melbourne threw himself into the task with singular enthusiasm, spending as much time enthralling the young queen with his endless fund of amusing stories and love of literature as he did tutoring her in the art of politics and her role as a constitutional monarch. For no longer could a monarch make or break governments, as George III had done. The steady erosion of royal patronage and the changes brought about by the great parliamentary Reform Act of 1832 (particularly the expansion of the electorate to one in seven males and the abolition of ‘rotten’ boroughs*) had increased the House of Commons’ influence over the government and weakened that of the monarch. But the traditional social elites – the aristocracy and greater gentry – still dominated both houses, and, for them, the period between the Reform Acts of 1832 and 1867 was a political golden age. The worst of the ‘rotten’ boroughs had been disenfranchised, but influence and money still talked at election time, ensuring either uncontested seats or ballots in which the most ‘generous’ candidate prevailed. Centrally organized political parties were beginning to emerge to take account of the expanded electorate, but it was only after the passing of the 1867 Act (which gave one in three men the vote) that they were able to exert discipline over their members. All this left Victoria in a curious constitutional position: nominally powerful but in reality the weak partner in the precarious balancing act between monarch, government and parliament. Yet monarchs still had – in the words of Walter Bagehot, the great constitutional historian – ‘three great rights’: to be consulted, to encourage and to warn. As her reign progressed, Victoria would make full use of these rights to influence government policy.

In 1837, however, Victoria still had much to learn. When told that the 1838 parliament would open on 9 January, she declared her intention not to attend. ‘Oh, you must,’ implored Melbourne. ‘That would never do.’ Reluctantly – but sensibly – she acquiesced. The key to influencing Victoria was to gain her trust. This Melbourne achieved from the very beginning. ‘Talked with him about many important things,’ she noted on 2 July 1837. ‘He is indeed a most truly honest, straightforward and noble-minded man and I esteem myself most fortunate to have such a man at the head of the Government; a man in whom I can safely place confidence. There are not many like him in this world of deceit!’ Many contemporaries suspected Victoria of falling in love with her charismatic prime minister. Her feelings, wrote Greville, ‘are sexual though She does not know it’. Possibly. She had lost her father at an early age and was clearly susceptible to a father figure. But if she did feel for Melbourne anything beyond ‘daughterly’ love, it was clearly of the schoolgirl-crush variety.

A month after her accession, Victoria moved from Kensington Palace to Buckingham Palace, a large mansion at the top of St James’s Park that had been bought by her grandfather, George III, and enlarged by his son George IV. Though the refurbishment of this large and draughty house, begun by William IV, was not yet complete, Victoria insisted on moving in July because her old house was not grand enough for a ruling monarch. She was ‘much pleased’ with her ‘high, pleasant and cheerful’ new apartments. * But she did not leave the place of her birth – where she had enjoyed ‘pleasant balls and delicious concerts’ – without regrets. ‘I have gone through painful and disagreeable scenes here, ’tis true,’ she wrote, ‘but still I am fond of the poor old Palace.’

The high point of Victoria’s first year as queen was her coronation at Westminster Abbey on 28 June 1838, for which parliament provided the handsome sum of £200,000 (four times the amount given to her predecessor). London, with its population of one and a half million swelled by 400,000 visitors, was bursting at the seams. Greville wrote on 27 June:

There was never anything seen like the state of this town; it is as if the population had been on a sudden quintupled; the uproar, the confusion, the crowd, the noise, are indescribable. Horsemen, footmen, carriages squeezed, jammed, intermingled, the pavement blocked up with timbers, hammering and knocking, and falling fragments stunning the ears and threatening the head; not a mob here and there, but the town all mob, thronging, bustling, gaping, and gazing at everything, at anything, or at nothing; the park one vast encampment, with banners floating on the tops of the tents, and still the roads are covered, the railroads loaded with arriving multitudes.

On the day itself the queen was woken at four by cannons firing the royal salute and was unable to get back to sleep because of the noise from countless bands and the growing crowds. She finally rose at seven and, after a light breakfast, dressed in her coronation robes of white satin and red velvet, and placed a circlet of diamonds in her hair. At ten she climbed into the gold State Coach with two attendants and began the slow procession, via Constitution Hill, Piccadilly and Whitehall, to Westminster Abbey. The crowds exceeded anything she had ‘ever seen’. Their ‘good humour and excessive loyalty’ made her proud to be queen of ‘such a Nation’, and her only worry was that some might be injured in the crush.

Amidst ‘deafening cheers’ she reached the west door of the abbey at 11.30 and went straight to the robing room, where she put on a long red mantle lined with ermine. Followed by her eight young train-bearers and Lord Conyngham, and preceded by Lord Melbourne carrying the Sword of State, she walked slowly towards the altar. The scene was magnificent: the abbey decorated with crimson and gold tapestries; the rows of peeresses ‘quite beautiful in all their robes, and the peers on the other side’;the altar covered with gold plate. Victoria was received by the archbishop of Canterbury, who proclaimed her ‘the undoubted Queen of this realm’. This drew the universal response: ‘God Save Queen Victoria.’ Having taken the oath to maintain the Protestant religion, the queen withdrew to the nearby St Edward’s Chapel, where she replaced her robes and diamond circlet with a linen shift and a supertunica of cloth of gold. Returning bareheaded to the altar, she sat in St Edward’s Chair as four knights of the Garter held a gold canopy over her head and the archbishop performed the Ceremony of the Anointing. Then the dalmatic golden robe lined with ermine was clasped around her, and she was handed the orb, sceptre and ruby ring. Unfortunately the ring was too small for her fourth finger, having been measured for the fifth, and had to be screwed on by the flustered archbishop as she winced in pain. Finally the archbishop placed the crown of state on her head. As he did so, the peers and peeresses donned their coronets, causing shafts of light from the candles to criss-cross in the gloom. Trumpets and drums sounded, and outside cannon fired as the crowds roared, ‘God Save the Queen.’


2. Afghanistan

Nine months earlier, as the young queen was still settling into her new London residence, a lone British horseman neared the Afghan capital of Kabul, thousands of miles away in central Asia. As he approached, a large noisy retinue emerged from the city gates to welcome him. At its head, seated atop a splendid elephant, was Akbar Khan, son of the amir, who greeted the rider with ‘great pomp and splendour’. Together, mounted on separate elephants, the pair entered the city as large crowds strained for a sight of the mysterious foreigner. His name, it emerged, was Captain Alexander Burnes.

Born in Montrose in 1805, the son of the provost,* Burnes had served in India since the age of sixteen. Though slight of frame and undistinguished looking, he had caught the eye of the Indian authorities and was eventually transferred from his Bombay regiment to the elite Political Department. Intelligent, resourceful, robust and daring, he was also a natural linguist and fluent in Persian, Arabic and Hindustani. He had made his name in 1832 by carrying out a daring intelligence-gathering mission through Afghanistan and into the fabled central Asian khanate of Bokhara, travelling on across the Turcoman Desert to the shores of the Caspian Sea, from where he returned to India, via Persia. So important was the information he gleaned that he was sent back to London to report in person. There he was dubbed ‘Bokhara Burnes’ by the press, lionized by society and granted audiences with both the prime minister and the king. He was even introduced to the then fourteen-year-old Princess Victoria, who thought his tales ‘very interesting’.

In 1835, having published Travels into Bokhara to great acclaim a year earlier, Burnes returned to India and his old job as assistant to the resident at Cutch. But in late 1836 he received orders from the new governor-general, Lord Auckland – a man he had met on his recent trip to Britain – to undertake a mission to Kabul. ‘I came’, he wrote after his arrival, ‘to look after commerce, to superintend surveys and examine passes of mountains, and likewise to see into affairs and judge what was to be done hereafter.’ He was sent, in other words, under the cover of a commercial mission. But his real reason for going was political: to see which way the land lay at the amir’s court.

George Eden, second Baron Auckland, was a 51-year-old bachelor when he arrived in India in March 1836. The son of a distinguished politician who had held cabinet rank under various prime ministers – including Pitt, Addington and Grenville – Auckland never quite achieved the same prominence, though he had been a member of Lord Grey’s and Lord Melbourne’s governments. He was, in the opinion of a contemporary, ‘quiet and unobtrusive in his manners, of a somewhat cold and impassive temperament, and altogether of a reserved and retiring nature’. Another described him as a hard-working, well-intentioned man but one of limited judgement. He was certainly sincere when he announced at his leaving dinner his intention of ‘extending the blessings of good government and happiness’ to India’s millions.

Although an appointee of the British government, Auckland was technically an employee of the Honourable East India Company, the former trading house that had, by a process of treaty and conquest, come to dominate the subcontinent. * Its three presidencies – Bengal, Bombay and Madras – now covered more than half of India. Of the remaining Indian princely states, only the Sikh kingdom of the Punjab posed a serious challenge to British hegemony. But it was the external threat to British India, particularly from Russia, that came to dominate Auckland’s thinking during his early months in charge. For much of the previous century tsarist Russia had been expanding its eastern empire at Persia’s expense, notably by acquiring Georgia in 1800 and territory in the Caucasus thirteen years later. Persia’s attempt to reverse the trend in 1826 had ended in another humiliating defeat. Worse was to follow in 1836, when the new shah of Persia was encouraged by the Russians to seek compensation for his losses by conquering the Afghan province of Herat, commonly known as the ‘Gate of India’. An ultimatum was duly sent to the ruler of Herat, Shah Kamran, who summarily rejected it. War was inevitable.

Lord Palmerston, the British foreign secretary, was well aware that Russia was using Persia as its stalking horse, testing Britain’s resolve to maintain Afghanistan’s territorial integrity. The best way to foil Russian designs, he decided, was to counter a pro-Russian ruler in Persia with a pro-British ruler in Afghanistan. This was the gist of the briefing he gave to Lord Auckland before the latter’s departure for India in early 1836. More explicit instructions were sent to him by the secret committee of the HEIC’s Court of Directors: he was to ‘judge as to what steps it may be proper and desirable for you to take to… counteract the progress of Russian influence in a quarter which, from its proximity to our Indian possessions, could not fail, if it were once established, to act injuriously on the system of our Indian alliances, and possibly even to interfere with the tranquillity of our own territory’. He could accomplish this task, he was told, by sending a confidential agent to Dost Mohamed, the amir of Kabul, ‘merely to watch the progress of events, or to enter into relations with this chief, either of a political or merely, in the first instance, of a commercial character’. * Alexander Burnes was the obvious choice as agent: he had travelled extensively in Afghanistan, knew the language and had met Dost during his previous visit to Kabul. His mission was one of the first acts in what came to be known as the ‘Great Game’, the often secret struggle between Britain and Russia for control of the central Asian gateways into India.

The enthusiastic greeting given to Burnes on his arrival at Kabul in September 1837 was a sign that the amir needed friends. Not only was Persia advancing on Herat with Russian support, but Dost’s brother had recently lost the fertile province of Peshawar, at the head of the Khyber Pass, to the formidable Sikh ruler Ranjit Singh, the ‘Lion of the Punjab’. If the British could help him regain Peshawar, Dost told Burnes, he would willingly assist their commercial and political aims. But Burnes knew that the Indian government would never jettison its strong alliance with Ranjit in return for Dost’s friendship, and was therefore unable to offer more than vague assurances.

In the midst of these delicate negotiations appeared Captain Yan Vitkevich, a Lithuanian-born officer in the Imperial Russian Army, who had travelled from Orenburg in the Urals with a letter for Dost from Tsar Nicholas I himself. On hearing of his approach, Dost had asked Burnes whether he wanted the Russian arrested or expelled. Burnes said neither. Instead he wanted Dost to listen to what the Russian had to say and then report back. Dost agreed, but the news, when it came, was not what Burnes wanted to hear. ‘We are in a mess here,’ he confided to a friend. ‘The Emperor of Russia has sent an envoy to Caubul to offer Dost Mahomed Khan money to fight Runjeet Sing!!!… I sent an express at once to my Lord A., telling him that after this I knew not what might happen, and it was now a neck-and-neck race between Russia and us.’

Auckland’s unhelpful response was to rule out the possibility of forcing Ranjit to hand back Peshawar. At the same time Burnes was instructed to warn Dost that were he to enter into an alliance with the Russians, or any other power, that might be considered detrimental to British interests, then he would be forcibly removed from his throne. An outraged Dost refused to bow to Auckland’s demand that Vitkevich be expelled, not least because the governor-general had offered nothing tangible in return. Instead, on 21 April 1838, he received the Russian envoy with every mark of respect at his Bala Hissar palace. Six days later, conceding defeat to his rival, Burnes left Kabul to report to his superiors.

By now the Persian siege of Herat was in its seventh month and the city’s fall was daily expected. Writing in May 1838, Auckland felt he had three options: he could leave Afghanistan to its fate, though that would simply invite ‘Russian and Persian intrigue upon our frontiers’; he could save Afghanistan by supporting the existing chiefs of Kabul and Kandahar, though that would ‘give power to those who felt greater animosity against the Sikhs than they did against the Persians’; or he could allow Ranjit’s Sikh armies to advance on Kabul with the intention of restoring the former ruler, Shah Shuja,* who was then in exile in the British frontier town of Ludhiana. Incredibly – and despite the opposition of experienced politicals like Claude Wade, the British agent on the North-West Frontier, who preferred to support Dost – Auckland chose the last option.

The governor-general had been heavily influenced in his thinking by Sir William Macnaghten, secretary to the Secret and Political Department in Calcutta (and therefore Burnes’s boss), a man described by Auckland’s sister Emily as ‘our Lord Palmerston’. The son of an Indian Supreme Court judge, Macnaghten had joined the HEIC’s army as a sixteen-year-old cadet and later transferred to the political branch, where his industry and linguistic ability secured him rapid promotion. Now forty-five, with spectacles, a heavy moustache and a sharp nose, he was ambitious enough to promote a risky policy that, if it turned out well, would bring him fame and further honours. Macnaghten conducted negotiations with Ranjit and Shuja in person, signing treaties with them for a joint march on Kabul in June and July respectively.

Burnes had made his own feelings clear in a letter to Macnaghten in early June, pointing out that the situation in Kabul could not remain as it was, and that nothing but ‘decided remonstrance’ would deter Russian encroachment. As for Shuja, the British government had only to send him to Peshawar with an agent, two of its own regiments as an escort and ‘an avowal to the Afghans that we have taken up his cause, to ensure his being fixed for ever upon his throne’. But, he added, ‘we must be directly concerned.’ In other words, British troops should be part of the invasion force. And yet his favoured course of action would have been to support Dost. ‘He is a man of undoubted ability’, wrote Burnes, ‘and has at heart a high opinion of the British nation, and if half you must do for others were done for him… he would abandon Russia and Persia to-morrow.’

Burnes, however, was overruled by Macnaghten, his assistant Henry Torrens and John Colvin, Auckland’s private secretary, who was destined to play a leading if inglorious role in the great sepoy* rebellion of 1857. The only one of Burnes’s suggestions that Macnaghten and his cohorts did agree with was that British troops should also take part. Auckland duly consulted his commander-in-chief, General Sir Henry Fane, who, according to his ADC,† warned against such a ‘wild and unmeasured expedition’. Even if an initial invasion was successful, argued Fane, it would be ‘next to impossible’ to ‘maintain large bodies of troops in countries so distant, and which hardly produce sufficient food for a very scanty population’. When Fane realized that Auckland was determined to proceed regardless, he insisted on assembling as large a British force as possible. In the event the so-called ‘Army of the Indus’ was drawn from both the Bombay and Bengal presidencies and was originally comprised of six regiments of cavalry, eighteen of infantry, two brigades of artillery and supporting units.

The opening moves in the conflict were precipitated by Auckland and his closest advisers in the face of much local opposition. They had come to the extraordinary conclusion that the best way to carry out London’s instructions – namely to prevent Russia from gaining a foothold in Afghanistan, and thereby threatening the security of British India – was the substitution of Shuja for Dost. An additional benefit was the forging of new trade links with Afghanistan. But these commercial interests could have been achieved by negotiation with Dost. The chief aim of the war was regime change: the replacement of an (allegedly) anti-British amir with a pro-British one. Two key questions, however, had not received a satisfactory answer: how would the fiercely independent Afghan tribes react to the imposition by British bayonets of a former ruler of doubtful popularity? And how would the British, even if they succeeded in conquering Afghanistan, be able to hold on to it? Such doubts were clearly in the mind of Mountstuart Elphinstone, the enlightened former governor of Bombay who had turned down the vacant governor-generalship in 1835, when he wrote to a friend:

I used to dispute with you against having an agent in Caubul, and now we have assumed the protection of the state as much as if it were one of the subsidiary allies in India. If you send 27,000 men up the Bolan Pass to Candahar (as we hear is intended), and can feed them, I have no doubt you will take Candahar and Caubul and set up Soojah; but 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 hopeless.

Auckland’s perspective was more short term. On 1 October, with the Bengal portion of the Army of the Indus gathered at Ferozepur, he set out the reasons for invasion in his Simla* Manifesto: to overthrow Dost Mohamed, who had formed schemes of ‘aggrandizement and ambition injurious to the security and peace of the frontiers of India’, and who had given his ‘undisguised support to the Persian designs in Afghanistan’; and to replace him with Shah Shuja, whose popularity in his own country had been proved, and whose power would now be supported ‘against foreign interference and factious opposition by a British army’. Only once Shuja had been ‘secured in power, and the independence and integrity of Afghanistan established’ would British troops be withdrawn.

The news, in mid October, that the Persians had raised their siege of Herat made little difference to Auckland’s plans beyond reducing the size of the invasion force. But it was the last straw for Sir Henry Fane, the commander-in-chief, who did not support the policy of armed intervention but who thought that, if it did take place, it should be done properly. The official reason for his replacement as commander of the Army of the Indus by Lieutenant-General Sir John Keane, head of the Bombay Army, was ill-health. But Fane was dissatisfied, telling Auckland that such a small army did not require his services, and complaining that Macnaghten, who was to accompany the expedition as political chief, had usurped his authority. The ‘principal and real reason’ that Fane relinquished the command, wrote his ADC, ‘was disgust at the extraordinary power, both civil and military, delegated to Mr McNaghten – such power as would have rendered the commander-in-chief of all the armies in India a mere cipher or tool in the hands of a civil secretary to Government’.

The army that General Keane would take with him into Afghanistan was a heterogeneous mix of Queen’s troops, Britons and Indians in the employ of the HEIC, and Shah Shuja’s local levies. But, like all commanders in India, Keane would rely most on his regiments of British infantry: the 2nd (Queen’s), 3rd (Buffs) and 17th (Leicestershire) Foot, and 13th (Somersetshire) Light Infantry. Red-coated infantrymen had been the backbone of the British Army for the previous century and a half, during which time their appearance, equipment and tactics had changed very little. They still wore tight red coatees,* buff leather cross-belts and close-fitting grey trousers; constricting their necks were black leather stocks and atop their heads sat tall shako dress caps that – with their brass rim, scales and badge – weighed up to three pounds and resembled inverted coal scuttles. Their remaining equipment – musket, ammunition pouches, water bottle, bayonet and haversack – brought the total burden for a fully laden soldier to a back-breaking seventy pounds.

The infantryman’s musket was essentially of the same Brown Bess design that had been in service since the 1730s.† A muzzle-loading, smooth-bore flintlock, it was short of range (effective to only 200 yards), slow to use (two to three shots per minute) and wildly inaccurate (though effective enough in a European conflict against compact bodies of troops). It was also heavy (twelve pounds) and, with a barrel of thirty-nine inches, extremely long and unwieldy. But its large bore – .753 calibre, the biggest in Europe – packed a considerable punch, and the duke of Wellington, for one, was an ardent admirer. He described it as the ‘most efficient’ musket yet produced, adding: ‘The fire from it [is]… the most destructive known. It is durable, it bears all sorts of Ill-Usage; is easily repaired, and kept in Repair and Serviceable; and besides its Power as a Missile, its length is an advantage in the use of the Bayonet.’ But even the bayonet was a weapon of questionable reliability: sixteen inches long, triangular in shape and iron in construction, it was heavy and had a tendency to bend and work itself loose in combat.

Officers wore similar uniforms to those of their men – though more elaborate and without cross-belts – and were armed with swords and pistols. The latter were single-shot, inaccurate and unreliable. So ineffective were they, in fact, that the 1833 cavalry regulations defined the pistol as ‘merely a useful standby at close-quarters if the sword or sword-arm were disabled’.

The social origins of officers in the British Army could not have contrasted more with those of their men. Officers came, on the whole, from the traditional ruling castes: the aristocracy, landed gentry and rich middle classes. This was the direct result of the purchase system, whereby commissions had to be bought for a certain fixed amount (though an unofficial surcharge was often paid, particularly in the more fashionable guards and cavalry regiments). In theory an officer could purchase the next rank only when he had become the senior of the rank below. But rich and unscrupulous officers could get round this by bribing their senior but less affluent colleagues to waive their right to purchase. The fabulously rich seventh earl of Cardigan – of ‘Light Brigade’ fame – was one of the chief exponents of this financial chicanery, rising from cornet to lieutenant-colonel in just six and a half years (it usually took about twenty). Citing Cardigan and others as examples of how the purchase system favoured wealth over merit, Radical members of the post-reform parliament of the 1830s made a number of attempts to abolish it. But they all failed thanks, in no small part, to the opposition of the conservative duke of Wellington, who insisted that the purchase system was the surest way to protect the social and political status quo. ‘It is the promotion by purchase’, he told a House of Commons committee in 1833, ‘which brings into the service men of fortune and education, men who have some connection with the interests and fortune of the country… It is this circumstance which exempts the British Army from the character of being a “mercenary army”.’

Not every promotion was paid for: commissions were purchased only up to the rank of lieutenant-colonel, and brevet (or non-substantive) rank could be awarded for meritorious service at home or in the field. But the vast majority of officers paid for their initial commissions, which, in 1837, cost a minimum of £450 (or roughly £20,000 today). Because of this, and because they were expected to supplement their modest pay with a private income, most officers were from wealthy backgrounds.

Non-officers, or other ranks, came from the opposite end of the social spectrum. Poor pay, harsh discipline and long service abroad ensured that only those on the very lowest rung of society were tempted to enlist. Most were former agricultural labourers, with unemployed artisans, servants, miners, ‘thoughtless youths, petty delinquents’ and ‘men of indolent habits’ making up the balance. For the penniless, a strong incentive to join up was the remittance of all debts under £30 and the payment of bounty money. Not all recruits were desperate: a few wanted to see the world, serve their country and better themselves by promotion. But such ambitious and adventurous types were always in a minority. Wellington’s infamous description of his soldiers in 1813 as ‘the scum of the earth’ referred as much to their lowly social origins as it did to their indiscipline after the Battle of Vitoria in the Second Peninsular War.

To keep such unpromising material in order, he and other senior officers insisted upon a draconian system of punishments. The cornerstone of the system, and the ultimate sanction, was the lash. Radical MPs made a number of attempts to abolish flogging in the 1820s and 1830s. All were defeated, but the popular clamour did result in the setting up of a Royal Commission in 1836 that limited the number of lashes a general court martial could award to 200* (prior to 1829 it had been 1,000). In the native armies of the HEIC, by contrast, flogging was abolished altogether in 1835 by Lord William Bentinck on the grounds that it deterred ‘young men of respectable connections’ from joining up. The social standing of the average Indian recruit was, to be fair, much higher than that of his British counterpart: the vast majority of Bengal soldiers, for example, were high-caste Hindus. But Wellington’s fears were realized when the discipline of the Indian Army deteriorated, and Lord Hardinge, then governor-general, felt he had no option but to reintroduce flogging on a limited scale in 1845.

Infantry tactics had changed little since Waterloo and were specifically adapted to European war and the perceived inadequacies of British weapons and troops. They relied upon close-order formations of the line for firing and charging, columns for manoeuvre and the square as a defence against cavalry. What tactical innovation there had been during the Napoleonic Wars – notably the use of riflemen and light infantrymen to screen regular infantry – was the preserve of a small number of units. And yet a war against Afghan tribesmen could not have been more unsuitable for close-order fighting. Hardy hillmen, familiar with arms from boyhood, the Afghans were natural fighters who knew instinctively how to make the best use of cover, and who could move from rock to rock with the nimbleness of a mountain goat. Though their long-barrelled matchlock muskets – known as jezails – were of ancient design and had a tendency to burst, they had the crucial advantage of being able to shoot further than British muskets. And they were better shots, one English officer describing them as ‘perhaps the best marksmen in the world’. They were also skilled horsemen, something of a necessity in a country that had no navigable rivers and was too rugged for wheeled traffic. All in all they presented a formidable foe with their mobility, fieldcraft and marksmanship. They were, in effect, mounted infantrymen par excellence and presented the British Army with the same sort of challenge at the beginning of Victoria’s reign as the Boers would at its end. Siege operations might not be such a problem, but to combat them in the field the British would need more than their traditional virtues of discipline, courage and massed firepower. They would require, in particular, the skills learnt by their riflemen and light infantry in the two Peninsular Wars of 1808–14, when each company* knew how to skirmish and to act independently.

The invasion of Afghanistan began on 10 March 1839, when the Bengal Contingent of the Army of the Indus – 10,000 strong – entered the formidable Bolan Pass, the gateway to southern Afghanistan, ‘a huge chasm, running between precipitous rocks to the length of seventy miles, and rising in that distance to the height of 5,637 feet above the plains below’. The plan was for Sir Willoughby Cotton to make the initial incursion; Keane, with the Bombay troops and Shuja’s Contingent, would follow in his wake. It had been intended that Sikh troops would make a simultaneous advance up the Khyber Pass, but the ailing Ranjit Singh changed his mind, and this would not now take place. The British were on their own.

Once under way, the invasion force stretched for miles, a vast unwieldy column of soldiers, beasts, wagons and camp followers, the last outnumbering the fighting troops by three to one (as was usual in the subcontinent). Swelling the baggage to an alarming extent was the personal gear of the British officers, most of whom ignored Fane’s suggestion to travel light. Even the junior officers were followed by as many as forty servants – cooks, bearers, dhobis and water-carriers – and camels laden with luggage. Among their ‘necessities’ were cigars, jams, pickles, potted fish, tinned meats, plate, glass, crockery, candles, table linen, books, dressing-cases, cologne and Windsor soap. Senior officers were just as culpable, with one brigadier-general requiring no fewer than sixty camels to transport his belongings.

Accompanying Cotton as political adviser was the recently knighted Sir Alexander Burnes. He had planned ahead by buying the cooperation of the local chieftain, the khan of Khelat, whose usual style was to plunder passing travellers. But, even without armed opposition, the slow pace of the column, the harshness of the rocky terrain and the absence of water and forage meant the march towards Kandahar quickly descended into chaos. It was, in the understated words of one officer, ‘attended by great trouble, many privations and heavy loss in camels, hundreds and hundreds having died, consequently Govt. and many officers suffered very severely by the loss of tents and baggage’. Their subordinates were hit where it hurt most: in the stomach. British soldiers had their bread ration reduced, sepoys were put on half-rations and camp followers even less. The column was saved from starvation by Burnes’s purchase of 10,000 sheep from a reluctant khan and

 








Cotton’s insistence on a series of forced marches. On 24 March the Bengal troops reached Quetta, ‘a most miserable mud town, with a small castle on a mound’. They were joined in early April by Keane and the Bombay Contingent, who had suffered serious supply problems of their own. The solution suggested by the ruthless Shuja was to reap the unharvested crops, leaving the inhabitants to starve. This was vetoed by Macnaghten, who, wisely, chose not to alienate the locals. But Shuja’s contemptuous attitude towards ordinary Afghans – describing them as ‘a pack of dogs, one and all’ – did not bode well for the future. ‘We must try’, wrote Macnaghten, ‘and bring him gradually round to entertain a more favourable view of his subjects.’

On 9 April the combined Army of the Indus moved on towards Kandahar with its supplies as meagre as ever: just fifteen days’ rations for a march of fifteen days. Any delay in the capture of Kandahar would, according to one officer, have caused the army to disintegrate. Fortunately Dost’s brothers chose not to defend the city, and, on 25 April, Shuja entered in apparent triumph to the cries of ‘Welcome to the son of Timur Shah! Kandahar is rescued from the Barukzyes!’ Much of this enthusiasm had been paid for by British gold, and a truer indication of local feeling was given on 8 May, when a grand review of troops on the plain outside Kandahar was attended by fewer than 500 Afghans. Even more worrying, noted a British colonel, was the fact that ‘none of the Sirdars or men of rank have yet come in to tender their allegiance, all having fled with their followers.’ Shuja’s authority, as a result, did not ‘extend beyond the gates of Candahar, and would be weak enough there were it not for the British camp outside’.

For two months the army languished at Kandahar, waiting for the harvest to ripen and replenish its supplies. The British troops, in particular, found the city and its inhabitants risible and charmless. ‘Candahar is a square’, wrote one staff officer, ‘with four broad streets meeting in the centre with bastions and walls of mud, a lower wall and a contemptible ditch. We could have demolished the wall in no time. The city is beastly dirty, so are the people. They are cunning, avaricious, proud and filthy, notwithstanding all the romantic descriptions of Burnes, Connolly* [sic] & Co.’

It was with a feeling of relief, therefore, that the army resumed its advance on 29 June. But Afghan opposition was beginning to stiffen, and the next British objective would prove a much tougher nut to crack than Kandahar. Two hundred and thirty miles distant, astride the road to Kabul, lay the formidable fortress town of Ghazni. During the British delay at Kandahar its defences had been strengthened, its garrison increased to 3,000 men under Dost’s son Hyder Khan and provisions laid in for six months. Dost assumed the British would cover Ghazni with a small force and continue their advance. But Keane had been assured that the city was weakly held, and he was determined to capture it. To assist a direct assault he had begun the invasion with some heavy 24-pounder siege guns. Macnaghten, however, had persuaded him to leave them behind at Kandahar on the strength of reports from spies – ‘some no doubt from and instructed by the Enemy’ – that Ghazni had been ‘abandoned’ and ‘no resistance’ would be offered. It was a mistake, as Keane himself acknowledged in a letter to Sir Jasper Nicolls, Fane’s successor as commander-in-chief of India:

On the morning of the 21st July the Army in three columns moved close to the outworks of the place, and instead of finding it, as the accounts had stated, very weak and incapable of resistance, a second Gibraltar appeared before us. A high rampart in good repair built on a scarped mound about 35 feet high, flanked by numerous towers, and surrounded by a well constructed [escalade] and a wide wet ditch. In short we were astounded, but there we were.

Keane ordered the twenty-two cannon he did have with him – a variety of 6- and 9-pounders – to open up on the fort, but they had little effect on its thick walls and were soon outgunned by a heavy counter-fire. Keane was in a fix. He could not leave such a strong position astride his line of communication, and yet did not have the guns to mount a direct assault. While he mulled over the problem, he put his troops under cover in nearby villages and gardens, and instructed his chief engineer to look for chinks in the fort’s armour. One was found: the Kabul Gate on the north side of the town, which, though protected by a barricade, was ‘assailable’ and had the additional advantage of high ground screening its approach.

Keane resolved to attack, and, having received their instructions, the troops began to move into position at midnight on the 22nd. By 3 a.m. all was ready. Three engineer officers and a party of Indian sappers approached the Kabul Gate unseen and stacked up 300 pounds of gunpowder. With Keane’s light artillery and a decoy force to the south creating a diversion, one of the officers lit the powder train. Captain James Douglas, a staff officer with the reserve column, recorded:

The scene at this moment was magnificent. The fire was unremitting on both sides. It was not yet daylight, and the indistinctness of objects, the rude walls, and queer figures formed a picture more beautiful, more grand, than anything I have ever imagined. Suddenly an explosion, louder than thunder, broke through the road of artillery; then a pause; then a cheer; the unmistakable English cheer, rent the air; then the old walls and battlements illuminated with the flash of arms, and then the busy musketry went chattering through the streets.

No sooner had the Kabul Gate exploded in a cloud of smoke, broken masonry and shattered timber than a bugle sounded ‘Charge!’ and the storming party – light companies from three British and one Bengal European regiment – were haring towards the breach. There they encountered stiff resistance from a dense body of sword-wielding Ghazis* who left one section of thirty-two British troops with only a single man unwounded. But ultimately the Ghazi scimitars were no match for British volley fire and bayonets, and the breach was cleared. It took some time for the main British column to enter the city, ‘the gateway being blocked up with rubbish and dead bodies, mostly Afghans’, and more time still for the remaining pockets of resistance to be crushed. But by sunup the citadel was in British hands. Keane reported:

The Afghans are desperate behind walls and were severely punished. We buried 600 within the walls and the loss outside in the outworks and cut by the cavalry trying to escape was 400 more. Our loss is about 200 including officers. So what was said to be secure for a year against any power, was ours in two hours. And what I could hardly believe, but is God’s truth, not a woman was violated. Young Hyder was found concealed, when order was restored, in one of the towers, and brought prisoner to my tent. The poor youth was dreadfully low… I told him by way of a little comfort that he was a brave soldier and had made a gallant defence… He said he could bear his capture and that of his fortress with resignation, but being obliged to appear before Shah Soojah… was a death blow to him.

Hyder was ‘shaking like a leaf’ as Keane led him into Shuja’s presence. He need not have worried. Having listened to Keane’s advocacy, Shuja announced that the son of his mortal enemy would be ‘well treated’. Handed over to Burnes for safekeeping, the young Afghan prince was so relieved by the ‘kind treatment he had met with’ that he at once wrote to tell his father.

Hyder was not the only Afghan treated well. No fewer than 1,500 defenders were taken prisoner, and, as Keane thought worthy of mention, not a single Afghan woman was raped. Even for British soldiers this was unusually restrained, particularly in the heat of a battle with Asiatics. Major Henry Havelock, the teetotal Christian soldier who would be immortalized for his exploits during the Indian Mutiny, put it down to enforced temperance. ‘The character of the scene in the fortress and citadel would have been very different,’ he wrote, ‘if individual soldiers had entered the town primed with arrack, or if spirituous liquors had been discovered in the Afghan depots.’ It helped too that the soldiers’ daily rum ration had run out two weeks earlier. The only sour note was the wholesale pillage of Ghazni by Keane’s camp followers, who ‘managed to scale the walls before the firing had well ceased and plundered the place of every description of property’.

The sudden loss of the seemingly impregnable Ghazni was, however, a mortal blow for Dost’s regime. ‘Our success’, wrote Captain Douglas, ‘has electrified the people of the country who expected, at least, a siege of some months. They say we must have gained the place by magic or treachery… The news reached Cabool within 24 hours and this day Jabbur Khan, the brother of Dost Mahomed Khan of Cabool, came to our camp to treat for terms.’ Jabbur demanded for Dost the hereditary title of vizier – or chief minister – long held by the Barukzai clan, in return for his abdication. Shuja refused and offered instead an ‘honourable asylum’ in British India. This was rejected by an indignant Jabbur, who declared his intention, and that of his brother, to fight to the death. Unfortunately for Dost, his troops did not see it that way, and as the British approached Kabul they began to melt away. Further resistance was hopeless, so, with a small band of followers, he abandoned Kabul and rode north towards the Hindu Kush.

Having detached a small force to garrison Ghazni, Keane’s army arrived before the walls of Kabul on 6 August. A day later Shuja entered the city on a magnificent white charger, his gold robes glinting with precious stones. He was flanked by Macnaghten and Burnes – who would henceforth serve as British envoy and resident respectively – both in full diplomatic fig, ‘a cocked hat fringed with ostrich feathers, a blue frock coat with raised buttons, richly embroidered on the collar and cuffs, epaulettes not yielding in splendour to those of a field marshal, and trowsers edged with very broad gold lace’. Such finery failed to impress the citizens, who gave the returning shah an ominously lukewarm reception. ‘It was more like a funeral procession’, wrote a contemporary, ‘than the entry of a King into the capital of his restored dominions.’ But Captain Douglas* was not particularly worried. ‘Shah Shuja has not from the first met with that degree of personal attachment and active support which our Government anticipated,’ he admitted to his father.

But… now that the King is seated on his throne and all the rebel chiefs expelled, it is evident that all the peaceable and industrious classes of the people are highly satisfied with the change… Many say, ‘Who is Shah Shuja that we should love him. He is an Afghan and, for all we know, may become as great a tyrant as those he has displaced. But give us justice, security of property and moderate Government and we will be thankful and contented.’ I have asked hundreds of respectable men if they were pleased with the Shah’s return. The invariable answer has been: ‘You are the people we look to. You are just, liberal and wise. We are weary of oppression and misrule. Give us protection and we ask not who is King.’

Dost, however, was still at large. Until he had been captured, and the country properly pacified, there was little chance that Auckland would have his wish – expressed in a memo of 20 August – of withdrawing all British troops back across the Indus. In the end it was decided to leave the whole Bengal Contingent to prop up the Shuja regime. But this did not take the gloss off what, on the surface, appeared to have been a brilliantly conceived and executed military campaign that had attained all the political objectives it had been set. Russia and Persia were no longer in any doubt that Afghanistan was, and would remain, a British sphere of influence. The official rewards for such an achievement were suitably lavish: Auckland was made an earl, Keane a baron and Macnaghten a baronet; Cotton was advanced in the Order of the Bath from KCB to GCB, three brigadier-generals were knighted (KCB) and a further fourteen senior officers were made CB. But the newly ennobled Baron Keane of Ghazni was not taken in by the façade of tranquillity. As he prepared to hand over command to Cotton and return to Bombay, he remarked to a young subaltern: ‘I cannot but congratulate you for quitting the country; for, mark my words, it will not be long before there is here some signal catastrophe!’

Queen Victoria’s knowledge of the unfolding events in Afghanistan was limited to the occasional snippet from Lord Melbourne. On 7 October 1838, for example, he told her that the cabinet had agreed that Sir John Hobhouse, the president of the Board of Control,* would write to Auckland to the effect that ‘no expedition should be sent into Persia, but to strengthen and protect our Indian Possession on the side of Afghanistan and Cabul.’ In other words the government was fully supportive of the Afghan incursion but did not want it to go any further. Three weeks later the prime minister referred again to the Afghan crisis by asking the queen if she was ‘uneasy’ at the movement of ‘these two great armies’. It was undoubtedly ‘very serious’, she replied, and was not he worried? He said no but admitted it was a ‘great crisis’ and a ‘stroke for the Mastery of Central Asia’. Auckland, he added, had surely done the ‘right thing’ by mobilizing his troops.

Victoria did not refer to the subject again in her journal until 7 April 1839, by which time the invasion of southern Afghanistan had begun, though the news would take two months to reach Britain. As before, the conversation was led by Melbourne. ‘You should see the Indian papers, to see what Auckland’s about,’ he advised the queen. There was going to be a ‘great war’, he added, the outcome of which would determine who, of Britain and Russia, was to have ‘possession in the East’. At this stage, clearly, the British government was firmly behind Auckland’s policy of armed intervention. The queen, on the other hand, was still too young and inexperienced to take an active role in British diplomacy, and was content to follow the advice of her prime minister. It was an agreeable situation for the government but one that would not last.

Victoria was, in any case, much preoccupied by the fallout of what came to be known as the Hastings Affair. The person in question, Lady Flora Hastings, the clever and attractive elder daughter of the marquess of Hastings, had been the duchess of Kent’s lady-in-waiting since 1835. Regarding her as little more than a spy, Victoria had never warmed to her, and when, in February 1839, she noticed that Lady Flora’s stomach was swollen she leapt to the unmerited conclusion that the unmarried 29-year-old was ‘with child’. The queen blamed the hated Sir John Conroy, who had recently travelled overnight in a post-chaise with Lady Flora, and eventually insisted on an examination by two doctors. They cleared the unfortunate lady-in-waiting of any impropriety, but could not explain the swollen stomach. When the story leaked out, Victoria was vilified in the press as the vindictive persecutor of an innocent woman. The opprobrium only increased when it was discovered that the true cause of Lady Flora’s indisposition was liver cancer. But by then the queen had a more appalling prospect in view: the loss of her mentor, Lord Melbourne.

On 7 May, having the previous day won a motion to suspend the unruly legislature of Jamaica by just five votes, Melbourne resigned. The queen pleaded with him to reconsider, but his mind was made up. His Whig ministry had been under pressure in parliament for some while, and its defeat, he believed, was simply a matter of time; better to go now, at a moment of his choosing, than to endure a lingering death. He left the distraught queen with one piece of advice: to insist that none of her household, except those engaged in politics, be removed by the incoming Tory government. If acted upon, and it was, this suggestion was bound to cause trouble. The ladies of the queen’s household were all wives of prominent Whigs. It was only natural that Sir Robert Peel, the new prime minister, would want to replace at least some of them with Tories. But Victoria refused to budge. Did she mean to keep all her ladies? asked an incredulous Peel. ‘All,’ she replied. Even the duke of Wellington, the grandest of Tory grandees, was unable to change her mind. But he and Peel made it clear that, if she would not give in, she would have to look elsewhere for her ministers. She was delighted, and at once invited Melbourne to remain in office. Incredibly he agreed. ‘It is’, wrote Greville, ‘a high trial of our institutions when the caprice of a girl can overturn a great ministerial combination.’

Coming so soon after the Hastings Affair, the so-called ‘Bed-chamber Crisis’ reduced still further the queen’s popularity. It received another blow in early July, when, shortly after Lady Flora’s death on the 5th, the queen was insensitive enough to attend the Ascot races. Two women made their displeasure known by hissing at the queen and calling her ‘Mrs Melbourne’. A furious Victoria told the prime minister that she would gladly have seen them flogged. She had, after all, ‘done nothing’ to kill Lady Flora. She felt the need to make reparation, none the less, and sent representatives to the funeral and £50 to Lady Flora’s maid. The money was returned by the Hastings family.

Events in the latter part of the year, however, were more to Victoria’s liking. First came the news from Afghanistan, enthusiastically received by the British public, that Keane had captured Ghazni and entered Kabul unopposed; then the visit of her first cousins Princes Ernest and Albert of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha in October. Her favourite uncle, Leopold, the widower of Princess Charlotte, who had since become king of the Belgians, had made no secret of his wish that she should marry his nephew Albert, the younger of the two brothers. But Albert, several months her junior, had made little impression on Victoria during his previous visit to Britain in 1836, beyond falling asleep during supper and retiring early from a ball. On learning of her cousins’ visit, Victoria spelt out the various obstacles to a match in a letter to her uncle of 15 July. She was, she wrote, in no hurry to marry, nor was the country anxious ‘for such an event’. Two or three years hence would be early enough. There was also the question of Albert’s suitability as a husband. ‘I may not’, she warned, ‘have the feeling for him which is requisite to ensure happiness. I may like him as a friend, and as a cousin, and as a brother, but not more.’

Her fears were groundless, though the visit did not begin well. On 10 October, after a particularly rough Channel crossing, the brothers reached Windsor Castle without their luggage. It had somehow gone astray, and without suitable clothes they were unable to appear at dinner. Victoria was unconcerned. Having met the pair at the top of the stairs, she was amazed by how much they had ‘grown and changed’, particularly Albert, whose strikingly handsome looks she regarded as ‘beautiful’. The brothers were presented after dinner and again the queen marvelled at how ‘handsome and pleasing’ Albert was. Was it true, she asked Melbourne, that Albert was like her in appearance? ‘Oh! yes he is,’ replied the prime minister; ‘it struck me at once.’

The queen was smitten, and the following day, after the brothers had visited her in her sitting room, she was in raptures over Albert’s ‘beautiful blue eyes’, ‘exquisite nose’, ‘pretty mouth’ and ‘beautiful figure, broad in the shoulders, and a fine waist’. That evening, after dinner, he impressed the queen with his elegant dancing. The more time the queen spent with Albert, the more about him she liked: his intelligence, charm, love of music and staunch (though not intolerant) Protestantism. After just three days she was forced to confess to Melbourne that her opinion on marriage had changed and that she would make her decision ‘soon’. He suggested she should leave it a week, and she agreed. But a day later she told him she was determined to marry Albert. ‘I think it is a very good thing,’ replied Melbourne with tears in his eyes, ‘for a woman cannot stand alone for long, in whatever situation she is.’

Albert did not learn of his fate for a further twenty-four hours. He had just come in from hunting when the queen sent for him. She recorded:

He came to the closet where I was alone, and after a few minutes I said to him, that I thought he must be aware why I wished them to come here, and that it would make me too happy if he would consent to what I wished (to marry me). We embraced each other over and over again, and he was so kind, so affectionate. Oh! To feel I was, and am, loved by such an Angel as Albert was too great a delight to describe! I told him I was quite unworthy of him and kissed his dear hand. He said he would be very happy ‘das Leben mit dir zu zubringen’ and was so kind and seemed so happy, that I really felt it was the happiest brightest moment of my life, which made up for all I had suffered and endured… I told him it was a great sacrifice, – which he wouldn’t allow.

Nor was it a sacrifice. As the younger son of an insignificant German princeling – Coburg had fewer than 300,000 inhabitants – Albert’s marriage prospects were hardly bright. With no realm or fortune, he had only his youth, looks and charm to recommend him. Victoria, on the other hand, was queen of the world’s most powerful nation and could not have been more of a catch. She was bright, young and far from unattractive (if you liked your women plump and homely, more milkmaid than courtesan). Even her short stature – a little over five feet – was not incompatible with Albert’s modest 5’ 7”. And as Victoria’s husband he would want for neither prestige nor comfort. Influence was another matter. The consort of a constitutional monarch could expect to have little or no say in the affairs of state, and finding a worthwhile occupation would not be easy. Fortunately Albert had few illusions. ‘My future lot is high and brilliant,’ he wrote to a friend, ‘but also plentifully strewn with thorns.’

How thorny he would soon find out. First his proposed annuity of £50,000 was defeated in the House of Commons and reduced to £30,000 (little more than half that given to his uncle Leopold at the time of his marriage to Princess Charlotte). Then he was denied a suitable title. The queen wanted him to be made king consort; Melbourne would not hear of it. ‘For if once you get the English people in the way of making kings,’ he explained, ‘you will get them in the way of unmaking them.’ The cabinet, aware that parliament was determined to deny Albert a political role, would not even recommend him for an English peerage. Victoria blamed the ‘abominable infamous Tories’.

The marriage went ahead as planned. Albert, having settled his affairs in Coburg, returned to London on 8 February 1840, to the queen’s obvious delight. She embraced him at the door of Buckingham Palace, took him by the hand and led him up to her sitting room. Two days later they were married in the Chapel Royal at St James’s Palace: Victoria wore a white satin gown, diamond necklace and earrings, and orange flowers in her hair; Albert the gorgeous red and gold uniform of a British field marshal, the honorary rank to which the queen had appointed him. Greville estimated that only five of the 300 guests were Tories. That number included the duke of Wellington, who had been added to the list only after special pleading by Melbourne. Any further the queen would not go. ‘It is MY marriage,’ she is said to have told the prime minister, ‘and I will have only those who sympathize with me.’

The day went well, despite early-morning showers, with large crowds cheering the royal couple as they returned to Buckingham Palace for the wedding breakfast. ‘Nothing could have gone off better,’ Melbourne told the queen. Finally, at 4 p.m., the newly-weds set off for their four-day honeymoon at Windsor Castle. At last the queen had Albert to herself, and he would not disappoint. ‘I do not think it is possible for any one in the world to be happier, or AS happy as I am,’ she wrote to her uncle Leopold the following day. ‘He is an Angel, and his kindness and affection for me is really touching.’ The wedding night was obviously a success, because six weeks later the queen discovered she was pregnant, an ‘unhappy condition’ she would experience eight more times and never enjoy. On 21 November 1840, after a twelve-hour labour, she gave birth to a daughter: Princess Victoria. ‘Never mind,’ said the queen on learning the sex, ‘the next will be a Prince.’ It was: Prince Albert (‘Bertie’) Edward, prince of Wales, was born less than a year later on 9 November 1841.


3. The Retreat from Kabul

The British garrison at Kabul, meanwhile, had settled down to the life of a typical Indian hill station, with concerts, horse races, wrestling and cricket matches. They even felt confident enough to send for their wives and families, with Lady Macnaghten and Lady Sale, the wife of Brigadier-General Robert Sale, two of the first to arrive. Shuja followed suit by bringing his harem from India. To house them he persuaded the overconfident Macnaghten to vacate the fortress of Bala Hissar, which had been occupied by British troops since the autumn of 1839. It was the first, and perhaps the most serious, in a catalogue of British blunders.

The troops were moved from the Bala Hissar to a new cantonment about a mile to the north-east of the city. It could not have been a worse location. The ground selected was low and swampy, commanded on every side by hills and forts; between it and the city was a patchwork of orchards and gardens, criss-crossed with irrigation ditches and particularly unsuited to the rapid movement of men and guns. Nor was the design of the cantonment by Lady Sale’s son-in-law, Lieutenant John Sturt of the Bengal Engineers, much of an improvement. The main position was a rectangle 600 by 1,000 yards, surrounded by a low rampart and narrow ditch, and with a defensive perimeter of almost two miles. This was far too large to be manned effectively by the garrison available, and the problem was compounded by a second enclosure, half as big again, that jutted out from the northern rampart and contained the bungalows of Macnaghten and his staff. It was poorly defended and put at risk the northern face of the main compound. And, if that was not bad enough, the commissariat stores were placed in a separate fort 300 yards away.

Not everyone accepted the new arrangement with equanimity. Brigadier-General Abraham Roberts, commanding Shuja’s levies, was shocked by the indefensibility of the new site when he returned from leave in India. Not one to hide his feelings – he had been particularly critical of the decision to dissipate British forces in numerous isolated garrisons – he was eventually recalled at Macnaghten’s insistence and replaced by the more compliant Brigadier-General Thomas Anquetil.

For a time Roberts’s fears seemed groundless. In December 1840, soon after defeating a British force in Kohistan, Dost Mohamed surrendered to Macnaghten in person and was exiled to Ludhiana, where, in a neat irony, he was housed in the same quarters that Shuja had occupied. Dost urged his sons to follow his example, and only Akbar Khan, the eldest, refused to come in. He remained an outlaw beyond the Hindu Kush, biding his time until events were more conducive to winning back his father’s throne.

But the warning signs were there for the British. As early as May 1840, reports were coming in of local chiefs plundering ‘all travellers and caravans’ on the road between Kandahar and Ghazni. Then, in January 1841, an uprising by the Durani clan was nipped in the bud thanks to the swift reaction of Major-General William Nott, a tough, no-nonsense officer in command in Kandahar. Nott was the obvious choice to replace General Cotton in overall command when the latter retired from the service in the spring of 1841. But he was overlooked because of his abrasive nature and lack of respect for Shah Shuja, whom he once described in a letter to his daughters as ‘most certainly as great a scoundrel as ever lived!’ It did not help Nott’s cause that he was an ‘Indian’, rather than a Queen’s, officer, commissioned into the army of the HEIC.

The officer chosen to succeed Cotton, Major-General William Elphinstone, had obvious advantages over Nott. A grandson of the tenth Baron Elphinstone and cousin of Mountstuart Elphinstone, the former governor of Bombay, he had commanded the 33rd Foot with distinction at the Battle of Waterloo. Yet he had been on half-pay for most of the intervening period, returning to the active list only on his promotion to major-general in 1837. Posted to India two years later, he was commanding at Meerut, the most northerly division of the Bengal Army, when he was informed of his new appointment. His reaction was less than enthusiastic. ‘The climate there is good,’ he told his brother, ‘and there is some additional pay but in the present state of things I think I should have preferred staying here. But we must go when ordered.’

With Afghanistan apparently pacified, Elphinstone saw little opportunity for military glory. He was, in any case, nearly sixty and far from well. Lord Auckland’s sister Emily, who saw him shortly before his departure for Kabul, noted he was ‘in a shocking state of gout, poor man’ with ‘one arm in a sling and very lame’. Any reservations that Auckland might have felt about Elphinstone’s health were outweighed by the general’s amiable disposition and the likelihood that he would get on with Macnaghten and Shuja.

Elphinstone’s earliest impressions of both, and of his mission in general, were formed at Jelala-bad in early April 1841. They were not particularly favourable:

My command I do not think enviable. It is one of extreme responsibility and anxiety… The Political Agents (generally young officers) are frequently proposing schemes for the execution of which they are not responsible… I saw [Macnaghten] today and he still thinks, if I recommend it, an advance will be made [to Herat], but I do not. He is a cold and reserved man, but well spoken of by those who know him, and I believe very clever… Shah Soojah I saw two days ago. A stout, careworn looking man. He received me in a wretched garden. His house appeared bad and uncomfortable, as indeed are the most here. No one except Sir Wm. Macnaghten possesses more than a mud hut.

The general’s spirits were further depressed when his arrival in Kabul, on 30 April, coincided with a particularly severe attack of rheumatic gout, which left him bedridden for much of May. On his feet by the 19th, he was shocked by the weak military position that Cotton had left:

The City is extensive, very dirty & crowded & a great deal of business apparently going on in the Bazar. It is situated in a hollow, surrounded by high mountains… The cantonment is… not very defensible without a number of men, as people can come in from without at many points. This, in the event of troops being required elsewhere, would be very inconvenient, & I am a good deal puzzled what is now the best thing to be done.

Elphinstone has generally been dismissed by historians as an incompetent and weak-willed commander. He signally failed, they say, to prepare adequately for the coming storm. But many of the mistakes – such as the siting of the cantonment – had been made before his arrival, and there is evidence that he made some effort to repair the damage. He wrote later: ‘At different periods during this time I wrote to Lord Auckland, pointing out the deficiencies in cantonments, and making various suggestions viz., the necessity of having a citadel to overawe the city, sufficient ground to be purchased around the magazine fort to form a glacis giving the command of both roads, and a sufficient space round the fort. These were objected to on the score of expense.’ Elphinstone’s request for a second brigade to be stationed at Kabul was also ignored.

And, if bureaucratic niggardliness were not enough, Elphinstone had also to contend with his failing health. A second attack of rheumatic gout on 6 June, this time accompanied by a ‘violent fever’, would confine him to bed for much of the summer. On 26 July he wrote to his kinsman Lord Elphinstone: ‘My medical attendants tell me that I cannot recover in this country, and that I ought to leave it…If this opinion is borne out by the Medical Committee which assembles next month, I shall deeply feel obliged to give up a command I should have liked had I been possessed of health to perform its duties. It is one of interest & excitement, requiring great activity, mental and bodily; but my stay would be useless to the public service & distressing to myself.’ The medical committee duly met on 6 August and confirmed that the general was unfit for service. But in the time it took for Auckland to authorize Elphinstone’s return to India, events had moved on.

Back in Britain, Melbourne’s tottering Whig administration finally fell in August 1841 after a general election had returned a Tory majority of seventy-six. Sir Robert Peel was prime minister at last, much to the queen’s obvious discomfort. But the switch had been inevitable for so long that Victoria was grimly resigned when it came. ‘I am quiet and prepared,’ she wrote to her uncle Leopold, ‘but still I feel very sad, and God knows! very wretched at times, for myself and my country, that such a change must take place.’

Fearing that the Afghan adventure would ruin the heavily in-debted HEIC, which was footing the bill, Peel demanded economies. Macnaghten responded in September by halving the £8,000 annual subsidy paid to the eastern Ghilzais, the tribesmen who controlled the most direct route to India through the Khyber Pass. Their predictable response was to plunder the next caravan from India. But Macnaghten, anxious not to delay taking up his new post as governor of Bombay, played down the threat. The Ghilzais, he wrote to Auckland, were simply ‘kicking up a row about some deductions which have been made from their pay’ and would be ‘well trounced for their pains’.

The opportunity came in early October, when, to save a few more pennies, Macnaghten weakened the British presence in Kabul by ordering Sir Robert Sale’s brigade, at the end of its tour of duty in Afghanistan, to march through the territory of the troublesome Ghilzais to meet its relief in Peshawar, rather than the other way round. It was confidently assumed that ‘Fighting Bob’ Sale would sweep aside the Ghilzais, enabling Macnaghten and Elphinstone to return to India in his wake. In the event, Sale’s brigade came off worst and took refuge in the village of Gandamak, en route to Jelala-bad and the Khyber Pass. Elphinstone later claimed to have had ‘frequent conversations’ during this period with both Macnaghten and Burnes ‘regarding the extent to which this disaffection might have spread’, and in particular about the ‘state of feeling in the city’. He was assured by both, but especially by Burnes, that the ‘disaffection was not widely disseminated and did not extend to Cabool’. They had been misinformed.

*

At dawn on 2 November, the day before Macnaghten and Elphin-stone were due to depart for India, the insurrection exploded in Kabul with an attack on the British Residency, a large courtyarded mansion in the heart of the city. Burnes had been warned by his Hindu secretary the night before that his life was in danger and that he should move into the cantonment. He had refused, saying he had done the Afghans no injury; why, then, should they harm him? It did not occur to him that many Afghans held him personally responsible for bringing British bayonets to Afghanistan; nor was he aware that one of the leading conspirators was Abdulla Khan, a local chief whom he had recently insulted. At first the angry crowd that surrounded the residency hurled nothing more lethal than insults and brickbats. Convinced he could talk himself out of trouble, Burnes ordered his sepoy guard not to shoot. As a precaution, however, he sent a message to the cantonment that he was under siege and needed assistance.

When word of the rising reached the cantonment, Macnaghten discussed with Elphinstone how best to react. Macnaghten’s secretary, Captain George St Patrick Lawrence, was all for sending a regiment of troops into the city to rescue Burnes, disperse the mob and seize the ringleaders. The suggestion was dismissed by Elphinstone and his staff as ‘pure insanity’, though they did agree to his next proposal: to send a force under Brigadier-General John Shelton, Elphinstone’s deputy, to occupy the Bala Hissar, ‘from whence it would be in a position to act as circumstances required, and as might be directed by the King and the General’. The move would take place, however, only once Shah Shuja had given his permission. Lawrence was sent to obtain it. But when he reached the Bala Hissar, having been shot at on the way, Shuja explained that a force had already been sent into the city, under his son and prime minister, which would surely ‘suppress the tumult’. It did not, though it made good early progress, and was eventually recalled by Shuja. Only then did Lawrence ride to Shelton with instructions to march on the Bala Hissar. The latter did so – with a mixed force of cavalry, infantry and guns – but would go no further. He seemed paralysed by the situation and unsure what to do. When Lawrence urged him to enter the city ‘at once’, he refused. ‘My force is inadequate,’ he replied, ‘and you don’t appear to know what street fighting is.’ It was, in any case, far too late to save Burnes.

Soon after sending the message, Burnes had gone out on to his balcony to advise the mob to disperse. Flanked by his younger brother Charles, an Indian Army subaltern on a visit to Kabul, and Major William Broadfoot, his political assistant, he appealed in vain. Some of the bolder spirits had already scaled the compound walls and were in the process of setting fire to the stables. Suddenly a shot rang out and Broadfoot collapsed, clutching his chest. Burnes and his brother dragged him inside, but he was already dead. Only at this point did Burnes give his sepoy guard permission to open fire. Their bullets had little effect. With the house ablaze and the mob tearing across the courtyard, Charles Burnes tried to fight his way out. He got as far as the garden, killing six assailants in the process, before he was ‘cut to pieces’. His elder brother is said to have donned native dress in an attempt to escape. But he was quickly recognized and hacked to death, as were the remaining members of his guard. The mob then turned its attention to the building next door, which housed Shuja’s treasury. Once they had overwhelmed the guard, the insurgents helped themselves to £17,000 of government money, many returning home laden with plunder. Now was the opportunity to restore order; it was never taken, and George Lawrence blamed the military:

How easily we could have quelled the insurrection had we only firmly and instantaneously used the powerful force at our disposal! But alas! vacillation and incapacity ruled in our military councils, and paralysed the hearts of those who should have acted with energy and decision. By their deplorable pusillanimity an accidental émeute [riot], which could have been quelled on the moment by the prompt employment of a small force, became a formidable insurrection.

In fact it was Macnaghten, Lawrence’s senior, who was largely responsible for downplaying the seriousness of the outbreak on 2 November, telling Elphinstone at their early-morning meeting that he ‘did not think much’ of the city insurrection and that it would ‘shortly subside’. It was also Macnaghten, mindful of the political implications, who insisted that Shuja be consulted before troops were sent into the city to quell what was, at that stage, a civil disorder. And it was Shuja himself who lost his nerve when his own force was making good headway against the insurgents. If any senior officer deserves censure for indecision that day, it is surely Shelton and not Elphinstone.

The following day an attempt was made to open up communications with the Bala Hissar. It met heavy opposition and was ultimately forced to retrace its steps, because, according to Lawrence, Shelton disobeyed instructions to meet it halfway. The siege of the cantonment now began, with more than 4,500 British and Indian troops, not to mention 12,000 camp followers, cooped up in a wholly inadequate defensive position. Their predicament was made infinitely worse on 6 November, when the nearby commissariat fort fell to the rebels. Henceforth the troops were put on half-rations.

Elphinstone, it is true, did not display the type of energetic and decisive generalship that might have rescued the situation. He should, at the very least, have ensured that the commissariat supplies were brought into the relative safety of the cantonment. But by then he was a sick man and ‘unable to get about without difficulty except on horseback & then not easily’. A heavy fall from his horse, while inspecting the guards during the evening of the 2nd, had only made matters worse. And so, feeling himself ‘not equal’ to the performance of his duties, he agreed to Mac-naghten’s suggestion that Brigadier-General Shelton should be recalled from the Bala Hissar to shoulder some of the burden. The brigadier duly arrived on 9 November with two guns and a regiment of Shuja’s infantry. But, from the outset, Elphinstone did not receive from Shelton ‘the cordial cooperation & advice’ that he had a right to expect. ‘On the contrary,’ wrote Elphinstone, ‘his manner was most contumacious from the day of his arrival. He never gave me information or advice, but invariably canvassed & found fault with all that was done, condemning all orders before officers, frequently preventing and delaying carrying them into effect.’

Despite a couple of successful skirmishes against the insurgents, including a tardy but ultimately successful action by Shelton to clear the Behmaru Hills of Ghilzais on 13 November, Elphinstone regarded the situation as hopeless and had for some time been urging Macnaghten to treat with the rebels. This plea was given added urgency when two wounded officers – Major Eldred Pottinger, the political agent in Kohistan, and the adjutant of a Gurkha regiment – stumbled into the cantonment during the morning of 15 November. They and a lone sepoy were the sole survivors of a 600-strong British force. Word soon arrived of a second disaster: the 150-man garrison at Shekabad, just thirty miles from Ghazni, had been slaughtered to a man. Macnaghten’s response was to try to split the rebel camp by offering gold to one of its more powerful tribes, the Kuzzilbashes, through the medium of Mohun Lal, the late resident’s Indian secretary. The attempt came to nothing.

On 19 November, by which time it was clear that neither Sale nor Nott was in a position to march to the Kabul garrison’s assistance, Macnaghten urged Elphinstone to reject any idea of retreat. Such a course of action would be, he said, ‘not only disastrous but dishonourable’, as it would necessitate abandoning vast amounts of government property as well as Shah Shuja, ‘to support whom was the main object of our original entrance into Afghanistan’.

He pointed out [wrote Lawrence] that even if we could make good our retreat, we could carry with us no shelter for the troops, who would in consequence, at this inclement season, suffer immensely, while our camp followers, amounting to many thousands, must inevitably be utterly destroyed. As to any hope of successful negotiations, it appeared to him in vain, so long as there was no party among the insurgents of sufficient strength and influence to insure the fulfillment of any treaty we might enter into.

Macnaghten thought the ‘wisest course’ would be to throw themselves into the Bala Hissar. But he was prepared to wait another eight or ten days before making a decision, presumably to give his scheme to divide the rebels time to mature. Inertia, however, was soon no longer an option. On 22 November the enemy appeared in front of the village of Behmaru, to the east of the cantonment, whence the British were obtaining most of their supplies. To prevent the rebels from capturing Behmaru and completing the cantonment’s encirclement, a force was sent to occupy the village. But the attack was not pressed home with any vigour, and, after some inconclusive skirmishing, it returned to the cantonment.

That night there was more bad news: Akbar Khan, Dost’s eldest son, had arrived in Kabul to assume the leadership of the insurrection. Events had reached a critical juncture. At a hurriedly convened council of war, Macnaghten argued forcefully for the immediate occupation of Behmaru. Shelton opposed the manoeuvre, pointing out that the troops were exhausted and the inevitable casualties could not be justified. But Elphinstone backed Macnaghten, and, at dawn the following day, Shelton marched out of the cantonment with a mixed force of around 1,100 men and a single horse artillery gun. His initial objective was the high ground above Behmaru, from where he could shell the rebel position. This part of the operation was a success, forcing many of the rebels to withdraw through the village. But when urged to order an assault on the village itself, thereby flushing out the remaining rebels, Shelton hesitated. By the time he gave the order, the rebels had returned in force, and the attack was a failure.

It was now light, and the rebels, emboldened by the feebleness of the British attack, occupied a neighbouring hill and opened fire with their long-range jezails. Shelton’s extraordinary response was to form his infantry into two squares, one behind the other, with the cavalry to the rear. As one British officer commented, the square was designed to repel cavalry, and yet it was used at Behmaru ‘to resist the distant fire of infantry, thus presenting a solid mass against the aim of perhaps the best marksmen in the world, the said squares being securely perched on the summit of a steep and narrow ridge, up which no cavalry could charge with effect’. With their muskets hopelessly out-ranged, the British squares soon began to sustain heavy casualties. For a time the lone British artillery gun kept the enemy at bay. But it eventually overheated and fell silent, allowing the Afghans to close to within a few yards. A sudden rush and it was taken, only to be retrieved by a costly counter-attack. All the while Shelton was being urged by his officers to order a bayonet charge. He would not. When the Afghans charged instead, the demoralized British troops cracked. ‘Our squares broke,’ wrote Lawrence; ‘all order was at an end, and infantry and cavalry fled down the hill together.’ Many were cut down by the pursuing Afghans, and few would have survived had the rebel cavalry commander Osman Khan, ‘one of the chiefs then in communication’ with Macnaghten, not called off the attack.

The operation had been a disaster, with more than 300 of Shelton’s men killed. Amongst the dead was Lieutenant-Colonel Thomas Oliver of the 5th Native Infantry, a mixed-race officer whose estranged Eurasian wife, Frances, had had six children by a brother officer. * Oliver had been one of the garrison’s leading ‘croakers’, or doom merchants, and seems to have had something of a death wish. ‘For when our men were ordered to lie down on the hill to shelter them from the enemy’s fire,’ wrote Lawrence, ‘Oliver could not be persuaded to screen himself, but stood erect until shot down.’ Grossly overweight, he presented an easy target.

The following day, buoyed by their success, the rebel chiefs sent two emissaries to discuss terms. Elphinstone urged negotiation, telling Macnaghten that he considered it ‘impracticable’ to defend the cantonment without reinforcements, and that their best hope was to seek terms with the outwardly friendly Osman Khan. Macnaghten, however, could not bring himself to accept the humiliating terms on offer – ‘requiring us to abandon Shah Soojah, lay down our arms, and surrender unconditionally, our lives only being spared’ – and the talks were broken off on 27 November, with the envoy declaring: ‘I prefer death to dishonour.’

It was now that Macnaghten suggested a withdrawal into the more secure Bala Hissar. But Elphinstone was against the move – on account of ‘a want of carriage’ to transport the 650 sick and wounded, ‘the strength and vigilance of the enemy’ and doubts as to whether the Bala Hissar ‘would yield provisions and fuel sufficient for the increase of numbers’ – and it never took place. Instead, on 8 December, having surrendered yet more ground to the enemy, Elphinstone told Macnaghten that ‘no more military operations could be undertaken’ and that ‘no time should be lost in negotiating a safe retreat to Hindostan.’ The envoy did not want to abandon Shuja but agreed to reopen negotiations on hearing that a relief force from Kandahar had been forced back by bad weather.

On 11 December, at a spot 200 yards from the cantonment, Macnaghten met with Akbar Khan and the other leading rebels. The envoy’s terms were as follows: all British garrisons would withdraw from Afghanistan and Dost Mohamed would be allowed to return from exile; in return the Afghans would guarantee the British safe passage, undertake not to ally with any foreign power without the consent of the British and give Shah Shuja the option of remaining in Afghanistan on a pension or returning to India with the British. As long as suitable supplies were furnished, added Macnaghten, they would ‘evacuate the cantonment within three days’. The rebels agreed in principle, and the meeting broke up.

But little or no supplies were brought in, and the chiefs began to increase their demands, requiring the British to surrender their guns and ammunition, and to leave behind all married officers and their families as hostages. These delays prompted Macnaghten to revive his plan to split the rebel chiefs by renegotiating a separate deal with Akbar Khan. The initial approach, in the form of a letter signed by Akbar, was made during the evening of 22 December. Akbar’s offer was: Shah Shuja to remain as king, with Akbar as his chief minister; the British troops to be allowed to delay their departure until the spring; and Aminulla Khan, the chief ringleader, to be handed over to the British. Given the weakness of the British position, these terms were ludicrously generous. But Macnaghten failed to smell a rat, and by giving his assent he sealed his fate. For Akbar had deliberately offered up Aminulla Khan to test Macnaghten’s faith.

The following morning Macnaghten told Elphinstone of his plan. Were the other rebel chiefs aware of the deal? asked the general. No, said Macnaghten, they were not in on the ‘plot’. Elphinstone was alarmed by the use of the word ‘plot’ and begged to know if there was any danger of ‘treachery’. ‘None whatever,’ replied Macnaghten. ‘Leave it all to me. I understand these things better than you do.’ He added that he was about to meet Akbar Khan to conclude the deal, and that he would appreciate it if the general had two regiments and two guns ready to move at a moment’s notice.

At noon Macnaghten left the cantonment with three political officers – Captains George Lawrence, Robert Trevor and Colin Mackenzie – and a tiny escort of ten Indian cavalrymen. They met Akbar Khan at a spot about 300 yards from the cantonment, close to the Kabul River. After exchanging the usual pleasantries, the Britons were invited to recline on some horse blankets that had been spread on the ground. They did so. But, on noticing that there were an ‘unusually large number of armed Affghans’ in the vicinity, Lawrence asked if they might not be removed. ‘Oh, we are all in the same boat,’ said Akbar, ‘and Lawrence Sahib need not be the least alarmed.’ No sooner had he spoken than Lawrence was pinioned from behind and disarmed. ‘If you value your life,’ said his assailant, ‘come along with me.’ Lawrence recalled:

I turned round and saw the Envoy… struggling to rise, and his wrists locked in the grasp of Mahomed Akbar, horror and consternation being apparent in his face. Trevor and Mackenzie I noticed also in the same predicament as myself. Comprehending at a glance that resistance was useless, I said ‘Lead on; I will follow you.’ At the same moment, swarms of Affghans, armed to the teeth, sprang up all around, yelling, and demanding that I should be given up as a ‘koorban’ – a sacrifice to their vengeance. They were with the utmost difficulty kept off.

Mounted behind a Ghilzai chief, Lawrence reached the relative safety of a nearby rebel fort, where he was later joined, in a cell, by a bruised Mackenzie. Macnaghten and Trevor were not so fortunate. Determined not to be taken, the envoy had struggled free of Akbar’s grip, pushing the Afghan chief in the process. Akbar’s response was to draw a double-barrelled pistol – one of a pair, formerly owned by Lawrence, that Macnaghten had given him as a gift – and shoot the envoy twice in the chest. Other Afghans closed in with knives to finish the job. Trevor, meanwhile, had been dragged off a horse and butchered in the snow. Later that day a mob appeared outside Lawrence and Mackenzie’s cell, brandishing a severed European hand and shrieking, ‘Your own will soon be in a similar plight.’ It was Macnaghten’s. His head and limbs were being paraded in triumph through the streets of Kabul, while his trunk was hanging, alongside Trevor’s corpse, from a meat-hook in the bazaar.

Macnaghten had only himself to blame. By agreeing to Akbar’s offer, and going back on his earlier agreement, he had shown he could not be trusted. Yet Akbar had not intended to murder Macnaghten and did so only when the latter refused to go quietly.

When Elphinstone learnt that Macnaghten had been seized and taken into the city, he assumed he had gone there ‘for the purpose of negotiating’. He therefore did nothing beyond ordering the troops to remain under arms and the cantonment to be cleared of all Afghans, thereby releasing a number of prisoners. Only when a letter arrived from Lawrence the following day did he learn the truth. But even then he took no punitive action, preferring to swallow Akbar’s assertion that the uncontrollable Ghazis were responsible for the envoy’s death. Instead he resumed negotiations with Akbar on the grounds that the troops were so ‘weakened, harassed and depressed’ they could offer no effective resistance.

Only Major Pottinger, the senior surviving political, and a few of the junior officers were bent on revenge. Pottinger urged an immediate assault on Kabul, which the troops, incensed by the murders, ‘would no doubt have stormed and carried’. Akbar was not to be trusted, he said, and the only way to save both their honour and their lives was either by marching to the Bala Hissar and holding out until the spring, or by forcing their way through to Jelala-bad. Elphinstone did not agree and was backed by a council of senior officers, who condemned Pottinger’s suggestions as ‘impracticable’. The negotiations continued.

On New Year’s Day 1842, as heavy snow fell, an agreement was reached with Akbar and the leading Afghan chiefs. In return for 14½ lakhs* of rupees the British would be given safe passage to Peshawar. Apart from their personal weapons, they could take with them only six artillery pieces and three mule-borne mountain guns; the rest, along with the surplus muskets and ordnance stores, would be left. Six officers would also remain behind as surety for Dost Mohamed’s return to Afghan soil.

Shah Shuja tried to persuade Elphinstone to hold his ground, warning him that the chiefs were not to be trusted. But the general’s mind was made up, and, at 9 a.m. on 6 January 1842, the ‘troops moved off, a crouching, drooping, dispirited army, so different from the smart, light-hearted body of men they appeared some time ago’. Of the 4,500 British troops, only 700 were Europeans, mostly members of the 44th (East Essex) Foot and the Royal Horse Artillery. The rest were sepoys of the HEIC and members of Shuja’s own infantry and cavalry. They were accompanied by thirty or so European women and children – travelling with the advance guard – and more than 12,000 camp followers. To reach their immediate destination – the garrison at Jelala-bad – they would have to march more than eighty miles through snow-covered passes held by potentially hostile tribesmen.

Despite the promise of protection, the Afghan escort failed to turn up, and the unwieldy column was hounded from the start. The rearguard was fired on as it left the cantonment, and the rest of the column was attacked throughout the day by Afghan
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