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The1legend is that Doctor William 
Brydon, the sole survivor of the Indus Army, 
was spared intentionally, to let him narrate 

the story of his ill-fated fellows. The retreating 
troops were brutally massacred by the Ghilzai 
tribes among the snow-capped valleys during 
their withdrawal from Kabul to Jalalabad.2 They 
were completely annihilated while crossing 
the last death-trap of the Jagdalak Pass. On 13 
January 1842, a small group from the remnants 
of the Indus Army, ‘made their final stand 
huddled together on an icy hill near the village 
of Gandamak3’. The sojourn from Kabul to 
Jalalabad, a distance of ninety miles, took eight 
days. Victorian painter Lady Elizabeth Butler 
had preserved this historical but painful retreat 
of Doctor William Brydon in her painting titled 
Remnants of an Army.4
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Afghanistan had frequently remained 
a bone of contention between the great 
powers due to its strategic location, especially 
during the 19th century's Great Game between 
the British and the Russians. In the 1830s, 
the British East India Company became 

increasingly 
concerned about 
Russian influence 
over Ameer Dost 
Mohammad Khan, 
the ruler of Kabul, 
particularly after 
he sought Russian 
support in reclaiming 
Peshawar from the 
Sikhs. In response, 
the British decided 

to depose Dost Mohammad and reinstall Shah 
Shuja Durrani, a former Afghan king more 
favourable to British interests. At that time, 
eastern Punjab and the region up to Peshawar 
was under control of the Sikh Empire led by 
Maharaja Ranjit Singh. The Sikhs had cordial 
relations with the British and were opposed 
to Dost Mohammad due to his intentions 
to recover Peshawar.5 Indian Viceroy Lord 
Auckland communicated his recommendations 
in 1838 to the British government, to replace 
Afghan Ameer Dost Mohammad Khan with the 
exiled Ameer Shah Shuja. He was a descendant 
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‘Only one man reached Jalalabad on that disastrous day. He was Doctor William Brydon, an assistant 
surgeon in the company’s service. …… He arrived at Jalalabad at about noon on the 13th,  

on a wretched pony, wounded, and his sword broken’1.
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(Dr Brydon arriving at Jalalabad as the last survivor) 
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of Ahmad Shah Abdali, the Afghan king who 
is venerated by Afghans and is considered the 
founder of modern Afghanistan.6 However, 
Afghans did not like Shah Shuja, who had 
a complicated history. Auckland wrote to 
Hobhouse7 on 17 June 1838 that ‘the faggots  
are all laid, it requires but the torch of the  
British government to light them8’. 

The main components of the Indus 
Army (the nomenclature given to the invading 
force) were the Bengal Army under the 
command of Major General Willoughby, and 
the Bombay Army under the command of 
Lieutenant General Sir John Keane. The third 
component was the contingent of Afghan 
royalist troops, under the direct command 
of Shah Shuja. The main force departed from 
Ferozepur in Punjab (British India), while the 
Bombay column sailed to Karachi and moved 
overland to Shikarpur (a small town in Sindh), 
where the army concentrated and prepared 
for the advance through the Bolan Pass into 
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Afghanistan.9 10,000 Indian sepoys and British 
troops, and 6000 irregulars of Shah Shuja’s 
army, accompanied by a large contingent of 
camp followers10, comprised the whole force. 
They embarked on their tough journey through 
a long expedition of around 1100 miles.11 They 
traversed the scorching desert of Sindh and 

rugged mountains of Balochistan via the Bolan 
Pass, (see map). Baloch Sardar Mehrab Khan 
was persuaded by the British to grant them 
safe passage through the tribal areas, during 
their passage through Balochistan, for £ 15,000 
sterling.12 The journey proved to be challenging, 
which the British had not anticipated. They 
were not well prepared for the harsh weather 
conditions, and struggled with scarcity of water 
and food. Many animals, including camels and 

Map: Route of the Indus Army during 1st Afghan War 
(Source: AIMH)

Entrance to the Bolan Pass, from Dadur, 1839 
(Source: britannica.com)



Bugle & Trumpet Summer 2025

40   |   Volume VII

horses—the primary mode of transportation—
perished during the voyage. Additionally, some 
camp followers and troops also succumbed to 
the extreme conditions. Mehrab Khan failed to 
protect the British Army from tribal outlaws 
and vagabonds. They reached Quetta after a 
gruelling ten days journey, navigating the rough 
and dry mountains of the Bolan Pass. The harsh 
weather, hostile terrain and unfriendly people 
took a toll on the army. Quetta, a small town of 
mud houses in 1839, offered relief to the British 
Army. Upon arrival, they were gladdened by 
the fresh food, cold water, and pleasant weather 
of the Quetta Valley. 

The Indus Army was led by Lieutenant 
General Sir John Keane and the political agent 
William Macnaghten.13 It was decided that the 
army would proceed through the Kojak Pass 
to Kandahar, with Sardar Haji Khan Kakar 

responsible for ensuring their safe passage. The 
army navigated the Kojak Pass without any 
incident. Upon reaching Kandahar, they were 
struck by the lush green plains.14 The town 
surrendered without resistance, allowing the 
army to enter without a fight. However, the 

13.	 The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica. "Sir William Hay Macnaghten, Baronet." Encyclopedia Britannica, 
December 19, 2024. https://www.britannica.com/biography/Sir-William-Hay-Macnaghten-Baronet.

14.	 D. S. Richards, The Savage Frontier, A History of the Anglo-Afghan Wars (London: Macmillan London Limited, 
1990), 15.

15.	 J. A. Norris, The First Afghan War 1838-1842 (London: Cambridge University Press, 1967), 287.
16.	 D. S. Richards, The Savage Frontier, A History of the Anglo-Afghan Wars (London: Macmillan London Limited, 

1990), 20.

people of Kandahar seemed indifferent to the 
arrival of the new ruler, Shah Shuja. 

After Kandahar, the Indus Army's 
next target was Ghazni Fort, which put up 
tough resistance. Ghazni Fort was a formidable 
stronghold built by Dost Mohammad Khan's 
son, Muhammad Haider Khan. The fort was 
strategically constructed with blocked gates 
to prevent enemy breach. However, a nephew 
of Dost Mohammad, Abdul Rashid Khan, 
defected to the British and revealed a weak link 
in the fort's defence. It was the eastern gate 
of the fort—also known as the Kabul Gate—
which was left unblocked.15 The British secretly 
planted explosives near the gate, which was 
blown open during the dawn attack, allowing 
British troops to storm the fort. After heavy 
casualties on both sides, the fort was captured, 
and Haider Khan fled.

On 7 August 1839, Shah Shuja entered 
Kabul after thirty years of exile, riding his 
white charger, under the protection of the 
Indus Army.16 The weather was cold. Kabul 
was a beautiful and well-constructed city. The 
winter of 1839 remained peaceful. British 
young soldiers were busy with parties and 
celebrations. They visited mosques and public 
places, mixing with Afghan tribesmen without 

Indus Army crossing the Kojak Pass     (Source: collection.nam.ac.uk)

Kabul city in 1839                   (Source: britannica.com)
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any molestation. Bala Hissar Fort was vacated 
for Shah Shuja, and the new garrison was 
constructed on the eastern bank of the Kabul 
River, along the mountain ridge. Tents were 

erected, bungalows constructed for the officers. 
Gardens were established by planting seeds 
of flowers and plants brought from India. The 
officers brought their wives and families and 
were having a happy life. In the spring of 1840, 
horse races, cricket and polo matches, parties, 
and gatherings were arranged for British 
troops.17 

A month later, Dost Mohammad Khan 
reached the region of Kohistan, forty miles 
from Kabul, whose disaffected tribesmen were 
eager to force the infidel invaders out. Brigadier 
Sale, a prominent British officer, known for his 
bravery, and who earned the nickname Fighting 
Bob Sale during the war, was moved to the 
north to stop Dost Mohammad Khan. They 
met on 2 November 1840 in the valley of the 
precipitous hills of Parwan Durrah.18 Brigadier 
Sale had a contingent of cavalry supported by 
a battery of horse artillery. The cavalry of Sale's 
attack failed when the Indian riders retreated as 
fast as they could, leaving their British officers. 
However, the attack of the Afghan cavalry 
was stopped by the firing of British artillery. 
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The great shots sliced through the Afghan 
cavalry and annihilated a portion of it. Dost 
Mohammad Khan realised it was impossible 
to defeat British troops without artillery; they 
left the scene of battle. Sequel to this adventure, 
a strange incident happened to Macnaghten, 
when he was coming back from a visit near the 
gate of Kabul. Dost Mohammad Khan suddenly 
met him and offered himself for surrender. 
Dost Mohammad Khan was exiled to India, 
but his son Akbar Khan continued his struggle 
against the British.19

Even the imprisonment of Dost 
Mohammad Khan could not mitigate the 
lawlessness and chaos in Kabul. The main 
reasons were the rapacious taxation system 
of Shah Shuja and the involvement of British 
troops in immoral activities. The corrupt 
officials of the king had converted the city of 
Kabul into a beggarly state. The people of Kabul 
were initially fearful of British forces. Later 
on, they developed hatred for the occupying 
forces and started an armed movement to fight 
against the foreign invaders and their puppet 
ruler, Shah Shuja. During this period, the Whig 
government was replaced by the Tory Prime 
Minister, Sir Robert Peel. The new Minister 
for Indian Affairs had communicated to Lord 
Auckland the decision to halve the annual 
subsidies of £80,000 to the tribal leaders.20 The 
new government was bound to cut the financial 
expenditures of the East India Company. The 
misadventure in Afghanistan was considered 
a great burden on the economy of the British 
government. The decrease in payments to the 
tribal lords opened the floodgates against the 
Indus Army. Attacks against British troops 
increased, and they were confined to their 
cantonments.

Ruins of the Bala Hissar Fort           (Source: collection.nam.ac.uk)
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One day, a mob gathered in front 
of the house of Sir Alexander Burnes (the 
political envoy), who was living in his residency 
situated in the city of Kabul. They attacked 
his house and killed three Britons, including 
Burnes.21 This incident panicked the British 
forces and restricted them to the cantonment. 
Six thousand men were besieged in the 
cantonment, while a small body of troops 
under Brigadier Shelton was restricted to Bala 
Hissar. The cantonment was a rectangular piece 
of land, one thousand by six hundred yards, 
surrounded by a rampart and a narrow ditch. 
On the eastern side was the Kabul River.22 The 
cantonment was established at a place that 
was strategically ill-placed and exposed to the 
nearby hillocks and raised areas populated by 
Afghan people.23 The news of the death of the 
Britons at Kabul spread like wildfire throughout 
Afghanistan, and small groups of British 
soldiers came under attack by the locals. British 
troops were desperate and defeated, restricted 
to the cantonments. Akbar Khan returned from 
Turkestan to lead the Afghans. His arrival was 
well received by Macnaghten, as he believed 
Akbar Khan would ensure the safe retreat of 
British troops, given that his father was in 
British custody. By the end of November 1841, 
the garrison was close to starvation, with horses 
eating tent pegs and tree bark. 

Finding no ray of hope, Macnaghten 
concentrated his efforts on extricating the 
Indus Army through political manoeuvring, 
as it could not defend itself through arms. By 
December 15, 1841, food reserves for troops 
and animals were sufficient only for two days. 
Macnaghten made an agreement with Akbar 
Khan for one lakh rupees, agreeing that the 
Indus Army would never set foot on Afghan 
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soil unless invited by the Afghan government. 
In return, Akbar Khan would provide a safe 
retreat for the British troops. In the third week 
of December 1841 snow fell, aggravating the 
already dire situation for the British Army. 
However, Macnaghten, following the tradition 
of the East India Company, involved himself 
in secret conspiracies with defected Afghan 
leaders against Akbar Khan.24 At a meeting on 

the river 
bank on the 
morning of 
December 
23, 1841, the 
deception 
was 
exposed. 
William 
Macnaghten 
was killed 

with the same pistol that he had gifted earlier to 
Akbar Khan.25 

The murder of Macnaghten did not 
stir any anger or revenge in the British troops. 
Not a soldier stirred from his post. No sort of 
retaliation was even thought of. Major General 
Elphinstone, who was commander of the 
British occupation force in Kabul in 1841, was 
not ready to accept that anything wrong had 
happened. His only concern was to fulfil the 
promise of surrendering officers as hostages for 
the safe custody of Ameer Dost Muhammad 
Khan. It was agreed upon that British troops 
would be given a safe retreat to Jalalabad, on the 
condition that they would not carry military 
treasure. Afghan leader Akbar Khan used 
delaying tactics on the pretext that sufficient 
food stores were not available for the rations of 
the British Army on their way back. On January 

Akbar Khan killing Macnaghten 
(Source: britishbattles.com)
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6, 1842, the British army finally evacuated 
their cantonments and started their journey. 
There were 690 European soldiers, 3,800 Indian 
troops, 36 British women and children, and 
12,000 camp followers in the convoy.26 After 
their evacuation, local people started looting 
and plundering the houses and ration stores in 
the cantonments. The weather was very cold 
due to fresh snow, and the route was very tough 
to traverse. They could cover only five miles on 
the first day, halting in the open area at Bagrami 
(currently a small town to the east of Kabul),27 
covered with snow. The night was terrible 
and freezing. At night, they could see the 
flames of fire that Afghans had started in the 
cantonments. A dozen people died at night due 
to cold, and many were suffering from frostbite. 

On January 7, 1842, when the columns 
started moving, they were attacked by Afghan 
tribals from the rear, who snatched and drove 
away horses and camels loaded with food 
stores. Although they had enough food for five 
days' travel to Jalalabad, these raids deprived 
them of necessary rations. Akbar Khan did not 
fulfil his promise of providing food, shelter and 
protection for their safe retreat to Jalalabad. On 
that day, they covered a distance of only two 
miles, less than the first day.28

On January 8, 1842, the British column 
moved with frostbitten limbs and crippled 
morale. They were petrified when they entered 
the five-mile-long narrow passage of the Khurd 
Kabul Pass, surrounded by steep rocks and the 
Kabul River flowing in the centre. The rocks 
were so close that the winter sun could hardly 
enter the narrow passage. The ferocious Ghilzai 
had gathered along the steep sides of the rocks 
with their long-barrelled jezails, behind the 
protection of stone-piled covers called sangars. 
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As the troops, along with carts, cattle, horses, 
and camp followers entered the pass, they 

started a 
barrage of 
bullets that 
filled the 
pass with 
cracks and 
whine of 
bullets. There 
was total 
confusion; 
British 

and Indian troops forgot all discipline, and 
everybody tried to escape and avoid the 
barrage. This attack proved fatal to the British. 
Five hundred British and Indian troops, and 
five times that number of camp followers, 
perished in this attack.29 The third night under 
the open sky was hellish and terrible. On the 
snowy turf, wounded and frozen soldiers and 
others filled the night with painful sighs and 
moans.

On January 9, 1842 a British officer 
who was a hostage of Akbar Khan, brought a 
proposal to General Elphinstone, for him to 
hand over all married men along with their 
families to him for safe passage from the 
attacks of the Ghilzai. Although the general was 
reluctant to trust Akbar Khan, he had no other 
option as a few women had been without food 
for the last three days, and one or two ladies 
were in the early stages of pregnancy. There 
were a total of 121 European prisoners now in 
the custody of Akbar Khan. He handed over the 
captives to the Qizilbash commanders Sardar 
Saleh Mohammad Khan and his brother Fateh 
Mohammad Khan, with orders for Saleh to take 
them to the north and sell them into slavery. 

Afghan tribesmen with long-barreled Jezails 
(Source: britishbattles.com)
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These prisoners were later on released and 
handed over to the British safely. But how? 

There are different accounts of why 
Saleh Mohammad released the prisoners, 
instead of selling them into slavery. According 
to William Dalrymple, Akbar Khan told Saleh 
Mohammad to take them further north to 
Khulm; however, Saleh was persuaded by the 
British to hand the prisoners over to them for 
a sum of money.30 Another account that seems 
closer to reality—as it describes the native 
version—is that the 121 British women and 
children, headed by Lady Florentia Sale (wife 
of Brigadier Sale), held hostage by Wazir Akbar 
Khan, were handed over to Saleh Mohammad 
Khan, with orders to take them to Kohistan 
and sell them as slaves. When they were 
being taken there, during a night stop, the 
women and children started wailing. As per 
unpublished family lore31, a companion of Saleh 
Mohammad, drew a parallel between the pitiful 
condition of these prisoners, and the agony of 
the families at Karbala. This was enough for 
Saleh Mohammad. At personal risk to himself, 
Saleh kept them under custody and later 
released them safely to the British government.  

An interesting account is the birth 
of Colonel Robert Warburton who was ‘the 
son of the happy marriage between a British 
officer and Shah Jahan Begum, the niece of 
Dost Mohammad, who grew up in Ludhiana 
among the Afghan exile community’.32 His 
father Captain Robert Warburton was part of 
Shah Shuja’s contingent during the 1st Afghan 
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1990), 43.

War, and had married an Afghan lady, Shah 
Jahan Begum, during their stay in Kabul city 
in 1841. Akbar Khan was against this marriage 
and had made several attempts to kill both the 
bride and the bridegroom, but they succeeded 
to escape by staying secretly, from house to 
house. Colonel Warburton was born on July 
11, 1842 in a Ghilzai fort between Jagdalak 
and Gandamak. After the 2nd Afghan War, 
Colonel Robert Warburton was put in charge of 
the Khyber and its tribes, where he raised the 
Khyber Rifles and became its 1st commandant.33  

On January 10, 1842, the British Army 
entered yet another narrow defile that proved a 
death trap to them. The Tunghi Taraki gorge is 
a 50-yard-long defile, so narrow that the troops 
had to negotiate it in a single column.34 As 
they entered the pass, the Ghilzai attacked with 
jezail rifles, and boulders. Those who escaped 
and sheltered under the rocks were stabbed 
with Khyber knives. Those who escaped safely 
from this cruel and bloody defile staggered into 
Tezeen village. Major General Elphinstone was 
made hostage by Akbar Khan.35 There were 
240 Europeans and 3,000 of the original 12,000 
camp followers. 

On the morning of January 11, 1842, 
when the Indus Army was moving towards yet 
another death trap, the two-mile-long Jagdalak 
Pass, the army was reduced to 150 men of the 
44th regiment of Bengal Native Infantary, 16 
dismounted artillerymen, and 25 troops of 
the 5th Light Cavalry.36 The officers and men, 
braving fire from Afghan marksmen on the 
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heights, had little choice but to retreat towards 
Jalalabad under the command of Brigadier 
Thomas Anquetil, who became head of the 
British troops after Major General Elphinstone. 
He realised that the only way to escape from 
the ferocious attacks of the Ghilzai was to cross 
the defile at night, undetected. Everything 
went well at the beginning, but later, when 
they reached the top of the defile where the 
track narrowed to little more than a goat path, 
they found that the track was blocked by two 
barriers of prickly hollyoak. The furious attacks 
of the Ghilzai were like the attack of bees. The 
British troops were killed and piled up in utter 
confusion, not only by enemy bullets but also 
by their own. The scene was chaotic, horses 
went wild and stampeded over own troops in 
utter desolation. Brigadier Anquetil was killed, 
and one by one, those officers who escaped 
were cut to pieces by the Afghans.

On January 13, 1842, a small 
detachment of about twenty men made their  
final stand near the village of Gandamak on a 
hill.37 The officers had only their swords and 
pistols, each determined to sell his life as dearly 
as possible. All perished, and a few were made 
hostages by Afghan fighters. Only one man 
could reach Jalalabad: Doctor William Brydon, 

37.	 D. S. Richards, The Savage Frontier, A History of the Anglo-Afghan Wars (London: Macmillan London Limited, 
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who was seated barely conscious, on the 
neck of a dying pony. He was found by the 
sentries, barely who were looking for signs of 
Elphinstone's army.38

Colonel Dannie, the garrison 
commander, with unerring foresight, had 
earlier declared to a sceptical audience, 'You will  
see that not a soul will escape from Kabul, except 
one man, and he will come to tell us that the rest 
are destroyed.'39 His voice, as Brydon  
was brought in, now sounded like the response 
to an oracle, as he exclaimed, 'Did I not say 
so? Here comes the messenger.' Those watching 
Brydon from the wall of the fort observed that 
he was covered with slight cuts and contusions  
and dreadfully exhausted. His first few hasty  
sentences extinguished all hope in the hearts of 
the listeners regarding the fortune of the Kabul 
force. It was evident that it was annihilated. 
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