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Introduction

In 1897, the British had to face a formidable rising on the North West
Frontier,  which  they  claim  was  mainly  caused  by  the  activities  of
‘Mullahs of an extremely ignorant type’ who dominated the tribal belt,
supported by many disciples who met at the country shrines and were
centre  to  “all  intrigues  and  evils”,  inciting  the  tribesmen  constantly
against the British.
This Uprising spread over the whole of the tribal belt and it also affected
the Khyber Agency which was the nearest tribal agency to Peshawar and
had great importance due to the location of the Khyber Pass which was
the easiest and the shortest route to Afghanistan; a country that had a big
role in shaping events in the tribal areas on the North Western Frontier
of British Indian Empire. The Khyber Pass remained closed for traffic
throughout the troubled years of 1897 and 1898. The Pass was reopened
for  caravan  traffic  on  March  7,  1898  but  the  rising  highlighted  the
importance of the Khyber Pass as the chief line of communication and
trade route. The British realized that they had to give due consideration
to the maintenance of the Khyber Pass for safe communication and trade
in any future reconstruction of the Frontier policy.
One important offshoot of the Frontier Uprising was the Tirah Valley
expedition during which the British tried to punish those Afridi tribes
who had been responsible for the mischief.
At the start  of the 20th century, when again the peace of Khyber was
disturbed, the British arranged another punitive expedition against the
Afridi tribes in the Bazaar Valley to create feelings of awe in the hearts
of  the  Afridis  and  to  prevent  them from anti-British  activities  in  the
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Khyber. This expedition was the result of the marauding incursions into
the  settled  areas  by  the  Zakha  Khel  Afrids,  the  most  notorious  and
turbulent of all the Afridi clans.
Like the Tirah Valley expedition, the Bazaar Valley Expedition was also
brief and effective. The details of its planning and execution might be of
interest to the academicians as well as the people associated with the
onerous job of tribal administration, particularly in the present scenario
of increasing lawlessness, acts of terrorism and the global war on terror
in which Pakistan,  willingly or unwillingly, has to play the role of a
“front line state”.

The Gathering Storm: Events leading to the Expedition

The British nerves and strength of arms were tested by the unruly Afridi
tribesmen on several occasions. One such occasion was in 1897 when
the  entire  North  Western  tribal  belt  rose  in  an  uprising  against  the
British. The uprising of 1897 did not originate in the Khyber but when
the news was received that the excitement was spreading to the Khyber,
the  Government  of  India  showed great  concern and did their  best  to
avoid a war with the Afridis12of Khyber who were armed to the teeth.
However, they had to fight hard to defend their positions in the Khyber
Agency and particularly their military forts in the Khyber Pass. At the
end of  the  uprising,  the  British led a  punitive  expedition  against  the
Afridis of Tirah.
At the opening of the 20th century, the situation in Khyber once again
demanded a British military expedition when the Zakha Khel clan of the
Afridis started marauding incursions into the settled British districts. As
always, this time also Afghanistan’s hand was visible behind the anti-
British activities in the Khyber. Towards the end of the year 1904, a
large number of the Afridis visited Kabul and the visit was followed by
small marauding incursions into the British territory in which the Zakha
Khel,  assisted by other Afridi  clans and Tirah Orakzais,  and even by
bands  of  Afghan  outlaws  such  as  the  Hazara  gang,  were  the  chief
offenders. From 1905 to 1908, bands of well-armed Afridis ravaged the
borders of the British settled districts. Government property was looted,
British army personnel were abducted and villages in the settled districts
were raided. Most of these lawless activities took place in or around the
Khyber Pass.23

21 Lt. Gen. Sir George Macmunn, The Romance of the Indian Frontiers (Quetta: Nisa Traders, 
1978), 215-16.
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When the trouble started, Mullah Syed Akbar Aka Khel, the man who
had played the central role in the uprising of 1897, and Qazi Mir Haider,
two known anti British, openly joined hands with Multan Khan Zakha
Khel, an outlaw and the most dangerous rebel against the British.34

The situation was gloomy but the government policy towards the Afridis
was  cautious  and no  measure  was  taken against  the  Zakha  Khels  in
haste.  Since  1906,  Roos-Keppel,  the  then  Political  Agent  of  Khyber
Agency, had been urging the Government to occupy Bazaar Valley and
to hold it  with militia posts at  important  points like Cheena,  Mangal
Bagh and Sassobi (Szarobi) to be garrisoned by the Khyber Rifles. This
in his view was the only possible solution of the Zakha Khel problem.
Occupation of the Bazaar Valley, Roos-Keppel pointed out, would give
the  government  command  of  the  passes  leading  to  Tirah  and
Afghanistan, which were used by the Zakha Khels as their escape routes.
As  an  alternative  he  proposed  the  stoppage  of  the  Zakha  Khel
allowances.  Sir  Harold  Deane,  the  Chief  Commissioner,  agreed  with
him. However, the Indian government at that time was anxious to avoid
any disturbance in the Khyber region because the Amir of Afghanistan
was  about  to  visit  India.  Until  his  return,  the  Government  of  India,
instead of stopping their allowances altogether, instructed Deane to defer
their payments till March 1907.45

Lord Minto took up the matter with the Amir of Afghanistan during his
visit to India as the British suspected that the Zakha Khel raiders were
abated and encouraged by the Afghan authorities. The Zakha Khels had
been regularly visiting Kabul where they met with Nasrullah Khan, the
Amir’s brother and the leader of the anti-British party in the Afghan
court. The Zakha Khels praised Nasrullah for his ‘generosity and Pan-
Islamic sympathy’, and for having gone ‘further in encouragement to the
Afridis than ever did his father or brother’.56

The Viceroy, Lord Minto, also agreed with the Frontier officers about
the occupation  of  the  Bazaar  Valley and the  construction  of  military
posts there but the Secretary of State John Morley had two objections to
the proposal; it was expensive and it was risky.67

32 S. Iftikhar Hussain, Some Major Pukhtoon Tribes along the Pak-Afghan Border, ed. M. Y. 
Effendi (Peshawar: Area Study Center, University of Peshawar, 2000), 35.
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65 Ibid. , 58.

76 Ibid. , 60
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Sir  Harold Deane,  the  Chief  Commissioner  estimated that  during the
seven years period 1901-1907, 32 British subjects had been murdered,
29 wounded, 37 kidnapped and held up to ransom by the Zakha Khels,
either on their own or in conjunction with the  Hazarnao (The Afghan
Hazara gang), while the property looted was worth over one lac rupees.78

The NWFP Government adopted several security measures to check the
Afridi raids but all in vain. On the other hand, the activities of the Zakha
Khels  were arousing anti-British feelings  among the tribesmen.  Roos
Keppel as Political Agent Khyber reported in November 1906:

“Every man, woman and child looks upon those who commit
raids, murders and robberies in Peshawar or Kohat as heroes and
champions.  They are  the  crusaders  of  the  nation;  they depart
with the good wishes and prayers of all,  and are received on
their return after a successful raid with universal rejoicing and
congratulations. Should a raider be killed during a raid… he is
pronounced to be a martyr, and is mourned as such. On the other
hand,  his victims die as Kafirs  and are condemned to eternal
damnation for no crime but that of being British subjects.”89

Furthermore, he said that “The mullas have taken up this theme and are
now preaching that the death of a sepoy in the Khaiber Rifles is not to
be  considered  the  cause  of  bloodfued.”910 In  February  1907,  Roos
Keppel again informed the NWFP Government that:

“Men of other tribes – Aka Khel,  Orakzais,  Sturi  Khel  – are
joining  the  raiders  and  the  temptation  to  the  Afridis  of  all
sections to do so is becoming overpowering, as they see that,
week after week, villages, police posts, caravanserais, and main
routes,  can  be  attacked  with  impunity;  that  cattle,  camels,
horses,  women  and  men,  even  Government  servants,  can  be
carried off and sold or held for ransom, while the authorities
appear to regard the matter with indifference.”1011

There was more Zakha Khel  problem when on January 28,  1908,  25
Zakha  Khels  headed  by  Multan  Khan  raided  the  house  of  a  Hindu
banker  Seth  Chela  Ram in  Ander  Sheher, Peshawar  City, killed  five
persons and looted property worth one lac. On this occasion, Sir Harold

87 Ibid. , 58.

98 A letter from Roos Keppel, P.A.K., to Harold Deane, C. C. NWFP, dated November 18, 1906, 
quoted by Miss Lal Baha, NWFP Administration under British Rule 1901-1919, 57-58.

109 Ibid., 58.

1110 Roos Keppel to Deane, dated February 7, 1907, Ibid. , 58.
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Deane,  the  Chief  Commissioner  proposed  a  punitive  expedition  in  a
letter to the Secretary of State for India while Sir George Roos Keppel,
the Political Agent Khyber Agency, proposed the permanent occupation
of  the  Bazaar  Valley.  John  Morley,  however,  reluctantly  allowed  a
blockade or a punitive expedition against the troublemakers but he still
opposed the occupation or annexation of the tribal territory.1112

The Central Government suggested a blockade of the Afridi territory1213

but the Chief Commissioner NWFP was of the view that the blockade of
the  Zakha  Khel  was  not  feasible  as  they  had  little  or  no  trade  with
Peshawar or Kohat and can obtain all they require from other tribes and
Afghanistan. He pointed out that it was also impossible to identify and
detain Zakha Khel Afridis in British territory without annoyance to other
Afridi tribes.1314

The Expedition

Finally the British decided upon sending a punitive expedition to the
Bazaar Valley and on February 5, the Amir of Afghanistan was informed
of the British Indian Government’s determination to punish the Zakha
Khel and he was requested to ask his Frontier officials to prevent the
Zakha  Khel  from fleeing  to  Afghanistan  or  securing  assistance  from
Afghan subjects. The Bazaar Field Force comprising of three brigades
under the command of Major General James Willcocks started its march
towards the Bazaar Valley on 13th of February 1908.1415

The British  tried to  confine  the punishment  to  only  Zakha  Khels,  to
isolate them and to avoid a general rising of all the Afridis, particularly
the  Khyber  Pass  Afridis,  which  was  always  imminent  when  troops
moved into any tribal  territory. With this object in view,  jirgas of all
Afridi  tribes,  excluding  the  Bazaar  Zakha  Khel,  were  summoned  to
Peshawar  and  it  was  explained  to  them that  the  government  had  no
quarrel with them, and that it was in their interest to refrain from joining
the Zakha Khels. They were asked to try and bring the Zakha Khel to
reason  and  obtain  guarantees  from them to  ensure  their  future  good

1211 Saida Khan Shinwari, The Khyber: A Historical Sketch (Lahore: Ujala 
Printers, 1926), 93-95.

1312 Telegram No. S. 113, dated February 18, 1908, from Secretary, Government of India in the 
Foreign Department to the C.C. NWFP, F. No. 1 C/ VI, S. No. 279, B. No. 43, O.P.A.K., D.O.A.L., 
NWFP, Peshawar.

1413 Telegram No. 140, dated February 19, 1908, C.C. NWFP to the Secretary, Government of 
India in the Foreign Department, F. No. 1 C/ VI, S. No. 279, B. No. 43, O.P.A.K., D.O.A.L. NWFP, 
Peshawar

1514 Lal Baha, 63-64.
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behavior.1516 The Chief Commissioner of Peshawar was instructed by the
Government  of  India  that  ‘the  end  in  view  is  strictly  limited  to
punishment  of  Zakha  Khels  and  neither  immediately  nor  ultimately,
directly or indirectly, will there be occupation of or annexation of tribal
territory.’  The  instructions  also  emphasized  that  every  possible
precaution must be taken to prevent any extension of trouble to country
outside Bazaar Valley.1617

The regular troops under the command of General James Willcox were
accompanied by 800 men from Khyber  Rifles.  The British army left
Peshawar on February 13 and within only twenty-four hours of the order
to move, the advanced troops were not only in occupation of Jamrud but
detachments had been pushed up the Khyber Pass to occupy all strategic
points as far as Landi Kotal.1718 On 15th  of February, they entered the
Bazaar Valley, marching by the Chora Pass. The second brigade pushed
on rapidly through Malik Din Khel country and spent the night at Walai.
The First  brigade followed more leisurely, escorting the baggage and
supply columns of both 2nd and the 3rd brigade and halted for the night at
Chora. On the same day, February 13, a small column under Colonel
Roos Keppel, Political Officer accompanying the force, composed of a
wing  of  the  2nd Battalion  of  the  5th Gurkhas  and the  Khyber  Rifles,
arrived at Cheena in the evening. There was no opposition en route but
the camps both at  Cheena and Walai  were subjected to usual  sniping
after nightfall.1819

On  hearing  about  the  government  decision  to  lead  an  expedition  to
Bazaar Valley, the Zakha Khels of Bazaar buried or removed most of
their goods and grain, and sent their old men and women to Ningarhar.
They also picketed the hills  commanding the approaches from Landi
Kotal side and selected sites for ‘sangars’ (trenches).1920 However, the
British forces reached the Bazaar Valley early than was expected by the
Zakha Khel.  They were still  in  the  process of  shifting their  families,

1615 “Political Report of the Bazaar Valley Expedition 1908”, by Lt. Colonel Roos Keppel, 
C.P.O., Bazaar Valley Field Force, dated March 3, 1908, F. No. 1 C/ VI, S. No. 279, B. No. 43, p. 
51, O.P.A.K., D.O.A.L., NWFP, Peshawar.

1716 Telegram No. S. 95, dated February 12, 1908 from the Secretary, Government of India in the 
Foreign Department to the C.C. of NWFP, F. No. 1 C/ VI, S. No. 279, B. No. 43, O. P. A. K, 
D.O.A.L. NWFP, Peshawar

1817 Captain H. L. Nevill, Campaigns on the North-West Frontier (Delhi: Neeraj Publishing 
House, 1984), 332.

1918 H. C. Wylly, The Borderland: The Country of the Pathans (Karachi: Indus Publications, 
1998), 340-41.

2019 Letter No. 103, dated February 10, 1908, from Lt. Col. Roos Keppel, P.A.K. to A. H. Grant, 
S.C.C. NWFP, F. No. 1 C/ VI, S. No. 279, B. No. 43, O.P.A.K., D.O.A.L., NWFP, Peshawar 
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flocks and property to a safe place. Majority of them were still arranging
for accommodation of their families in Afghanistan.2021

From 17th to 24th February, the troops were engaged in destroying towers
and offensive enclosures. The whole of the Bazaar Valley was visited
and important surveys were conducted. Sniping occurred on most nights
but by the 23rd, the resistance offered by the Zakha Khel had weakened
considerably and the same day in the afternoon, an Afridi jirga came in
to  effect  a  settlement.2122 The  Zakha  Khel  losses  in  both  men  and
material, the hardships suffered by their families who were enjoying the
grudging hospitality of their Afghan neighbors, and their total inability
to inflict any serious loss on the British forces finally compelled them to
accept  mediation  by  other  Afridi  tribes,  despite  promises  of  material
assistance from Afghanistan to carry on the fight.2223

The Afridi elders after attending the camp of Sir James Willcocks on
February  25th went  back  for  consultations  with the  Zakha  Khels  and
finally it was decided that the combined jirgas should proceed to Cheena
next day, on February 26th to request the Political Officer of the British
forces to meet them and settle the matter.2324

The combined jirgas reached Cheena in the evening of 26th February and
the next morning, the whole assembly of 11 hundred elders including
300  Zakha  Khels  were  disarmed  and  taken  to  the  camp of  Political
Officer.  The  discussions  continued  throughout  that  afternoon  and
evening and finally the agreement was reached on February 28, 1908. In
this agreement, the several Afridi tribes took responsibility for the future
good  behavior  of  each  and  every  section  of  the  Zakha  Khel  tribe.
Regarding the real culprits who had been leaders in the raids into British
territory, they promised that they will punish them to the satisfaction of
the  British  Government  and  till  the  capture  and  punishment  of  the
miscreants,  they  deposited  50  rifles  worth  20  thousand  rupees  as
security,  which  were  to  be  returned  only  when  the  Political  Agent
Khyber was satisfied that the thieves had been sufficiently punished.2425

The  draft  was  approved  by  Sir  James  Willcocks  and  he  signed  the
settlement on behalf of the Government.2526The British force withdrew

2120 “Political Report of the Bazaar Valley Expedition 1908”, 52.

2221 Wylly, 341-42.

2322 “Political Report of the Bazaar Valley Expedition 1908”, 52-53.

2423 Ibid. , 53

2524 Ibid. , 54-57.

2625 The original draft of the agreement, bearing the thumb impressions of all the important 
elders of the Afridi tribes, is present in the archives of the P.A.K.’s Office, F. No. 14 C/ VI, S. No. 
264, B. No. 41, at the D.O.A.L. and Libraries, NWFP, Peshawar.
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peacefully on February 29 to Chora and reached Ali Masjid on the 1 st of
March.2627

The  Afridi  maliks and  elders  kept  their  word.  They  succeeded  in
punishing all major Zakha Khel raiders, except Multan Khan, and took
only two months to restore looted property worth 33, 489 rupees.2728

In Roos Keppel’s estimate, not less than 70 of the Zakha Khels were
killed during the expedition, while nothing could be said definitely about
the number of those wounded ‘as the proud Zakha Khels would never
reveal the exact number.’2829 The British themselves lost only 3 of their
soldiers while 37 of their troops were wounded.2930

Shortly after this expedition, it was reported on May 1, that large bodies
of  men  were  assembling  on  the  Afghan  border  and  in  view  of  any
possible danger; a brigade in reserve at Peshawar was moved at once up
to the Khyber Pass and posted at Landi Kotal.  Landi Kotal at that time
was garrisoned by only 600 men of the Khyber Rifles under Lieutenant
Colonel Roos Keppel.  Another brigade was dispatched to Ali Masjid.
The British had just ordered the movement of their troops when a party
of men appeared at  Landi  Kotal  and made a series of attacks on the
British defenses at this end of the Khyber Pass on the night of May 1
and 2 and the two days following. But the Khyber Rifles stood firm and
defended  their  posts  with  exemplary  bravery.  One  small  Khyber
blockhouse was saved by a handful of the Khyber Rifles when it was
attacked by some 4,000 men, who invested the blockhouse for about
seventeen hours and had succeeded in planting a scaling-ladder onto the
wall of the blockhouse. The handful of Khyber Rifles men defending the
blockhouse drove off the attackers and kept the scaling-ladder in their
possession as a trophy of war.3031 
After receiving the reinforcement under Sir James Wilcox, the British
troops  chased  the  Afghan  attackers  from Landi  Kotal  right  upto  the
Afghan frontier.3132 However, on May 6, it was reported that the situation
had become normal and thus the two brigades were withdrawn from the
Khyber Pass to Peshawar.3233

2726 “Political Report of the Bazaar Valley Expedition 1908”, 57.

2827 Lal Baha, 64.

2928  “Political Report of the Bazaar Valley Expedition 1908”, 59.

3029 Wylly, 42.

3130 Nevill, 340-41.

3231 Ibid. , 340.

3332 Ahmad Salim, “Ali Masjid: Not so sacred Land”, in Pashtun and Baloch History: Punjabi 
View, ed. Ahmad Salim (Lahore: Fiction House, 1991), 37-38.
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Conclusion

There are  several  lessons to  learn from these expeditions  against  the
tribal people during the British period. First of all, a military expedition
should  be  the  last  resort,  preceded  by  efforts  to  amicably  sort  out
differences through  jirga and the system of local responsibility of the
tribal elders. Secondly, if at all an expedition is necessary it should be
short,  effective  and  target  specific.  Randomly  targeting  constructions
and people might not help in eliminating the real target and it might also
increase the sympathizers of the adversaries. So the use of force should
not  be  indiscriminate.  Only  the  culprits  should be the target  and  the
innocent should not suffer. If this is not taken care of,  those unjustly
affected  by  the  use  of  force  may  increase  the  following  of  the
miscreants.  The British had precise  targets  in  mind and they did not
unnecessarily  prolong  their  military  presence  after  achieving  their
objectives.3334 Unnecessarily  prolonged military  presence  in  the  tribal
areas  leads  to  friction  and  more  deep  involvement  in  needless
complications arising out of the frustration of the tribal people. Thirdly,
it should be conducted in an organized and orderly manner to create awe
in the hearts and minds of the tribesmen and the final agreement should
be concluded as soon as the objectives of the expedition are achieved.
There should always be a limit for the use of force, beyond which the
people  may  become  repulsive  and  react  violently  leading  to  more
trouble. 
One other thing the authorities must keep in mind is the fact that the hill-
abode of the tribesmen is their greatest strength and biggest weakness at
the same time. It is hard to gain access to their territory but it is easy to
impose  an  effective  blockade  against  them.  So  their  location  and
geographical placing should be used to the benefit  of the government
rather than letting them benefit from it.3435

Finding  temporary  solutions  to  the  problems  should  never  be  the
priority. It  might look effective and sort  out  things temporarily but it
might require subsequent operations and embolden the lawless element
after  each  half  hearted  effort  to  settle  things  for  the  time  being.
Temporarily  subduing  the  Afridis  was  not  the  real  objective  of  the

3433 Dr. Javed Iqbal, “Khyber During the Frontier Uprising of 1897: Lessons to learn from the 
British Policy in the Tribal Areas”, in Central Asia, Journal of Area Study Centre for Russia, China 
and Central Asia, University of Peshawar, No. 64, Summer 2009, 120.

3534 Ibid.
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British. They wanted to eliminate the source of trouble and one such
source was the preaching of the  Mullahs. To weaken the  Mullahs, the
British patronized and strengthened the local maliks and chieftains of the
tribes.
The most important aspect of the British handling of different uprisings
and subsequent  military  expeditions  in  the  Khyber  Agency was their
follow-up in the shape of improvement and development in the fields of
logistic facilities and lines of communication. The expedition was not
left  incomplete.  The  improvement  of  communication  lines  and  the
constant  vigilance  and  watch  over  the  activities  of  the  potential
miscreants ensured the durability of peace and firm British control.
History, it is said, is a “corrective force”. But it corrects us and keeps us
on the right path only if we learn lessons from the past. These lessons
can be learnt from the mistakes committed by us and others and also the
achievements  and  successes  of  our  own  self  as  a  nation  and  other
nations.  The  British  rule,  though  illegitimate,  can  be  a  source  of
inspiration  and  guidance  for  us,  particularly  regarding  their
administration in the tribal areas on the North West Frontier of the then
British India and today’s Pakistan. They had men like Col. Sir Robert
Warburton who proved themselves highly capable of dealing with tribal
administration  and  they  also  had  a  well  organized  system  of  tribal
administration that still probably is the best that can be applied to our
tribal areas with modifications and adjustments.
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