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CHAPTER ONE

	An Empire at Its Zenith

	In which the world that made the catastrophe is introduced

	

	

	"The strength of an army lies in the individual soldier, and the soldier's strength comes from God."

	— Afghan proverb

	

	

	In the winter of 1838, a man standing on the roof of Government House in Calcutta and sweeping his gaze across the city below him could be forgiven for believing that the world, or at least the most consequential portion of it, had been organised principally for British convenience. The spires of St. John's Church caught the morning light. The river traffic on the Hooghly moved at the pace of commerce rather than urgency. The white colonnaded façades of the city's grandest buildings, banks, counting houses, the offices of the East India Company itself, glittered with a confidence so thorough it had long since ceased to announce itself and had become, instead, a simple atmosphere. This was what imperial certainty looked like when it had been left undisturbed for long enough: not triumphant, merely assumed.

	The British had been in India, in one form or another, since 1608. By 1838 the East India Company, a trading enterprise that had somehow, through a sequence of wars, treaties, and audacities that would have seemed fantastical if proposed in advance, controlled a territory of roughly one million square miles and a population approaching two hundred million souls. It commanded its own army, printed its own currency, conducted its own foreign policy, and governed its vast domain through a bureaucracy of staggering complexity and, when one examined it from a sufficient distance, remarkable competence. The Company was, in effect, a state; the state it nominally served, back in London, was still absorbing this fact.

	The Governor-General in 1838 was George Eden, Lord Auckland, a man of Whig sensibility and parliamentary habit who had arrived in India in 1836 with the intention of reforming its land revenues and improving its roads. He was a capable administrator, conscientious in the way that men of his class and generation understood conscientiousness, as the diligent management of systems already in place, rather than the questioning of the systems themselves. He was not a military man. He had no particular appetite for conquest. And yet within two years of his arrival he would put in motion the most expensive, most hubristic, and most catastrophically mis-managed military expedition in the Company's history.

	To understand how this happened requires understanding not Lord Auckland himself, but the intellectual world he inhabited, the particular anxieties and certainties of British India in the decade before the disaster.

	The Shadow of the Bear

	Russia haunted British India the way a creditor haunts a prosperous debtor: not immediately threatening, perhaps not even in the same room, but always present, always somewhere in the back of the mind. The analogy is imprecise but useful. Russia was large. Russia was expanding. Russia had, in the decades following the Napoleonic Wars, been pushing its border southward into Central Asia with the slow, methodical confidence of a man laying tiles, not rushing, but never stopping. And the direction of that expansion, if extended far enough on any map, pointed, eventually, at India.

	Whether Russia actually intended to threaten India is a question that historians continue to debate. The balance of evidence suggests that St. Petersburg had no serious plans for a march on Kabul, let alone on Calcutta, and that Russian expansion into Central Asia was driven primarily by local opportunism and the logic of frontier security, the same logic, in its broad outlines, that was simultaneously driving British expansion from the other direction. But in Calcutta in the 1830s, the reasonable conclusion that Russia's ambitions were limited and manageable was considerably less persuasive than the visceral anxiety that they were not. Anxiety, in geopolitics as in private life, is not generally amenable to reassurance by evidence.

	The doctrine that crystallised from this anxiety was called, variously, the "Forward Policy" or, in its more theoretically elaborated versions, the defence of a "scientific frontier." Its essential argument was simple: that the best way to protect India from a potential Russian advance was to ensure that the territories between the Russian frontier and the Indian frontier were, as far as possible, governed by rulers favourable to Britain. Buffer states. Client kingdoms. Countries that might serve as shock absorbers in the event of a Russian push southward, or better yet, as early warning systems that would buy time for a proper military response.

	Afghanistan occupied, in this geopolitical calculus, a position of almost theoretical importance. It sat at the junction of the routes that any Russian advance would have to use. Its mountain passes, the Khyber, the Bolan, the Khord Kabul, were the keys to the subcontinent's northern approaches. A friendly Afghanistan was, in the formulation of the Forward Policy's enthusiasts, the lock on India's front door.

	The men who argued most fervently for the Forward Policy were not stupid men. Several of them, Arthur Conolly, who coined the phrase "Great Game"; Alexander Burnes, whose knowledge of Afghanistan was more intimate than almost any other Briton's, were brilliant, energetic, and genuinely knowledgeable. What they lacked was not intelligence but a particular kind of epistemic humility: the willingness to allow what they did not know to constrain what they were prepared to assert. The intelligence that reached Calcutta about Russian intentions in Central Asia was fragmentary, often second-hand, and in some cases manufactured by local informants who understood that British officers would pay well for alarming news. It painted a picture of Russian menace that was, in its broad strokes, probably exaggerated. But it was the picture that existed, and it was the picture that Lord Auckland and his advisers worked from, and it pointed, unmistakably, in one direction.

	There was also, beneath the strategic argument, a simpler and less admirable motive that the Forward Policy's advocates were careful not to articulate in their official dispatches: the appetite of an expanding empire for the activity of expansion itself. British India had been growing for three decades. Its officers had grown up expecting growth, were trained for growth, and measured their careers against it. A generation of men who had watched predecessors make their reputations, and their fortunes, in the conquest of Sind, the reduction of the Marathas, the annexation of this principality or that, could not easily be persuaded that the era of expansion was over. Caution looked, from inside this culture, less like wisdom than like failure of nerve. And so the intelligence was believed, the threat was accepted, and the Forward Policy was embraced with the enthusiasm of men who had been looking for an excuse.

	"The anxiety was not unreasonable in its origins. What was unreasonable was the confidence with which it was translated into action, the assumption that a country could be made friendly by force."

	The anxiety was not unreasonable in its origins. What was unreasonable, what would prove fatal, was the confidence with which it was translated into action. The assumption that a country could be made friendly by replacing its ruler. The assumption that a ruler imposed at the point of a British bayonet would command loyalty from a population constitutionally suspicious of central authority and reflexively hostile to foreign occupation. The assumption, most recklessly of all, that an army could march into the Hindu Kush and march back out again on schedule, having arranged Afghan politics to its satisfaction.

	Afghanistan Before the Storm

	The country that the British proposed to rearrange had been shaped by forces more ancient and more powerful than any they fully appreciated. Afghanistan is not a nation in the European sense, a territory with fixed borders, a centralised government, and a population that identifies primarily with the state. It is, and was in 1838, something more complicated and more durable: a mosaic of tribal confederacies, ethnic groups, linguistic communities, and regional powers, held together by a shared geography, a shared religion, and a shared resistance to outside control that functioned almost as a cultural instinct.

	The geography itself was decisive. The Hindu Kush, running northeast to southwest through the country's centre, is not merely a mountain range but a series of enormous barriers, each valley a self-contained world connected to the next by passes that could be blocked by a handful of determined riflemen. The Pashtun tribes of the south and east, the largest single group, and the one that the British would most directly provoke, lived in a landscape that had been training fighters for centuries: high, cold, barren enough to make every resource worth fighting for, and crossed by the same passes that made the country strategically vital. The land had, in effect, been running a military academy since before Alexander the Great crossed it in 329 BC.

	The political structure of Afghanistan in the 1830s was nominally a monarchy but functionally an ongoing negotiation between the crown and a dozen powerful tribal leaders whose cooperation had to be constantly re-purchased. The Barakzai clan, led by Dost Mohammad Khan from his power base in Kabul, had supplanted the older Sadozai dynasty, represented by the exiled Shah Shuja, in 1826. Dost Mohammad was not, by the standards of Afghan rulers, a particularly cruel or unstable man. He was a skilled political operator who had consolidated control over most of the country through a combination of military force and shrewd marriage alliance, and who governed with enough competence that even some British observers in Kabul had noted, with uncomfortable honesty, that the population seemed reasonably content under him.

	He was not, however, sufficiently deferential to British India. He had sought Russian diplomatic support in his conflict with Ranjit Singh's Sikh kingdom over the disputed city of Peshawar. In the eyes of Lord Auckland and his political advisers, this made him the wrong man for the job. The right man, the man who would, it was presumed, be suitably grateful for British restoration and suitably tractable in British interests, was Shah Shuja, ageing, unpopular, and living in comfortable British-funded exile in Ludhiana. His qualifications for the Afghan throne consisted primarily of his willingness to accept it on the terms the British offered.

	What no one in Calcutta or Simla seems to have adequately considered was the concept of Pashtunwali, the code of honour that governed the lives of the Pashtun tribes who formed the dominant group in southern and eastern Afghanistan and constituted the backbone of any government that hoped to rule from Kabul. Pashtunwali is not merely a social convention. It is a total system of obligation, encompassing hospitality to the stranger, vengeance for dishonour, loyalty to kin, and above all, above everything, a fierce, non-negotiable resistance to any external authority that has not been invited and earned. The Pashtun tribal structure had survived Alexander, Genghis Khan, Timur, the Mughals, and the Persians. Each of these conquerors had learned, at considerable cost, that the country could be crossed but not tamed. The British would learn the same lesson, and they would learn it in six days.

	British political officers in Afghanistan in the late 1830s were, with a handful of exceptions, not equipped to understand this code at the depth it demanded. They understood it as a curiosity, a local custom, something that could be managed through adequate payment and adequate force. They did not understand it as the operating system of an entire civilisation, one with a longer memory than their own, and a far greater capacity for patience. Alexander Burnes came closer than most to genuine comprehension. His published accounts of his travels in Afghanistan in the 1830s showed a man who had looked at the country with care and intelligence, who had learned enough Persian and Dari to converse without an interpreter, and who understood, if imperfectly, that the gap between what Afghans said to the faces of powerful strangers and what they believed among themselves was enormous and consequential. His private assessments of Afghan opinion in 1841, had they been heeded, might have altered the course of what followed. They were not heeded. He was murdered in his house in Kabul on the second of November 1841, torn apart, by some accounts, by a crowd that had been gathering its resolve for months, and died knowing, one must suppose, that he had seen this coming and could not make his superiors see it with him.

	The Men Who Built the Machine

	Every catastrophe has its architects. The disaster that would consume the Kabul column in January 1842 was built over several years by a small number of men whose individual failings, when assembled together and set in motion, produced consequences none of them intended and none of them survived professionally.

	Lord Auckland has already been introduced. His role in the catastrophe was primarily one of failure of imagination: he could not conceive that the plan would fail, and so he did not adequately plan for failure. His Simla Manifesto of October 1838, the official justification for the invasion, is a masterpiece of self-serving reasoning, deploying the language of liberation (restoring a legitimate ruler, protecting a friendly state from foreign encroachment) in the service of what was, in straightforward terms, a pre-emptive annexation by proxy.

	Sir William Macnaghten was a different kind of man and a different kind of danger. He was brilliant, tireless, and constitutionally incapable of receiving information that contradicted his existing conclusions. As the Company's chief political officer in Afghanistan, a role he would hold from the army's arrival in Kabul in 1839 until his murder there in December 1841, he was the dominant civilian voice in the occupation, and his dominance was exercised with a confidence that verged, in its later stages, on delusion. Macnaghten was the man who told London, repeatedly and emphatically, that Afghanistan was pacified, that Shah Shuja was beloved, that the occupation was working. He believed this because he needed to believe it, and he needed to believe it because he had invested everything, his career, his reputation, his identity as a man of exceptional competence, in its being true. By the time the uprising of November 1841 proved him catastrophically wrong, it was too late for anyone to act on the knowledge.

	The military command structure that accompanied the occupation was, if anything, even more poorly suited to the task it faced. General William Elphinstone, who would be placed in command of the British forces in Kabul in 1841, was a man whose chief qualification for the role was a distinguished record in wars fought thirty years earlier and a network of social connections that had outlasted his physical and mental capabilities by a considerable margin. He had served with distinction at Waterloo. He was the cousin of Mountstuart Elphinstone, the distinguished historian and former Governor of Bombay. He was liked by those who served under him. And by the time he arrived in Afghanistan he was suffering from gout so severe that he could barely mount a horse, and from an indecisiveness so thoroughgoing that those who witnessed it would later describe it with a mixture of exasperation and genuine pity. He was a kind man. He understood his own limitations. He had, indeed, tried to decline the command on grounds of ill health. His superiors, confronted with a shortage of available generals of sufficient seniority and social standing, persuaded him to accept it anyway.

	The result was a command structure built around a vacuum. Elphinstone could not make decisions under pressure. Macnaghten, who might have provided the political will to compensate for the military command's paralysis, was constitutionally incapable of accepting that the situation was as bad as it was. And the officers below them, many of them able, some of them brilliant, operated within a system of military hierarchy that made it very difficult to act decisively without orders from above, and very dangerous professionally to say, too loudly or too publicly, that the men above were not up to the task. The catastrophe, when it came, was not a bolt from the blue. It was the consequence, in the fullest and most terrible sense, of the organisation that had been assembled to prevent it.

	It is tempting to treat these men as villains. It would be more accurate to treat them as symptoms. The particular failures of Auckland, Macnaghten, and Elphinstone were the failures of a system, an imperial system, that had been successful often enough, and for long enough, to have lost its capacity for self-doubt. The East India Company had conquered most of India. Its armies had beaten the Marathas, the Mysore sultans, and the Gurkhas. Its political officers had negotiated treaties that bound dozens of Indian princes. Why should Afghanistan be different? The question was never adequately asked because the answer, that Afghanistan was different in ways that were both obvious and fatal, was not one that the system had any mechanism for hearing.

	A Surgeon in the Army

	Dr. William Brydon was born in 1811, the son of a Scottish father and a world that had been formed, in its professional ambitions, by Edinburgh's extraordinary medical tradition. The Scottish capital was, in the early decades of the nineteenth century, the finest place in the English-speaking world to study medicine: its university produced surgeons and physicians of genuine distinction, trained in both the theoretical framework of the new scientific medicine and the practical arts of a craft that still required men to work quickly, steadily, and without flinching in conditions that admitted no fastidiousness.

	Brydon trained at Edinburgh and qualified as a surgeon in the 1830s, then took the path that led many young Scottish medical men of his generation away from the cramped professional competition of Britain and toward the wider, stranger, more dangerous world of the East India Company's military service. The Company needed doctors. The Indian subcontinent, with its exotic roster of fevers, dysenteries, and wounds, provided a more varied education than any British hospital. The pay was adequate, the adventure was real, and the career, for a man of modest background and excellent training, offered opportunities for advancement that the crowded medical establishment at home could not match.

	He arrived in India in the mid-1830s and served with the Bengal Army before being attached to the forces that would eventually form the Army of the Indus. By the time the column marched toward Afghanistan in 1838 and 1839, Brydon was a practised regimental surgeon with several years of Indian service behind him. He knew what wounds looked like. He knew what cholera did to a man. He knew the particular combination of heat and dust and contaminated water that killed soldiers in the East, and he had developed the kind of clinical detachment that military medicine required, not indifference, but the capacity to continue functioning in the face of suffering that would have paralysed a less experienced man.

	He arrived in India in the mid-1830s and served with the Bengal Army before being attached to the forces that would eventually form the Army of the Indus. By the time the column marched toward Afghanistan in 1838 and 1839, Brydon was a practised regimental surgeon with several years of Indian service behind him. He knew what wounds looked like. He knew what cholera did to a man. He knew the particular combination of heat and dust and contaminated water that killed soldiers in the East, and he had developed the kind of clinical detachment that military medicine required, not indifference, but the capacity to continue functioning in the face of suffering that would have paralysed a less experienced man.

	The Army Medical Department in which Brydon served was a world apart from the commissioned officer corps. Surgeons held warrant rather than commissioned rank for much of this period; they were professionals in a system that, in its social hierarchy, valued birth and purchase over competence. An Edinburgh-trained surgeon of modest background occupied an ambiguous social position in a mess full of men who had bought their commissions and whose fathers had bought before them. This did not, by all appearances, particularly trouble Brydon. He seems to have been a man who identified with his work rather than with his rank, which is to say, a man whose sense of himself was sufficiently grounded that he did not need external hierarchy to maintain it. This, too, would matter in the months ahead, when the external hierarchy collapsed utterly and the men who had depended on it for their identity collapsed along with it.

	What the historical record preserves of Brydon's character, beyond his professional competence, is a quality that might be described as quietness. He was not a man who wrote lengthy letters to newspapers. He did not publish florid memoirs of adventure in the manner that was fashionable among his contemporaries. He kept a relatively spare account of his experiences that scholars have drawn on ever since, and he gave testimony when asked, and otherwise he appears to have been the kind of man who processed his experiences internally, without much need for external validation or dramatic self-presentation. This quality, this quietness, would serve him well in the extraordinary months to come. It would also make him, as a historical subject, simultaneously accessible and elusive: present in the record, but not voluble.

	* * *

	He had, in 1838, no reason to believe that the Afghan expedition would distinguish his career from dozens of other capable regimental surgeons who served the Company without either great catastrophe or great distinction. He was thirty-one years old. He was healthy. He was competent. He was, by all available evidence, a man at the ordinary beginning of an ordinary professional life.

	The Cantonment

	The British marched into Afghanistan and installed Shah Shuja on the throne of Kabul in August 1839 with a speed and apparent completeness that seemed to vindicate Auckland's gamble. Dost Mohammad fled. The Afghan armies that opposed the British advance either dissolved or were overcome. The occupation, in its first phase, resembled nothing so much as a military promenade, difficult in places, occasionally dangerous, but nowhere approaching the full-scale resistance that the more pessimistic observers had feared.

	The subsequent occupation of Kabul became, over the following two years, something that struck many of those who participated in it as almost surreally comfortable. British officers brought their wives. They organised horse races and cricket matches on the plains outside the city. They gave dinner parties. They shot game in the hills. They corresponded with London about the pleasures of Kabul's climate, excellent in summer, bracing in winter, and about the docility of the population and the stability of Shah Shuja's government. A man reading their letters home in 1840 or early 1841, without knowledge of what was coming, would have concluded that the occupation was going extremely well.

	The Cantonment in which the British forces were housed was itself a statement of comfortable permanence, and a military catastrophe waiting to happen. It had been laid out, with what can only be described as inspired incompetence, on a low-lying marshy plain outside the city walls. It was overlooked on three sides by hills from which riflemen could fire directly into the encampment. Its walls were of inadequate height. Its commissariat stores, the food and ammunition on which 4,500 soldiers and their dependants would depend, were housed not within the Cantonment's walls but in a separate fort some distance away, separated from the main camp by ground that would, in the event of an uprising, be immediately contested. The man who designed this arrangement has never been satisfactorily identified. He deserves to be remembered.

	Officers with professional eyes saw the problem immediately. Several of them said so, in writing, to their superiors. Major-General Nott at Kandahar was among the most vocal critics; he described the Kabul Cantonment as indefensible in terms that his superiors received with the polite indifference reserved for subordinates who are correct but inconvenient. Their concerns were noted, formally acknowledged, and not acted upon. The cost of rebuilding was considered too high. The urgency was considered speculative. And besides, who was seriously going to mount a sustained assault on a British military encampment in a city that the British military force had only recently and successfully occupied? The circularity of the reasoning was invisible to those inside it, as circular reasoning generally is.

	The Cantonment had one further weakness that would prove decisive: its garrison was dependent for water on a series of irrigation channels running through ground exposed to the surrounding hills. When the uprising came, these channels would be among the first things the Afghans cut. Within days of November's revolt, the soldiers in the Cantonment were not only running short of food and ammunition. They were thirsty. An army that cannot drink is an army that cannot march, and an army that cannot march is, in the mathematics of siege warfare, simply a large group of men waiting for a decision to be made about them by someone else.

	What Was Not Said

	The occupation worked, to the extent that it worked at all, through a combination of bribery, military presence, and strategic avoidance of anything that might provoke the population into direct resistance. The British paid subsidies to tribal chiefs whose goodwill was essential to keeping the mountain passes open. They paid for the upkeep of Shah Shuja's notional army. They paid for the elaborate pretence of normal Afghan political life that surrounded the reality of a British-administered government. By 1841, these payments amounted to a considerable sum, and the government in London, under pressure to reduce expenditure across the Company's domains, began cutting them. The decision was made by men in offices who had never seen the passes, who had no feel for the temperature of the country, and who understood the Afghan subsidy system as a line item rather than as the load-bearing wall of the entire arrangement.

	The tribal chiefs who had been receiving these subsidies did not, as a rule, make public speeches announcing their intention to revolt when the money stopped. They said nothing, or they said reassuring things to the British political officers who came to ask them whether the reduction was a problem. They offered tea. They expressed their enduring respect for the Company. And then, when the time came, they acted. The silence before an Afghan uprising, British officers would learn, those who lived to learn anything at all, was not the silence of acquiescence. It was the silence of men who saw no advantage in announcing their intentions to their enemies in advance.

	There was also, beneath the financial grievance, a deeper anger that no subsidy could have addressed. The British occupation was, whatever its strategic rationale, a foreign occupation. It brought foreign soldiers, foreign customs, foreign assumptions about the proper organisation of society, and foreign men whose personal behaviour, toward Afghan women in particular, whether in fact or in rumour, was a constant and accumulating source of rage in a society where personal and family honour was not a philosophical concept but a lived obligation that could demand blood. The specific incidents that are documented are relatively few; the general atmosphere of resentment, recorded by Afghan sources and by the more honest British observers, was pervasive, low-level, and continuous. It was the kind of anger that does not announce itself in a single dramatic moment but builds, month by month, incident by incident, insult by insult, until the conditions are right, until the subsidies stop, until a sufficiently charismatic leader appears, until the snows come and the passes close and the army that has been occupying your country discovers that it cannot easily leave.

	"The British knew, in the part of their minds that processes inconvenient information slowly, that something was wrong. What they did not know was how comprehensively wrong, or how quickly it would become catastrophic."

	Macnaghten knew some of this. He reported it selectively to London, emphasising the positive, minimising the negative, and framing every piece of bad news as a temporary difficulty already being addressed. He was not, or not straightforwardly, dishonest. He was, rather, a man who had developed, over years of political service, the ability to select from the available reality the version that was most compatible with the conclusions he had already reached. This is a common enough human failing. In a man occupying his position, in the circumstances of 1841, it was lethal.

	The World on the Eve

	By the autumn of 1841, the British occupation of Afghanistan had lasted just over two years. It had cost a very great deal of money. It had produced no obvious strategic benefit, Russia had not advanced, and would not advance, and the threat that had justified the expedition had never materialised. Shah Shuja sat on his throne, disliked by his subjects and protected by troops that were not his own. Dost Mohammad was in comfortable British captivity and had, in one of the occupation's deeper ironies, shown himself to be so cooperative and so dignified in defeat that several senior British officers had privately concluded that disposing of him had been a mistake.

	The army, meanwhile, lived in its vulnerable Cantonment and waited for orders to go home. There was a widespread expectation that the occupation would wind down; that Shah Shuja's government, however artificial its origins, would stabilise; that the British forces would withdraw gradually and leave behind a settled, friendly state. This expectation was not based on evidence, but it was sincerely held, and it produced in the officer corps a state of mind that was simultaneously comfortable and dangerously inattentive.

	Brydon was among those who waited. His medical duties continued: the routine illnesses of an army in a foreign climate, the occasional accidental injury, the slow attrition of men whose constitutions were not suited to Afghanistan's extremes of temperature. He was a careful observer, and careful observers noticed things. He noticed the morale of the sepoys, the Indian soldiers who formed the bulk of the army's fighting strength, which was not as high as the officers' reports suggested. He noticed the growing difficulty of obtaining fresh provisions from a city where the population's goodwill could not be assumed. He noticed, in the streets beyond the Cantonment's walls, the particular quality of the silence that precedes violence: not peaceful, not neutral, but loaded.

	The sepoys deserve a moment's attention here, because their story is one that the subsequent narrative tends to subordinate to the more documented experience of the British officers. The Indian soldiers of the Bengal Army who formed the majority of the Kabul garrison were men far from home, further, in some respects, than their British counterparts, because India itself was foreign to Afghanistan in ways that Britain was not. They had marched through the Bolan and Khyber Passes in 1839 with the same mixture of professional pride and private uncertainty that soldiers carry into any campaign. By 1841 they had been in Afghanistan for two years. Many had wives and children in the camp. Many had received no pay for months, because the Company's finances were strained and the logistics of paying soldiers at the end of an eight-hundred-mile supply line were genuinely difficult. They were cold, underpaid, and increasingly aware that the mission they had been sent to perform was not going as their officers described.

	Their bravery in the retreat to come would be extraordinary and largely unrecorded. Their names do not appear in the memoirs of the British officers who survived. They are listed, where they are listed at all, as numbers in casualty tables: sepoys of this regiment, followers of that corps. The historian's duty to them is to note their absence from the record and to insist that the absence is not the same as the absence of the men themselves.

	Brydon wrote relatively little about this period of waiting. What he wrote suggests a man doing his job with diligence and watching his environment with the particular attention of someone who senses, without being able to articulate it precisely, that the situation is more fragile than it appears. He was thirty years old in 1841. He had been in Afghanistan for more than a year. He was healthy, professionally competent, and in possession of a horse, not yet the wounded pony that would carry him to Jalalabad, but a serviceable animal that represented, in the coming weeks, the difference between moving and dying in the snow.

	These facts, health, competence and horse, would matter more than any of them could have imagined.

	* * *

	The uprising came in November 1841, when the murder of Sir Alexander Burnes, torn from his house by a Kabul mob that had been preparing itself for months, announced to everyone who was paying attention that the occupation was failing. What followed over the next eight weeks, as the British garrison shrank inward to its Cantonment and the Afghan forces tightened around it, will be described in the chapters that follow. Here it is enough to note two things.

	The first is that the failure, when it came, was not a surprise. The information necessary to anticipate it had been available for years. It existed in the reports of perceptive junior officers, in the observations of Afghan intermediaries, in the basic geometry of the Cantonment's defences, in the subsidy ledgers that showed, month by month, the thinning of the political glue that held the occupation together. The failure was not the result of unknowing. It was the result of a system that had developed, through long success, a structural incapacity to act on knowledge that contradicted its assumptions. Empires, like individuals, tend to hear what confirms what they already believe. The evidence of impending disaster was present. The interpretive framework that would have made it legible as disaster was not.

	The second thing to note is simpler: that when the column finally marched out of the Cantonment gate on January 6, 1842, Dr. William Brydon marched with it. He was not a general. He was not a political agent. He had no power over events and exercised none. He was a regimental surgeon, attached to the column in the capacity in which regimental surgeons have always followed armies: to attend to the consequences of other men's decisions. In the weeks that followed, he would attend to consequences on a scale that no surgeon in the history of British India had faced before. And he would survive them, when no one else did, through a combination of professional skill, physical constitution, a modest portion of good fortune, and the kind of stubborn, unremarkable determination that does not make for dramatic stories but keeps a man moving when everything else has stopped.

	The world, as it happened, had a different view than the one the empire held of itself. Brydon would carry that view back to Jalalabad on the back of a dying pony, inscribed in his wounds, and deposit it at the gate.



	
CHAPTER TWO

	The Occupation

	In which an army makes itself at home in a country that has not invited it

	
	

	"We have enough of our own territory already."

	— Duke of Wellington, opposing the Afghan expedition, 1838

	
	

	The army that marched into Afghanistan in the autumn of 1838 was called, with deliberate care, the Army of the Indus. Not the Army of Conquest. Not the Army of Occupation. The Indus, the great river that had marked the edge of the known world since antiquity, crossed now in the direction of something the Company's strategists preferred to call liberation. The name was chosen because names matter enormously to empires, and because the truth, which was that approximately twenty-one thousand soldiers were about to march into a sovereign country and replace its ruler with a man of British preference, was not the kind of truth that looked well in a proclamation.

	The official justification for the expedition, Lord Auckland's Simla Manifesto of October 1838, was a document of considerable rhetorical skill. It made no explicit mention of Russian anxiety, of strategic buffers, of the chess-game calculus of the Great Game. Instead it spoke of British honour, of the restoration of a legitimate monarch to a throne seized by usurpation, of the security of India's frontier against threats that were identified only in the vaguest possible terms. The Manifesto was widely read. It was widely praised by the Anglo-Indian press. The Duke of Wellington read it and was not persuaded.

	Wellington's objections were practical rather than principled, or rather, the principle he invoked was the principle of logistics, which in his experience was the branch of military philosophy that killed more men than any other. An army of that size, in that terrain, dependent on supply lines stretching hundreds of miles through mountain passes controlled by tribes who were being paid to remain cooperative, was an army whose vulnerability grew with every mile it advanced. The passes that made Afghanistan strategically important were the same passes through which the army's food and ammunition would have to travel. If those passes were ever closed, and Wellington knew better than most how easily mountain passes could be closed by determined men with rifles and the advantage of height, the army at the end of the line would be in very serious difficulty. His memoranda on the subject were received with the deference owed to a man of his reputation and the practical indifference owed to a man whose caution stood between ambitious officers and their ambitions. The plan proceeded.

	The force that assembled at Ferozepore in November 1838 and began its march westward included British infantry regiments, Bengal cavalry and infantry, a contingent of troops nominally belonging to Shah Shuja, men whose commitment to their returning sovereign was assumed rather than tested, and a baggage train of a size that would have startled a quartermaster of more economical habits. The officers of the Bengal Army had marched on campaign before with the expectation of comfort; the Army of the Indus took this expectation and extended it into the territory of extravagance. Some officers brought their libraries. One brought a pack of foxhounds. The campaign, it was understood, might take several months; there was no reason, in the view of those organising it, that it should be uncomfortable months.

	The March and the Passes

	The army moved through the Bolan Pass in the spring of 1839, and the Bolan gave the soldiers their first education in what Afghanistan meant as a physical fact. The pass is roughly sixty miles long, a narrow corridor through the Brahui Mountains along the bed of the Bolan River, rising from the Balochistan plain to the Quetta plateau in a series of stages that tested both men and animals. The river itself, dependent on snowmelt and capricious in its volume, could be forded easily in one season and barely crossed at all in another. The walls of the pass rose sheer in places; in others they opened into wider valleys that offered false reassurance before narrowing again. Riflemen positioned on those walls could make passage almost impossible for any force that did not control the heights. In 1839, the heights were held by tribes that had been paid in advance for their cooperation, and the cooperation held.

	The Ghilzai tribesmen who watched the army pass from their positions above the Bolan were not hostile, precisely. They accepted the subsidies they had been offered and kept their weapons quiet. But they watched with the careful attention of people assessing a situation rather than accepting it, and some of them, those with the clearest strategic intelligence, or simply the longest memories, noted the size of the baggage train with particular interest. A very large baggage train is not only a sign of comfort. It is a sign of dependency. An army that cannot move without its supplies is an army that can be stopped by threatening its supplies. The Ghilzai had no immediate reason to act on this observation in 1839. They filed it away for future use.

	Beyond the Bolan, the army moved through Kandahar and on toward Kabul, through country that grew increasingly dramatic as the Hindu Kush rose ahead. The baggage train, already enormous when it left Ferozepore, had grown at every halt as merchants and camp followers attached themselves to its margins, recognising in a large and well-supplied army the best trading opportunity in the region. By the time the force approached Ghazni in the summer of 1839 it resembled, more than anything else, a migrating city: a military column with a vast civilian shadow, moving at the pace of its slowest cart, consuming prodigious quantities of firewood and fodder and leaving behind it the detritus of organised human movement, abandoned equipment, exhausted animals, the graves of men who had not survived the march.

	The first significant military engagement came at Ghazni in July 1839, where a fortified city that had been expected to require a lengthy siege fell in a single morning after engineers blew in the gates with a gunpowder charge. The speed and completeness of the action electrified British India. Ghazni became, in the dispatches and newspaper reports that followed, the defining image of the expedition: modern military science overwhelming ancient stonework, the apparent irreversibility of British force in the field. General Keane, who commanded the army, was rewarded with a peerage. The engineers who had placed the charge were mentioned in dispatches. The men who had actually lit the fuse received rather less, as was customary.

	What Ghazni also demonstrated, though the lesson was not widely drawn at the time, was that Afghan fortifications could fall quickly when the will to defend them was absent. The governor of Ghazni had chosen not to fight with everything available to him. The city's defenders had not been willing to die for a king, Dost Mohammad, whose position was already compromised. The speed of the fall said as much about Afghan political calculation as about British military power. An army that won its battles because the opposition chose not to fight in earnest was an army whose victories contained an unexploded condition: what would happen when the opposition chose otherwise?

	Kabul fell without resistance in August 1839. Dost Mohammad, calculating correctly that the moment for open battle had not yet come, withdrew from the city before the army arrived. Shah Shuja entered his capital, or rather the capital that had been restored to him at considerable British expense, under British escort, to a reception whose warmth varied precisely with the observer's willingness to

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	





