The First Anglo-Afghan War (1839-1842):
Conflicts of Empire

The First Anglo-Afghan War, which took place between 1839 and 1842, was a
significant conflict in the history of British imperialism. This war not only marked
the first major military engagement between the British East India Company and
the Afghan Empire but also revealed the challenges and conflicts that arose

during the colonial era.

The Background

In the early 19th century, the British Empire sought to extend its influence in

Central Asia and safeguard its Indian territories. With fears of Russian expansion
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in the region, the British East India Company set its sights on Afghanistan as a

buffer zone against potential Russian encroachment.
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The pretext for the invasion of Afghanistan was the refusal of Afghan ruler Dost
Mohammad Khan to accept British diplomatic missions and establish friendly
relations. British officials perceived this as a threat to their interests and decided

to deploy their military forces to remove Dost Mohammad Khan from power.

The Invasion

In 1839, the British launched a full-scale invasion with a force of around 20,000
troops, including Indian soldiers, to overthrow Dost Mohammad Khan and replace

him with a more pro-British ruler, Shah Shuja Durrani.

The initial stages of the invasion were successful, and the British quickly captured

major Afghan cities such as Kandahar and Kabul. Shah Shuja Durrani was


http://literaturelore.com/download-ebook.html?pdf-file=eyJjdCI6ImNtYnhjbmk4T1VBc1VDQTVcL0toWUhCV1RoWWdxeHU3eUdRdWNuV3NFamJQcElGazA2T3hGTW0zMmdETXZZZ1J3dkludXc1aVRMSXhpMzV0dGdndTN2akhEODQxMSs2dmFGblRLVTBIZVdXalNMZUM5QWJFZTFkaTBOM01BZ1E4RWdFYmFMaTdCSCtIdTVrSjFOem1jSERVK1A3NG54b2pIR0hjY29FYnFrbG9xZFVzT1k4cVFjenlscnVYd0Y2dlJsK09zdU9qYTVzTGVxV3BKbEpRZjA5QkdLUkNVYXlabnBJNnBQVkJpcHgwPSIsIml2IjoiZWY3MjRiYTRjZjgwOWRlYTE4ZmNhZWVhOWNhZjMyZjUiLCJzIjoiN2ZhMzJjOTE0ZDk1MmRiYSJ9
http://literaturelore.com/download-ebook.html?pdf-file=eyJjdCI6IndmdEd5S0lac3AxZ1wvM1dOcDNCWFwvVTRxcGFoMXZSbnNkTWJVU2ZHclhHTnNcLzE1dUVIWGxEYnBcL2V1NWNCa0hUSjBXOGpOSEdMTlpFMjVBM2lEc1JcL1lzNWFpZEFUMVE2Y0oyZVREMDd1eG9yQXlhaXZKZVlLbllqK3VaVmpoXC9Qais1RmFsbkM2aEtEWUxscEY1SmR1UjU0b2g1OER1SGozeGYyZlMwNFJORjlJTlZ3RzNncEt4WmdCVU02U1laOU1PekVPeDRTSFFGN2hLU0VTR2R3d0htNHI2dkpoRWN1N2taR1hpN2I2NlE9IiwiaXYiOiI2N2JmNmYyODhmMTQ1YjdkMjU2OTVlNjBkNWM5NDNkZCIsInMiOiI3OWVmY2NlZmM0MDY4MDMyIn0%3D
http://literaturelore.com/download-ebook.html?pdf-file=eyJjdCI6InZoZ0VXdjY0WFhtM3dHbzVseERLa1pCVFZFNWdtSHRrQ2NmYlkrNFpxeVJiZGY1QU1XdTAxYnJuWjVWQlp3Wk9SRlgrOEcza0FOd2paTkw3SzJZMG16SXJGbW9xeFM4RlFId2R6SHVPa051WEY0RjRGRzBWMkhnaTJOcU9oUVlsZ0NcL3Z6Y2RzOUlSdUo4OHRWREZUV1pCMmU0c2pCcFdSem9pQ1l1eG1hTCs4MEJxZ2x0SXJRZmtob3JaenBXM1NnblJCY2g4eThGSjAxemQzT3lPU2dWUkRVVGlcL2E1UzZGbXlWdWhoVGNicz0iLCJpdiI6IjI0YTNmMWRjYjkwZmZiNDBhYWUxZTFkNTRkODgyNGJlIiwicyI6IjRlYjE0ZWIwMmY2YTY5ODMifQ%3D%3D

installed as the new ruler, with the hope that he would be a loyal British ally and

easily controlled puppet.

The Resistance and British Challenges

However, the British soon faced significant challenges as the Afghan people
resisted foreign occupation. The mountainous terrain and harsh climate of
Afghanistan made it difficult for the British forces to maintain control over the

entire country.

As the resistance grew stronger, the British found themselves subjected to
guerrilla warfare and constant attacks from Afghan tribesmen. The supply lines
became vulnerable, and the British forces were gradually pushed back, facing

heavy casualties along the way.

The Retreat and Massacre

In 1842, the British decided to retreat from Afghanistan in what became one of
the most disastrous episodes in their military history. As the British forces
attempted to leave Kabul, they faced fierce attacks from Afghan forces. The
retreat turned into a rout, with only a few survivors managing to make it back to

the safety of British India.

The retreat from Kabul is particularly known for the massacre that ensued.
Afghan forces ambushed the retreating British and Indian soldiers, killing
thousands. Only a handful of British soldiers survived the massacre, later known

as the "Ghazni and Kabul Retreat."

The Aftermath

The First Anglo-Afghan War marked a significant setback for the British Empire in

terms of reputation and military strategy. It revealed the challenges of maintaining



control over a region with strong local resistance and highlighted the limits of

imperial power.

The war also had a profound impact on Afghanistan. The Afghan people,
emboldened by their successful resistance, developed a strong sense of national

identity and became increasingly unified against foreign intervention.

The First Anglo-Afghan War (1839-1842) remains a pivotal event in the history of
British colonialism and Afghanistan. It showcased the difficulties and complexities
of imperial conflicts, emphasizing the consequences of underestimating local

resistance and cultural differences.

As the British Empire faced a costly and humiliating defeat, Afghanistan emerged
as a symbol of resistance against foreign domination. The legacy of the First
Anglo-Afghan War continues to shape the geopolitics of the region and serves as

a reminder of the enduring conflicts that arose from imperial ambitions.
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A fascinating account of one of the most ludicrously mismanaged expeditions in
the history of warfare. Ideal for readers of Shashi Tharoor, Adam Hochschild and

William Dalrymple.
Afghanistan, 1839.

The British East India Company dominated the Indian subcontinent, yet they were

not secure in their position.

Holding unjustified fears that Russia threatened India’s north-western border, the
Company decided to make a pre-emptive strike and ensure that this menace

would be stopped by a strong pro-British Afghanistan.

Thousands of British and Indian troops invaded this mountainous land to
intervene in a succession dispute between emir Dost Mahommed Khan and
former emir Shah Shuja-ool-Mulk. After capturing Kabul they placed the cruel, but
pro-British Shah Shuja upon the throne once again, and supported him with an

overwhelming military presence.

However, the proud and ruthless warriors of Afghanistan were unwilling to submit
themselves to British control and within three years they had risen up against

their oppressors in one of the bloodiest revolts in history.

George Bruce delves into a vast array of published and unpublished nineteenth
century sources to uncover this campaign in which very few British survivors

made it back through the snow-laden passes to India.

“the worst British military disaster until the fall of Singapore exactly a century

later.” The Economist



The Times described Bruce’s books as “well researched, with a keen eye for

historical detail.”

Retreat from Kabul is a brilliant account of the First Anglo-Afghan War. It is part of
the series Conflicts of Empire, which also includes Six Battles for India: The
Anglo-Sikh Wars, 1845-6 and 1848-9 and The Burma Wars: 1824-1886.
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