
Afghanistan AOB  
  
The fact that the British ran an Empire which covered a quarter of the world’s 
population with a very modest number of administrators and officials was a 
continuing source of surprise and amazement to other nations.  
 
In a region or country where the British were essentially occupiers, and 
hence in the position where their presence was tolerated as much as (or 
more than) appreciated, the system relied upon British influence over the 
most powerful group or person in a country or region, an influence which 
might be achieved by means such as trade, money, or the threat of armed 
force.  
 
At the time of the First World War, in India, for example, the forcible 
repression which followed the ‘Indian Mutiny’ (in Britain)/’Great Rebellion’ (in 
India) was not far from living memory. The British in many Indian states acted 
primarily to reinforce existing rulers. Resentment at the British presence was 
often present, but usually beneath the surface.  
 
In Afghanistan, the aim of the British was the long-running 'Great Game' to 
stop Russia extending south; Afghanistan was one pawn in that game, but 
the British military record in Afghanistan had included a disastrous defeat, 
and British influence placed more reliance on persuasion and bribery.  
  
In the First World War, with Russia now an ally (until 1917), the ‘Great Game’ 
became more complex, and the Emir of Afghanistan manoeuvred to take 
bribes from Britain and from the Central Powers but stayed neutral. The 
mass of the people of Afghanistan were little considered either by their 
leaders or by any of the competing nations, and - one suspects - then, as 
now, ordinary people simply wanted to be left in peace to get on with their 
lives.  
  
In working through influence, the British needed: 
- money,  
- the ability to bring in armies for force, 
- an intelligent and politically-sensitive Diplomatic and Intelligence Services 
to advise what means to use, and when.  
  
But during WW1: 
- money was more difficult to get (the priority was arms in France, and the 
Navy) 
- the ability to bring in armies was reduced (for similar reasons) 
- the Diplomatic and Intelligence Services in the region had enjoyed some 
50 years of supremacy, and perhaps had a false sense of security.  



What, in the middle of the First World War, the Diplomatic and Intelligence 
Services did not want was to be shown up as fallible, or, worse, as 
incompetent, hence its paranoia over the German approach to the Emir and 
von Hentig’s subsequent escape. The German mission included Turkey, and 
Indian Nationalists, and if their approach gained traction, then there was 
clear potential for problems in North-Western India at a time when British 
attention, resources and armed forces were fully occupied in France. Hence, 
the members of the German expedition had to be pursued as rigorously as 
possible.  
  
Von Hentig, by his round-the-world escape, was indeed too smart and too 
successful. The people whom the British could catch, and (one imagines) 
take their frustrations out on, were Röhr and the Baluchi valet Sad Ahmed 
(see photo, 4th from left). In the case of Ahmed, whom the British regarded 
as a traitor because, though a Baluchi soldier in the British forces, he had 
joined the German cause, the British needed to take very little direct action - 
assuming he even survived the journey back to his homeland and family, a 
whisper to his neighbours that he was a traitor, and someone in the local 
community who wanted to gain favour with the British would act. In the case 
of Röhr, the fact he was simply a scientist and not a military man was no bar 
to pursuing him; the British could ignore such distinctions, for to whom could 
Röhr appeal? There was no United Nations then.  
 
The sensitivity of this region at this time, and the ill-judged British reaction, 
were illustrated by the Amritsar (Jallianwala Bagh) Massacre of April 1919, 
when Brigadier Dyer ordered troops to fire into a crowd of unarmed Indian 
civilians who were peacefully protesting. Casualties numbered at least 379 
dead and 1910 injured, and the result was primarily to increase demands for 
Indian independence. The results lasted into the Second World War; in 
March 1940, Dyer’s superior, Lieutenant Governor Michael O’Dwyer, who 
was thought to have planned the massacre, was assassinated in London by 
the Indian nationalist Udham Singh.      
 
 


