
1

Books about 
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Nicholas Barrington
Abdur Rahman was proclaimed 
Amir of Afghanistan in 1880 in Kabul 
as the second Anglo-Afghan war 
was coming to an end. The British 
were determined to withdraw from 
the country, and believed, some 
would say gambled, that he was 
the best individual, perhaps the 
only individual, capable of ensuring 
security in the country following the 
turbulence of war. They judged that 
he would not become a pawn of the 
Russians. 
Some prominent people in London 
and Calcutta thought it might be 
wiser to play safe and hive off an area 
around Qandahar to be a separate 
entity, but  Abdur Rahman made it 
clear that he would only be ruler 
of a united country. He wanted no 
European representatives at his court, 
but he did agree to follow one of 
the most controversial points of the 
agreement with Yaqub Khan – that 
he would take advice from the British 
government about foreign policy. He 
accepted British aid, but expressed no 
warm gratitude, because he knew this 
would not be popular with the Afghan 
people in the light of recent events.
Much more information is to be found 
in Abdur Rahman’s comprehensive 
autobiography, The Life of Abdur 
Rahman, Amir of Afghanistan, 
translated and edited by his Indian 
Munshi, Sultan Mahomed Khan. This 
book was brought to publication in 
London by John Murray in 1900. It is 
well laid out, in two volumes, with 
a map and family tree, one of the 
first Afghan books that I acquired 
for my first posting to Kabul, as 
Oriental Secretary in the British 
Embassy, in 1959–61. Few of the 
Pakistani friends whom I got to know 
during my subsequent posting to 
Islamabad realised that the Amir’s 
munshi, who described himself 
as ‘Advanced student of Christ’s 
College, Cambridge’, was the father 
of Pakistan’s most loved and admired 
poet in Urdu, Faiz Ahmad Faiz. To my 
regret, I never met the latter before 
he died, but his daughter, Salima 
Hashmi, was a good friend. She was 
director of Lahore’s progressive 
art college that was headed at 
one time by the father of Rudyard 
Kipling. Sultan Mahomed Khan tells 

his readers that the first half of the 
work was translated from the Amir’s 
own writings in Persian, which the 
munshi then deposited in the Oriental 
Reading Room of the British Museum 
(probably not still there). Most of the 
rest was taken from careful notes 
of long discussions he had had with 
the Amir about the latter’s actions, 
policies and views. (For authenticity of 
the book see articles on pages 60–88 
of Afghanistan volume 5, issue 1, April 
2022, the journal of the American 
Institute of Afghanistan Studies.)
The book is our only source of 
information about the Amir’s early 
years, though he may have left 
material to his Russian hosts. Even 
as a child, he was involved in tough 
fighting to support his family’s rule 
in Northern Afghanistan (a confusing 
account). He later realised the need 
to read and write, to which he applied 
himself. His father, Afzul Khan, was 
Dost Mohammed’s eldest son, acting 
as Governor of Balkh. When the Dost 
died he, and then his next brother 
Azim, claimed succession and, for a 
time, achieved control of Kabul as 
Amirs. However, Abdur Rahman’s 
father was often sick and died in 
1867, after which Azim was soon 
defeated, and then also died. The 
latter was described by his nephew as 
incompetent and lacking in courage, 
who rarely took the useful advice 

offered (from his nephew!). With the 
Amir Sher Ali finally in charge, Abdur 
Rahman and his followers were forced 
out of the country. ‘The world is full of 
ups and downs’ was is his comment. 
He described Sher Ali as ‘sometimes 
delirious and sometimes sane’.
In exile, Abdur Rahman spoke briefly 
to some British officers in India, 
then wandered round his country’s 
borders, through Baluchistan and 
Sistan, then becoming guest of 
the ‘kind’ Persian Shah and of the 
authorities in charge of the great 
shrine at Meshed. He went to 
Khiva and finally was welcomed by 
the Russians (General Kaufmann) 
at Samarcand. He reported being 
present there for ‘the great festival 
of the Russians, which they call 
Christmas’. For over 10 years, he 
was given accommodation, treated 
courteously and allowed to enjoy 
himself hunting. He arranged 
marriages with daughters of leading 
Afghan families. His two eldest sons, 
Habibullah and Nasrullah, whose 
mother was the daughter of the ruler 
of Afghan Badakhshan, were born in 
Russia.
Abdur Rahman kept in touch with 
supporters in Afghanistan, not 
welcomed by his Russian hosts 
when they were courting Sher Ali. 
I noted that when the latter died, 
Abdur Rahman said that among 
his other problems Sher Ali was 
crippled by gout. There is a case for 
writing an account of the influence 
of gout in world history. When the 
elderly General Elphinstone, senior 
among the British prisoners in the 
first Anglo-Afghan war, exasperated 
his fellows by his weakness and 
indecision, reported by Lady Sale, 
acute suffering from gout may have 
been partly responsible. Students 
of British history will remember 
pictures of wealthy men in the 18th 
and 19th centuries, sitting with 
one leg extended upwards carrying 
a heavily bound foot. This was 
considered a somewhat comical 
and just retribution for excessive 
overindulgent eating and drinking. 
Those who have suffered themselves 
from this illness, as I have, will take 
a more sympathetic view. It is not 
life-threatening but gout pain can be 
so extreme that one feels the need to 
cry out. When I started to experience 
twinges in my feet after retirement, I 
was saved by my Reptonian historian 
friend, Hugh Brogan, who told me 

Abdur Rahman, photographed between 1870 
and 1880, from The Life of Abdur Rahman, Amir 
of Afghanistan edited by Mir Munshi Sultan 
Mahomed Khan, London: John Murray, 1900.
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there were pills that would solve the 
problem. I have taken them since. I 
am told that a remedy to diminish the 
swelling and pain of gout has been 
known since ancient Egyptian times, 
derived from the crocus plant. It will 
have helped many prominent world 
leaders who suffered, but it does not 
solve the problem, as it clearly did 
not for Abdur Rahman, who may have 
been affected by his diet. The only 
sure cure seems to be prevention, 
achieved in recent years by allopurinal 
tablets.
Abdur Rahman believed that Yakub 
Khan had not been as innocent as 
he had claimed in relation to the 
Cavagnari massacre, that he had been 
party to the attack, for which he had 
been understandably deposed and 
sent as prisoner to India. Yakub’s 
brother Sirdar Ayub, the ‘victor of 
Maiwand’ remained a formidable 
enemy for the new Amir until Abdur 
Rahman occupied his Herat base by 
a surprise tactic. After some heavy 
fighting, Ayub was compelled to take 
refuge in Iran, from where he was 
captured and sent as yet another 
prisoner to India. The British left the 
Amir to cope with these problems 
on his own. There was little personal 
contact until the Amir welcomed 
an invitation from the Viceroy, Lord 
Dufferin, to come to a durbar in 
Rawalpindi in 1885 where the Duke 
of Connaught, son of Queen Victoria, 
would also be present. This was the 
first chance for many significant 
people in India to see Abdur Rahman 
for themselves. General Roberts, who 
attended shortly before leaving India, 
described the Amir as ‘very stout and 
a martyr to rheumatism’ but ‘dignified 
and imposing’. He had a ‘clever, and 
rather handsome face, marred only 
by a cruel expression of the mouth’. 
His manner was courteous though 
occasionally abrupt. This fits of course 
with the impressions of Mortimer 
Durand during the meetings in Kabul 
in 1893.
At Rawalpindi Abdur Rahman was 
much impressed by Lord Dufferin and 
charmed by his wife (note important 
role for spouses in diplomacy). He 
claimed that he had made it clear to 
all that he had been gratified by the 
hospitality of the Russians but that did 
not mean that he was entitled to sell 
his country to them. He had accepted 
to follow guidance from the British on 
foreign policy, but the counterpart, 
which he claimed was agreed by 

type administration in his country, 
introducing some beginnings of 
industry, printing, post offices etc. 
There are charming references to his 
interest in so many things, including 
playing the violin and rubab, even 
tuning pianos. Also gardens and 
flowers. The book has plenty of the 
Amir’s favourite Persian poetry.
The other early book that I acquired 
and valued was the story of the 
first British doctor to live and work 
in Afghanistan. At the Court of the 
Amir: a Narrative by John Gray, 
‘Late Surgeon to HH the Amir of 
Afghanistan’, was published in 1895. 
It makes an enjoyable and very 
informative read about what life was 
like in Afghanistan in the 1880s, in 
the crowded city centres of Kabul and 
Mazar-i-Sharif and the comfortable 
gardens and palaces of the better 
off. Doctor Gray comes across as a 
pioneer of admirable courage and 
character. The book was put together 
after he left from the letters he had 
written to the woman in England who 
was to be his wife.
After travelling on horseback from 
Peshawar to Jalalabad, past the 
fine Nimla Garden and across rough 
terrain to Kabul he was greeted by 
Prince Habibullah since the Amir 
had gone to Turkistan for a couple of 
years to deal with Ishak. Not speaking 
Persian, though he later started to 
learn, Gray became dependent on a 
colourful Armenian interpreter, who 
became something of a character of 

Dufferin, was that the British would, 
if necessary, protect Afghanistan from 
Russian invasion. He told the British 
that he knew the Russians posed a 
threat to India. Unfortunately, they 
had not heeded his warnings that 
they would in any case take control 
of the mountainous Pamir area. At 
the end of the autobiography there 
is plenty of material about how 
the British were less of a threat to 
Afghanistan because they had little 
interest in extending their zone of 
influence further north, while the 
Russians’ aim was still to seek more 
influence in India and further south. 
Some of this may have been to appeal 
to a British readership.
Abdur Rahman describes in 
interesting detail the main series of 
internal threats with which he had 
to cope. After difficulties with the 
Ghilzais, Sirdar Ayub and a revolt by 
the Governor of Maimane, he had 
felt the need to assert full control 
over the Hazara Shias (1892) and 
over the non-Muslim Kafirs (1896), 
neither of which significant regional 
groups accepted full subservience 
to Kabul. Both these engagements 
were undertaken ruthlessly and 
brutally, with many people killed. 
Bitter memories long persisted, 
including when I was in Kafiristan in 
the 1960s. The third serious threat 
has been less well known. The Amir 
had appointed his cousin Ishak 
Khan, son of his uncle Azim by an 
Armenian mother, to be Governor 
of Turkistan. Ishak had sworn an 
oath of allegiance many times on 
the Quran (as many false people do, 
according to Abdur Rahman) but 
had been gathering his own support, 
money and army, especially when he 
became a mullah and a close follower 
of the Naqshbandi sect. According to 
Abdur Rahman these were the most 
untrustworthy of the four main mystic 
Muslim sects – the others being 
Kadriyas, Chishtias and Suhrawardis. 
In 1888 when Abdur Rahman suffered 
from a long period of gout, was less 
seen in public and some rumoured he 
was dead, Ishak declared himself the 
Amir, even coining his own rupees, 
and was only defeated after major 
battles. Leaving his son Habibullah 
Khan as regent in Kabul the Amir had 
to spend a year and a half sorting 
things out in Turkistan and Herat.
The autobiography is also full of 
details about how Abdur Rahman 
started to organise a western-

Dr Gray and his Armenian interpreter, 
from At the Court of the Amir: A Narrative 
by John Alfred Gray, London: Richard 
Bentley and Son, 1895. 
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his own in the book. Gray saw the 
bad state of health in the country 
and the poor quality of care. Local 
hakims practised the traditional 
Greek (Yunani) style of medicine, 
passed down from classical books. 
This involved, in particular, regular 
bleeding that sometimes did more 
harm than good. Gray dealt as best 
he could with large numbers of 
patients suffering from a variety 
of sicknesses and injuries, often 
requiring amputations, which he did 
with skill and tact, bearing in mind 
local religions and customs.
After a few months he was 
summoned to the north, undertaking 
a perilous journey west of Bamian 
through the crags and precipices 
of the Hindu Kush to Mazar, where 
Abdur Rahman was the focus of an 
almost European-style court, with 
chamberlains and many good-looking 
young page boys, dressed in bright-
coloured uniforms. They were often 
prisoners or slaves captured in war 
as well as sons of nobles and friends 
of the Amir. They could be influential 
because they had easy access to the 
Amir to whom they were completely 
loyal. One such, who had been taken 
after fighting with the Kafirs, was very 
helpful to Dr Gray. Gray describes in 
his book the Amir’s piercing eyes, ‘the 
personification of watchful strength’. 
His square jaw indicated an inflexible 
will. He ‘added to the courtesy of 
the oriental something of the bluff 
heartiness of an Englishman’. Knowing 
of his selfless hard work with patients, 
the Amir soon got to respect the 
British surgeon, inviting him to sit 
on a special chair in his presence, 
noticed by all. Gray’s description 
of life at court is fascinating as is 
his account of long conversations 
covering history and world affairs, 
showing the considerable knowledge 
that Abdur Rahman had acquired 
through reading when he had been in 
exile in Russia. He was always anxious 
to learn more. Gray was asked to 
visit and treat the Amir’s friends and 
family and to cope with his own pains, 
mainly gout and sciatica, though 
the Amir was also treated by the 
influential court hakims.
Gray was comfortably housed, at one 
time in the room in Mazar where the 
Amir Sher Ali had died, and often 
spoiled with western food from the 
Amir’s own kitchens. Wary of poison, 
the Amir’s own food had often to 
be pre-tasted. Like members of the 

Edward Browne’s much admired A 
Year Among the Persians and also a 
sought-after first edition of Curzon’s 
substantial two-volume travel book 
Persia and the Persian Question 
(1892). This was the result of six 
months’ travel and several years’ 
work by the Hon Clifford Curzon, 
when he was an MP and writer for 
The Times. During his Asian travels 
Curzon was keen to visit mysterious 
Afghanistan. Permission was refused 
by the Indian government, but he 
badgered the Viceroy personally and 
wrote a flattering letter to Abdur 
Rahman, which received a positive 
response. He was eventually allowed 
to go in 1894 as a private individual, 
responsible for his own security. This 
was the first British visit other than by 
an employee of the Amir, or for the 
Durand negotiations.
When I bought for interest a copy 
of Curzon’s Tales of Travel (1923) I 
was astonished to find 34 pages of 
Chapter III about his two weeks in 
Kabul, full of information about the 
friendly intercourse he had had with 
Abdur Rahman, during which the 
Amir had spoken with remarkable 
candour. He had never before told the 
story of his meetings in Kabul with 
one of ‘the great men of the Age’. The 
Amir’s voice was resonant but not 
harsh, and surprisingly articulate. ‘He 
could not easily have found a match in 
argument or controversy in the front 
benches of the House of Commons’. 
Humour never deserted him. Many 
stories and anecdotes were written 
up from his notes by Curzon every 
night. He was well aware that Abdur 
Rahman could be ruthless and cruel, 
with enemies killed, blinded and fired 
out of guns, but in his view the Amir 
was labouring unceasingly for the 
good of his country, which he had 
unified and transformed. 

court he drank much champagne, 
and occasionally whisky, treating 
these as sort of western medicines. 
Everyone smoked cigarettes and other 
forms of tobacco. All Afghans drank 
hot sweet weak tea, often flavoured 
with cardamon. Courtiers encouraged 
Gray to play chess, and usually beat 
him, the queens being called ‘wazirs’, 
and bishops ‘elephants’. The doctor’s 
fondness and talent for sketching 
in pencil was spotted and much 
admired, including by Abdur Rahman, 
who asked him to paint a portrait. The 
result gave much pleasure and was 
exhibited prominently. An example 
forms the frontispiece of the book, 
which makes the Amir look too 
European to my taste.
After a time back in Kabul, Gray was 
encouraged by Abdur Rahman to take 
long home leave to get married. He 
was welcomed back but eventually 
decided to leave. He was aware that 
although respected he was a cause of 
jealousy on the part of some of the 
hakims and the interpreters. He knew 
that if anything serious should happen 
to the Amir’s health while he was in 
Kabul, consequences for him might be 
dangerous. My book is a good quality 
production but the binding is sadly 
collapsing due to age. I hope that it 
can be professionally restored before 
being donated, with my other oriental 
books, to the library of the Ancient 
India and Iran Trust.
The third revealing book about the 
character of Abdur Rahman was 
quite a surprise. My first experience 
of the East had been as a Foreign 
Office language student in Iran, where 
I took the trouble to learn about 
recent Persian history. I acquired 

Amir Abdur Rahman, painted by Gray, 
from At the Court of the Amir: A Narrative 
by John Alfred Gray.

Clifford Curzon, from Tales of Travel by the 
Marquess Curzon of Kedleston, London: 
Hodder and Stoughton, 1923.
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Curzon wrote that he would not 
reveal the content of his confidential 
discussions about international 
affairs. Presumably he reported these 
to the British Foreign Office. He did 
say that the Amir was looking forward 
to accepting a visit to London, 
although Curzon thought that he 
had delusions about the pomp with 
which he would be entertained. The 
idea of such a visit was in any case 
cancelled because of the Amir’s poor 
health. One of his regrets at the end 
was the British refusal to allow him 
to station envoys in Calcutta and 
London. The Indian Punjabi officer 
with the title‘British Agent at Kabul’, 
mentioned by Dr Gray, provided the 
official British link with the Kabul 
government, but his activities were 
heavily circumscribed. A friendly 
exchange of letters between Curzon 
and Abdur Rahman continued after 
the former had left Kabul. Of course it 
was only four years later that Curzon 
was made Viceroy, from 1898 to 
1905. In that post he found some of 
Abdur Rahman’s policies irritatingly 
obstructive.
I have two further books which are 
less to my purpose because they 
cover periods mostly after Abdur 
Rahman’s death. They are by two 
observant Western experts employed 
by the Amir and his successor to build 
towards a more modern industrial 
economy. Ernest Thornton, author 
with his wife of Leaves from an 
Afghan Scrapbook (1910) had first 
been engaged as a tanning expert by 
Abdur Rahman in 1892 but felt forced 
to resign because interfering officials 
made achievement impossible. Back 
in England in 1902 he was contacted 
and asked by Amir Habibullah to come 
back and build a factory for leather 
work including boots and shoes.
The old Amir’s strength of character 
had ensured that after he died the 
succession of his eldest son was 
smooth. Habibullah inherited most of 
his father’s qualities and attributes, 
good and bad, but moderated: cruelty 
and intolerance of opposition but also 
energy, interest in learning and ideas 
to improve the life of his country. 
However while Abdur Rahman prayed 
rarely, didn’t observe Ramadan and 
allowed mullahs to have no influence 
in state affairs, his son placed more 
importance on observing Islamic rules 
and his next brother, Nasrullah Khan, 
who acted as a sort of prime minister 
or no. 2, carried this further.

Thornton and his wife were welcomed 
by Habibullah with whom they 
maintained vital contact and cordial 
relations. Staff and officials knew 
that any attempts to disrupt the work 
could lead to reports that would 
incur the Amir’s displeasure and 
could prove lethal. The Thorntons 
provide an attractively straightforward 
account of what life was like in Kabul 
throughout the year. The common 
interests with Habibullah included 
cooking – he praised Mrs Thornton’s 
jams and jellies and loved treacle tart. 
Also horticulture, about which the 
Amir was passionately enthusiastic. 
They imported much sought after 
English seeds and plants including 
daffodils, which they thought were 
the first to be grown in the country. 
One winter when there was extensive 
flooding around Kabul, Thornton 
displayed skating skills that had never 
been seen before and were much 
admired. Attempts by courtiers to 
emulate were a cause of merriment. 
There are accounts by Mrs Thornton 
of times spent with the Amir’s 
senior queens, including a ‘tamasha’ 
that ended with the ladies dancing 
faster and faster round the group of 
musicians. The last chapter of the 
book describes the arduous journey 
to Peshawar for their long vacation, 
including pictures of iron cages 
passed on the way where confirmed 
robbers were confined and suspended 
until madness and death – certainly 
an effective deterrent, if not human-
rights acceptable. I remember some 
ruins of such cages being pointed out 
to me in my Landrover tours of the 
north Afghan desert in the 1960s. The 
book ends abruptly with no indication 

of why or when the British couple 
finally departed.
An American Engineer in Afghanistan 
covers an even later period, 1911 to 
1919, about Mr Jewett’s employment 
to build a hydroelectric plant at Jabal 
us Sirai, near Charikar, about 40 miles 
north of Kabul. Jewett was often 
isolated there, waiting for British 
heavy machinery to be dragged up 
through the Khyber pass and Kabul by 
elephants. The Amir Habibullah was 
still in charge of everything, friendly 
to his foreign experts and helpful over 
the decisions they needed, when 
he had the time. He was trying to 
improve roads but travel was always 
a problem. The lives and deaths of 
his subjects were still at his fingertips. 
Jewett noted that he became 
distracted at this time by golf, which 
he started to learn to play.
It took as many as eight years before 

Below left: Habibullah Khan, from An American 
Engineer in Afghanistan: From the Letters and 
Notes of A.C. Jewett, edited by Marjorie Jewett 
Bell, Minneapolis: The University of Minnesota 
Press, 1948. Below right: Nasarullh Khan, 
from Leaves from an Afghan Scrapbook: The 
Experiences of an English Official and His Wife in 
Kabul by Ernest and Annie Thornton, London: John 
Murray, 1910.

A man-cage 
erected by 
Habibullah 
Khan, in which 2 
murderers were 
starved to death, 
from Leaves 
from an Afghan 
Scrapbook by 
Ernest and Annie 
Thornton.

Pari, a work elephant, helping to move 
boulders, from An American Engineer in 
Afghanistan edited by Marjorie Jewett Bell.

the plant was working, at which 
point Jewett said that he had to go 
back to the United States. It was 
after he died that his niece went 
through the mass of papers that he 
had left and turned them into the 
book published by the Minnesota 
Press in 1948. It included a number 
of interesting photographs. Jewett 
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had written that the Amir himself 
was an excellent photographer. The 
period covered included, of course, 
the build up and reality of the First 
World War. The Germans and Turks, 
with whom the Afghans had always 
been friendly, tried hard to persuade 
Kabul to side with them. The Afghan 
people were pro German. But 
Habibullah succeeded in maintaining 
his neutrality, claiming that he had 
always been a friend of the British. It 
wasn’t until 1919 when the Amir was 
on a hunting expedition in the hills 
of Laghman, east of Kabul, with his 
next brother and many followers, that 
he was shot dead at night in his tent. 
His own third son, Amanullah Khan, 
who had been left in charge in Kabul, 
had the hunting party put in prison 
and declared himself Amir, starting 
another chapter in Afghan history. 
Habibullah’s assassin has never been 
convincingly identified.
As a footnote, I was glad that this 
almost final book of my Afghan 
collection was the only one to talk 
about the nomadic ‘Koochi’ people, 
who some called gypsies, who used to 
travel regularly in small family groups, 
with camels, donkeys, goats and 
other animals, from seasonal feeding 
grounds all over Afghanistan to others 
down in India, as far as the Indus. 
They took black tents with them. 
Jewett describe them as ‘the most 
virtuous, honest and energetic people 
in the country’, hospitable, hardy and 
hard working (page 235). They sold 
milk, curds and cheese, which could 
have a ‘special flavour’. This nomadic 
tradition existed for centuries with 
border crossing stopped only by 
Afghan government policy around 

the time that I served in Kabul in the 
1960s as part of their ‘Pushtunistan’ 
campaign. I was privileged to see 
some of the last Koochi groups.

Jewett as an Afghan, from An American 
Engineer in Afghanistan edited by Marjorie 
Jewett Bell.


