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ABSTRACT

During the War of Independence 1857-58, the areas,
including Peshawar, which are now called Khyber
Pakhtunkhaw were part of the Punjab Province. When the
news of outbreak of war reached at Lahore and Peshawar,
the people of Punjab started preparations to rise against the
foreign rule. The British had to face many uprisings in the
Punjab and the people rose against them at Gugera, Murree,
Sialkot, Jhelum, Multan, Ludhiana and Peshawar. Like other
areas the British succeeded to crush the freedom-fighters in
the Punjab as well as at Peshawar by using their famous
strategy ‘divide and rule’. The freedom-fighters had no
organization and did not have coordination among
themselves. Unfortunately a large section of the local
population especially the elites of the Peshawar valley
decided to stand with the foreign rulers for their personal
interests. The present study narrates the events of war at
Peshawar valley and the atrocities inflicted upon the people
of Peshawar by the British imperialists to crush the
movement.
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The Valley of Peshawar was a part of the Punjab until the end
of the nineteenth century.'The news of the outbreak of the
War of Independence at Meerut and Delhi reached Peshawar
late in the night on May 11, 1857. Two days later, a Council
of War was held, and a Moveable Column was organized.?
Peshawar was an important city. It was evident that the
capture of Peshawar by the freedom-fighters would
endanger the British position in the entire area of the Punjab
and North-west. A Sikh described the importance of
Peshawar in an interesting way. On being asked by an officer
why was he so anxious about Peshawar, the Sikh, while
rolling up the end of his scarf, replied, "If Peshawar goes, the
whole Punjab will be rolled up in rebellion like this".3

In 1857, at Peshawar there were about 3000 European
soldiers as well as officers, while the native force amounted
to above 10,000, of whom some 9000 at least were actually
purabiyas. Of native troops, there were five regular infantry
regiments, the 21, 24" 27 51t and 64" with some
sappers, about 100 men, the 5™ Regular Light Cavalry, and
the 7™ and 18" Irregular Cavalry.* On hearing the news of
the War at Meerut and Delhi and smelling some indications
of uprising among the sepoys, the British decided to disarm
them. A parade was ordered at 7 a.m. in the morning of May
22, in order to disarm the 5™ Light Cavalry and the 24t 27"
and 51t Regiments of N.I. At the appointed hour, the troops
paraded under arms, while the two European Regiments (Her
Majesty's 70" and 87™") and the Atrtillery took positions at the
two ends of the cantonment, within sight of the parades,
ready to enforce obedience if necessary. The sepoys were
completely taken aback, they were allowed no time to
consult. The whole laid down their arms.> Then the British
authorities decided to disarm the 10™ Irregular Cavalry. Part
of this regiment was in Peshawar, part in Nowshera. Both
were simultaneously dealt with. On June 26, their arms,
horses and property were taken from them and confiscated,
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and all of them were hurried down to Attock, where they
were dismissed with two rupees each, just enough to carry
them to their homes.®

On the night of the disarming (May 21), about two
hundred and fifty of the sepoys of the 51 N.I. deserted and
fled in different directions. Herbert Edwardes (d. 1867), the
Commissioner of Peshawar, immediately issued an order
putting a price on every deserter. This convinced the greedy
people to help the British in capturing the sepoys and to get
money as rewards. This British policy of dividing the people
proved effective in creating antagonism and hatred among
the different sections of the people. The result was that the
local people were looking for the freedom-fighters like hungry
hunters. Therefore, many freedom-fighters were promptly
seized by the people of District Peshawar and the police. The
ringleader, the Subedar-Major of the Regiment, was hanged
before the whole garrison on parade, and was the first
freedom-fighter to be executed at Peshawar.’

On the night of May 21, the British authorities at Peshawar
were informed that some companies of the 55" N.I. had risen
at Nowshera. The 55" N.I. (with the exception of some 120
men) broke from the fort, and fled tumultuously towards the
Swat hills. Colonel Nicholson (d. 1857) carried out brutal
execution amongst them. The 55™ fought determinately but
they were forced to disperse in the neighbouring villages,
about one hundred and fifty of them died resisting, and about
the same number were taken prisoners, and thrice that number
must have been wounded. The people of the Lundkhur Valley
received them with favour, and about six hundred managed to
enter Swat.

Under the influence of their religious leader, Abd al-
Ghaffur, popularly known as Akhund Sahib, the people of
Swat had accepted Syed Akbar Shah as their ruler. When he
died on May 11, 1857, his son, Syed Mubarak Shah, claimed
his father's successor. The majority of the people, however,
were against him. It was about this time when the sepoys
arrived in Swat. The young prince, Mubarak immediately
took them into his service, but he had no money to maintain
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an army. The Akhund Sahib, however, told them to leave the
Valley and expell Mubarak Shah from the Valley.® Edwardes
wrote in his official report about the significance of the
order:?

Had the Akhund of Swat at this time, standing forward as
the Champion of the faith, preached a crescentade against us,
and hushing intestine strife, moved across the passes and
descended into Peshawar Valley, with all the prestige of the
55™ sepoys in his favour, | do not doubt that he would have
excited among our subjects that spirit of religious zeal which
may be overlaid for a while, but never extinguished by
material prosperity. Instead of this he suddenly sided with the
popular party, dismissed the 55" sepoys with guides to
conduct them across the Indus and expelled the young King
from Swat.

Another important incident was the Battle of Narinji. A
small group of the sepoys of the 551" N.I. had accompanied
the expelled ruler of Swat, Syed Mubarak Shah, into the
Valley of Panjtar, where a colony of the freedom-fighters had
grown up under the leadership of Maulvi Inayat Ali (d. 1858),
a successor of Syed Ahmad Shaheed (d. 1831). Maulvi Inayat
Ali had been preaching jihad (religious war) in the
neighbouring area for some time, and a number of people
had come under his influence, including the Khan of Panjtar,
Mugarrab Khan. The Khan sent a small party of freedom-
fighters under the command of his cousin, Mir Baz Khan,
towards Mardan to “raise the standard of the Prophet”. The
British under Major Vaughan attacked the freedom-fighters
on July 2, and killed Mir Baz Khan, and arrested other
leaders, including Jan Muhammad Khan and Malik Zarif, and
hanged them. Two villages were completely burnt, and some
other were set on fire. The freedom-fighters, however,
continued their work.

Maulvi Inayat Ali now set up his headquarters at Narinji, and
planted there the standard of the freedom-fighters. The village
had a small population of about four hundred souls. They were
devoted to the cause of freedom, and acknowledged the
authority of Maulvi Inayat Ali. Thus, to quote the sarcastic
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remarks of H.B. Edwardes, Commissioner of Peshawar Division,
“The holy war seemed auspiciously opened with every requisite,
a priest, a banner, a fastness, a howling crowd of bigots and
several days' provisions”.'® On July 21, Captain James attacked
this small group of freedom-fighters with strong force.
Nevertheless, they put up a determined resistance. According
to Cave-Browne, within few minutes the peaceful labourer
converted into an armed soldier, and every hut into a fortress.
Several freedom-fighters rushed but they were quickly killed by
the 2" Cavalry, and the lower part of the village was soon
mastered and set on fire. In spite of all this, freedom-fighters
continued their control over the remaining portion of the
village."" The British started waiting for reinforcement from
Peshawar to renew the assault. On August 3, on the arrival of
reinforcement from Peshawar, the British attacked, and
consequently, the freedom-fighters fled and the village was
utterly destroyed.?

From Peshawar, reports were reaching the British officers
that arms locally made were being purchased, and probably
secreted in the lines, the 27" N.I. and 51° were suspected the
most. On August 28, an order was issued that the sepoys
were to move out into tents on the plain near their
respective parade grounds; precautions were also taken by
their officers to meet resistance in case it was offered. The
evacuation of the lines began early in the morning and was
carried out without any mention-worthy incident.

About midday when the work of search was still going on,
the sepoys posted at quarter-ground in the lines of the 51%
N.I. made a sudden rush on Captain Bartlett, who was
supervising the operations. Simultaneously with this, started
the rising of the entire Regiment. Then followed a brief, but
contested, action in which, “the sepoys fought well”.’® They
were, however, overpowered by the British who had the
advantage of superior arms and equipment, and “then began
that memorable fusillade which commenced on the parade at
Peshawar, and ended at Jumrood”.'* The losses of the sepoys
were heavy, 660 out of a total of 871 were either “killed in the
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pursuit or subsequently executed by sentence of court
martial”."?

After suffering great hardships, the freedom-fighters
decided to go to Kashmir, their route lay through Hazara. On
June 23, Major Becher, the Deputy Commissioner of District
Hazara, was informed of their movements by Muhammad
Khan Malik of Buttul in Kounsh. He had enclosed with his
note a letter from Jamal Khan, an influential member of the
Jirgah (Council of Elders) of Ullye, asking for assistance and
safe passage for six hundred Hindustani soldiers. They had
crossed the Indus on rafts of skins, and halted by the side of
the river near Jamal Khan's village. Becher directed the Syeds
of Kaghan, the sons of Muzaffar Khan of Nundyar and some
other leading persons, to collect their followers and secure
the passes at the head of the Pakhli Valley, now a part of
District Hazara. On the following day (June 24), Becher left
Abbottabad and reached Dodyal, which was three miles from
Shinkiyari, and controlled all the principal roads. On June 27,
the freedom-fighters came to the village of Raeshung on the
Nundyar border, but turned back, and on the following
morning, went to another village which belonged to Syed
Ghulam Ali Shah and Syed Dilaram Shah. Becher succeeded
in persuading the Syeds to attack the freedom-fighters. In
the contest, Ghulam Ali Shah’'s son was wounded. This
annoyed the Syeds and their murids (disciples).

Becher had succeeded in thoroughly exciting the Syeds of
Kaghan against the freedom-fighters, who had by this time
(July 5) reached a place called Bela Sanpan. They were
surrounded and attacked by the Syeds of Kaghan and the
residents of Kohistan. Becher now sent word to another
chief, Sher Ahmad Khan, who was a vassal of the Maharaja of
Kashmir. On July 5, the Syeds brought fifty-four sepoys as
captives, thirteen of them were taken to Shinkiyari and
hanged in the presence of the troops. The rest of the
freedom-fighters reached at Kote Gali, from where they went
to a place called Nurinor, near the Lalusar Lake. The Syeds
again attacked the freedom-fighters, after a brief resistance,
the latter surrendered and of one hundred and twenty four

6



Turab-ul-Hassan Sargana

men who were made captive, all except a few were executed.
According to native accounts, the Syeds assured amnesty to
the freedom-fighters by swearing on the Holy Quran. But
when they surrendered, the Syeds betrayed them. The
people of the area also did not appreciate the treacherous
conduct of the Syeds. Syed Abd al-Jabbar Shah in his work,
Kitab al-lbrat, has cited a local song, expressing
condemnation of the treachery:'®

The sepoys of Black army (Hindustanis) came in Kaghan.
The Syeds ensured them protection on Holy Quran. They had
left the false and had adopted the true faith. They had come
in the safe valleys but the Syeds betrayed and informed the
British about them.

Twenty-three of these freedom-fighters fell into the
hands of Maharaja Randhir Singh (r. 1858-1885) of Kashmir.
He did not like to lag behind the Syeds of Kaghan in
demonstrating his loyalty to the British. He surrendered them
to the British, and like their comrades, these were also
executed."” On August 15, Syed Amir of the family of the
known Kunnar Badshahs, came down into the Khyber to
incite the Clans to a holy war. He planted his green flag at
the village of Gaggri in Peshawar, at the mouth of the Khyber
Pass, and sent summons to the Kuki Khel Maliks to leave the
British, and join him in a crescentade. The Maliks told the
Syed to leave the area. The most he could get from them
was five day’'s hospitality. At the end of the five days, when
the Syed showed no signs of leaving, the Kuki Khel Maliks
pulled up the pickets of his horses and camels, and even
irreverently shut up his flag, and the Syed left the pass. He
went to the Muhmand Tribe of Michni, where he was
received with open arms, about a fortnight after the uprising
of 515 N.I. (August 28), Syed Amir with a body of Muhmands
and forty or fifty of the escaped 51 sepoys made a night
attack on the fort of Michni.’® The Muhmands' only aim was
the recovery of a fief that they had forfeited some three
years ago. Colonel Edwardes started negotiations with the
Muhmands, with the results that the latter sent their
hostages to Peshawar, packed the Syed off unceremoniously,
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and s?gt down quietly to wait for the return of peace in rest of
India.

On May 26, Nicholson learnt that Ajun Khan, “a noted
outlaw"®® descended from the hills and came down to
Prangar. It was believed that he had been invited by a
detachment of the 64™ stationed in the fort of Abazai. If he
had been joined by the freedom-fighters of the 55", the
whole frontier would have been in a flame. Nevertheless, the
force under Colonel Chute and Nicholson had been
considerably reinforced, and they were in a position to move
against Ajun Khan. The successful disarming of the forces at
Peshawar had left an impression on the people that the British
were still capable of sustaining themselves. Ajun Khan,
therefore, decided not to risk an engagement with them. He
soon withdrew into the hills.?!

The number of executions, which took place in District
Peshawar for crimes connected with the War of
Independence, is enough to show the brutality with which
the British quenched the resistance. This may be classed as
follows:?2

People punished at Peshawar

Type of punishment No. of people
Blown from guns 47
Shot by musketry 715
Hanged by military authorities 28
Hanged by civil authorities 20
Total 810

In addition to the above, about three hundred sepoys were
slain during pursuit while endeavouring to escape.?
Above-mentioned events especially the executions,
punishments and atrocities committed by the British upon
the Freedom-fighters and their supporters show that Punjab
as well as the Peshawar valley was not calm during the War
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of Independence as it is often depicted by the historians.
People of this area rose up against the British authorities at
various places but could not achieve their desired results due
to lack of sources and organization.
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