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Meeting Notes –  June 2015
Dr Chris Wyatt, from the Institute of Conflict, Co-operation and Security, the University of Birmingham, is currently working on remotely controlled aircraft, ie drones. His paper on air power and Anglo-Afghan relations in the Amanullah period, 1919-1929 was a work in progress, he stated. The Amir who was on the throne at this time was Amanullah, thus the period is known as this. Chris said that his two case studies would focus, firstly, on the Third Afghan War and operations in Waziristan, to the end of 1920; and secondly, the unrest in Afghanistan, and air control doctrine, and ‘Pink’s War’ on the frontier, 1924-1925. He stated that this was a departure from what had gone before, ie 1903-1915, which had been the subject of his PhD thesis.
The first case study
Under Amir Habibullah Khan, 1901-1919, the country could not have any other relations except with the government in Delhi, and everything had to go through them. The Turks had sided with the Germans in WWI, and lots of the Aghan court wanted to side with Turkey, but in the end they did remain neutral. The Amir was assassinated after the war.
His son, Surdar Amanullah Khan, succeeded him. He was very progressive, so everything now changed as he wanted a modern country. 

Chris now spoke about sources used: these covered aspects of Amanullah’s regime; there are sources on military activity during the Amanullah period – though these are mostly related to ground troops; and sources on air policy in Afghanistan and on the north-west frontier.

He then had a brief discussion on the Third Afghan War, 3 May to 3 August 1919 (with the Armistice on 3 June – thus all the threes!). The dispositions of the RAF were: HQ 52nd Wing – North West Frontier Province; 20 Squadron – ditto; 31 Squadron – ditto; 48 Squadron – Baluchistan Force; and 114 Squadron – NWF Province and Baluchistan Force. Chris said that the aircraft used were old and clapped-out, eg Be2c, DH10, DH9a, but they did have eighteen Bristol Fighters. All this meant that ceiling ops were just not there, which was a great disadvantage, and also the enemy could, in places, fire down onto the planes!
The use of planes
1. Reconnaissance. This was very important.

2. Co-ordination with artillery, and spotting for them. This was useful for killing the enemy on reverse slopes, and wireless was used – when it worked!

3. Straffing. Chris said that this was in a context of retreating troops. Bombs were used to break-up mass troops, then straffing when the troops were running away.

4. Bombing. These were against both smaller targets and villages, and incendiary bombs were used a lot, which stopped people from going about their normal patterns of life. 

Chris said that there was a psychology of using planes constantly – the noise kept people up and fearful of what was happening, or about to happen. Three cities were also bombed: Dacca, Jalalabad and Kabul itself. The country was very undeveloped and if one could drop a few bombs and people think you can drop them, then half the population of the capital was evacuated! Chris stated that there were concerns voiced in India over this policy, as the Amir might lose control and be deposed, so who do we then talk to? 
Chris also stated the importance of aerial photography in the war. 
Finally, the war was written up in 1922 and published in 1923 – or some time after the event.

The second case study

There was a great dilapidation of aircraft in India, and no money. Enter Ait Vice Marshal John Salmond, who argued that air power should be built up, as it was cheaper to maintain control. This was also important for the RAF itself, as there were many who held strong feelings that it should not be independent at all, but be back as part of the army. Also the RNAS had become the Fleet Air Arm, and thus controlled by the Royal navy. There was thus lots of politics going on at this time.

Wing Commander Richard Pink devised intensive air attacks, an air blockade, and night bombing, and all this resulted in it being known as ‘Pink’s War’. The costs of dropping bombs on people was £55,000 a month, hence it was questioned whether it was worth doing at all. Also, as Chris stated, air control for the RAF meant no troops; ‘air control for the army meant planes and men, therefore was more expensive. 
Chris at this point mentioned ‘goolie chits’  in passing, though your captive might not necessarily be able to read! Oops…

The Afghans were able to put six aircraft up against the rebels in South Waziristan in 1927, but all the rest were not able to fly! Some had arrived in 1924, including two Bristol fighters, but were now unserviceable. Most had been supplied by the Soviet Union, with only two coming from the government of India. Chris said that the use of Russian pilots to bomb Afghan people poured fuel on the flames of rebellion – which was now getting serious, with two major revolts – one in the north and one in the south. International delegations decided to get out of the country, and fly people out – the first time in history that this was done. There were 84 active flights in snowy weather, and only one plane was lost!
Amanullah then left the country, as his troops at Kandahar will not support the government, and normally would have. 

Conclusion

The use of air power reflected the times. The same air power that defeated him in 1919 can’t protect him later! But this would not work without ground troops – a realisation that needed to be made. It was used to keep control of the border and put down revolts, but it cannot win hearts and minds, therefore air power could not achieve it.

An excellent talk on a little known area of British intervention and air power, backed up by maps on PowerPoint. 

