by Wing Commander Geoffrey Morley-Mower, DFC, AFC

I took off from the baked mud airfield leaving a plume of
dust behind me. At 500 feet I banked and looked down at
Miramshah Fort. It sat on the plain, squat and square beside the
wintry trickle of the Tochi river. To the north the mountain bar-
rier, fold on fold, looked like a stage backdrop. In the dry air of
Waziristan the landscape appeared as sharp as an etching; shad-
ows were black in the gullies, the outlines crisp and austere. It
was December, 1938, in the dying days of the British Empire
and I was twenty years of age,
thrilled at the exotic lawless-
ness of the region and the dan-
gers of the flight ahead of me.

The fort was constructed
of mud and red brick. It had
very high walls and was cas-
tellated like a Crusader castle.
A conical hill overlooked the
scene, and tribesmen climbed
it at night as soon as the pick-
ets were withdrawn and
lobbed rifle shots into the fort.
For this reason we pushed our
aircraft through the big metal
gates at nightfall and parked
them under the fort wall.

This area is now Osama
Bin Laden country—the wild
and mountainous barrier be-
tween Afghanistan and Pakistan—where some experts feel
Osama has found a safe refuge. In 1938 it was British India,
but this remote and arid region has been ungovernable as far
back as Alexander the Great, whose army came jingling down
the Tochi valley in 327 BC on his way to the Indus river. In
1936 a mullah, known admiringly as the Faqir of Ipi, had de-
clared a jihad against the British. Before it was over 900 Brit-
1sh and Indian soldiers had lost their lives and over 1900 had
been wounded. If the Fagir had possessed modern means of
destruction, like hijacking airliners, he would certainly have
flown a couple of planes into the House of Commons and
Buckingham Palace. Mercifully his supporters were only
equipped with rifles, but they did a pretty good job of blocking
roads and ambushing convoys and making life uncomfortable
for the occupying power. Attempts to apprehend him were car-
ried on for a decade, but he died of old age, a venerated hero,
Just over the Afghan border.
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Line abreast over the Northwest Frontier.

Bin Laden may have similar luck because the people pro-
tecting him are the most radical Muslims, Every adult man is
armed. In my day they carried a loaded rifle at all times, and
nowadays they may have US and Russian weapons. When they
are not on jihad they will pursue blood feuds among themselves.
A traitor, or a captured enemy, will be treated with traditional
ferocity. The skin of a captured British officer was thrown at
night in front of his regimental headquarters. A soldier was re-
turned—mercifully dead
strapped to an old horse with
his private parts sewn into his
mouth. Pilots all carried a
statement, signed by the gov-
emor of the province, offering
a reward if they were returned
unharmed to British lines. But
no one believed that this would
save him from an unspeakable
death if his engine failed over
Tribal Territory and he had to
put his wheels down on the red
earth near one of those forti-
fied villages. Anyone who be-
trays Osama would probably
be treated in like manner.

The main problem in
keeping the peace was that the
people were Afghans living
outside of Afghanistan, and they had no loyalty outside their
own ftribes. The British made several attempts to conguer Af-
ghanistan in the 19th Century, but they all failed miscrably. In
1842 an army commanded by General Elphinstone was cut to
pieces in a retreat from Kabul A single survivor, Dr William
Brydon, made his way to the comparative safety of Jalalabad.
Eventually a border was agreed between Afghanistan and Brit-
ish India and it followed the line of the mountain range. How-
ever, Afghan tribes lived well to the south of the border, grazed
their sheep on both sides of the range, and did not accept Brit-
ish or Afghan rule. In a pragmatic spirit the British declared the
Afighan areas “Tribal Territory™ where mayhem was permitted
provided it did not spill over into the settled areas. Two major
forts, Razmak and Miramshah, were built close to the horder
trom which soldiers could be deployed to keep the roads open.
A string of tiny forts manned by the Tochi Scouts could be
called upon to settle minor outrages to the peace.
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