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About this record

This file consists of a report by the Secretary of State for India [Joseph Austen Chamberlain], which is
addressed to the Prime Minister [Herbert Henry Asquith]. The report concerns a proposal, made by the
Commander-in-Chief in India [Sir Beauchamp Duff], to extend the Quetta—Nushki railway to Seistan, on the
grounds that it is a 'cogent military necessity'.

The report includes extracts from a telegram and a minute from the former Viceroy and Governor-General of
India in Council, Lord Curzon, dated 4 September 1899 and 28 October 1901, which summarise the history of the
proposed scheme and the various political, strategic and commercial arguments and counter-arguments relating
to it.

This summary is followed by two telegrams from the current Viceroy [Frederic John Napier Thesiger], dated 26
July and 29 July 1916 respectively. The first of these summarises the current military case for an extension

to the line (which was put forward by the Commander-in-Chief in India) as follows: any continuation of the

recent Turkish advance into Western Persia may result in the Government of India having to increase its

military presence in Eastern Persia, which would require improved communications between Nushki and Seistan;
it is further argued that a broad-gauge railway — running from Nushki to at least as far Dalbandin — although

more expensive than mechanical transport, would be a preferred solution to the current reliance on camel
transport.

The first telegram provides the Government of India's response to these proposals. It argues that the scheme
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can only be justified on 'cogent military grounds', before adding that the limitation of the extension to
Dalbandin would be a half measure which would not provide adequate relief to the current situation, nor aid
wider strategic contingencies.

The second telegram details the Railway Board's rough estimate of the cost of extending the line (2,000,000

).
Also included in the report are the following three minutes:

» a minute from the India Office's Political Department, dated 27 July 1916, which

refrains from expressing an opinion on the strategic implications of extending the line, but concludes that
the commercial prospects would be sufficient to warrant constructing a line. The minute opines that an
extension as far as Dalbandin would be the more practical of Duff's two proposals;

* a minute, dated 28 July 1916, in which the Military Secretary to the India Office,

General Sir Edmund Barrow GCB, makes the argument that the entire line would take one and a half years to
build, and that therefore it is not likely to be of use during the present war. Barrow supports the Commander-
in-Chief's suggestion of extending the line as far as Dalbandin, in the hope that it may be of some use in the
war effort (the implication being that motor and camel transport could be relied upon from Dalbandin to
Seistan);

» a minute from the Permanent Under-Secretary of State for India, Sir Thomas William

Holderness, dated 29 July 1916. The minute argues that a decision on whether to extend the line should be
made

based on the actual or possible necessities of the present war, and that future political, commercial or
strategic requirements should not come into consideration.

The Secretary of State for India begins the report with an extract from a private telegram, dated 25 July
1916, from the Viceroy to the Secretary of State for India, in which the Viceroy suggests that the matter
requires the advice of the Chief of Imperial General Staff (Sir William Robert Robertson).

The Secretary of State for India informs the Prime Minister that an immediate decision is required on the
following:

» whether an extension of the line is a 'cogent military necessity', which should be
undertaken at once;

» whether the extension can be carried out in time to be of use for the purposes stated by
the Commander-in-Chief;

» whether an extension to Dalbandin would be sufficient.
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yur line to Seistan would R lifficult to resist a clain he part of
Russia to connect the Trans-Caspia ilwa tl pro} route, n
which case she would be able to conce te from two directions l lly
the adoption of the Seistan-Nushki m[: ent wing to its distance
from the seacoast, completely neutralise il advantage which
Great Britain possesses in her naval supremac

The Government India, too, accept this view, which has held the
field ever since, nd the tracé of the Trans-Persian Railway was deflected
by His Majesty’s Government frc 1!\\’11\:41.‘%!1 nder Abbas. This deflection
was strongly opposed by the Russ who laid no particular stress on the
Seistan alignmeni, but urged. that, the railway was to go to the Gulf. it
should at least reach it at Chahbar. lis Majesty's Government, however,
were firm, and the negotiations were in an im; when war broke out. It
hould be noted that His Majesty’s Governmen le 1t a condition of

ering to the scheme that

“Tn return for the co-operation of G Pritain in the project, which
examination has shown to be likely to ber Russia far more than Great
Britain or India, Russia shall pledge herself not to entertain or support,
without coming to an understanding with Great Britain, any pr yposal for a
line in the neighbourhood of the Perso-Afghan frontier within the Russian
or neutral sphere in Pe :

The Russian Goverm but when the 1mpasse was
reached they hinted that ke down thev would consider
their hands to be free. of this year overtures wer
made by the French for the resumpiion of negotiations, but His
Majesty's Government did not think the, moment opportune \ little
later the Russian Government (who, since the beginning of the war had
connected Julfa with Tabriz by rail} announced it they were ab to
apply for a concession for a railway from Baku to Tehran, i.e., the first link
in the Trans-Persian scheme. Thercupon His Majesty’s Government decided
to apply for a concession for a line from Bunder Abbas to Kerman. T
international scheme may thus be taken to be at an end. and it is a
significant comment on its failure—as well as an important factor in the
consideration of the Nushki-Seistan project—that on 24th July 1916, His
Majesty’s Minister, Tehran, telegraphed : “ A concession, Russian Minister :
tells me, is being dicussed for a branch from the 'l'r.u.x—(':l\pi:xz. Railway to
Meshed.”

It was at this juncture that the following telegramns were received from
the Government of India : g

"Telegram from Viceroy, Army Department, dated 26th July 1916.

7174.  As you are aware, military opinion formerly regarded extension
of broad-gauge railway from Nushki to Seistan as undesirable because it
\\,Am]«'l brllrige the desert lying between our frontie r and the territery under
Russian influence. The developments of the present war however have, in
Ll_m opinion of our !I}l}ll:l]’)‘ advisers, intruded factors which require recon-
s:r!l*x':\tlgll of _l]n.x policy, viz.:—(1 ) German-Turkish plans to bring Persia and
\l«_;lmmsu}n into the field against us, Consequently, necessity on our part
ui countering this 'plzu! by the employment in co-operation with the Russians

3 of ll)llltﬂ}‘}' iul':-u in Iun_%l(‘,m Persia. Any continuation of recent Turkish
advance into West Persia may result in the Government of India having to
nil_wr)ez_lse.theu' force now operating in Eastern Persia. (2) The maintenance
‘[))U\:'l):all:(i:tl:js;;lll)ll\liio\\;l‘:;(l“llll“1~ u-uns];ol'l has :{i\\';\)-s In-vn»\‘(*r_\' difficult and
o g m“el.n”m\‘,‘“r:n.m;'o't };: fm»ct without : Alr;\\\'lng to a dangerous
Vet i vampn::'n.}‘;; =4 e:]lu;t] (;I' force detailed ft(:r initial operations
ey O‘rh“”i” |()‘{I, Aio}?l-\ est I“mntu;x: (3) [,mes therefore
able satisfactorily to hcn-ou “‘ut *t o TCG . ]“ilm' . s Lh‘m = '\““ oot 1%
German-Turkish “partic \\'F’emr]‘ \‘l]ll the Russians in dispesing of the
¥ 4he - e \\'(-; s t.L)), ‘mn,«.; 1' foiled fol',.um.}' be expected to return
) Is wae" ak ohe m‘m th"m“:;“tl"t(;\.f’, communications towards Seistan.
meet the wants as «““"‘*f‘sro«l.\n: Ve “.l l,]]mC].mm(.”l Ir;xlj;pnrt plsid m()nld

1 But experience and further {pea ;. ur telegram dated 24th January 1916.
urther imvestigation leads to the conclusion that distance

e —
I
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indic aggregate maximum expenditure which we think eventually
be involved in construction of railway and equipment w th r sto

MINUTE BY POLITICAL DEPARTME

T, INDIA OFFICE

The previous history of the guestion has been summarised above. . B
political situation is, of co
iittedly within our sphere, and will hecome still more so if, after the war

utral \}411\-\'1

ut
different now. Seistan 1s

however, is not to say the last

word on the subject—as the Government of India appear to think. A sphere
is not yours unless you use it. use our sphere is largely
responsible for the present situat ern and Sontn-lCastern Pers
in which a position built up precariously during 20 years, but never 1

consolidated, collapsed in almost as many days when the Germar

on the scene. No lines drawn on map lter the | nd
trategical importance of its commercial possibili h
‘V‘I'}Hl“i““\*I‘Y}lt'lilliﬂ‘ vernment to conver 1ntc
are very great
\s will have been seen, st under consideration n
ion with the proposed wlway. That large ne is
not uow on the tapis; but it cannot be left out of account. Moreover, as

the Government of India’s Committee observed, ““ the extension of our line
‘ 10 Seistan would

t difficult to resist a claim ou the part of Russia
‘ to connect the Trans-Caspian railway with the proposed route, in which
‘ case she would be able to concentrate from two

directions.” It is a
carious coincidence that two days before the Government of India’s present
telegram was received Sir (. Marling telegraphed that the Russian Minister
had informed him that a concession is being discussed for a branch from the
Trans-Caspian railway to Meshed--the fir
dreaded 10 years ago. Thi

step towards Seistan, so much
, if true, is interesting
because we made it a condition of adhering to the
Russia should undertake not to take up this project without coming to an
understanding with uws. Apparently therefore the Russian Gov
consider the Trans-Persian s

for another reason, viz.,

ws-Persian scheme that

rnment
ie at an end and are assuming a free hand.
Thus they may build towards Seistan as far as Yezd without our being able
to demur.

It is obvious from the above that there are still strategical q

1iestionus of
fundamental importance to be answered before the construction of a broad

gauge railway to Seistan can be appro
lml:(;u'_\‘ necessity. It must b
w

ed even as a measure of

e assumed that Sir
s Military Secretary here, was a strong supporter of the
view of the dangers involved) | entirely changed his
hardly conceivable that, if he still sharec
Staff of 1911, he would now pr¢ i t
surely not very much more—of a serious Turkish advanc
;.\l};h;xni\f:x_m It cannot be said that this is a particul ¥ opportune ‘moment
for examining so great a question as that of the defence of India in the ¢ vent
of war with Rus not only because there are plenty ¢

hand, but also because it is surely pr

I

Duff (who, whe:

rthodox

then «

the views of

his line on the

e throug

y of other matters on
: nature nntil the lessons of the present
war have been digested, and until we know inter alia what military svstem
if any, this country will have in futare (for in the last resort it is a .{lumwu;
of numbers, pure and simple). Yet it is' obvious that we eannot build
Ithisx line in a panic without stopping to consider fully where it is «_;Qix.w’ to
land us. e

It is not for this department to express an opinion on the strategical

t - .y ¥ v . . e
question. But from the political point of view it would appear to he wise to
lay our military plans on the hypothesis that within the next
Kerman will be the junetion of lines from Bund

1““‘ \'t‘leH[‘.\'

b ler Abbas, Tehran and
Meshed ; and if that is so, that we shall be wise to get on the flank the
latter as soon as possible hy buildine from Nushki to Seistan. These lines
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solely on this ground. \We did not begin

because the military authorities E:‘wv‘ghiA that the
be finished bhefore the railway; and it w
similar expectations in Persia.

In any case it would seem advisable to get on to Dalba
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guided by events on getting
[t may, perhaps, be added that this Department advised the
of this line some months ago, but had in mind a lig
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MINUTE BY GENERAL SIR EDMUND BARROW,

I am concerned only with the military aspects of this case, but even those
embrace such wide considerations that I cannot fully deal with tl
the limited scope of an office ““ min

is tersely expressed in the p
above. Quite briefly those ele
point that Seistan will some d:
offensive campai

G.C.B.

1 within
subject
minutes quc ed
rdinal
ry to us, not for an

ute.” Happily the ABC of t

ages from Lord Curzon's

tary considerations ¢
vitably be nece

C 1ne

n against Ru

g ia, but for the indirect defence of India.
It 1s, in fact, a bastion covering a sally port iinst either a Russian march
from Herat to Kandahar or a Ru

an advance to Southern Persia and

the sea.

When the subject was taken up in 1911 in connection with the scheme
of linking up the European and Indian R
India practically endorsed the views of the m
any connectior
and not wvid

ways, the Government

ilitary authorities in India that
hould be from Bunder Abbas along the sea coast to Karachi,
eistan and Nushki. I will not waste time
the presentation of the case made by the then Chief
(Sir Douglas Haig),

)y going into
f the General Staff
but I will merely observe that the General Staff case
rests on the supposition that the guns of the fleet will
to protect our railway along the Mekran Coast, a sup
not bear examination as some uew combination, sucl
alliance a,

wvs be available
sition which will
1 Russo-Japanese
nst us, might deprive us of local Nav: uperiority. Moreover,
I cannot conceive a more imhospitable alignment for a railway then the
Mekran Coast in summer, whether it he for war or commerce. We have
seen lately what the Indus Valley line is like in The Mekran
line would he no better. On the other hand, the & Nushki alignment
is along the high ground of the Perso-Baluch plateau, which, at any rate, is
climatically preferable. That line er, been condemned by some
of our military advisers on the ground that it is readily exposed to attack,
and might be seized and utilized by our enemy. In 1|*;:n. J‘ would only 4
that the great Napoleon laid it down as an axiom that the areatest milita
obstacle in nature was a desert, and I would point out that the northern
flank of this line is protected by the Dasht-i-Lut, the swamps of eistan, the
Dasht-i-Murgo, and the Registan, so that Napoleon wounld have considered
it an ideal line for safety from serious attack. [ am not talking of the
s of a few marauders with a sack full of combustible
. Assuming then that there are no tenable military o

hzu" frum_NushI;i to Seistan we come to the immediate question at issue.

. 'The distance to Robat is 360 miles: therefore at the very least the entire
line would take 1} years to build, that is to say it would not be ready for
use till the hot weather of 1918, and therefore it is not likely, I trust, to be of
"‘}"'ll use to us during the present war. For this re son | ¢ nni,uclinmlvto agree
with Llf@ compromise proposed by the Commander-in-Chief, viz.. to c(l!llillli‘
}2:1 :)fuil‘;ﬁ\‘to “:}11}])“‘”(]1,‘1-1 un.ll tn:uatﬂ to motor and camel {transport for the

1y. 1e cistance 1s 120 miles only and therefore we might

h?pﬁ to cover this distance in six or seven months, that is to say by the end
o A\] e coming cold season, when it may still be useful to us in connection
with the war.

If the war comes to an end by then it will be
whether we should carry it further for

s, howev
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