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Biography of General Sir Alexander Cobbe VC. His participation in the Relief of Chitral, and
service in Nyasaland ,Ashanti and Somaliland where he gained his VC. Later service including
WW1 in France and Mesopotamia and Post War in India.



[1]COBBE VC. A Soldiers SoldierA Life of General Sir Alexander Cobbe VC,GCB,
KCSI,DSO,. By John Bushell ©John Bushell 2008All rights reserved. No part of this publication
may be amended, reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior
permission. Introduction By one of those odd quirks of fate some thirty nine years ago, I was
posted to the Malawi Rifles, the successor to the 1st Kings African Rifles, and spent two years at
Cobbe Barracks in Zomba. There at the barracks Guardroom stood a Maxim gun with a history.
Having previously served with the Somaliland Scouts I was able to piece together a story which
has taken many years in gestation. The story of a remarkable man and his life which bears such
a the resemblance to film exploits by such as Errol Flynn, Michael Caine, or Laurence Olivier, yet
remains untold save for the limited factual entries in the Dictionary of National Biography or ‘Who
was Who.’ For their great assistance I am indebted to the brothers Hugh and Alec Cobbe, great
nephews of General Sir Alexander Cobbe, who have made available papers and other
ephemera in the family archive, and also to the archivists at the Liddel Hart Archive at Kings
College, London, and at the Imperial War Museum and Wellington College. I am also indebted to
the Gutenburg website on the internet for leading me to William Beynon’s book on the Chitral
Expedition of 1895. The Curators of the Regimental Museums of the Royal Welch (formerly the
South Wales Borderers) and the Royal Irish Fusiliers who have kindly provided family service
details and to Dora Wimbush the Archivist of the Society of Malawi who has provided
information and photographs. Flikr on the internet, a mine of information, has also provided
photographs for permission to produce some of which I am indebted to Emmy Eustace ,all are
much appreciated. Above all I am grateful to my wife Juliet and daughters Penny and Philippa
who have had to bear the burden of my countless missed commas and have been kind enough
to guide me through the worst pitfalls. For remaining errors I am alone
responsible. JFB.Salisbury,2008. ContentsIntroduction 3Early years 5Chitral
1895 8Central Africa 17The Mad Mullah 1902-04 26Staff College to the
Delhi Durbar 37World War One 40WW1 Mesopotamia 1916-1918
42Soldier Diplomat Courtier 56Bibliography 59End Notes 61Early
years Naini Tal in the Kumaon hills, the foothills of the Central Himalaya, north east of Delhi was
a favourite retreat for the British community of the North West Province of the Indian Government
in the latter part of the 19th century. The scars of the Mutiny of 1857 had healed quickly and it
was here, on the 5th June 1870, that Alexander Stanhope Cobbe was born. The town stands
beside a lake, and from the hills above the town looking south one can see the burning plains of
central India stretching away into the distance, and to the north on a clear day there is a
remarkable view of the higher peaks of the great mountain chain of the Himalayas. The Cobbe
family claim descent from an Archbishop of Dublin and the noble families of the Marquis of
Beresford and the Earls of Clancarty. Alexander’s grandfather, Thomas Alexander Cobbe, was
born at the family home of Newbridge, Donabate, County Dublin in 1788. He had followed his



brother Charles to the sub continent in search of fame and fortune and was employed in the
service of the Honourable East India Company (HEIC) as their Agent at Murshidabad, the seat
of the Nawab of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa. Following the victory over Surajah Daula at nearby
Plassey, by Robert Clive, the HEIC had annexed Bengal and in the time of Thomas the Nawab
lived as a pensioner at Murshidabad. In 1815 Thomas had married a Kashmiri lady, Nuzeer
(Triggur) Begum Khan. They had eight children, five sons and three daughters. Alexander Hugh,
father of Alexander Stanhope, was born in Kashmir in 1825, the youngest of their
sons. Alexander Hugh Cobbe was commissioned into the Royal Irish Fusiliers and, as was
fashionable at that time, purchased his promotion to Captain and Major. He volunteered for duty
with the Field Force at the Siege of Delhi in 1857, and later transferred to the 20th Foot on
promotion to Lieutenant Colonel in 1864. At the age of forty-nine he decided that the time had
come to settle down. In 1866 he married Emily Barbara daughter of Capt Stanhope Jones of the
59th Foot. The Indian Army, being no different then, than the army of today, decided that a little
separation was no bad thing for newly married soldiers, posted Alexander Hugh to the Staff in
China as Deputy Assistant Adjutant General for a six months tour in that first year of his
marriage. There was little time to settle down as Alexander Hugh seeking further promotion
transferred to the 17th Foot in 1869 and was promoted brevet Colonel in 1871, just as the
purchasing of commissions was abolished. He was granted the temporary rank of Brigadier and
given command of the 1st Brigade of the Kurram Field Force for the operations which became
the 2nd Afghan War in1878. Whilst serving on the Afghan border he was severely wounded
leading his troops at the battle of Piewar Kotal, for this he was awarded a CB and confirmed in
the rank of Colonel and placed on three months half pay. It seems likely that at this juncture he
took the time off to take the family to England for he wished to place his two elder sons Henry
Hercules, and Alexander Stanhope at school. Unable to grow up with the same freedom as that
enjoyed by the young ‘Kim’ in Rudyard Kipling’s novel, Alexander Stanhope at the age of ten
was placed at the Eagle House School at Wimbledon[1], a preparatory school for Wellington
College. There was no ‘great gun’ as Kim experienced but coinciding with young Cobbe’s arrival
in England was the news of the defence of Rourke’s Drift in the course of the Zulu War in South
Africa. What effect that, or the Welsh connections of his mother’s family, played on his decision
some nine years later to join the South Wales Borderers rather than his Father’s Regiment the
Irish Fusiliers we shall never know, but the clutch of Victoria Crosses that engagement produced
may well have played on the mind of all adventurous youngsters at that time. He entered
Wellington, as an Army entrant, in 1883 and was allocated to Hardinge in which House he
rejoined his brother Henry, and there played a full part in college activities, a member of the
cross country team and also of his house cricket eleven and rugby fifteen. He was assured of his
‘cap’ in the Wellington 1st XV until, in his penultimate year, he broke his collar bone in a game
against Combermere[2]. His military education also started at Wellington, becoming a member
of the Wellington Volunteer Corps which had been formed the year before his arrival and in 1886
he rose to the rank of Lance Corporal. His elder brother Henry Hercules a year ahead was



destined for the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich. Cobbe was in his last year at Wellington
which was marked by Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee celebrations and prepared for the Royal
Military College at Sandhurst, which he entered in 1888[3]. Without being outstanding in a class
of 41 Alex was commissioned into the South Wales Borderers on the twenty-first of
September1889. That year the Maxim machine gun had been introduced into the Army as an
infantry weapon and Cobbe and his brother subalterns were no doubt educated in its use. It was
to play a considerable part in his life a decade or so later in one of the furthest parts of the
Empire. He was initially posted to the 2nd Battalion the South Wales Borderers and after leave
he sailed for Bombay to join his unit then stationed at Bareilly. The second in command of his
Battalion was none other than Major Gonville Bromhead VC of Rourke’s Drift fame[4]. Two years
were then spent learning Hindustani and attending courses on transport, riding, and man
management, as well as moving with his unit to Allahabad. Now a Lieutenant, his application to
transfer to the Indian Staff Corps was accepted and he was posted as a Wing Officer to the 6th
Bengal Light Infantry, on probation. They were at Cawnpore but about to move on to Umballa.
Life seemed to be one of perpetual motion at this time and having spent only two months with
the 6th Bengal LI he was posted to the 32nd Sikh Pioneers on the 24th October 1892. The Sikh
Pioneers were in effect a fighting engineer Regiment much used for road construction on the
North West Frontier which was noted for its tribal unrest. Cobbe was sent on a three month
course to the Pioneer Centre at Rurki in April 1894 which, having passed, he followed with the
advanced course at Pachmarhi, a hill station, in July. He also passed his higher standard
Hindustani language examination. Chitral 1895 Cobbe was not a great keeper of diaries but the
earliest to survive in the family archive is that for 1895. The 32nd Sikh Pioneers were stationed in
Kashmir and working at Chilas on the road from Muzafferabad to Gilgit. The early part of the
year was mostly taken up with the daily domestic round, when the news was received of the
murder of Nizam al Mulk the Mehtar (ruler) of Chitral. He was killed by order of his brother Amir
whilst out on a hunting expedition and Chitral descended into anarchy. Lt Colonel Kelly the CO of
the 32nd Sikhs was ordered to Gilgit with two companies on the 20th March to command a force
to relieve the small British Garrison at Chitral. At the same time a much larger force of 14,000
under the command of General Lloyd was warned for duty to relieve
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remains untold save for the limited factual entries in the Dictionary of National Biography or ‘Who
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was here, on the 5th June 1870, that Alexander Stanhope Cobbe was born. The town stands
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Beresford and the Earls of Clancarty. Alexander’s grandfather, Thomas Alexander Cobbe, was
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brother Charles to the sub continent in search of fame and fortune and was employed in the
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lived as a pensioner at Murshidabad. In 1815 Thomas had married a Kashmiri lady, Nuzeer
(Triggur) Begum Khan. They had eight children, five sons and three daughters. Alexander Hugh,
father of Alexander Stanhope, was born in Kashmir in 1825, the youngest of their
sons. Alexander Hugh Cobbe was commissioned into the Royal Irish Fusiliers and, as was
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come to settle down. In 1866 he married Emily Barbara daughter of Capt Stanhope Jones of the
59th Foot. The Indian Army, being no different then, than the army of today, decided that a little
separation was no bad thing for newly married soldiers, posted Alexander Hugh to the Staff in
China as Deputy Assistant Adjutant General for a six months tour in that first year of his
marriage. There was little time to settle down as Alexander Hugh seeking further promotion
transferred to the 17th Foot in 1869 and was promoted brevet Colonel in 1871, just as the
purchasing of commissions was abolished. He was granted the temporary rank of Brigadier and
given command of the 1st Brigade of the Kurram Field Force for the operations which became
the 2nd Afghan War in1878. Whilst serving on the Afghan border he was severely wounded
leading his troops at the battle of Piewar Kotal, for this he was awarded a CB and confirmed in
the rank of Colonel and placed on three months half pay. It seems likely that at this juncture he
took the time off to take the family to England for he wished to place his two elder sons Henry
Hercules, and Alexander Stanhope at school. Unable to grow up with the same freedom as that
enjoyed by the young ‘Kim’ in Rudyard Kipling’s novel, Alexander Stanhope at the age of ten
was placed at the Eagle House School at Wimbledon[1], a preparatory school for Wellington
College. There was no ‘great gun’ as Kim experienced but coinciding with young Cobbe’s arrival
in England was the news of the defence of Rourke’s Drift in the course of the Zulu War in South
Africa. What effect that, or the Welsh connections of his mother’s family, played on his decision
some nine years later to join the South Wales Borderers rather than his Father’s Regiment the
Irish Fusiliers we shall never know, but the clutch of Victoria Crosses that engagement produced
may well have played on the mind of all adventurous youngsters at that time. He entered
Wellington, as an Army entrant, in 1883 and was allocated to Hardinge in which House he
rejoined his brother Henry, and there played a full part in college activities, a member of the
cross country team and also of his house cricket eleven and rugby fifteen. He was assured of his
‘cap’ in the Wellington 1st XV until, in his penultimate year, he broke his collar bone in a game
against Combermere[2]. His military education also started at Wellington, becoming a member
of the Wellington Volunteer Corps which had been formed the year before his arrival and in 1886
he rose to the rank of Lance Corporal. His elder brother Henry Hercules a year ahead was
destined for the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich. Cobbe was in his last year at Wellington
which was marked by Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee celebrations and prepared for the Royal
Military College at Sandhurst, which he entered in 1888[3]. Without being outstanding in a class
of 41 Alex was commissioned into the South Wales Borderers on the twenty-first of
September1889. That year the Maxim machine gun had been introduced into the Army as an
infantry weapon and Cobbe and his brother subalterns were no doubt educated in its use. It was
to play a considerable part in his life a decade or so later in one of the furthest parts of the
Empire. He was initially posted to the 2nd Battalion the South Wales Borderers and after leave
he sailed for Bombay to join his unit then stationed at Bareilly. The second in command of his
Battalion was none other than Major Gonville Bromhead VC of Rourke’s Drift fame[4]. Two years
were then spent learning Hindustani and attending courses on transport, riding, and man



management, as well as moving with his unit to Allahabad. Now a Lieutenant, his application to
transfer to the Indian Staff Corps was accepted and he was posted as a Wing Officer to the 6th
Bengal Light Infantry, on probation. They were at Cawnpore but about to move on to Umballa.
Life seemed to be one of perpetual motion at this time and having spent only two months with
the 6th Bengal LI he was posted to the 32nd Sikh Pioneers on the 24th October 1892. The Sikh
Pioneers were in effect a fighting engineer Regiment much used for road construction on the
North West Frontier which was noted for its tribal unrest. Cobbe was sent on a three month
course to the Pioneer Centre at Rurki in April 1894 which, having passed, he followed with the
advanced course at Pachmarhi, a hill station, in July. He also passed his higher standard
Hindustani language examination. Chitral 1895 Cobbe was not a great keeper of diaries but the
earliest to survive in the family archive is that for 1895. The 32nd Sikh Pioneers were stationed in
Kashmir and working at Chilas on the road from Muzafferabad to Gilgit. The early part of the
year was mostly taken up with the daily domestic round, when the news was received of the
murder of Nizam al Mulk the Mehtar (ruler) of Chitral. He was killed by order of his brother Amir
whilst out on a hunting expedition and Chitral descended into anarchy. Lt Colonel Kelly the CO of
the 32nd Sikhs was ordered to Gilgit with two companies on the 20th March to command a force
to relieve the small British Garrison at Chitral. At the same time a much larger force of 14,000
under the command of General Lloyd was warned for duty to relieveChitral from the south. The
force gathered at Gilgit, in addition to the 32nd Sikhs, included a party of the 10th Bombay
Infantry and 2 guns of the Kashmir Mountain Battery. Lt Beynon who had been carrying out an
Intelligence survey of the Gilgit area and knew the route over the Shandur Pass to Chitral was
appointed as Staff Officer to Lt. Col. Kelly. He was later to write an account of the expedition[5].
The need for speed was paramount as the Chitralis had risen at a number of locations and had
killed and run down the various detachments of troops that had held open the lines of
communication between Lahore and Chitral, and also destroyed two supply convoys bound for
the garrison at Chitral. Gilgit Force set out in pouring rain on the morning of 22nd March. They
were travelling light but equipped, according to Lt. Beynon, with protective clothing against the
snow expected at such an altitude. ‘We were not troubled with much baggage, bedding,
greatcoats, and a change of clothing; the men had poshteens (sheepskin coats), and everybody
pleased themselves in the matter of boots, most of us preferring chuplies - a native kind of
sandal with a leather sock, a very good article in snow, as you can put on any number of socks
without stopping the circulation of blood in your feet. Officers and men were all provided with
goggles, and very necessary they were[2][6].’
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