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Akhund Abdul Ghaffur1 (Akhund 'Abd al-Ghafur), now known as Saidu Baba, '''was born 
at Jabrai (in Shimizai), a small shepherd's hamlet in Bar (Upper) Swat, about the year 1794."2 His 
father's name was Abdul Wahid3 (Abd al-Wahid). Born of Gujar4 parents, Abdul Ghaffur began 
life as a herd boy.5 "His early occupation afforded ample time for mediation; and Abdul Ghaffur 
was soon noted amongst his own people as a sober, thoughtful lad, with a natural predeliction for 
a retired and religious life. As a shepherd boy, it is related of him that for years he lived on the 
milk of a single buffalo, which he always led to pasture, tied with a rope to prevent it grazing on 
the crops of others, rather than drink that of the rest of the herd which grazed on unlawful 
grounds."6 

At eighteen years of age, he resolved to” devote himself to a religious life. Leaving his 
home, he went to the village of Barangolah, and there became the chailah (chaylah or disciple) 
of a priest, from whom he learned the rudiments of his religion, and the arts of reading and 
writing."7 

After a while "he set out as a Talib al-'ilm, or "enquirer after wisdom"; and in the course 
of his wanderings, arrived at Gujargarhi."8 After a few months he went to Tordher9 (now in 
Sawabi District) and "became the murid or "disciple" of Sahibzadah Muahmmad Shwaib 
(Shu'ayb) at that time the most noted priest in these parts"10 and adopted Naqashbandiyah tariqah 
(order) "for its undisturbed observance."11 

At the age of twenty years, 1816, he migrated and "settled on a lonely spot on the river 
(Indus) bank below the village of Baiki (or Beka), near Hund. Here he built a zozkhanah, or 
"camel's thorn hut", at the river's brink; and, shut off from the world, dwelt in it for twelve 
years".12 "sitting silent and motionless, his head bowed   on his chest, and his   eyes fixed   on the 
ground."13 "During all this time his diet, it is said, was only Shamukha; the seed of a wild grass 
(panicum frumentaceum) and water. This grain is said to be his chief food at the present time; 14 
but the water is replaced by buffalo's milk."15 At Beka "his sanctity and holiness began to attract 
universal attention, and he got the title of Akhund."16 His fame as a saint, records Wylly, dates 
from his sojourn at Beka, and even to this day, in the most distant parts of Persia, he is still   
remembered as The Hermit of Beka.17 

From Beka Abdul Ghaffur went to and settled in a Ziarat at Ghulaman and from there to 
the village of Salim Khan; where "he attached to himself a number of disciples, who spread his 
fame far and near through all the country; and from the miracles he was said to perform, he now 
got the title of Buzurg,18 in addition to that of Akhund, which he had acquired some years 
before."19 Here in Salim Khan, "he got involved in the death of Khadi Khan of Hund at the hands 
of Said (Sayyid) Ahmad Shah, the founder of the sect known as the Hindustani fanantics or 
Mujahidin. This occurrence led to the hasty retirement of the Akhund from there."20 

In 1835, 21 Amir Dost Muhammad Khan, in his battle against the Sikhs, sought his co-
operation; and "the Akhund set out with a considerable gathering of "Ghazis" and "Taliban al-
ilm" and added to their number on his journey along the foot of the hills; so that when he joined 
the Amir's Camp, he had with him quite a small army of noisy champions for the faith; mostly 
however, unarmed."22 He joined the Amir's camp near Barah. The Sikhs, notwithstanding the 
Akhund's saintly presence, were victorious, and the Akhund fled to Bajour"23 "with only a few 
adherents. These, after a time, also deserted him; and, left alone, he now resumed his early 
wandering habits, and at length, finding hospitable shelter, settled at Kaldara, in the Ranizai 
hills24 “From there he moved to Butkhela (Batkhila) in Lower Swat,25 and from there to Saidu,26 



where he settled down permanently at about 43 years27 of age."28 Here "the people gave him a 
portion of land for his own and his disciples support . . . Soon after settling here, the Akhund 
married a woman of the Naikbi Khail (khil) division of the Akozai clan of Yusufzai."29 At Saidu 
"he exercised an irresistible influence over the Yusufzais and their neighbours".30 

"At Saidu," reports Bellew, "the Akhund is surrounded by murids (disciples), who live in 
the village and perform his various commands, attend to and feed the crowds of devotees who 
daily flock to the "Master" and through them circulate wonderful lies."31 Most of these wonderful 
stories of his miracles and saintly virtues were "most firmly believed in by the bulk of the 
people, despite their absurdly incredulous, and impossible character,"32 e.g. that "he   was 
supplied by   supernatural   means with   necessities   of life, and that every morning a sum of 
money, sufficient for his own needs and for the entertainment of the pilgrims who flocked to 
consult him, was found under his praying carpet."33 That, the clods became sang-i-paras (the 
philosopher's stone) in, one of, his murid's hand (on the instruction of the Akhund) who, once 
doubted 'the Akhund's means for the expenditure of his public kitchen.34 "The Akhund gained 
such an ascendancy over the minds of his co-religionists that they believed in all kinds of stories 
about him."35 

Bellew has rightly observed, that "It is more wonderful that the people, thus misled, have 
not yet discovered that their "Buzurg", with all his saintly and miraculous powers, has as yet 
done nothing to ameliorate their wretched condition, either moral, physical, or social, by a single 
whit."36 

Furthermore "though by no means a man of letters, or learned in theology, he is 
nevertheless, consulted in all cases of religious controversy amongst the Sunni Mahomadans of 
the countries around, and his decision is accepted as final and the law. He also now issues 
circular edicts regarding religious ceremonies and secular observances. These are acted on and 
considered as binding as the shariat (Shari'at) which indeed, they are considered to be by his   
followers".37 One example will be sufficient, here, of his changing of and deviation from Islam   
and Qur'anic orders. Islam has given right to female heirs, of the deceased in his inheritance.38 
But the Akhund abolished these rights of female heirs, by a fatwa (religious decree), that giving 
female heirs their due share, in inheritance, would cause disturbances and quarrels.39 That is why 
till now, the female heirs have no rights to inheritances in Swat and thus the Akhund maintained 

the status quo of pre-Islamic order. Whereas Allah declare’ . 
The word of thy Lord" doth find its fulfilment in truth and in justice; none can change   His 
words."40 

Furthermore    "nor 
does He (Allah) share His command with any person whatsoever. And recite (and teach) what 
has been revealed to thee of the Book of thy Lord; none can change His words (His commands,   
decrees,   orders)."41 

The policy of the Akhund towards the Imperial power was conciliatory and submissive. 
Although "for nearly forty years he was the most influential figure in the valley (Swat),"42 he 
"was not a 'fanatic' or vehemently anti-British, and for most of his period as the leading figure in 
Swat his policy was to avoid engaging into conflict with the Government."43 Notwithstanding the 
fact that the Akhund acquired great influence and reverence, however "his authority was not 
absolute."44 It is noteworthy that when the people of Palai committed some raids on the British 



occupied territory "both in 1847 and 1849 he (Akhund) advised the people of Palai not to 
interfere with or oppose us (British),"45 and as regards the payment of the fine (1852) of Rs. 
5000/- the leaders were divided in opinion; the Akhund urged the payment thereof, but Sayed 
Akbar46 opposed him and urged the people of Sam Ranizai to refuse."47 

The Akhund had not undertaken any expedition against the Imperial power but he 
worked "as a modifying factor"48 and rendered valuable services for the British at the critical 
moments. During the War of 1857, as "500 of the 55th Native Infantry crossed the border into 
Swat, where they were looked on with favour by Mubarak Shah, the son of Sayed Akbar (Shah). 
Fortunately for us the Akhund, so far from taking active steps against us, drove out the mutineers 
of the 55th and Mubarak Shah as well."49 That there was not more disturbance, in that critical 
year was due mainly to the refusal of the Akhund to permit the Swat Yusufzai to be 
implicated."50 Wylly admits that "he supported our government so far as lay in his power during 
the anxious days   of the Mutiny."50b 

The Akhund only once joined the War against the Imperial power, i.e. Ambella War, in 
1863, but as he "had little sympathy either with the Sitana Sayyeds or their Hindustani 
followers", 51 "it appears his heart was not in it."52 So "at first the Akhund stood aloof53 "but 
when "the tribes of Bunner (Bunlr) and Swat, however, rose en masse,"54 "the Akhund was no 
longer able to stem the tide;"55 "whose (Akhund) inclinations were consequently for peace, 
especially as religious rivalry prevailed between him and the head of the fanatical colony,"56 
"whom he has decreed to be Wahabis or heritics."57 

McMahon and Ramsay give a clear cut version of the Akhund's desires, inclinations and 
compulsions to join the war against the British, in the Ambela campaign, in 1863, that "The 
Akhund probably had no very great desire to be drawn into direct opposition to us, but, owing to 
circumstances beyond his control, he was involved in the business. The people of Mahabon and 
Boner call on him for help, and to refuse would have been to risk the chance that Said Mubarak 
Shah,58 the son of Said Akbar (Shah), might usurp a large amount of the influence which the 
Akhund then held over the Yusufzai. To join in the movement and not do his best to bring it to a 
successful conclusion would have been to lower his prestige."59 

Describing the War, Olaf Caroe writes that the Akhund was in favour of the policy of 
reconciliation "fearing that further resistance by the core of the irreconcilable Mujahidin would 
only recoil on the tribes, who might lose their independence. No doubt too the Akhund reflected 
that the destruction of Malka (also Mulka) would lower the prestige of the Sitana Sayyids, a 
result which would be likely to increase his own." 60 Therefore "the Buner Khans were induced 
to submit, and under the leadership of Zaidullah Khan of Daggar agreed to conduct the British 
commissioner with a small escort to effect the destruction of Malka61 and the expulsion of the 
Mujahidin."62 

The Imperial Gazetteer also records the importance of the Akhund's role in pacifying 
Swat tribes and defusing the political situation after the battle at the Ambela pass in 1863*: the 
Akhund advised the people of Swat and Buner, and other independent tracts, to behave towards 
us as good neighbours, and if they offended the British Government, to meet such demands as it 
might make, and to comply   with such terms as nvght be imposed."63 

The Akhund opposed the doctrine of the Mujahidin, followers of Sayyid Ahmad Shahid 
Barelvi, "whom he has decreed to be Wahabis or heretics,"64 and "whom he abhorred and 
frequently openly denounced."65 Inter alia, with British interference through political officer, 



after the battle of Ambella, the Akhund fought the Mujahidin and, their leader being murdered, at 
last expelled them to Hazara.66_ When the Buneries, again, gave shelter to some of the 
Mujahidin in 1868, "that time (too) the Akhund exerted his influence to have them harrased and 
turned out of Boner (Bunir)."67 Before his death, on January 12, 1877;68 when the Utmankhel 
attacked a camp of coolies at Abazai in December 1876, according to McMahon and Ramsay, 
"the Akhund was emphatic in denouncing the perpetrators."69 

The Akhund was cautious in establishing claims to political leadership and to assume 
temporal power himself. "During his lifetime", writes Olaf Caroe, "there was no question of his 
assuming any degree of temporal power."70 However, in 1871, he "attempted to gauge public 
opinion as to how the tribes were likely to accept the leadership of his son, the Miangul ('Abd al-
Hannan), by first suggesting Said Mubarak Shah as the leader in Swat, but the suggestion was 
not received favourably."71 In 1875, he "once more threw out suggestions of a common leader 
for Swat, and put forward the name of Sayed Ahmad Shah, of Nikbikhel, (Nikbikhil or 
Nikpikhil) hoping that the tribes would of their own accord ask that his own son, Miangul should 
accept the leadership. Much to his disgust, however, the tribes acquiesced in his nomination, 
whereupon the Akhund repudiated his nominee, saying that, "as no Jehad was about to be 
undertaken, no common ruler was necessary."72 

To sum up, we may conclude, that the preaching, motives and policies of the 'Akhund 
Abdul Ghaffur"73 are quite clear. He did not utilize his unbounded influence for the eradication 
of ignorance, absurd and false dogmas and un-Islamic beliefs and deeds; which were against the 
Qur'an the Sunnah and Islamic norms, but, in fact, maintained the status quo. He used his 
influence only "for purposes that were good according to his own light (nor Islam)"74 and in 
"enforcing the precepts of the Muhammadan Law as far as was compatible with ineradicable 
Pathan customs."75 He opposed the doctrine and cause of the followers of Sayyid Ahmad Shahid 
Barelvi tooth and nail; decreed them Wahabis and finally pushed them out to Hazara. 

In his role of adviser and mediator, observes R. O. Christensen, the Akhund was able to 
create the basis for political unity among the people of Swat. His position rested on his 
reputation for sanctity, however, and in order not to undermine his spiritual prestige he was 
therefore very cautious in establishing claims to political leadership. He nevertheless attempted 
(twice) to have his elder son accepted as ruler of Swat to continue his work,   but without   
success.76 

Based on submission and conciliation; his policy towards the Imperial power "was to 
avoid engaging the conflict with the Government,"77 who "generally regarded him as a factor for 
peace and stability on the frontier."78 It appears that he rendered valuable services for the British, 
by working as a modifying factor, but mainly for the protection of his own vested interest. 
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