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The Shpola Stupa of Khyber Pass: The Twentieth- Century Record of 

a Proposed Conservation Project 
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Abstract 

 

The Shpola stupa of Khyber Pass is one of the biggest Buddhist sepulchral mounds of Gandhara, situated on 

the main road, which connects Peshawar with Afghanistan. It was a well-preserved monument until the 19th 

century of the Common Era; however, with the annexation of Khyber into the British Indian Empire, the stupa 

suffered from illicit diggings. The contractor of the road reutilized its building materials, while the antiques 

hunters dug out its dome in the hope of finding treasures. In the first half of the twentieth century, the Political 

Agents of Khyber Agency tried to preserve the stupa from further deterioration, however, the plan postponed 

due to various reasons. The present study is focused on a set of archival documents, dealing with the failed 

conservation project of the Shpola stupa of Khyber Pass in the twentieth century.  
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Introduction   

Situated about 27 miles to the west of Peshawar,1 the Shpola stupa of Khyber Pass has been mentioned by 

European travellers and British military officers since the first half of the nineteenth century. William 

Moorcroft and George Trebeck, were perhaps the first to make a mention of the stupa of Khyber Pass in their 

travelogue of 1824. They write that the stupa is standing on an isolated craggy mound, and the structure is 

similar to that of the Manikyala stupa of Punjab. The northern side of the edifice has fallen down, while the 

southern face partially preserved. The building is resting on a square platform, with a flight of steps from the 

northern side. The dome is already dilapidated, and the remains of other structures of the same description can 

be seen at the foot of the hill (Moorcroft & Trebeck 1841: 349-351).   

Mr. J. G. Gerard, a doctor in the Bombay army of British India, was the next to record the Shpola stupa in the 

context of Mr. Honigberger’s excavation of ancient topes in the vicinity of Afghanistan. He states that a 

magnificent edifice, equal to or exceeding that of Manikyala, stands in the gorges of the Khyber Pass. A 

servant of Mr. Honigberger had tempted the Kheberis is to dig it for the prospect of treasure, however they 

refused to accomplish the task without pay, and thus the object was fortunately abandoned (Gerard 1834: 

327).  

Two years later, Mr. Claude-Auguste Court, a military officer of Maharaja Rangit Singh, secured information 

about the ancient ruins of Jalalabad and Khyber Pass. The remains of the latter site, according to him, are 

situated on the northern side of Sefidkoh and are known as Pishboulak2 (Court 1836: 393). Moreover, 

Alexander Burnes and Mr. Gonsalves, also visited the edifice in 1837. On that occasion, Burnes drew the first 

sketch drawing of the stupa and sent it to Mr. James Prinsep, with the information that the stupa is located 

near Lal beg ka garhi in the very pass and is not yet opened by treasure seekers (see Prinsep 1837: 879, Pl. 

XLVII) 3.  

 
1 See Natesa Aiyar 1918: 115, Jaffar 2008: 16, Iqbal 2014: 48 
2 Foucher 1905: 73, and Fergusson (1910: 22) are of the view that Pishboulak of General Court is the Shpola stupa of Khyber  
3 See also Errington 1987: 59 
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Alexander Cunningham, the first Director of the Archaeological Survey of India, could not explore the Shpola 

stupa during his visit to Peshawar valley, possibly due to the turbulent situation of Khyber Pass. On the 

contrary, his assistant is said to have opened the Ali Masjid stupa of Khyber Agency in 1879 (Fergusson 

1910: 92). A few years later, another reference to the Shopla stupa was made by William Simson in his paper 

read before the Royal Institute of British Architects in London (Natesa Aiyar 1918: 116), while Alfred 

Foucher and James Fergusson further elaborated its plan and architectural details in their accounts (Foucher 

1905: 73, Fergusson 1910: 93).  

The Archaeological Survey of India and the Shpola Stupa   

The formation of the Frontier Circle of the Archaeological Survey of India (hereafter ASIFC), at Peshawar4, 

ushered an era in the exploration, excavation and conservation of the archaeological sites and monuments of 

the former N.W.F.P5 and Baluchistan. The first official visit of the Superintendent of the ASIFC to Khyber 

Pass took place in 1916, when he inspected the Shpola stupa in the company of Mr. Pears, the then Political 

Agent of Khyber Agency (Natesa Aiyer 1916: 1-2 & 1918: 115). Another inspection of the stupa was made in 

1922, on the occasion of a party arranged by Major Finnis, the then Political Agent, for the local maliks and 

superintendent of the ASIFC, for a discussion on the monuments. The maliks stated that the stupa had been 

given into the care of Mr. Pears, and he had appointed watchmen for its protection. However, they could not 

secure the edifice from illicit excavation, and in the event, the natives of Khyber dug out the dome of the 

stupa and discovered a small chamber containing a gold reliquary and some coins.  Moreover, two other 

tunnels were also dug deep into the southern side of stupa in the search of buried treasures (Spooner 1923: 

100 & 101).         

The archival record of the Shpola Stupa  

Apart from the published reports of the ASIFC, additional information about the proposed conservation plan 

of the Shpola Stupa have been recorded in a set of archival documents recently shifted to the Directorate of 

Archives and Libraries (hereafter DoAL), Peshawar, from the office of the Political Agent of Khyber Agency. 

The documents are preserved in a file entitled “Transfer of Ownership of Shpola Stupa and ruins to Mr. Pears 

& arrangement of its protection”. The contents of the file6 reveal that from 1919 to 1938, the Political Agents 

of Khyber Agency had tried their level best to preserve the Shpola stupa from further deterioration, however, 

the plan failed due to various reasons. The following documents in this regard are of key importance.  

     

Document No. 01 

Letter no. Nil 

Dated:  14th October, 1919 

From:   Malik Abdul Jabbar Khan Afridi and others 

To:       Mr. Pears, the Political Agent (PA), Khyber  

 

This is a handwritten affidavit in Persian script from the chiefs of the Afridi tribe to Mr. Pear, the then PA of 

Khyber, about the services they will render for the preservation of the stupa of Khyber. The appointment of 

local watchmen is also requested for the security of the Tope, situated in their area of Khyber. The document 

is submitted by Malak Abdul Jabbar Khan, Malak Noor Ahmad Khan, Qaisar Khan, Hukumat, Guly, 

 
4 The frontier Circle of ASI was established in 1904 (Khan. Z 2016: 124) and further strengthened in 1907(see Olivieri 2015: 60) 
5 Now Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Province 
6 File no. 48,  Head -D, Sub-head VII,  Bundle no. 36,  Serial no. 241,  received from the office of the Political Agent Khyber Agency  
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Muaazam, Samad Shah and Inzar Gul. Except Malak Abdul Jabbar Khan, the rest of the applicants have 

stamped the document with finger ring seals, bearing their names.  

 

Document No. 02 

Letter no. Nil 

Dated: 15th October 1919 

 

This is a handwritten note of Mr. Pears, the PA of Khyber agency. It states that “this deed is to be filed 

carefully as it transfers to me the ownership of the Shpola Stupa remains. This is the only way I can think of 

preserving this site as a memorial against the attack of the contractors of road who have already done a great 

deal of damage to the site in the last several years alone. We can appoint a chowkidar out of our fund to look 

after the preservation of the monument. All he needs to prevent the contractor etc from taking stones away 

from the ruins”. 

The above documents reveal that Mr. Pears, the late Political Agent of Khyber Agency was keenly interested 

in the preservation of the Shpola supa. His agreement with the local maliks and the appointment of watchmen 

for the protection on the stupa, further testify to his endeavours for the cause of this historic memorial. 

However, with his relinquishment of power, the monthly pay of the watchmen became a headache for the 

Political Administration of Khyber Agency.  Several applications of malik Abdul Jabbar Khan and malik 

Nasar Khan of the Zakka Khel clan, clipped in the file show that the watchmen were deprived of their salary 

until the 2nd December 1925, when a sum of Rs. 300/- was released to them. Henceforth, their service was 

terminated and the care of the Stupa was entrusted to the local Khasadar force.  

The other set of documents in the same file deals with the tenure of Mr. Thomson Glover, the then Political 

Agent of Khyber Agency. Of these, the first document is the copy of a letter from Mr. A. B. Reid, officiating 

Secretary to the Government of India. It was dispatched to the Chief Commissioner of the North West 

Frontier Province, on behalf of the Indian Historical Record Commission, for the supply of revised lists of 

commemorative tablets on notable buildings in the Province. In this regard, the Secretary to the Government 

of N.W.F.P. Transfer Departments directed all the Deputy Commissioners, Political Agents, and the Resident 

in Waziristan, for furnishing the required information7.  In compliance to the directives, Thomson Glover 

provided a list of the archaeological remains of the Khyber Agency, and also invited the attention of the 

Provincial Government and the Archaeological Survey of India towards the conservation and maintenance of 

the Shpola stupa, through the following corresponding letters.  

 

Document No. 03 

Memorandum no. 4735 

Dated: 14th October 1932 

From: Lt. Col: J. W. Thomson Glover, C.B.E, Political Agent, Khyber 

To: The Secretary to Government, N.W.F.P. Transferred Department, Peshawar 

Subject: Putting Commemorative tablets on the Historical Buildings 

 

This two-page memorandum supplies the list of historical monuments of Khyber Agency, to be 

commemorated with tablets, and noted in the Government record of buildings of Historical or Archaeological 

interest.  

 
7 Letter No. 11753-11764/19/41 T.D, dated 16th/ 18th April 1932.   
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1. The Shpola stupa of Sultan Khel village, in Khyber. 

2.  Kafir Kot, near Bagh village above Torkham.  

3. Walls of the old Afghan fort at Ali Masjid. 

4. The Sikh Gurdwara of General Hari Singh in the fort of Jamrud. 

Thomson Glover further intimates that the Landi Kotal fort and the names of officers such as Lt. Col. Sir 

Robert Warburton, Col. Muhammad Aslam Khan, Edwards, Cavagnari, and Lawrence etc are also 

recommended for the commemorative plaques.  

 

Document No. 04  

Letter no. 3823 T.D/19/41-G 

Dated: 13th February 1933 

From:  The Secretary to Government, N.W.F.P. Peshawar 

To: The Political Agent Khyber 

 

This is a memorandum with reference to document no. 03. The Secretary regretted the non-availability of 

funds for the commemorative tablets of the indicated monuments. The letter further states that “ it is 

suggested that if there are any funds available in the grants at your disposal, arrangements for the erection of 

such tablets may be made through your office, and the fact of their erection reported with a view to record in 

official publications”.  

 

Documents no. 05  

Letter No. 539/S 

Dated: Simla 24th /25th June, 1938 

From: Rao Bahadur K. N. Dikshit, M.A. F.R.A.S 

Director General of Archaeology in India  

To: The Political Officer, Khyber, Peshawar N.W.F.P 

 

The letter says that during the recent visit of the Director General of Archaeology to Khyber, he noticed the 

Shpola stupa in real need of conservation and preservation. “The interior, which has been exposed by the 

treasure hunters, will have to be filled up, the drum of the stupa rebuilt in plain masonry where it has been 

ransacked and the area in which a number of votive stupas are to be seen examined and properly conserved. 

The Shpola stupa is a protected monument, but no work can be done in this area without your express assent 

and permission. If you think that the work is not likely to evoke any opposition from the tribesmen but will be 

welcomed by them as it will give employment to a certain number of masons and workmen, will you kindly let 

me know whether this work could be included in the programme of works which I am framing for 

conservation in the Frontier. The Department maintains a full time Overseer at Peshawar, who accompanied 

me during my last visit, and the preparation of estimates for the work as well as its execution can be entrusted 

to him, in case there is no objection. An early reply will be deemed a favour”. 

 

Document No. 06 

Letter No.  3403 

Dated: 6th July 1938 

From: The Political Agent, Khyber 

To: The Director General of Archaeology in India, Simla 

Subject: Conservation of Shpola Stupa 
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The letter is with reference to the preceding document, and states that “There is no objection to the work in 

question being carried out. The Overseer may come and prepare an estimate, and I will then nominate a 

malik or two to do the work or supply labours when required”.  

 

Document No. 07 

Letter no. 1017/38-8366 

Dated: New Delhi 15th October 1938 

From: Rao Bahadur K. N. Dikshit, M.A. F.R.A.S 

Director General of Archaeology in India  

To: The Political Officer, Khyber, Peshawar N.W.F.P 

Subject: Conservation of the Shpola Stupa  

The Director General proclaims that the Shpola stupa is not a protected monument as was incorrectly stated in 

his letter (our document no. 05). “Before any expenditure from the grant of the Department can be incurred 

on its repair, it is necessary to have the ‘Stupa’ notified as protected under the Ancient Monument 

Preservation Act, 1904, (VII of 1904); but such protection will be of little avail unless you can hold out a 

reasonable guarantee against its future vandalism. As it is situated in a tribal area, I would enquire first 

whether it will be possible for you to enforce the rules which are ordinarily administered in the case of a 

Central Protected Monument. A key-set of the rules is enclosed herewith”.  

The comments of the PA on the front and overleaf of the letter are as follows: “I have discussed with the 

APO. He says that it is not difficult to enforce the rules on that. We already impose a heavy fine if anybody is 

found to be reopening the “Stupa”. The APO says that it will not be possible to acquire any cultivable land in 

the vicinity as the tribesmen object to part with it. If the department will press for strict observance of the 

rules they must have a chowkidar for the purpose”.  

“Reply. We are already protecting the monument by enforcing territorial responsibility. No useful 

purpose, therefore, will be served by making the stupa a central protected monument”.  

The enclosure attached to the letter is a copy of the rules made by the Central Government under section 15 of 

the Ancient Monument Preservation Act 1904 (VII of 1904) for the observance of visitors to the Central 

Archaeological Monuments. These ten rules prohibit the parking of cycle, car and horse etc. at archaeological 

site, entry of dogs, cooking of meal except with spirit lamp, reverence paid to mosque and religious places, 

observance of entry and exit time, prohibition of the discharge of fire-arms, plucking flowers, playing of 

musical instrument, and writing upon or defacing monuments etc.           

 

Document No. 08 

Letter No. 5479 

Dated: Peshawar 26th October 1938 

From: The Political Agent, Khyber 

To: The Director General of Archaeology in India, New Delhi 

Subject: Conservation of the Shpola Stupa 

Here the Political Agent convey his reply already made in his handwritten statement on the overleaf of the 

preceding document no. 07.   
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Document No. 09 

Letter No. 1017/38-9773 

Dated: New Delhi, 19th November 1938 

From: Rao Bahadur K. N. Dikshit, M.A. F.R.A.S 

Director General of Archaeology in India  

To: The Political Agent, Khyber 

Subject: Conservation of the Shpola Stupa 

 

In response to the Political Agent’s letter (of document 08), the Director General Archaeology states that the 

former’s proposal to declare the above-mentioned stupa as a protected monument under the Ancient 

Monument Preservation Act has been dropped. “As regard repair to the stupa you may kindly avail yourself of 

the assistance of the Archaeological Overseer by approaching the Superintendent Archaeological Survey, 

Frontier Circle, Lahore”.  

On the bottom of the paper the PA writes with black ink “may address the Superintendent Archaeological 

Survey, Lahore”. 

 

Document No. 10 

Letter no. 5976 

Dated: Peshawar 28th November 1938 

From: The Political Agent, Khyber 

To: The Superintendent Archaeological Survey, Frontier Circle, Lahore 

Subject: Repairs to the Shpola Stupa 

 

With reference to correspondence between the PA Khyber and the Director General of Archaeology in India, 

this letter addresses the Superintendent of ASIFC, Lahore, requesting that “if it is desired to repair the above 

stupa, will you please detail the Archaeological Overseer to prepare estimate for the work. Funds should then 

be allotted, and I will nominate a malik or two to do the work or supply labours when required”.  

 

Document No. 11 

Letter no. 194/2342 

Dated: Lahore, 20th December, 1938 

From: H.L. Shrivastava, Esqr. M.A 

Superintendent of Archaeological Survey, Frontier Circle, Old Fort Lahore 

Subject: Repair to Shpola Stupa   

In response to the PA letter above, the Superintendent ASIFC states that the Sub overseer stationed at 

Peshawar can be deputed for the preparation of an estimate for repairs to Shpola stupa but funds cannot be 

provided by this Department as the stupa is not a protected monument.  

The handwritten statement of the PA is: “copy forwarded to the Director General of Archaeology in India 

new Delhi for information. The question of repair was started in his office No.539/S, dated 24/25 June 1938. 

If it is not possible for Archaeology Department to provide funds for repair the matter may please be 

dropped”.    
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Commentary  

The above documents demonstrate that the Shpola stupa was investigated by the Superintendent of ASIFC, as 

early as 1916; however, no attempt for its restoration and preservation ever made due to the exemption of 

Khyber Agency from the Ancient Monument Preservation Act of 19048. On the contrary, Mr. Pear, the late 

Political Agent of Khyber took the monument in his personal custody after concluding an agreement with the 

local maliks, and employed two watchmen for the protection of the stupa from the road contractors and illicit 

digging of treasure seekers.  

In 1932, Thomson Glower, the then Political Agent, also tried to preserve the Shpola stupa due to its 

archaeological and historical importance. However, the Provincial Government refused to provide funding for 

the conservation of this historic memorial.  Now the other and perhaps the only option remained with 

Thomson Glover, was to inform the ASI, about the situation, and it was probably due to his inducement that 

K. N. Dikshit, the then Director General of Archaeology in India, paid a visit to Khyber Agency for the 

inspection of Shpola stupa. The keen interest of Thomson Glover in the preservation of Shpola stupa was so 

high that apart from government machinery, he could nominate the local tribal chiefs (malik) for the proposed 

work. However, the conservation plan was dropped by the Director General of Archaeology because the stupa 

was not protected under the Ancient Monument Preservation Act of 1904. Thomson Glover even consulted 

the Superintendent ASIFC, however, he too dropped the matter due to the scarcity of funds, and thus the 

proposed conservation project of the Shpola stupa of Khyber Pass came to a tragic end before initiation. 

After the partition of India and Pakistan in 1947, the Shpola stupa was again left to the mercy of the treasure 

hunters, while no attempt for its restoration ever made by the department of Archaeology and Museums, 

Government of Pakistan, since the Antiquities Act of Pakistan was not extended to Khyber Agency and other 

tribal areas of the North West Frontier Province.  Today the stupa is standing as a huge heap of ransacked 

debris and dilapidated walls (fig. 01 & 02) except from the southwestern side where the portion of the round 

drum and hemispherical dome is intact to some extent (figs 03& 04) but on the other sides, the masonry is 

completely dilapidated9 (see Iqbal 2014: 49).   

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
8 (see Hargreaves 1930: 126).     
9 Since writing this paper, we came to know that the Directorate of Archaeology and Museums, Government of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Peshawar is 

going to conserve the Shpola stupa of Khyber Pass, since the stupa is now included in the District Khyber, where the Khyber Pakhtunkha Antiquities 

Act of 2016, is fully applicable.   
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Fig. 01: The Shpola Stupa of Khyber Pass (Photo by Dr. Fawad Khan) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 02: The Shpola Stupa. View of deteriorated dome (Photo by Dr. Fawad Khan) 
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Fig. 03: The Shpola Stupa. View from the southeastern side (Photo by Dr. Fawad Khan) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 04: The Shpola Stupa. The detail of stone masonry (Photo by Dr. Fawad Khan) 

 

 


