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In August 1967 my employer, Royal Dutch Shell, appointed me to be its representative in an oil refining/marketing joint venture in Iran. By way of background briefing, I attended a function at the Middle East Association in London. There I met its Director, Richard Goddard Wilson. He murmured, ‘Dear boy, that name will be very useful to you in Iran. Are you related to Sir John Malcolm?’ I had no idea what he was talking about, and my immediate family had no idea either. But eventually the elderly wife of a Scottish cousin explained that Sir John came from a Dumfriesshire offshoot of my Fife Malcolm family.


Goddard Wilson had worked in Iran and I suspect might once have been a spy. He urged me to study Malcolm, and sent me a handwritten reading list (which I still have) comprising 59 numbered items, the first one instructing me to ‘read Curzon with care’. Shortly afterwards he produced a bound volume of handwritten letters which Malcolm had written from Persia in 1808 to his newly wedded wife in Bombay. He had acquired the volume, he said, in 1956, when he was travelling north by car past Langholm on his way to Edinburgh. On a whim, he decided to make a detour and call at Burnfoot, the home of the Malcolm family since the eighteenth century. The descendant living there at the time, John Palmer-Douglas, welcomed him, ushered him into a rather dilapidated library/museum, and left him there. After an hour or two Palmer-Douglas returned, and found him reading the bound volume mentioned above. ‘Take it,’ said Palmer-Douglas, cheerfully, ‘I’m not interested in this stuff.’ So, after mild protestations, he did so. I am glad to report that in 2008 this volume of letters was reunited with the rest of the Malcolm



of Burnfoot papers in the National Library of Scotland.


When I got to Tehran I was further intrigued to find that my Persian co-directors of the joint venture were two brothers – Abdolali and Cyrus Farmanfarmaian – direct descendants of the Qajar ruler Fath Ali Shah, who had signed the 1801 Treaty with Malcolm as the representative of the East India Company. I was far too busy with work and a young family to follow up on Goddard Wilson’s reading list, but I did read Malcolm’s Sketches of Persia, and was impressed by his sharp but affectionate insights into the Persian character. And when I left Iran for Australia in 1972 I was touched by Abdolali and Cyrus’s leaving present – a first edition of Malcolm’s History of Persia, published in 1815.


I also read a weighty two-volume biography of Malcolm by the military historian Sir John Kaye, published in 1856. It is an imposing work, but written in the style and reflecting the mores of mid-Victorian Britain. I made a resolution that one day, when I had more time, I would delve further into Malcolm’s life, and perhaps write a memoir from a twenty-first century perspective. The idea of a short memoir was however pre-empted in 1982, when an 80,000 word work (‘Send Malcolm!’) by a Malcolm kinsman, Sir Rodney Pasley, was published. This was a skilful essay, but Pasley used mainly secondary source material. A more thorough work was still needed. Eventually, after I retired in 1996, I was free to pursue Malcolm, and that is what I have been doing, on and off, ever since.


Kaye had written in the preface of his biography that when he was given the task by Malcolm’s widow, he had at his disposal ‘literally, a roomful of materials’ (i.e. manuscript correspondence). Sadly, many of these ‘materials’, which Kaye had described as ‘the very best biographical materials at my command’ were lost through damp and a fire in the 1860s, among them all Malcolm’s letters to his wife (apart from the 1808 letters found by Goddard Wilson).


My quest for Malcolm has taken me to archives all over Britain, especially to the National Library of Scotland in Edinburgh and the British Library in London. In India, from a base at Mahabaleshwar, the hill station founded by Malcolm in 1828, I have followed in his footsteps throughout southern and western India, and also in Iran. Thanks to Malcolm, these travels have been fascinating and rewarding experiences. My wife and I have been helped by literally hundreds of people whom we would never have met as mere tourists.




At first, conscious of how much the history of the British in India seemed to have been told from a British viewpoint, from British source material, I looked for Indian source material and for alternative interpretations from Indian historians. The results in the English language were, however, slightly disappointing, especially when compared with the undoubted mastery of English in contemporary Indian fiction. With a few exceptions Indian historians appeared either to confine themselves to a mere chronicling of events, or, in recent years, to bang a nationalist drum in which fantasy and wishful thinking overrode inconvenient facts. On the other hand, with the vernacular languages I dithered between Hindi and Marathi and, regrettably, mastered neither. So, sadly, this work remains largely an interpretation from Western sources.


Most educated Indians (and Persians) seem to have heard of Sir John Malcolm. He is part of their direct history, in the same way that William the Conqueror is part of British history. And they appear to me to have a remarkably balanced view of the British Raj. By contrast, today’s British public (I speak here as an Australian) appear quite indifferent to the history of British India, especially to its earlier years. They seem to have persuaded themselves that because some aspects of the British imperial story warrant justifiable censure, the whole should be treated as shameful, or at least dotty, and ignored. Malcolm’s memory in Britain is confined to a life-size marble statue in Westminster Abbey, and an obelisk standing lonely at the top of Whita Hill, above Langholm, in Dumfriesshire, Scotland.


But as time has passed I have found myself becoming more and more enthralled by the story of how a few intrepid fellows somehow bluffed their way into dominating a huge subcontinent; and how some of them, including Malcolm, tried very hard to rule for the benefit of the people who came under their control.


In the end, though, this is not primarily a thesis about imperial governance in British India. It is the story of one very talented and ambitious man, living in an exciting era of British and Indian history. Echoing the words of Iris Butler, in the preface to her biography of Richard Wellesley (The Eldest Brother, 1973), I have tried to present John Malcolm as a human being, and not only as an imperial symbol, a marble statue gathering dust.
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The great Empire which England has established in the East will be of wonder to succeeding ages. That a small Island in the Atlantic should have conquered and held the vast Continent of India as a subject Province is in itself a fact which can never be stated without exciting astonishment. But the surprise will be increased, when it is added, that this great conquest was made, not by the collective force of the Nation, but by a Company of Merchants, who, vested with a charter of exclusive commerce . . . were in a few years hurried – by the enterprise and ambition of their agents; [by] the hostile and rival spirit of the other nations of Europe; and [by] the weakness and perfidy of the Princes of Asia – into the possession of Royal power; and actually found themselves called upon to act in the character of Sovereigns over extended kingdoms, before they had ceased to be the mercantile directors of petty factories.1


These words were written, not by an academic historian a hundred years later, but by an active participant in the events as they unfolded.


John Malcolm was born in 1769, one of seventeen children of the same mother, the wife of an impoverished tenant farmer living in the Scottish Borders. He left school, family and country at the age of thirteen, and achieved distinction in the East India Company over the next half-century, as a soldier, diplomat, administrator and scholar. A spirited character, he was nicknamed ‘Boy’ Malcolm, for throughout his life he retained a youthful enthusiasm for field sports and fun and games. But



behind this boisterous exterior lay serious intellectual ability and a considerable talent for government. As a soldier he became a General, leading the Company’s troops to victory in 1817 against the Mahratta Chieftain Holkar at the battle of Mehidpoor. As a diplomat he acted as troubleshooter to successive Governors-General, leading three Company missions to Persia. As an administrator, he pacified Central India (roughly, today’s Madhya Pradesh) and later became Governor of Bombay (ruling a large part of western India). As a scholar, he wrote nine books, including The History of Persia, which remained the standard English-language history of that country for nearly a century. As a linguist, he spoke at least eight languages. He was known, too, as an expert judge of Arab horses and as an enthusiastic amateur poet.


Though a patriotic Scot, he appears to have been entirely free of racial prejudice or cultural chauvinism. Above all, he had a warmth of heart and a generosity of spirit which enabled him to make friends with the humblest and the greatest in the land – Indian and British alike. One distinguished historian has even claimed that Malcolm was the Duke of Wellington’s ‘best and lifelong friend’.2





Why should Malcolm concern us today?


First, as a man, who came from an impoverished Scottish rural background to achieve distinction in many countries, in many fields, through sheer ability and effort, despite many setbacks; in short, in contrast to these days of narrow credentialists, as a quintessential all-rounder.


Second, as a major participant during a crucial period of British and Indian political history.


Third, as a steadfast servant of the East India Company, one of the world’s first multinational corporations, during the critical half-century when it was transformed from a purely commercial venture into an agent of imperial government.


Fourth, as one of the earliest players of the Great Game of diplomatic rivalry between Britain and Russia in Persia and Central Asia during the nineteenth century.


Fifth, and perhaps most importantly, as one of a trio of eminent Scotsmen – the other two being Thomas Munro and Mountstuart Elphinstone – who worked out a philosophical basis for British rule in India, a unique form of imperialism.







British political involvement in India was relatively short lived. The 190 years between the battle of Plassey in 1757 and Indian independence and partition in 1947 were no more than a short episode in the nearly 3,600 years of recorded Indian history. Yet they were also dramatic and decisive.


The current perception of the British Raj tends to be of Curzon, Kipling, E.M. Forster and memsahibs and the Freedom Struggle; of a complacent and apparently immovable imperial edifice being outmanoeuvred by the non-violent tactics of the saintly Mahatma Gandhi. And before that, of evangelically minded British Generals in the nineteenth century, crushing brave but pathetic Indian resistance with superior weaponry.


Yet there was an earlier period – the half-century from 1783 to 1833, roughly beginning with the Governor-Generalship of Lord Cornwallis and ending with that of Lord William Bentinck – when the East India Company achieved political hegemony over the whole subcontinent, the first time that this had ever been done.





In 1783, when Malcolm arrived in India, the East India Company was still a Joint Stock Company which had been founded in 1600, with a licence from Queen Elizabeth I to trade between Britain and the East Indies (technically as a monopoly, a status it retained until 1813). Its headquarters were in London, with an elected Court of Directors, though only a few of the Directors ever went to India. The Company’s activities were not confined to the Indian subcontinent; it also operated at one time or another in China, Indonesia, Singapore, the Persian Gulf and the Arabian Peninsula. For the first 150 years of its existence its activities had been purely commercial. Then came Robert Clive, the battle of Plassey, and the Company’s acquisition of territorial power in Bengal. Surprisingly, most of the Company’s profits came from its China trade (buying tea and selling opium). It made hardly any profit from its Indian operations, although some of its employees certainly did – often by misappropriating the Company’s assets, especially in the twenty years after Plassey, when they were able to use their dual status as both government magistrates and private merchants to indulge in disgraceful exploitation of the local populace.


In 1784, through William Pitt’s India Act, the British Government belatedly set up a Board of Control under a senior Government Minister



to oversee the Company’s governmental functions, and attempted to separate them from its trading activities. Both these London-based bodies – the Company’s Court of Directors and the Government’s Board of Control – opposed territorial expansion by the Company, for different reasons. The Directors wanted dividends, and territorial expansion usually involved war, which was expensive. The Government was not interested in India. It looked to North America and the West Indies for overseas expansion and settlement.


‘British’ India was ruled by a Governor-General, appointed in theory by the Court of Directors, but in practice by the British Government. The issues that the Company’s management faced have many parallels in the management of multinational corporations today: for instance, the tensions between head office and a distant ‘man on the spot’; and the relationship between businesses and governments. For the Governor-General, the management structure was a nightmare. He reported to two masters in London, the Board and the Court, each with its own very different agenda. And he had only loose control over the Governors of Madras and Bombay. Letters between London and Calcutta took four to six months each way. As a result Governors-General often had to take major decisions on the spot, and hope that in due course they would be approved retrospectively; if not, they might be recalled in disgrace. Of course enterprising Governors-General could also exploit these delays, making use of the time lags to do what they wanted to do anyway, and presenting faits accomplis to their London masters; trusting that, if they were successful, London would forgive them for having acted without prior approval. It was a risky game, but as long as he kept ‘winning’, the ‘man on the spot’ could usually circumvent the rules laid down by head office.


The key figure in this period was Richard Wellesley, first Marquess Wellesley (eldest brother of the Duke of Wellington), Governor-General from 1798 to 1805, for whom Malcolm worked as Private Secretary and general troubleshooter. It was Wellesley who had the clarity of vision to see that the chaotic state of India at that time could only be cured by a single controlling power; and that of the various candidates – the Mahrattas in the west, Tipu Sultan, the ruler of Mysore in the south, the remnant of the Mughal Empire in the north, and the Company in Bengal (with outposts in Madras and Bombay) – only the Company had the will, the discipline and above all the necessary wherewithal to



succeed. From the date of his arrival he set out to do so, with breathtaking audacity; and moreover, against the wishes of his two employers, the Company and the British Government. Seven years later, when he was within sight of achieving his aim, he suffered the fate which has overtaken many a successful proconsul of the British Empire – he was (effectively) recalled; and when he returned to Britain, nearly impeached. The commercially minded Directors in London were understandably alarmed by the size of the negative cash flows which Wellesley’s wars had generated. His project was put on hold. But it was reluctantly resumed twelve years later, and by 1818, largely achieved. Wellesley is mostly forgotten today, but his imperial achievement can reasonably be compared with that of his contemporary, Napoleon Bonaparte. Napoleon’s career of conquest was spectacular, but within his own lifetime it ended in defeat and humiliation for France; Welles-ley’s, for better or for worse, lasted for 140 years.





Between 1783 and 1833 Malcolm was a leading player in British India – a man of action in war and peace; and, through his books, a leading ideologue in the fierce contemporary debates about how British India was to be governed.


This book tells his story.
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Eskdale Childhood, 1769–1782
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John Malcolm was born on 2 May 1769 at Douglen farmhouse, on the bank of the Esk river, four miles upstream from the small town of Langholm in the Scottish Border country. He was the seventh child and fourth son of George and Margaret Malcolm. By his fourth birthday three more children had been born; by his tenth he had thirteen siblings. As a visitor described the scene many years later, ‘the noise was intolerable, everyone talked at once’.1 John was one of the noisiest.


He was ‘cheerful, mischievous, uninhibited and full of spirit, from an early age’. The village schoolmaster, Archibald Graham, later remembered him as an unruly pupil. Whenever pranks were committed, he would say ‘Jock’s at the bottom of it’. Many years later, when John’s magnum opus, The History of Persia, was published, he sent a copy to Graham, with an inscription on the flyleaf, ‘Jock’s at the bottom of it’.2


The Malcolm family came originally from Fife, and first appear in surviving records in the early seventeenth century, living in Cupar and around Ballingry. The patriarch and most distinguished member of this family was John Malcolm (1611–1692). He became the Chamberlain (roughly, Treasurer) of Fife in 1641, and gradually acquired property throughout the county. His cousin, William Malcolm (1617–1707), was born at Scottstown near Aberdeen, and married Elizabeth, daughter of Sir Charles Forbes, from a distinguished Aberdeenshire family. He came to live in Cupar as a Writer to the Signet (lawyer). By the time of his death he was sufficiently prosperous to have his own family vault in the Cupar kirkyard. His third son David, also a lawyer, married a local girl, Elizabeth Melvill, and sired nine children, including Robert Malcolm



(1687–1761), the grandfather of John Malcolm, the subject of this book.


Robert Malcolm achieved an MA at St Andrews University in 1707, and became a tutor to the sons of Sir Hew Dalrymple of Haddington, East Lothian. He was ordained as a Presbyter, and in 1717 Sir Hew probably spoke to the Duke of Buccleuch about finding his young tutor a ‘living’ somewhere on the huge Buccleuch estates in Dumfriesshire; perhaps, too, Robert’s maternal uncle, John Melvill, the Duke’s factor at Langholm, pressed his case with the Duke. The Reverend Robert was duly nominated as Minister to the parish of Ewes, and on 29 August 1717 he was elected by the elders of the Ewes kirk. He took up residence at the Ewes manse, next door to the kirk, and there he remained until his death forty-four years later. In 1722 he married Agnes Campbell, daughter of the redoubtable George Campbell (1636–1701), Professor of Divinity at the University of Edinburgh.


Robert and Agnes had four children, but only Wilhemina (1727–1806) and George (1729–1803) survived to maturity. It was a poor clerical family, with a limited stipend and practically no capital. Again Uncle John Melvill came to the rescue. One of the perquisites of his job was the possession of the ‘tack’ (lease at nominal rental) of the Burnfoot farm in Eskdale, four miles upstream from Langholm on the north bank of the Esk, and about three miles over the hills from Ewes. In 1730 Melvill was able to persuade the Duke to let him pass on the ‘tack’ of Burnfoot to his nephew Robert.


Burnfoot lay in the rural Dumfriesshire parish of Westerkirk, with a population of 700, mostly engaged in subsistence agriculture and running white-faced Cheviot sheep. The ‘heritors’ (major landowners) in the area were the Dukes of Buccleuch, the Johnstones of Westerhall and the Pasleys of Craig and Mount Annan.


The Buccleuchs owned (and still do) a great deal of land in the parish, and indeed all over southern Scotland and parts of England.


The Johnstones lived at Westerhall, immediately to the west of Burnfoot. In the second half of the eighteenth century four Johnstone brothers, all contemporaries of George Malcolm, became Members of Parliament, and only intermittently returned to Westerhall. Sir James Johnstone, the eldest, and 4th baronet, was a highly independent MP, ‘cast . . . in the Herculean mould, of an uncouth aspect, rude address and almost gigantic proportions . . . who concealed under unpolished manners great integrity directed by common sense’.3 He was no



respecter of persons, and in 1785 supported the impeachment of Warren Hastings and Sir Elijah Impey: ‘We have beheaded a King, we have hanged a peer, we have shot an admiral, we are now trying a Governor-General, and I can see no reason why we should not put on trial a judge and a chief justice.’ While advocating religious toleration, he himself favoured Presbyterianism, as ‘the least expensive road to Heaven’. The second brother, William, who succeeded to the baronetcy on Sir James’s death in 1794, was clever or lucky enough to meet and marry Frances Pulteney, the niece and heiress of the Earl of Bath, said to be the richest man in Britain, and worth over £1 million. The condition for approving her marriage was that William should change his surname to Pulteney, which he did with alacrity. A third brother was George ‘Governor’ Johnstone. After serving in the Royal Navy he was appointed Governor of West Florida at the age of thirty-three. He later became an MP, and later still a director of the East India Company. The fourth brother was John Johnstone, who went to Bengal in 1750, aged sixteen; was captured and imprisoned by Suraj-ud-Dowla (the Nawab of Bengal); commanded the artillery at the Battle of Plassey; made a fortune as a ‘shrewd and unscrupulous businessman’; was dismissed by the Company; opposed Clive on the Bengal Council in 1765; resigned and came back to Scotland; bought estates with his nabob fortune; managed to avoid prosecution through the support of Sulivan faction in the East India Company directorate; and entered Parliament in 1774, making the estate of Alva, near Stirling, his base.


The Pasleys owned the farm of Craig, barely half a mile across the Esk from Burnfoot. In the eighteenth century it was the home of James Pasley of the Eskdale branch of the family. James’s wife Magdalen was descended from the Elliots of Minto, about twenty-five miles away – ‘the Border Elliots’ – a tough lot. One of Magdalen Elliot’s ancestors was ‘little Jock Elliot, and wha daur meddle wi’ me?’ After several centuries of clan feuds and cattle raiding, the Elliot family gained greater respectability by public service abroad – Gilbert Elliot becoming Governor-General of India in 1807, and first Earl of Minto. James and Magdalen Pasley had seven sons and four daughters including John (1729–1804), a London merchant; Thomas (1734–1808), a naval officer who at the Battle of Glorious First of June in 1794 ‘lost a leg and won a baronetcy’, later becoming Admiral Sir Thomas Pasley Bt; Charles, a wine merchant based for many years in Lisbon and later in London; and



Gilbert, who joined the East India Company and later became Surgeon-General at Madras. But in some ways the most remarkable child was their daughter Margaret (‘Bonnie Peggy’) Pasley (1742–1811), who lived her whole life within a mile of her birthplace at the Craig farmhouse.


George Malcolm was meant to become a clergyman, but he had a slight speech impediment, so he became a farmer instead. As soon as he reached maturity he was made manager of the Burnfoot farm. There was no proper house at Burnfoot, so he ‘commuted’ daily, riding over the hills to and from the Ewes manse. In 1758 the Duke of Buccleuch allowed George to join his ageing father in the Burnfoot ‘tack’. The Esk was easily fordable for most of the year, and George had plenty of opportunities to meet Bonnie Peggy Pasley, ‘the girl next door’ at Craig farm. When the Reverend Robert died in March 1761, George inherited the full ‘tack’ of Burnfoot. He married Bonnie Peggy in August that year, and set up house a couple of hundred yards north of Burnfoot at Douglen Cottage and its farm, which he rented from John Johnstone of Westerhall.


George was straightforward, outgoing, charming and a bit of a dandy; ‘honest but naïve’, was his reputation. Margaret was breezy, rough and uneducated, strong but kind; the perfect foil for George. Both were popular in the district. Over the first twenty-one years of their marriage Bonnie Peggy gave birth to no fewer than seventeen children – an astonishing feat of fecundity. Throughout this entire period she must have been either pregnant or lactating. Inevitably the cottage at Douglen – a standard two-storey farmhouse, sixty feet by twenty feet – became inadequate for their growing family. Around 1772 (by which time they had produced eight children), they built and moved into a larger house on Burnfoot farm itself. In such an atmosphere there was little room for shrinking violets. The children needed to shout to make themselves heard. They would be pushed out of the cottage after breakfast, and told to go and play all day in the open air on the surrounding hills, or on the banks of the river. In the damp climate of the Borders there was plenty of rain in the summer, and snow in the winter. Despite these harsh conditions, all but one survived to maturity. They were a hardy lot.


Bonnie Peggy ruled firmly over this cacophonous throng. Despite being almost continually pregnant, she was catering, from 1780, for eighteen mouths at every meal, every day. Yet she still found time to



write several cooking recipe books, which have survived.4 Her attitude to illness is demonstrated in a letter she wrote to her youngest son, Charles, a midshipman at sea aged thirteen at the time, who had complained to her of a stiff neck. ‘The Allmighty can protect you as well at sea as on Land. Put your trust in him, fear God and keep his commandments, and my dearest boy need have no other fear . . . I hope you will have no more wry necks and loom limbs, but be a brave, stout fellow.’5 As each child reached the age of six, he or she would walk or ride for about two miles through the Johnstone property of Westerhall, to the one-room parish school just up the hill from the Westerkirk kirk.6


In the 1760s and 1770s George farmed Burnfoot (rented from the Duke of Buccleuch); Douglen (rented from John Johnstone); and Craig (for his father-in-law, James Pasley, already sixty-six when George married Bonnie Peggy). He had inherited no more than £1,200 from his father, ‘a narrow capital, as times now are, to support a large family’.7 He also became a farming consultant and factor, supervising the tenant farmers on the farms belonging to gentry who were living away from Eskdale. In particular he acted as joint factor with his brother-in-law John Maxwell, the laird of Broomholm farm, for William (Johnstone) Pulteney on the Pulteney estates at Solwaybank (about three miles south of Langholm) and Dornock (on the shore of the Solway Firth). But consulting work did not bring George much money – he was paid a fee of only £20 per annum by Pulteney. He looked around for some way to increase his income. Some of his Pasley in-laws were in the wine business, owning vineyards at Tenerife in the Canary Islands. So in 1768 he set up a wine-importing venture based at Longtown, just over the English border on the road to Carlisle, in partnership with his brother-in-law John Maxwell, and Maxwell’s cousin Sir William Maxwell. George supervised the business, which was financed largely by borrowings secured by George’s guarantee. Somewhat unwisely, he also signed promissory notes in his own name to purchase stock. At first, all went reasonably well. But around 1775 things started to go wrong. Farming was in the doldrums, the wine trade was in recession, and cash flow problems became acute. By September 1779 the business was effectively bankrupt, partly ‘through the unpardonable neglect of the [partnership’s] agent’ at Longtown. There were mutual recriminations.


Further disaster then struck George’s family. He wrote to William Pulteney: ‘My family is at present in the utmost distress. Mrs Malcolm



has been at the Gates of Death in a Fever. She is recovering but is still in a very critical situation. I have lost my youngest child [a baby daughter, aged one month] and this day my eldest is no more [a daughter aged seventeen], as amiable a Girl as ever lived. My two eldest sons have had the fever, but are now thought to be recovering.’ And, two weeks later: ‘My fourth son [John] just now lyes at the Point of Death. It is a malignant spotted Fever which has attacked us. I hope my good God will not permit it to spread any farther. We are using every precaution to prevent the Infection. I make all the children eat Garlic and wash their Faces and Hands with Vinegar, and it is often sprinkled in the room where the sick boy lyes.’8


On 1 August 1780 George publicly declared himself insolvent. His estate is said to have paid out only 7/7 in the pound (38 per cent), though this may have been an interim payment.


George remained in debt to the Maxwells until the end of his life. Some of this debt was paid off by his brother-in-law Gilbert Pasley, and the balance was finally cleared by his sons (Pulteney and John), immediately after his death in 1803. These events illustrate several aspects of George Malcolm’s character: his optimism, his poor business judgment, his naivety, yet also his obvious integrity and determination to repay – or rather inspire his family to repay – his creditors. These qualities were later reflected in some of his sons.


By 1780 George and Bonnie Peggy had already produced thirteen surviving children – eight sons and five daughters (two daughters had died in 1779) – with two more sons to come. In his insolvent situation George could not feed them. The daughters might be married off, but could never be expected to earn a living. The only hope was to put his sons out to work as soon as possible. There were no competitive examinations in those days. ‘Places’ could be ‘bought’, but this required an investment of capital, which he did not have. ‘Nominations’ could, however, be obtained through patronage. Fortunately George had lots of charm and some excellent contacts, and now he went to work to call up his credit with his patrons. The Johnstone brothers in particular were keen to help. Bonnie Peggy’s brothers John Pasley, the London merchant, and Thomas Pasley, the Royal Navy Captain, were also called upon.


Through the influence of the Johnstones George secured a writership in the East India Company for his eldest son Robert, who sailed to



Madras in 1779 (aged fifteen). His second son James was found a place in the Marines in 1780 (aged thirteen). His third, Pulteney, joined the Royal Navy as a midshipman in 1778 (aged ten), his first posting being on HMS Jupiter, commanded by his uncle Thomas. Of the five surviving daughters only one, Margaret, was ever married – to a cousin – and she returned to Burnfoot three years later as a childless widow. So the five sisters lived on at Burnfoot for the next half-century.


John was eleven years old when a nomination came to Burnfoot for him to join the Madras Army, courtesy of the Johnstone family. John Johnstone wrote to George: ‘The enclosed, from my worthy brother, the Governor, is fresh proof of his never ceasing attention to his friends. He thinks that John, the eldest of your boys now at home, if I have not mistaken his name . . . though young, should nevertheless accept of this appointment.’9 Not for the last time in his life, John had caught the eye of a grandee, in this case ‘Governor’ George Johnstone. And he had also impressed John Johnstone, who in correspondence with George Malcolm about farming matters, wrote in July 1781 that ‘in regard to the balance of the price of cattle when you receive it, I think it cannot be so well bestowed as in paying my debt to your son John, and you will accordingly carry £100 to his credit and employ it as you think most for his benefit.’10


Nomination was one thing, but the actual appointment would depend on passing an oral examination in front of a committee of Directors in the boardroom at the India House in Leadenhall St, London – a daunting prospect for anyone, but positively terrifying for an eleven-year-old country boy who had never left the Scottish Borders. During the first six months of 1781 the family could not decide what to do about George Johnstone’s nomination. Then in July Bonnie Peggy’s brother John Pasley visited Eskdale. A prosperous and respected London merchant, and a bachelor, he had already come to the aid of the Burn-foot family in 1780, auditing the books of the failed wine venture, and giving his assurance to William Pulteney that George Malcolm’s conduct ‘stands fair in terms of honour and integrity.’11 He had already paid off enough of George’s debts to allow the family to continue to live in reasonable style at Burnfoot. His strong advice was to let John take the oral examination without further delay, regardless of the likely outcome. So, at the end of July 1781 the boy set off with his uncle in the stagecoach on the two-day journey to London. He stayed at John Pasley’s



house in Gower St, and ten days later Pasley wrote to his sister at Burn-foot: ‘I allowed him to remain with me all the week, that he might see and become better acquainted with this immense city. His time was fully employed in traversing its streets, and during those few days he saw everything almost that was curious, and was delighted beyond expression. His ideas began to open, his behaviour is much altered, and on the whole, hitherto, I have a very good opinion of him.’12 On 7 August Pasley brought in a tutor, Mr Allen, to build on the rudimentary education that John had received from Archibald Graham at the Westerkirk parish school.


Time went by, and John Pasley found a Captain Tod, master of the East Indiaman Busbridge, who was prepared to take John to India free of charge – a major consideration, since passages in those days were very expensive. Yet he still hesitated to put John through the interview at the India House. He wrote to George Malcolm: ‘Johnny, though tall for his age, I don’t know how to dispose of. He certainly will not pass at the India House, and Tod will sail in March. If he loses this opportunity, next year he may have his passage to pay for. In two or three weeks Tod is expected in town. I will consult him on the subject, and endeavour, if possible, to get him out. Another year at the Academy would not hurt him: but though he would be by that means better qualified for his employment, the delay will be attended with many disadvantages, which I wish to guard against.’13 The crucial interview took place shortly afterwards. The Directors were unhappy about his extreme youth (he was still only twelve), and the interview was heading towards a rejection. Then the Chairman asked him, half in jest, a final trick question. At that time the scourge of the British in Southern India was Hyder Ali, the Sultan of Mysore. ‘My little man,’ he asked, ‘what would you do if you were to meet Hyder Ali to-morrow?’ Quick as a flash came the reply: ‘Do, Sir? I’d out wi’ my sword and cut off his heid.’ This spirited answer produced laughter. The Chairman looked round, and saw that the mood of the committee had suddenly changed. ‘You’ll do,’ he said, ‘Let him pass.’14


The Busbridge’s departure was delayed until the autumn of 1782, and John got a year’s intensive education at the expert hands of Mr Allen. By the time he embarked he was probably not much worse educated than the majority of thirteen-year-old British boys setting out for the East. He was, nevertheless, facing an extraordinary adventure. He had



already been parted from his parents for a year, but at least letters to and from Scotland took only a few days. From India letters home would take up to six months, with a further six months for the reply. But, as his mother would have wanted, he was quite prepared to put his trust in God, ‘and be a brave stout fellow’.
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The Madras Army, 1783–1794
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The Busbridge, a vessel of 755 tons, finally sailed from Portsmouth on 11 September 1782.1 This was only its second voyage. Besides Captain Tod, there were six officers: four mates, a surgeon, and a purser. Passengers included young writers or cadets in the Company’s service, aged sixteen to eighteen, and a few older Company servants returning after sick leave or furlough, most of them destined to die in Madras. There were no female passengers. Captain Tod was giving John Malcolm a free passage, so he did not treat him with any special consideration; in fact he set him tasks to justify the concession. ‘A voyage to India at that time seemed full of perils. You might be taken by the French or the pirates; you might die of the scurvy. You might be wrecked on a desert island or fall into the hands of savages; you might meet contrary winds and die of thirst, or tempests and be drowned . . . There was sea-sickness to reinforce home-sickness; cramped quarters to emphasise the uncertainty of your foothold; the choice of freezing above deck or stifling below.’2


Passing Tenerife and skirting Rio de Janeiro, the Busbridge reached the Cape of Good Hope around Christmas. After the long confinement aboard ship, with a salted meat diet and cramped, overcrowded quarters, the Dutch outpost provided a welcome break for a week or so. Then came another 5,000 miles, and, on the morning of 16 April 1783, John woke to see a long low coastline on the horizon. This was Madras, the principal British settlement on the coast of Coromandel, and the capital of the Madras Presidency. Slowly the spire of St Mary’s church came into view, then the shimmering outline of the fort, appearing above dark green palms and a line of white surf. The ship anchored about two



miles offshore, and was immediately surrounded by dark-skinned boatmen manoeuvring their masula boats, made of ‘rude planks, sewn together with coir rope, and much resembling a walnut shell . . . so constructed that, when struck by a surge, and even dashed to the ground, it yields to the blow, spreads out for a moment, and then resumes its original shape, without losing its buoyancy.’3 John jumped into one of these masula boats and was rowed through the surf, then carried to the beach on the shoulders of a half-naked boatman. Stumbling up the beach to the fort gate into the town, his senses were assailed by a cacophony of sounds; by sights and smells and jostling merchants hawking their wares, women in saris of every colour imaginable, beggars, pariah dogs, bullock carts, stray cattle, all in the overpowering heat and glare of southern India in April.


He was just a month short of his fourteenth birthday.


Madras was already a city of 300,000 people, of whom no more than a few thousand were European – mostly officers and men of the European regiment. It was the oldest of the three British Presidency towns, older than Bombay or Calcutta.


John’s maternal uncle, Dr Gilbert Pasley, had arrived at Madras in 1754, aged twenty-one, as a ‘surgeon’s mate’ to the 39th regiment of Foot, and the following year became a ‘lieutenant fireworker’ in the Madras artillery. In 1761 he became a surgeon, exchanging, as Hicky’s Bengal Gazette put it, ‘the sword, spunge and ramrod for the lancet, gold headed cane and snuffbox’. He did well, and by 1778 had been appointed Surgeon General of the Madras Presidency, a loved and respected pillar of the small British community. Later records are more coy about the fact that he took up with an Indian lady, ‘a native woman of Madras’. She bore him three children; the eldest, Gilbert, later becoming a lawyer in Madras, the second, Charles, a Lieutenant in the Royal Navy, and the third, Elizabeth, being married to Robert Campbell, a successful Madras merchant who later became a director, then Chairman of the East India Company, and a baronet. In 1778 Dr Pasley married Hannah Dashwood. It is not clear whether the Indian lady had by this time died, or whether the two ladies overlapped, or even conceivably that in the late eighteenth century Hannah and the Indian lady were one and the same. What it does illustrate is that the children of such liaisons – stable relationships, in modern parlance – between the races, were not disadvantaged in seeking a career or a marriage.




The Burnfoot family’s original plan had been for Uncle Gilbert to take John under his wing at Madras. He had done this for John’s eldest brother Robert, when Robert had arrived at Madras in 1780. But unfortunately Uncle Gilbert had died in September 1781, and his widow Hannah had since married a local merchant, a Mr Ogilvie. The Ogilvies were now based at the fort of Vellore, about ninety miles inland from Madras.4 They came down to the coast to meet John, and after a short stay in Madras took him back to Vellore with them.


On 5 July Mrs Ogilvie wrote dutifully from Vellore to Bonnie Peggy at Burnfoot, to tell her how John – nicknamed Jack – was getting on:


by this conveyance you will receive letters from your son Jack, who, I suppose, will tell you of our journey up here, and of the wonders he had seen in India . . . Jack came to us immediately on his landing from Captain Tod’s ship, and happy was I, dear sister, to receive your son, and to do all in my power to make him happy. He was too young to go to the field, so we brought him up here and got him appointed to the troops in this garrison. He is a very old ensign, though a very young lad. He is grown a head and shoulders, and is one of the finest and best tempered young lads I ever saw, and very much liked by everybody.5


John had probably not thought too much about his future as a cadet in the Madras Army. He would have been carried along by the sheer novelty and adventure of each successive day. But now, as he settled down to the routine of cantonment life in Vellore, he may have started wondering what he was letting himself in for.


At the time of his arrival in India the political position of the Company was not good, though better than it had been a couple of years earlier. Following the gradual decline of the Mughal Empire during the course of the eighteenth century, there were three main contenders for power and influence on the subcontinent. First, the Company, dominant in Bengal and on the Coromandel Coast (the Bombay Presidency comprised no more than a small enclave surrounding Bombay itself); second, the Mahrattas, the dominant people of most of western India, but divided among themselves; and third, the Sultanate of Mysore in the south. Between them lay the lands of the Nizam of Hyderabad, the



former Mughal subhadur (proconsul) of the Deccan.


In the 1760s, control of Mysore had been wrested from its Hindu Rajah by Hyder Ali, an illiterate Muslim officer in the Rajah’s army. Hyder Ali was a brilliant General. In the first Anglo-Mysore War (1767–69) he attacked the Company’s possessions on the Coast, and although beaten back, won the respect of the British for his military capability. Hyder’s army, like many native Indian armies of the period, was not vastly different from the Company’s Madras or ‘Coast’ army. Like the Company, Hyder employed European officers to command his native troops, known as sepoys. In 1782 his army had 700 European (mercenary) officers, compared to the Company’s 400,6 and his weaponry was also broadly similar. His infantry were hardy, but lacked the steadiness and discipline of the Company’s sepoys.


There were other differences. The 50,000-strong Company army included several ‘European’ regiments, where the rank and file as well as the officers were European – a motley lot, mainly British, but also some German, Swiss and Portuguese (Eurasian) mercenaries, to provide, in theory, ‘stiffening and dash in battle’ and to act as an insurance policy against any possible disloyalty of ‘native black troops’. The Company army had very little cavalry, which was considered expensive to maintain, and it had hitherto relied on the cavalry of allied native princes. Hyder’s cavalry on the other hand was numerous (over 40,000 at the Battle of Porto Novo in 1781) and ‘singularly mobile and efficient . . . [while] the Mysorean Light Horse was superlatively excellent for purposes of partisan warfare’.7


In 1780 war had broken out again between the Company and Hyder (the second Anglo-Mysore War). Hyder, annoyed by the British seizure of Mahe (Malabar) from the French, attacked the Company’s territory on the Coromandel Coast, and in September 1780 inflicted a severe defeat on Colonel Baillie’s detachment of Company troops. Many of them were captured and imprisoned at Hyder’s capital, Seringapatam. The officers were allegedly chained together in pairs and kept underground. Among them was a King’s Army Colonel called David Baird, a huge and rather testy individual. On hearing of his capture and shackling, his mother remarked that ‘she pitied the man who was shackled to our Davie’.8 They were given an allowance to pay for food and minor services such as dhobie (laundry). Their officers’ mess menu followed an unvarying weekly cycle: ‘Monday: Ketcheree: Tuesday: Fowl curry:



Wednesday: Mutton Curry: Thursday: Mutton, baked: Friday: Dholl pepper water [mulligatawny soup?]: Saturday: Fowl curry: Sunday: Mutton curry.’9


Hyder died in December 1782, and was succeeded by his son Tipu. At the time of Malcolm’s arrival at Vellore the Company army was besieging, in a desultory way, the French coastal settlement of Cuddalore. Peace with the French in Europe (and with the colonists in America) came in 1783, and was followed by peace between the respective British and French armies in India. The war with Tipu dragged on, but peace was eventually negotiated early in 1784 with the Treaty of Mangalore.


Now came Malcolm’s first recorded military assignment. Prisoners were exchanged as part of the Treaty. Major Dallas of the Company army was sent into Mysore territory to collect the 3,000 sepoy and 1,200 European prisoners. On their return to the border they were met by a detachment of 200 sepoys, to act as escort for the journey across Company territory to Madras. A boy from the sepoy detachment rode forward on a pony to meet them. Major Dallas greeted him, and asked to be taken to the commanding officer.


‘I am the commanding officer,’ the boy replied. The boy was Ensign John Malcolm, just short of his fifteenth birthday.


Peace brought respite for the Coast Army, but not prosperity. The Madras Government was in a sorry state. ‘The moral atmosphere of Madras at this time appears to have been pestilential . . . Within seven years two Governors had been dismissed from office by the Court of Directors and a third suspended by the Governor General; while Lord Pigot, who had been sent out to restore the Rajah of Tanjore, was actually deposed and imprisoned by his subordinates, for the necessary though tactless opposition he had made to their dishonest dealings. The unhappy man died in prison in 1777.’10


Many years later John Malcolm himself had to admit, when writing about Warren Hastings (Governor-General, 1772–1785) that ‘his most strenuous advocates . . . while they defend his personal integrity, are forced to acknowledge that the whole system over which he presided was corrupt and full of abuses.’11 While Hastings’s authority was largely limited to Bengal, the Madras and Bombay Presidencies suffered from similar abuses. ‘To join the Company’s army was not so much to enter a profession as to take a speculative risk. A cadet gambled his health



against the hazards of life in India, and the odds were that he would lose his venture. The return, where there was one, was status and affluence, modest in most cases, spectacular in a few. Eighteenth-century Indian army officers were mercenary adventurers, men on the make . . . climate and disease, not the weapons of his opponents were the deadliest enemies that an Indian army officer encountered in the eighteenth century.’12


Young officers’ pay was low, and often in arrears for up to twelve months; moreover it was paid in promissory notes on Bengal, cashable only through the Madras shroffs (moneylenders), at a considerable discount.13 The pay of a Captain was about £30 per month. Out of this, one officer complained, he was expected to maintain a dubash (interpreter); a cook; four bullocks, with two bullock drivers, to carry his baggage; a palanquin, and nine palanquin bearers; a horse, a ‘horsekeeper’ and a ‘grass cutter’; and to pay for all his food, drink, clothes and other necessaries. The one ‘luxury’ on his list was alcohol – two dozen brandy and rum, plus two dozen bottles of wine per month, ‘often necessary’, he asserted defensively, ‘in case of sickness in this hot climate’.14


Despite this entourage of servants, officers generally lived in fairly Spartan conditions. Malcolm’s later great friend Tom Munro, also an officer in the Coast Army, wrote from Vellore in 1789 to his sister in Scotland, wishing that she could ‘be transported for a few hours to my room, to be cured of your Western notions of Eastern luxury, to witness the forlorn condition of old bachelor Indian officers . . . walking in an old coat, and a ragged shirt, in the noonday sun, instead of looking down from my elephant, invested in my royal garments . . . I never experienced hunger or thirst, fatigue or poverty, till I came to India – that since then, I have frequently met with the first three, and that the last has been my constant companion.’15


Of Malcolm’s first five years in India, no records survive. But he seems to have been a boisterous youth – full of ‘animal spirits . . . adept at all games and a capital shot’;16 and ‘an idle and wild cadet’.17 He was growing fast – he eventually stood six feet five inches tall, and weighed fifteen stone. This was the period when he acquired – and kept for the rest of his life – the nickname, ‘Boy Malcolm’.


With little serious fighting, regimental life in peacetime was far from stimulating. Besides, ‘a regiment, was not, at that time, the best



school for either industry, morals or sobriety’.18 Malcolm was far from home, at an impressionable age. His only relative on the same continent was his elder brother Robert, based at Masulipatam, 300 miles north of Madras, and they would only have met when his battalion happened to be stationed nearby. Not surprisingly, he got into scrapes. His particular scrape during this period was gambling, and losing, and getting into debt; and not earning enough to pay his way out of trouble.


Gambling had long been a vice of the Coast settlements. As early as 1721, the Court of Directors in London had voiced its concern: ‘we hear the itch of Gaming hath spread itself over Madras, that even the gentlewomen play for great sums’ and thirty years later the Court was still complaining that ‘the pernicious vice of gaming has spread like a contagion among all ranks and degrees of our servants’.19


Malcolm had no assets of his own, and had to pay off his debts by instalments from his meagre salary. This left him barely able to afford to eat. An old woman from the bazaar is said to have supplied him with food, and was content to wait indefinitely for payment. News of his plight reached Britain, and although no funds were forthcoming from Burnfoot, his wealthy uncle John Pasley sent him £200 via Robert. But Robert did not pass on the money, nor did he even tell John of the remittance. He wrote to their mother: ‘Do not blame John, poor fellow. Nothing but distress led him to what he did. It was even unknown to me until I received my uncle’s letters, which I suppressed, and wrote to John in a different style than his uncle had done. Had he got the money my uncle ordered – viz £200 – he would effectually have been ruined. But I knew too well his situation to give him a shilling. He has now cleared himself from debt, and is as promising a character in his profession as lives.’20 Although Robert was five years older than John, this elder-brother-knows-best line may appear presumptuous. But it was a first indication of the attitude taken for many years afterwards by John’s brothers. They did not entirely trust his judgment about money. They thought him extravagant, an opinion later shared by several East India Company Directors.


At that time Robert had spent nearly eight years as a Company civil servant at Masulipatam, the port at the mouth of the great Krishna river at the northern end of the Coromandel Coast, known as the Northern Circars. In the mid 1780s Robert took an Indian mistress (perhaps following the lead of his uncle Gilbert Pasley), Nancy Moor Noman, a



lady of Muslim origin who presumably acquired the name Nancy when she became Robert’s mistress. She seems to have come from a well-to-do family, because she owned property in her own right. She bore him seven children, all of whom were acknowledged and in due course provided for by the Malcolm family.


Meanwhile, things were looking up for John. He wrote from Masulipatam to his father at Burnfoot: ‘I expect promotion [to Lieutenant] every day, and with it a removal. I am at present doing duty as adjutant of that part of my regiment stationed here. Though I receive no pay for doing that duty, it is a great recommendation for a young man to act, as it gives him a chance, when any vacancy happens in the staff line, to be appointed and receive the allowances annexed.’21 This is the earliest surviving letter written by Malcolm, the first tiny trickle of what over the next forty-five years became a thundering torrent of material from his pen. For a boy of eighteen who had left school at thirteen, it was already decidedly literate. It gave, too, an early hint of his future attributes – his optimism, his ambition and his interest in local politics.


In 1786 Lord Cornwallis arrived in India as Governor-General, the first to be armed with the greatly increased powers granted by Pitt’s India Act of 1784.22 Several years before, the Company and the Nizam of Hyderabad had signed, but not implemented, a treaty, whereby the Company undertook to supply the Nizam with a ‘Subsidiary Force’ to help him defend his territory against the Mahrattas and Mysore. This was a forerunner of the arrangement which later became known as the system of subsidiary alliance, under which the Company would raise and maintain a force of troops in a Native State, to provide protection against external attack. The ruler would pay for the upkeep of these troops, either directly in cash or by ceding territory to the Company with an estimated (tax) revenue equivalent to the cost of maintaining the force. It seemed like a good deal for both parties – the ruler got a relatively efficiently led and reliable army, and the Company got reimbursed for its services. In practice the arrangement effectively gave the Company a veto over the ruler’s defence and foreign policy, at no net cost to itself.


Lord Cornwallis now proceeded to implement the Treaty. As the first British Resident at the Nizam’s Court he appointed Captain John Kennaway, who had been his ADC since his arrival at Calcutta. Kennaway, from a prominent Devonshire family, had come to India at the



age of fourteen, and had served in the Madras Army until 1786. Arriving at Hyderabad in mid-1788, he succeeded in winning Nizam Ali’s trust, and put the Treaty into effect. One part of the Treaty was the creation of two new Madras Army battalions to form the Nizam’s ‘auxiliary force’. One of them, the 29th Madras Native Infantry (29 MNI), was raised at Ellore (near Masulipatam) by Captain James Dalrymple. On 1 November 1788 John Malcolm transferred to the 29 MNI, and took up residence at Ellore.23


As part of its Treaty with the Nizam, the Company acquired the Guntur District, near the north-eastern boundary of Mysore. This annoyed Tipu Sultan. He was further annoyed when the Rajah of Travancore, whom the British considered an ally, sold two of his principalities, one of which Tipu regarded as his feudatory vassal, to the Dutch. In retaliation he assembled 30,000 men at Coimbatore, and in April 1790 invaded Travancore.


Lord Cornwallis treated this act as a casus belli, and immediately set out to invade Mysore from all sides simultaneously. He negotiated alliances with the Nizam, and with the Peshwah (Prime Minister) of Poona, the senior Chieftain of the Mahrattas, by which they were each to invade Mysore from the north. A force from the British Presidency of Bombay was to threaten Tipu from the Malabar coast in the west, while the main Madras Army was to overrun the rich Coimbatore district and carry the war to the heart of Mysore.


For Malcolm, just twenty-one and a newly promoted Lieutenant, this was an exciting prospect. After seven years of cantonment life, interspersed by occasional punitive raids against bandits, here at last was a full-scale war, and the chance for glory, prize money and accelerated promotion. The immediate reality, however, was more sobering. He wrote home to his eldest sister Agnes (Nancy) at Burnfoot from Rachore (Raichur):


it is five hundred miles from Masulipatam. We marched here about ten days ago. Our road was terrible – all rocks and deserts, in the hottest season that perhaps was ever known. The thermometer at 115 degrees for nearly a month . . . I walked nearly the whole way, as my horse was sick; and we frequently marched at twelve o’clock at night, and did not arrive at our ground till 2 pm next day. We were sometimes greatly distressed



for provisions – often forty or fifty hours without any – but that was little compared to the dreadful want of water on the road. Officers in general supply themselves, and have a servant for the purpose; but, in some of our long marches, I have seen men raving mad, go into high fever, and die in a few hours. We are going on service in a few days.24


At Bhuspore, the two battalions of the auxiliary force met the main body of the Nizam’s army coming from Hyderabad, which was described as: ‘a gorgeous mass, numerically sufficient for the conquest of the whole peninsula’. The cavalry was numerous but ill disciplined; while the infantry ‘under Monsieur Raymond, an intelligent and enterprising Frenchman, was as good as, with indifferent arms and extremely imperfect means of enforcing discipline, he could expect to make them’.25 The actual fighting force was not more than 20,000, but with camp followers there were said to be up to 500,000 people, covering an area of country ten miles long and three miles wide.26 ‘After laying waste the whole country . . . the grand army sat down before the fortress of Capool [Kopal].’27 Malcolm was impressed by Kopal, later describing it as ‘the strongest fortress I have seen in India’.28 They settled into a lengthy siege, the main activity being systematic artillery bombardment to create breaches in the wall of the fort. At last, on 18 April 1791, the defenders of Kopal capitulated, apparently more influenced in their decision by the news of the main Company army’s capture of Bangalore on 21 March, than by the efforts of the Nizam’s besieging force.


The campaign was a salutary lesson. ‘Six tedious months,’ Malcolm wrote, ‘were spent opposite the fortress, and some valuable lives were lost before it was finally carried.’29 He was shocked by the ill-discipline, rapacity and cruelty of the Nizam’s troops towards the local people, even in the Nizam’s own territory. He also came to realise at first hand that the movement of armies under war conditions is more often a scene of chaos, breakdowns, failures in communication and panic, than the smoothly planned sequence of events that one reads about in military manuals or in the memoirs of retired Generals.


Following Cornwallis’s capture of Bangalore in March 1791, the main Company army advanced steadily southwards. On 15 May it was within nine miles of Tipu’s capital at Seringapatam. But by that time the lines of communication were lengthening, and supplies were running short.



Neither the Mahratta nor the Hyderabad contingents had arrived from the north, nor the Bombay contingent from the west. The monsoon was due in a month, and it was too late in the season to begin what might be a long siege. Prudently, Cornwallis decided to make a tactical retreat; to spend the monsoon near Bangalore, then clear several hostile forts along his line of communications, and return the following year to attack Seringapatam.


Sometime in April 1791, shortly after the capture of Kopal, Malcolm fell ill, and had to go to the coast to recuperate – perhaps to stay with Robert at Masulipatam. From Travancollah he wrote to Kennaway.30 The tone of this letter is respectful – there is little of the familiarity which later characterised their relationship. Yet it indicates that Malcolm had spent some time with Kennaway, and had got on well with him. Nor was life in Kennaway’s camp too Spartan. His shopping list for procurement in Madras included: ‘4 chests claret: 6 doz cherry or raspberry brandy: 6 hams: 1 Parmesan cheese: 4 Gloster cheese: 1 dozen of large stone or 4 doz small white pots of raspberry jam.’


Malcolm had been studying Persian (the language of the Native Courts since Mughal times), since 1788, and by 1790 he was considered sufficiently proficient to be paid a special allowance of 300 rupees per month to act as Persian interpreter to the two battalions of the Nizam’s auxiliary force.31 Many years later, Graeme Mercer, Kennaway’s Persian language assistant at the Hyderabad Residency, wrote of meeting Malcolm for the first time: ‘Our acquaintance commenced in 1791, when I was attached to the Residency at Hyderabad, and John joined us as an ensign in the detachment of Madras troops which was settled by treaty to be stationed in the Nizam’s country. He soon became a favourite with us all, and particularly with Sir John Kennaway, the Resident. He was then a careless good humoured fellow, illiterate, but with pregnant ability. He took a fancy to learn Persian, and I made over to him my moonshee (munshi, teacher), under whom he made rapid improvement.’32 And again, in another letter: ‘He was quite illiterate when he joined us, but . . . in short, possessed an intellect which only needed to be set agoing, either for good or evil. He had been accused of gambling before I knew him; but I never heard of his exercising his talents in that way after he had been engaged in any employment of any consequence. His overflowing spirits made him riotous, and he was generally known by the name “Boy Malcolm”.’33




Malcolm was off sick again at the Coast – this time at Madras – for two months from early November 1791 to early January 1792. He stayed at the garden house of David Haliburton, a well known merchant who had been Mayor of Madras in 1790; it was a surprising acquaintance for a young army officer who had spent most of his military career ‘upcountry’.


The Mahratta force had joined Cornwallis’s Company army just before the 1791 monsoon, while the Nizam’s army, after the capture of Kopal in April 1791, had moved steadily east, then south, finally joining up with Cornwallis near Ootradroog on 25 January 1792. The combined force set off on 1 February, covering the 120 miles to Seringapatam in a week. Malcolm’s battalion, the 29 MNI under Captain Dalrymple, was in the order of battle of Lord Cornwallis’s army before Seringapatam, but held in reserve. Tipu’s army was defeated in battle, and Seringapatam itself besieged. By 25 February Tipu was suing for peace.


Sir John Kennaway led the Company delegation in the Seringapatam peace negotiations, which lasted from 13 February to 21 March. Malcolm attended the negotiations as interpreter representing the Nizam’s auxiliary force, probably on the recommendation of Kennaway.34 It was a fascinating first experience of high-level diplomacy. To any Westerner who has carried on diplomatic negotiations with Asians (and vice versa), the journal makes familiar reading. Throughout, there are the unfailing civilities, the mutual compliments, the superficial air of calm concealing inner turmoil, the tactical sallies, the protestations of undying friendship if only a particular point can be conceded, the last minute try-ons. Kennaway may have had problems with Tipu’s vakeels (emissaries), but he also had to contend with the sideshow antics of the Mahratta Chieftains, who ‘took care to support their dignity by being constantly late in all their appointments; and his Lordship (Cornwallis) had occasion to exert all his patience to keep them in humour, and all his talents and diligence to make arrangements for the further prosecution of the war.’35
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View of Seringapatam from the north-east, 1791.




At long last the Treaty was signed. Approximately half of Tipu’s territories, by revenue value, were ceded to the three allies, in roughly equal shares, despite the fact that the Company had borne the lion’s share of the burden of the war – and the Mahrattas hardly any. For Tipu it was a crushing blow, from which he never fully recovered.


By May 1793 Malcolm was back near Kopal. Under the terms of the Treaty Kopal had been ceded to the Nizam, but the inhabitants had been plundered by the Nizam’s officers and had rebelled. ‘We are to be sent to reduce them – poor wretches! – to obedience, and to be the instruments of oppression.’36


But his health still refused to mend. He was again advised that the only solution was to travel home by sea. Kennaway himself was going home in the cold season of 1793–94, also for his health, and urged Malcolm to go with him on the same ship. The prospect of spending several months at sea with such a patron as Kennaway probably persuaded him to go. They embarked from Madras in February 1794.


As their ship sailed south, past Ceylon, then west into the Indian Ocean, the first priority for both men was to recover their health. In India at that time there was an extraordinarily high death rate among Europeans. Life there was ‘a great lottery, and many drew a blank’.37 They died of fevers, of cholera, of plague, of rabies, of smallpox and of heatstroke. They were also very vulnerable, at least in their first five years or so, until they became ‘salted’ like the local population, to water-borne diseases like typhoid and dysentery, and to malaria – and one of these was likely to have been the trouble with Malcolm and Kennaway.38 Moreover, treatment was crude and inadequate, delaying recovery; mercury was administered for liver complaints. In practice the patient



often preferred to wait for nature to take its course, meanwhile seeking solace in liquor or opium; fifteen drops a day of laudanum (a solution of opium) was a favourite prescription.


Sea air was the acknowledged panacea for most Indian ills, despite the living conditions of a passenger on an East Indiaman – cramped quarters, lack of fresh meat and vegetables, lack of exercise – and so it soon proved for Kennaway and Malcolm. Though still barely twenty-five, Malcolm was by now a veteran soldier – he had completed nearly eleven years of active service – and the disciplined habits of a soldier were there to stay. The career of a regimental officer involved a few hours of adrenalin-pumping terror and exultation, interspersed with long years of stultifying routine, obeying orders, some of them mindless, because instinctive obedience in battle was what converted an enthusiastic rabble into a disciplined fighting force. But in the last two years he had had a glimpse of the diplomatic life. He had seen Kennaway at work; he had even been briefly ‘noticed’ by Lord Cornwallis at Seringapatam. He yearned to do more than soldiering. He wrote home from Madras, just before boarding his ship: ‘My favourite amusement, is reading; and being assisted with a good memory, I seldom have occasion to read a work twice. Of all reading I prefer history. It pleases most upon reflection, and the impressions it makes are more lasting.’39


There was plenty of time on board ship for reading, and for discussion with Kennaway of politics and the diplomatic life. They became friends for life, though there was always a note of deference in Malcolm’s approach to the older man. What Kennaway had stirred in Malcolm was ambition – ambition to rise above and beyond regimental soldiering; ambition to raise his family out of the genteel rural poverty which was Burnfoot; ambition for his country, and pride in its new Empire of the East; above all, ambition for himself, to become a famous man. Fame was the spur which drove him, but his too blatant pursuit of it was eventually to curb its full achievement.


Meanwhile their ship bore them slowly towards England. Malcolm had spent nearly twelve long years dreaming of home and family, and constantly putting the dream aside as absurdly distant. But as the ship turned into the English Channel on the last leg of its journey, he was suddenly able to count the remaining distance in days rather than years.











CHAPTER THREE
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Britain, the Cape and Madras, 1794–1798
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The Britain he returned to in July 1794 was a very different place from the Britain he had left twelve years before. In 1782 the country had been in the final throes of losing the American colonies; a war with France was also coming to an end. Warren Hastings was the Governor-General of India. In the intervening years, revolution had come to France, which was now ruled, not by the civilised but effete Louis XVI, but by ‘a nest of democrats’ in Paris. Robespierre’s reign of terror was about to end with his own execution, but the new French revolutionary armies were seeking conquest abroad. The British governing classes felt that French aggression, and the accompanying spread of revolutionary ideas, had to be stopped, and war had broken out in February.


For the moment, however, all Malcolm wanted was to be reunited with his family. After a short stay with Uncle John Pasley in Gower St, he headed north to Eskdale, where he spent most of August and September 1794 – incidentally the best months of the year to be in Scotland.


At Burnfoot he found his ageing parents and his five surviving sisters. The Burnfoot family doted on John, and the tender care that was lavished on him went some way to making up for the lack of it in the previous twelve years. He was well again, and relished the chance to meet his childhood friends in Eskdale. But, as he demonstrated during the rest of his life, he was not the sort of person who could bear to take things easy for long. Within six weeks he had taken the stagecoach back to London.


The issue which captured his enthusiasm and brought him to London was the state of the Company’s Indian armies, and more particularly



the conditions of service of its European officers. After many years of procrastination, these problems were about to be determined in London by the Government and the East India Company’s Court of Directors.


The problems stemmed primarily from the way in which the three Presidency armies had expanded, on a somewhat ad hoc basis, since their formation fifty years earlier. The combined armies had comprised 18,000 troops in 1763, 115,000 in 1782, and were destined to rise to 155,000 by 1805, and to 225,000 by 1827. And since they were separately commanded, anomalies in the conditions of service between each army had grown up, causing jealousy and resentment.


Promotion was strictly by seniority; in some ways desirable, because it obviated the considerable opportunities for nepotism and abuse of patronage. However, the highest rank to which an officer in the Company armies could aspire was Colonel. There were no provisions for retirement pensions, nor allowances for sick and wounded officers on furlough, nor even for free passages to Britain at the end of an officer’s service. As a result, older officers postponed their retirement as long as they could, and many never returned to their native land. By the 1790s this situation had caused a logjam in promotions; on average, officers would have to serve thirty-three years to reach the rank of Colonel.


On top of all this, there was the superior position of the King’s, i.e. British Army officers serving with their British regiments in India. Not only did the King’s Army provide all the Generals commanding combined King’s and Company forces in India, they also took automatic precedence over Company officers of equivalent rank in an army unit. Thus a Company veteran of twenty years’ tough campaigning sometimes had to give way to a young officer fresh out from England, with no knowledge of local conditions or languages.


In 1788 the unsatisfactory conditions of service prevailing in the early 1780s had been mildly alleviated, but the situation was increasingly unacceptable. Lord Cornwallis, who commanded universal respect as a soldier, had been well aware of these problems during his period as Governor-General, and had corresponded regularly on the subject with Henry Dundas, the President of the Board of Control for India. Dundas was an advocate of bringing the Indian Army directly under the control of the Crown, and Cornwallis agreed with him. This was common knowledge in Calcutta military circles, and there were hopes – and some



apprehension – about the nature of the reforms which might follow. Cornwallis prepared a major reform plan during his sea voyage home, and on arrival in England in early 1794, duly presented it to Dundas.


Unfortunately Dundas was hopelessly overworked. When war with France was declared in February 1794 he was already responsible for the Home Office, Scotland and Indian affairs. He had then been given additional responsibility for the war effort against France, and was formally appointed Secretary of State for War in July. Only on 1 September did he get around to asking Cornwallis for a copy of his reform plan.


This delay gave rise to frenzied lobbying by interested parties in London, and when Malcolm arrived from Scotland in late September, he joined in with enthusiasm. He wrote to a newspaper, supporting Cornwallis’s proposed reforms (signing himself ‘Mulligatauny’);1 and sent a letter, containing similar sentiments, via a Colonel Wood,2 to Dundas, who apparently found time to read it, and commend its author ‘in tones’, as Malcolm later put it, ‘flattering to my feelings’.3
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Henry Dundas, Viscount Melville (1742–1811), President of the Board of Control for India in William Pitt’s ministry, 1793–1801.




Regardless of the outcome of this lobbying, Malcolm’s part in it had been useful in building his career. As a very junior officer his views would not normally have been given much weight. But in London, wide-ranging decisions had to be made, based on claims and counter claims by military officers and civil servants who might once have served in India, but were now out of touch. Here was an articulate young officer straight from the front line. For the first time he was ‘noticed’ in London. Moreover, his mentors were able to put in favourable words for him in the right places. Probably the most important were Sir John Kennaway, Colonel Wood and Colonel Ross (Cornwallis’s Military Secretary at Seringapatam). Ross recommended him to General Sir Alured Clarke, recently appointed as Commander-in-Chief of the Madras Army. Sir Alured was looking for a Military Secretary, and interviewed Malcolm in London in October or November. The interview went well, but at this stage no definite offer was made. Besides, Malcolm himself had not yet made a firm decision to go back to India.


By the beginning of December, having done all he could in London on the Indian Army reform issue, and having tentatively secured the offer of Military Secretary in Madras with Sir Alured Clarke, he headed north again to spend Christmas and Hogmanay at Burnfoot. Once again he was doted upon by his sisters. He had an almost infinite capacity for soaking up praise, but even he must soon have felt quite overwhelmed by the attentions of his five adoring sisters. He left Burnfoot for Edinburgh in early January, aiming to use his time in Edinburgh to make up for the shortcomings in his academic education. He had studied Indian languages, but he regretted not having mastered mathematics and science, and nine years of regimental soldiering in the Deccan could not have been conducive to academic learning. Kennaway and Mercer had tried to interest him in intellectual pursuits, but in the remote locations where his regiment was stationed he had access to only a few odd books, and lacked tutors to guide him. He had never had the opportunity to discuss the books he was reading with scholars. Now he came to Edinburgh at the very peak of the Scottish Enlightenment. One historian has suggested that Malcolm’s philosophy of government and his later approach to writing history were influenced by his time in Edinburgh, absorbing the thought of such men as David Hume, Adam Smith, William Robertson, Adam Ferguson and John Millar.4


He stayed two months in the city, and loved it. As a country boy



who had spent the whole of his adult life in India he had very few contacts – his parents usually made their city excursions to Glasgow rather than to Edinburgh – but he somehow managed to locate and attend public lectures, and to seek out some of the most eminent intellectual figures of the time. He wrote to his brother Gilbert:


It is in my opinion one of the most agreeable [towns] I ever was in. There is no place in the world where such encouragement is given to the literary man, so I believe there are nowhere to be found men of more deep learning and science . . . independent of the medical line, the law, and some others, the numerous professors’ chairs hold out rewards both of fame and fortune to the aspiring youth . . . I have been both instructed and entertained by attendance at some of their classes. I have given up a good deal of my time to the Oriental Professor, a sensible, modest man. His name is Mudie. I have read Persian with him whenever I have had a leisure hour, and have found him grateful to a degree for the little instruction I could give him.5


Malcolm had the obsessive drive of a person with a good brain who has been prevented from developing it through lack of opportunity. Yet his enthusiasm alone could not have been enough to capture the attention of such high calibre intellectual figures. There must have been considerable intellectual capacity as well. The secret probably lay in his prodigious memory. As he had written to his mother, ‘I seldom have occasion to read a book twice.’6


One contact he was able to follow up was his old patron John Johnstone, now living on his large estate at Alva near Stirling. Since being forced by Clive to return from India in 1765, Johnstone had bought several large estates in Scotland and had entered Parliament, where he sought to revenge himself on Clive by leading a faction attacking him. Mostly, though, he had been content to live a quiet life in Scotland. He had followed Malcolm’s career with interest, and George Malcolm, who had grown up at Burnfoot next door to Westerhall, kept him regularly informed about his son. By 1795 Johnstone was an old man – he was to die in December that year – but he must have been delighted to discuss Indian developments with his young protégé, who was stranded at Alva for a week when heavy snowfalls blocked the road back to Edinburgh.




During this period Malcolm resolved to return to India. His family were worried about his health, and Uncle John Pasley at first advised him against going. But he saw the job with Sir Alured Clarke as a great opportunity for escaping from the tedium of regimental life and building his career in the diplomatic field. The family saw that there was no point in trying to dissuade him. By April he was back in London making final preparations. ‘My departure is yet uncertain, but I am determined the arrangement of my little matter shall not be put off to the last day, and am therefore dispatching my trunks for Portsmouth.’7


Now came an intriguing development. The ship in which he was to sail with Sir Alured was part of a fleet carrying a large body of European troops. ‘I have this moment received orders to go on board, as our ship is getting under weigh. I am appointed Secretary to General Clarke, on a secret expedition. My prospects are very flattering.’8 Rumours abounded about the destination. As John Johnstone wrote later to George Malcolm, ‘[John] thinks the expedition was meant against the Cape, which was John’s first wish. His mind is all on fire.’9


The Cape of Good Hope had been a Dutch colony since Jan van Riebeck had arrived there in 1652. It was a vital port of call for European traders on the way to the Indian subcontinent and the East Indies, providing a healthy climate, good water, animals for slaughter, fresh produce, ship’s supplies and Dutch efficiency. In the early years of European trade with the East via the Cape, the Dutch East India Company had been more powerful than the English Company, and even after the English had become the larger operators, Dutch control of the Cape was tolerated. But the possibility of the French taking over was another matter. In 1795 French revolutionary forces were causing alarm all over Europe. In Holland the nation was split between the ‘Orange’ party of the King, and the ‘Patriot’ party which supported the aims of the Republican French revolution. In April the ‘Patriot’ party seized power and formed the Batavian Republic. The Colonial administration at the Cape was similarly divided. The officials, led by the Stadtholder and his military commander, Colonel Gordon, a Scot, were for the Orange party, while the colonists and the military rank and file were for the pro-French Patriot party.


The British Government sent a small naval expeditionary force of about 2,000 men (mostly seamen) to the Cape under Sir George Elphinstone (later Admiral Lord Keith). This force landed at Simon’s Bay, on



the eastern side of the Cape Peninsula, on 17 June but, failing to persuade the Dutch to surrender, Elphinstone judged that he did not have the military strength to overcome their resistance. So he camped at Muizenburg, seven miles north of Simon’s Bay, and waited for reinforcements.


Sir Alured Clarke’s expeditionary force sailed from Ports-mouth on 14 May and on 4 September anchored off Simonstown. Malcolm had guessed correctly about the purpose of the expedition. As Sir Alured’s Military Secretary he had an insider’s view of the subsequent capture of the Cape from the Dutch, and he described it in a long report written two months later.10


When the fighting was over and law and order restored, Malcolm set out to discover and record all he could about the colony. In little more than a month he had produced a sort of Government Almanack or Gazetteer, seven pages long, listing facts under such headings as ‘Climate; Towns; Inhabitants; Government; Revenue’.
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General Sir Alured Clarke (1745–1832), Commander-in-Chief, Madras Presidency 1795–1797, Bengal 1797–1801.




He went on to describe the Cape as of great value to the Company:


The Cape, while we retain such a communication as we have at present with India, must be of great value to us for two reasons. In the first place it furnishes in profusion every refreshment for our Ships, and in the second place we might suffer severely from its situation were it in the hands of a Powerful Enemy . . . Commissioners should be sent to settle its law and to give it a government on as economical principles as possible. This Government, excepting the immediate Heads of Departments, to consist of natives of the Cape. All subordinate offices to be exclusively held by them. This measure is indispensably necessary, as it is meant they should forget that they are a conquered people and become attached Loyal Subjects.


On and on he went, with boyish enthusiasm. Here we see the first blossoming of his philosophy of government in a conquered territory – riding with a very light rein, letting the local people themselves run things as far as humanly possible.


But he also found time for social pursuits. In a letter to his sister Nancy he described Cape Town as





a charming place – not very large, but uncommon neat and clean. The appearance is like the best part of Glasgow. Their meat, vegetables and fruit are superior to [those of] any country I ever was in: and their wines, of which they have great variety, are excellent. Had I been rich enough, I would have purchased some Constantia; but it is very dear, so I must therefore postpone for a period sending a pipe to Burnfoot.


The inhabitants of the town are a cheerful, good-humoured people – rather too phlegmatic; not so mad as I could wish them, but on the whole make an agreeable society for sober minded people. The ‘Dyong-Frows’ are some of them very pretty – play on the harpsichord, and danse bien tolerable . . . I have got an honourable, but troublesome, employment in recruiting men out of the prisoners of war for the service of the Company in India. A set of finer fellows I never knew – all Germans.11







By the end of November he was on his way to Madras, bringing 200 German recruits for the Coast Army.


Malcolm landed at Madras in January 1796, in very different circumstances from his first arrival thirteen years earlier. He was now part of the ‘family’ of Sir Alured Clarke. The Commander-in-Chief in each of the three Presidencies was an important figure, ranking second after the Governor in the five-member Governor’s Council, and standing in for the Governor when he was away. A Governor’s or a Commander-in-Chief’s ‘family’ comprised not only his wife and children (if they were with him), but his Private Secretary, Military Secretary and aides-decamp (ADCs) as well. They generally lived with their master in the Governor’s or Commander-in-Chief’s house (though during 1796 Malcolm moved into a house of his own). This was an agreeable arrangement for the ‘family’. Not only were they privy to affairs of state at the highest level; they were also housed and fed in considerable comfort at no personal cost. Moreover – and this would have been of crucial importance to Malcolm – the nature of their job meant that they rubbed shoulders with the greatest in the land on a daily basis. To ‘get on’ in those days the great thing was to be ‘noticed’, and as Military Secretary Malcolm had a much greater opportunity to make himself noticed than if he were a young Lieutenant living in a regimental cantonment.


For the next two and a half years he was based in Madras, one of the longest consecutive periods in his career of being ‘static’. But the period was important for his development, and he was happy. He was busy – ‘my employment is of that nature as to leave me hardly one idle moment’ – but relatively carefree. A secretary or ADC had in many ways the best of both worlds; he was in the midst of the affairs of state, but was not a participant. ‘He sees history, but does not act it. He has all the excitement, but none of the responsibilities of greatness. He shares the pomp, but not the troubles of office.’12 His health was good, and he had ‘two fine prancing horses, fellows that beat the air and paw the ground. They are both grey. One of them was born at the source of the Indus, and the other within a few miles of Ispahan, in Persia. I could not wish a wife with a sweeter disposition than that they both possess – nor one with more fire and spirit.’13


Sir Alured Clarke, a bachelor in his fifties, had been a soldier since the age of fourteen. He had served in the later stages of the Seven Years’ War on the Continent, and in the first four years of the American War.



From 1782 to 1790 he had been Lieutenant Governor of Jamaica, acting as Governor for a year, and had then spent two years in Quebec. He was a very experienced old soldier and imperial proconsul. To Malcolm, perhaps used to the rougher, more pedestrian style of most Coast Army officers, Sir Alured’s gentlemanly character was a revelation. Before he left the Cape he had already written glowingly to Burnfoot: ‘He is a man of a stamp not often met with – mild and gentlemanlike in his manners, clear and just in his own conduct . . . I never was a swearer; but I can now venture to say, I never now, even in an unguarded moment, let slip an oath. He abominates the practice.’14 In Madras he went further, describing Clarke as ‘without exception, one of the best men I ever knew.’15


A year later, in early 1797, Sir Alured was appointed Commander-in-Chief of Bengal (effectively of British India), a considerable promotion, since the position reported directly to the Governor-General. Moreover, in the Governor-General’s absence, the Commander-in-Chief would stand in for him (as in fact happened in 1798 for a few months). For a short time this opened up the possibility of Malcolm moving with him to Calcutta. He was urged to do so by George Johnstone, a friend based in Lucknow, who pointed out to him the very considerable financial perks of office as Secretary to the Commander-in-Chief in Bengal. But for some reason Sir Alured was not in a position to offer him the job. This left Malcolm worrying about whether Sir Alured’s successor as Commander-in-Chief, Madras, General George Harris, would keep him on as Military Secretary. Sir Alured finally left Madras on 6 March 1797. ‘I never felt more than in parting with him. His attention to me was excessive, and I have every reason to believe that he was as sorry to leave me as I was to stay.’16 He was right. But all was well. Harris came from Calcutta, and on arrival at Madras later in March, immediately reappointed him to the same job.


Harris was a different character. Now in his early forties, he had served, like Clarke, in the American War, and later in Ireland, before coming to Madras in 1790 as Military Secretary. He fought in the Mysore War of 1790–92, and probably met Malcolm at Seringapatam. After the peace he went home, but returned to India in 1794 with a wife and one daughter, to become Commandant of Fort William at Calcutta. Although his biography describes him as ‘of unaffected bearing, kindly disposition and simple manners’ and ‘though economical . . . never penurious’,17 his portrait belies this somewhat ascetic picture. Heavy



jowled, he looks like a man who enjoyed his claret. Malcolm wrote: ‘The family I am now in is an uncommon pleasant one. The General appears everything that is honest and worthy – Madame, an amiable good woman; and Madamoiselle, sensible, pleasing and unaffected.’ But the role of ADC has always had its drawbacks. ‘I am not fond of going visiting at night. The truth is, I get sleepy. I fear that this is a symptom of age. To-night I am on duty, having the honor of attending Mrs and Miss Harris to return about a dozen visits. I wish it were over.’18


The European population of Madras comprised no more than 1,000 civilians and army officers, plus a few thousand ‘Other Rank’ soldiery in the Company’s European regiments. It was a frontier town, full of adventurers, lacking refinement and the solid background of a long established community. At the upper levels, between the Nawabs and the Princes on the one hand, and the Governors and senior Company officials on the other, there was more contact on a more or less equal basis. But at the ordinary level there was little social intercourse between Europeans and Indians. Each side had its reasons.


Despite the limitations of the social scene, Malcolm made several friends for life, including Tom Munro, Josiah Webbe and Stephen Lushington, while Colonel Ross, his mentor at the time of his visit to Britain in 1794, returned to Madras in 1797. Among merchants he resumed his friendship with David Haliburton, with whom he had stayed in 1792. He met Thomas Cockburn, who later distinguished himself in organizing supplies for the Grand Army at the time of the second Seringapatam campaign in 1799; and his younger brother Alexander Cockburn, elected Mayor of Madras in the same year.


Tom Munro had been born in Glasgow, and unlike most Company officers, had completed school and university before coming to Madras in 1780 as an eighteen-year-old military cadet. He served as an officer in the second and third Anglo-Mysore Wars, but from 1792 he became a civil administrator, settling the Baramahal region (around Krishnagiri) which had been ceded to the Company as part of the 1792 Peace Treaty with Tipu Sultan. Here he began to form ideas for revenue raising which later developed into the celebrated ‘ryotwari system’. In the Bengal system, peasant proprietors paid land tax to Zamindars (large proprietors/landlords), who were effectively tax farmers for the government. In the ryotwari system they paid taxes direct to the state, via village headmen. Munro and Malcolm had met in 1792, during the Mysore War



(possibly even earlier) and they became firm friends, with shared views on most issues.


Josiah Webbe had come to Madras as a writer (a junior civil servant in the East India Company) in 1784, aged sixteen, and had worked ever since in the Madras revenue department, becoming Secretary to Government in 1796. He was one of those admirable public servants who combine great administrative ability with unimpeachable integrity (a rare quality in the Madras Government of the day), and was understandably liked and respected by all. He popped in and out of Malcolm’s life for several years thereafter.


Stephen Lushington had arrived in Madras in 1792, aged sixteen, as a civilian cadet. He rose through various jobs at the Revenue Board, and acquired sufficient fluency in Persian to become the official translator to the Board. In early 1797, at the time of General Harris’s arrival in Madras, he held the position of ‘Under-searcher at Sea Gate’. This could not have been too taxing a job, because he also took on the role of Private Secretary to General Harris, which brought him into daily contact with Malcolm (as General Harris’s Military Secretary) and with the Harris family.


Apart from these friends, several Malcolm brothers were in the region at the time. Robert was based at Masulipatam, but they could not find time to meet – ‘I would give the world for a month’s leisure to go and see him’19. Pulteney, who had taken command of the frigate HMS Fox in late 1794, appeared on the Indian scene in late 1796, still commanding the Fox. He had with him his youngest brother Charles as a fourteen-year-old midshipman, and, as passengers, his brother Thomas (Tom), and his first cousin Gilbert Briggs (son of Bonnie Peggy’s sister Magdalen). Tom had been a ‘problem’ son in Scotland. Back in 1789 he had been involved in some ‘unfortunate business’ with his uncle John Pasley (the family benefactor, hence not a man to get on the wrong side of). Various jobs had been lined up for him over the years, including a position in his uncle Charles Pasley’s wine business in Tenerife, but none had worked. Eventually Uncle John Pasley managed to obtain a commission for him in the Bombay Army, and Pulteney brought him to India. But the Bombay Army did not appeal to him; by early 1797 he had resigned his commission and arrived in Madras, whence he was sent up the coast to stay with Robert at Masulipatam.


Despite being the eldest of the Malcolm brothers, Robert had been



isolated on the Coromandel Coast for many years. Pulteney, although only the third brother, and spending most of his time at sea, was a naturally bossy character, and thought and acted much like an eldest brother. Until the late 1790s his career was more distinguished than John’s. He had taken part in some daring exploits in the West Indies, and had achieved the ambition of every young naval officer – command of his own ship – at the age of twenty-six. He had plenty of dash, and in late 1797 jointly led a daring raid on Manila harbour, then held by the Spanish, who were allied with revolutionary France at that time.20


Pulteney wrote to his sisters at Burnfoot from time to time with character assessments of his brothers. In June 1797, after spending a fortnight with John in Madras, he wrote to his sister Wilhemina (Mina) from Penang:


I was ordered from Madras in such a hurry that I had not time to write you to go by the first ship, but I shall enclose this to John who will forward it . . . On my arrival in Madras . . . John introduced me to everyone and fourteen days seemed but as one; everyone loves and respects him – his conduct is so truly proper it can’t be otherwise. I now confess, Mina, that you knew John better than I did when we were wont to describe the busyness, but yet he has his faults and I may chance to tell you of them in the course of this letter, but they are so trifling when compared to the truly good points that it is with difficulty I find them out. His oversanguine temper is fixed in his nature, and although now and then he will be led into disappointments by it, yet it is I fancy the source of much pleasure to him. His finances are now tolerable; his income is about £1,500 a year, a very large sum, but his expenses are unavoidably large, and he is of all his brothers the one who knows least how to render them smaller.21


‘Oversanguine!’ Time and again this was the word used by John’s admirers (and detractors) to describe his temperament. He seemed to recognise this in describing himself, in a letter to his sister: ‘You know I can be the most serious man on earth when I assume that character. I have not found it necessary for more than five hours of my life, and I hope that I may laugh through the remainder as happily. Laughing or crying, I am always your affectionate brother.’22




And what about female company? Was he now – aged twenty-eight – thinking of marriage? There was one potential opportunity very close by. In mid-1797 he wrote further on the Harris family ménage to Stephana:


My situation continues agreeable. General Harris is a good man & sincerely my friend. Mrs Harris is a character I admire more and more every day I see her. She has a disposition like our mother’s, and is like her actively benevolent – can I say more for her? Miss is sensible & plays and sings well – you may hear reports, sister, but though it will probably never be my fate to take by the hand so fine a girl as Miss, and you may rest assured no change is likely to take place in my situation . . . I must fight my way through life for some years first without encumbering another with my cares, then God willing the sooner the better.23


When this letter reached Stephana (visiting Glasgow with Helen) in February 1798, it produced a buzz of speculation among the sisters. Could this be a classic example of the Governor’s daughter falling in love with the ADC? Stephana wrote from Glasgow to Nancy at Burnfoot: ‘John has the most sanguine hopes of his success, and that he will be an honour to his family . . . his own words tell you what he says of the Harrises, from which Helen concluded he is in love with Miss H; I say he is not . . . Now Nancy, what do you think? To be sure he praises her warmly in the end, but . . . I am sure the eulogy he begins with is not lover-like. What says Pulteney? We shall be most anxious to hear his news.’24


Perhaps John knew which way the wind was blowing in the Harris household, or perhaps he just wanted to tease his sisters. For, unknown to them, their question had already been answered, without any help from Pulteney. On 9 December 1797, at St Thomas’s Church Madras, Miss Anne Elizabeth Harris was married to Stephen Lushington, General Harris’s Private Secretary. The Burnfoot sisters had guessed the wrong man. Miss Harris probably made a sound choice, because Lushington, though a somewhat earnest and uninspiring fellow, had a successful career. Returning to England in 1807, he became a long-serving MP, and was later appointed Governor of Madras. They had six sons and two daughters.




There is scanty contemporary information about the romantic and sexual environment in which Malcolm lived, as a young European officer at Madras. For most of the Victorian era and the first half of the twentieth century open discussion of the subject was taboo. We need not be concerned with the ‘licentious soldiery’. Housed in cantonments separated from the Indian cities, their material needs were satisfied in the regimental bazaar, and their sexual needs in the lal bazaar, an unofficially sanctioned regimental brothel. These brothels continued to operate right through to the twentieth century, despite the best (and in terms of health, counter-productive) efforts of evangelical Christian priests and missionaries.


For Company servants, cohabitation with a bibi [mistress], was perfectly normal until the early nineteenth century. Job Charnock, the founder of Calcutta in 1690, rescued a Hindu widow from a sati (funeral pyre), made her his mistress and had three children by her. Warren Hastings’s first wife was Eurasian. Sir John Shore (Governor-General 1793–98), had a liaison with an Indian woman. And such an easy-going attitude to mixed marriages was not confined to India. Lord Liverpool, the British Prime Minister (1812–27), had an Indian grandmother. As late as 1800, a third of the Company’s servants had Indian wives or mistresses.25 As we have seen, John’s uncle Gilbert Pasley’s first mistress was Indian, and his brother Robert had been living with Nancy Moor Noman since the early 1780s. It was said that a favourite after-dinner toast was to turn the traditional lament ‘Alas and alack-a-day’ into ‘A lass and a lakh a day!’, an aspiration natural to men who saw a lakh (100,000 rupees), as a proper object of ambition and a bibi as a fitting companion.26


But towards the end of the eighteenth century the situation was changing. ‘As the Company began to concern itself more with government than with commerce, its officials were transformed from merchants into diplomats, administrators and judges. This change was completed by Lord Cornwallis . . . as Governor-General between 1786 and 1793. The Company’s officials were assured of a good salary . . . and had to abandon all thought of private profit.’27 Lord Cornwallis’s main motive was admirable. He wanted to clear out corruption, and he feared that the presence of Indian mistresses in the households of British officials would be interpreted by other Indians as giving them the chance of unfairly favouring their families and hangers-on. Another motive was fear. Cornwallis had been through the American War, and he feared



that these liaisons could produce a mestizo community of settlers, who might eventually try to seize the government of the country. He had also heard with alarm of the slave uprising in the Caribbean island of Santa Domingo in 1791, where 500,000 black slaves had risen and massacred 30,000 whites and 30,000 half-castes. Unfortunately Lord Cornwallis’s measures largely solved one problem – corruption – only to exacerbate another, the widening of the social gulf between Europeans and Indians.


A young man’s prospects of regular sex with young and marriageable European women were not good. The opportunities were few and far between. Those women who came to India to look for a husband, later known as the ‘fishing fleet’, congregated mainly in Calcutta, where there was a much larger pool of available bachelors than in Madras. And they were not generally available for sex.


The primary source materials for Malcolm’s private life were mainly put together in mid-Victorian times by his spinster sisters, and are understandably uncommunicative about his sex life. We can only speculate. He had left Scotland and the stabilising influence of his parents before puberty. When he arrived in Madras in 1783 he was immediately introduced to the mores of Madras Army officers. The nearest model he had of how to behave was his elder brother Robert, who had taken up with Nancy Moor Noman. Nor, as later events were to confirm, was he motivated by strong religious conviction. He was a fine, strapping athlete. But more importantly, he was a warm-hearted extrovert and a natural linguist who got on famously with Indians of all classes. There can be little doubt that he met his youthful sexual needs with happily compliant Indian women.


All in all, this was a delightful period for Malcolm. He had his own house, where his younger brother Charles would come to stay when on shore leave from the Royal Navy.28 In early February 1798 his young cousin Charles Pasley (son of Bonnie Peggy’s brother Charles, the Lisbon wine merchant, and his wife Jean) arrived in Madras, aged sixteen, as an ensign in the Madras Army, and came to stay at the house. Charles Pasley had a half-brother William, of almost the same age, who had also been sired by the Lisbon wine merchant, probably via a domestic servant at Eskdalemuir. William had been brought up at Burnfoot, and was treated as part of the Malcolm family. He was destined to have a highly distinguished military career. Writing to William, Charles described his life



with John: ‘I live very pleasantly here with Capt. Malcolm who is very good to me . . . Lord Hobart is going away in a few days, when General Harris will be Governor. When Harris is Governor [Captain Malcolm] will be made Town Major, the best military preferment in India.’29


The Town Major of Madras acted as a sort of liaison officer between the Governor (the civilian supreme commander), and the military garrison. It was said to be highly lucrative, a plum job. The offer to Malcolm came about as a result of a reshuffle of Governors. Lord Hobart left Madras in February 1798, but his successor, Lord (Edward) Clive (son of the great Robert, Lord Clive of Plassey fame) was not due to arrive until the end of August. So General Harris, as the Commander-in-Chief, became interim Governor. The Town Major job was in the gift of the Governor, and Harris offered it to Malcolm, whom he knew and liked. But there was no certainty that Lord Clive would allow Malcolm to continue in the role. In fact it was highly unlikely, since such plum jobs were eagerly sought after, and Governors often reserved them for relations or others for whom they wished to do favours. Nevertheless, as Malcolm pointed out in a letter to his mentor, General Ross, it put him in line for other possible jobs on the staff.


In his spare time he amused himself by translating the odes of Hafez from the Persian,30 and writing poetry of his own. Despite all his apparently carefree social activities, he was taking life much more seriously. He read Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations, the definitive economic textbook of the day. He was steadily improving his Persian, and managed to get himself made Persian interpreter to General Harris.


At the same time he was sending regular bulletins of political analysis to his mentors in England. In August 1796, he sent Kennaway a four-page general letter, plus a thirteen-page dissertation on Indian politics. In a significant insight, he asserted that ‘we gave the Nizam up at a moment [in 1795] when we could have saved him without risk of an immediate rupture, because “had we acted with spirit we would have irritated the Marhattas and drawn their revenge on some future occasion”!! They will never want pretences when they find it convenient to attack us, and the more prompt we on all occasions show ourselves to face them, the less liable we will be to their insults.’31 He acquired this information by employing agents at the Native Courts, and this led him on to the idea of setting up a sort of Intelligence Coordination Department at Madras:




I employ people in both the Nizam’s and Tipoo’s country, and your friend Colonel Kirkpatrick [Resident at Hyderabad] has been kind enough to let me have the daily papers . . . I have at times imagined I should be able to point out to the Government at some future period the serious advantages likely to result from an Intelligence Department fixed at Madras, where the information that comes in from different quarters from want of being regularly digested and arranged, and from want of those who receive it being properly acquainted with the Native Courts or the characters in them is entirely lost. It is a study that I conceive must require the sole attention of the person who undertakes it, and if he was capable the most serious important advantages would result. There does not appear to have been any consideration given to this point and entre nous the general ignorance of the subject is disgraceful.32


In intelligence-gathering, as in so many aspects of governance, he was ahead of his time.


But by April 1798 he realised that he had to look for a new career opportunity. Lord Clive, the incoming Governor of Madras, was due to arrive in August, so he could not expect the Town Major job to last for more than a few months. He knew that his strengths were a fascination with Indian politics, a gift for languages and an extraordinary ability to get on with all sorts of people, both Indian and European. He rightly saw the role of Political Officer (i.e. diplomat) at Native Courts as the natural outlet for his talents. And he was relentlessly pushy, urging his supporters in England to advance his claims with Lord Clive.


He did not have long to wait. On 26 April 1798, Richard Wellesley, second Lord Mornington and the new Governor-General of India, arrived at Madras on the frigate HMS Virginie, on his way to Calcutta. He brought with him as his Private Secretary his youngest brother, Henry Wellesley. Another brother, Arthur Wellesley, the Colonel of the 33rd Regiment of Foot (and future Duke Of Wellington), was already in Calcutta, awaiting his arrival. In the seven years that followed, Richard Wellesley was to change the map of India, from Cape Comorin in the south to the Punjab in the north. From that moment, and for the rest of his life, Malcolm’s destiny became entwined with that of the Wellesley family.











CHAPTER FOUR
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Hyderabad, 1798
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Although Malcolm met the new Governor-General during his stopover at Madras he was not, as Town Major, sufficiently senior in the local hierarchy to claim much of Mornington’s time. Instead, he set out to befriend and impress Mornington’s younger brother, Henry Wellesley. Henry was upper-class, an old Etonian, much grander socially than Malcolm, but at only twenty-three (to Malcolm’s twenty-eight) he appreciated and shared Malcolm’s youthful high spirits. Besides, though overshadowed in India by his illustrious elder brothers, Henry was an able man, and later achieved distinction as a diplomat. Malcolm slipped into Henry’s hand some of the papers which he had written on the local political situation, based on the intelligence he had acquired over the previous twelve months while acting as Persian interpreter to General Harris. He correctly anticipated that Henry would pass them on to Mornington.


Richard Colley Wellesley, Lord Mornington, was a scion of the Anglo-Irish Protestant ascendancy, the peerage of the Pale (and beyond). Born in 1760 at Dangan Castle, County Meath, the eldest of the five sons of Garret, first Viscount Wellesley and Earl of Mornington, his education was first at Harrow, then at Eton, and finally at Christ Church Oxford. His friends at school and university included such precocious political aspirants as William Grenville (Foreign Secretary at thirty-one), who introduced him to his cousin, William Pitt (Prime Minister at twenty-four). Many portraits depict him as about five feet seven inches tall, with a neat, delicate figure and large piercing eyes. Those eyes enabled him to dominate men, and to captivate women. He was sensitive, vain, and



could be a bully. His acute intelligence, which did not suffer fools gladly, coupled with his upper-class detachment, combined to give him a wholly justified reputation for arrogance.


In May 1781 his father died, and he inherited his father’s title and his debts, together with responsibility for ‘placing’ his four younger brothers and his sister. With characteristic decisiveness, he promptly left Oxford without taking a degree and returned to Ireland to try to restore the family finances. When visiting Paris in 1786, he met and fell in love with a French woman, Hyacinthe Roland, who came back to live with him in London, and gave birth to no fewer than five children before he finally married her in 1794. In late 1790 he and Hyacinthe went on a Grand Tour of the Continent, and when in Paris called on the King and Queen (Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette), at that time under a sort of house arrest at the Tuileries Palace. It may have been during this visit that he formed his intense antipathy to the principles of Jacobinism – an antipathy that was to have profound consequences when he reached India in 1798.


His intellect and political ambitions were far too intense to be satisfied by estate management in Ireland. He became a member of the House of Commons in 1786 by purchasing a rotten borough, and held increasingly senior Government posts in Pitt’s ministry. His background and his friendships with Grenville and Pitt later made him a staunch supporter of ‘the King’s Government’, but he also held distinctly liberal views on some issues, notably his support for Roman Catholic emancipation in Ireland, and for Wilberforce in his fight against the slave trade. Even when serving in Tory governments, he never wavered in his support for these objectives.


In 1793 Pitt appointed him to the six-man Board of Control for India. The Board was dominated by the Secretary of State, Henry Dundas, and there was not a great deal for Richard (now Lord Mornington) to do, but it was a valuable introduction to the politics of India and the East India Company. The Governor-General in Calcutta was the chief executive of British India, but the Governors of Madras and Bombay, though subordinate, could take advantage of slow communications to wield considerable independent authority. In 1797 the positions of both Governor-General and Governor of Madras were becoming vacant. Lord Cornwallis was earmarked to return for a second spell as Governor-General, so Mornington canvassed hard to be made Governor of Madras.



His brother Arthur, who had reached Calcutta in early 1797 with his regiment, advised him to accept that position, if offered. However, Lord Cornwallis was then appointed Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, so the much more prestigious role of Governor-General was suddenly available, and Mornington got it. At thirty-seven, his dreams of power and glory as an imperial proconsul, not to mention lavish financial emoluments, were about to be fulfilled.


He sailed from Southampton in November 1797, with his youngest brother Henry in tow as his Private Secretary. He had to wait at the Cape for six weeks while his ship was being repaired. The enforced delay was useful, for he found there several Company officers in transit who were able to brief him about the latest situation in India. The forty-four-year-old Colonel William Kirkpatrick, on sick leave from the position of Resident at the Nizam’s Court in Hyderabad, was among them. Mornington was so impressed with Kirkpatrick’s grasp of the issues that he asked him to become his Military Secretary as soon as he was well again. Kirkpatrick duly returned to Calcutta in early September 1798, and acted as Mornington’s right-hand man for the next three years.


Thus when Mornington arrived at Madras on 26 April 1798, en route to Calcutta, he was already well briefed on Indian affairs. He made good use of the two weeks he stayed there, interviewing all the key figures in the Madras Government, and judging most of them incompetent or corrupt, or both. In a later note from Calcutta to Lord Clive, he wrote what amounted to ‘staff reports’ on those few Company officials whom he deemed to be of some potential value to the Company. These included Barry Close, Josiah Webbe and John Malcolm. Of Malcolm he wrote: ‘Captain Malcolm, the Town Major, deserves every degree of countenance and protection. He is an officer of great worth, of extremely good sense, and well acquainted with the country [i.e. local] languages. He has turned his attention particularly to the study of the political system of India . . . He has also the advantage of very pleasing and amiable manners.’1


Some late twentieth-century historians – both Indian and European – have denigrated Mornington, emphasising his imperialist outlook, his arrogance, his vanity and his inability to get on with his peers. By today’s standards he seems to have been a personally unattractive character – vain, bullying and philandering – with some slightly ridiculous posturing. Yet in judging his performance as Governor-General, we should



beware of falling into the post hoc ergo propter hoc trap. We know how things turned out over the next seven years; in April 1798 neither Mornington nor anyone else could have known. To be fair to him, we should stand beside him and look at the daunting problems which faced him on arrival; and consider how we, as armchair Governors-General, would have tackled them.


This was the political situation that awaited him when he reached Calcutta in late May 1798. In Mysore, Tipu Sultan was planning revenge for his humiliation in 1792, building up his military and economic forces, and in touch with France. The Mahrattas, though once more torn by dissensions of their own, were encouraged by their victory over the Nizam in 1795, and had large armies, mostly officered by mercenary Frenchmen of Jacobin leanings. The Nizam was strengthening the Hyderabad army under French influence, disappointed by the British not having come to his aid in 1795, and losing confidence in them. The the Native State of the Carnatic was bankrupt, wide open to attacks from the Mahrattas and Mysore. Oudh [Awadh], with its administration and economy in chaos, was threatened by invasion from the north and west. The Mughal Emperor at Delhi was now a negligible pawn of the Mahrattas, with the threat of an Afghan invasion hanging over him. Finally, the Company had debts of more than £8 million.2


Mysore was clearly the most dangerous of these problems. Urgent decisions had to be made about how to deal with Tipu. Some historians see the post-1792 Tipu as essentially non-belligerent; but the British of that period were sure that he was incorrigibly hostile, and most of the evidence now available points to that conclusion.


What was to be done? There were two opposing factions, a ‘Peace’ (or ‘Ring Fence’) party, and a ‘War’ (or ‘Forward Policy’) party.


The ‘Peace’ party’s case, most eloquently expressed by Josiah Webbe, the Chief Secretary at Madras, was that the objectives of the 1792 Treaty of Seringapatam had been to maintain Tipu as ‘a Power of India’, but to balance his power with that of the Mahrattas, the Nizam and the British. Since then, and despite losing half his territory, Tipu’s position had been relatively strengthened – the Nizam’s defeat by the Mahrattas in 1795 had weakened Hyderabad, the Mahrattas were having internal dissensions, and the British were distracted by the European war with France. In a war against Tipu, neither the Mahrattas nor Hyderabad could be relied upon as allies of the British. In 1790–92 it had taken the combined forces



of the British, the Nizam and the Mahrattas acting in concert over two seasons to defeat him, using more seasoned Company troops than were currently available. And Tipu had learned from his mistakes in 1792. He now had shorter lines of communication, and had taken the precaution of destroying Bangalore, depriving the Company of its use as a base. In 1792 he had had no help from the French. This time, even if only a few French troops were to arrive on the battlefield, they would make a significant difference to Tipu’s fighting capacity. There would be huge logistical difficulties in supplying sufficient grain and other materials to the Company’s army in time for it to reach and storm Seringapatam before the onset of the next monsoon in June 1799. Finally, the Madras treasury was empty – the Government could hardly afford to pay the existing army, let alone fund a military campaign.3


The counter-argument of the Forward Policy camp was expressed in Malcolm’s paper entitled ‘Reflections on a Policy of forming a more intimate alliance with the Nizam’.4 It contained the classic general argument for any forward policy: that the best way to achieve peace, at least in unsettled situations such as existed in India in 1798, was to prepare for war, and that to put up a ‘ring fence’ and retire behind it was to invite the enemy to attack you. Many years later, in discussing Sir John Shore’s policy of neutrality in 1795 (when Shore had refused to go to the aid of the Nizam against the aggression of the Mahrattas) Malcolm wrote: ‘It was proved, from the events of this administration, that no ground of political advantage could be abandoned without being instantly occupied by the enemy; and that to resign influence, was not merely to resign power, but to allow that power to pass into hands hostile to the British government.’5 He conceded that to some extent close connections with Native States often involved the Company in more disputes and wars; that treaties generally favoured the native powers; and that ‘experience has proved that the Natives are faithless, and that they will break, or make, a Treaty when convenient’. But he pointed out that this was the inevitable result of the extent of territory which the Company had already acquired, while the breaking of treaties which were no longer in a party’s favour, was unfortunately ‘the principle by which all Nations are in a greater or lesser degree governed.’ He fell back upon Robert Clive’s well known advice to the Court of Directors ‘by calling to their mind that they were no longer Merchants, but Sovereigns of a vast Empire which must take the course of past Empires.



“To stop”, he [Clive] had added,“is dangerous, to recede ruin”. What may be denominated schemes of ambition by men whose minds are incapable of embracing so wide a subject, might by those who saw clearer be reduced to prudent plans for future security.’ He agreed that there had been an increase in the Company’s military expenditure, but ascribed this chiefly to the fact that some native powers had modernised their armies, and that additional expenditure was unfortunately inevitable if the Company’s army was to maintain its superiority in defence of its existing territories. He saw no reason why an alliance, as such, should necessarily produce any net additional expenditure by the Company.


When Malcolm wrote this paper in April, he would not have been aware that Mornington had already come to similar conclusions while he was waiting at the Cape. A possible connecting link might have been William Kirkpatrick, who would have discussed the issues with Malcolm before he left Madras in late 1797, before briefing Mornington at the Cape. In any case, Malcolm’s paper impressed Mornington, who, in a letter to Dundas, noted the similarity of its conclusions with his own, and commented ‘I have annexed to this letter two papers drawn up by Captain Malcolm, late Town Major of Fort St George, one on the state of Tipu’s army, the other a general view of our present political situation. The latter is curious, as Captain Malcolm had not seen any of my letters or minutes on the same subject, and only knew that a detachment was ordered to Hyderabad. I had no knowledge of Captain Malcolm, nor was he recommended to me before I met him at Fort St George.’6


But despite his consistent view about what should be done, Malcolm was sceptical about a new Governor-General having the courage to seize the opportunity. Writing to Hobart (now back in England) in April, he voiced his doubts: ‘This is a period, my Lord, when a Governor-General of energy might give the fatal blow to that alarming power which the French have gained in the Deccan [i.e. Hyderabad] . . . But an effectual interference is a step of too much responsibility for a new Governor-General to take, unless he possesses uncommon nerve.’7


Whatever we might think of the propriety of Mornington’s (and Malcolm’s) policy, we can only marvel at Mornington’s clarity of analysis and decisiveness in action. He knew exactly what he was trying to do. Very soon after arriving at Calcutta, he had clarified his objectives, his



strategy and his tactics for dealing with the situation that confronted him. His aim, not yet fully divulged to his masters in London, and certainly not approved by them, was to make the Company the preeminent power in India, and in doing so to snuff out any possibility of a French resurgence. He realised that the sequence of steps to achieve this aim was vitally important: (1) to remove the French Corps from Hyderabad and bring the Nizam into a subsidiary alliance with the Company, while concurrently putting the Madras Army on a war footing; (2) with the support of the Nizam and his Subsidiary Force, to bring Tipu under control – preferably by threats alone, but if necessary by actual force; (3) to bring order to Oudh, the Carnatic and Tanjore; (4) to deal with the Mahrattas, either through an alliance with the Peshwah to bring the other Chieftains under his control, or by dealing directly with each Chieftain so that none of them could dominate the others. It was a breathtakingly ambitious vision, but in the following seven years, he very nearly brought it off. And Malcolm played a key role in each step of the journey.


Turning to the specific case for a closer alliance with the Nizam, Malcolm contended that Hyderabad could no longer defend itself against aggression, either from the Mahrattas or from Mysore, without outside assistance. Its army, defeated by the Mahrattas in 1795, would certainly not be able to withstand them now. Tipu would only come to Hyderabad’s assistance against the Mahrattas in exchange for restoration of the territory he had lost to Hyderabad by the Treaty of Seringapatam in 1792, and that would be unacceptable: ‘As it is certain that the Deckan [i.e Hyderabad] must depend on some power or other for support, he [Aristu Jah, the Prime Minister, also known as Azeem-ul-Amrah] chuses that which can give the most efficient aid, and from whom least danger is to be expected. He knows well that the English wish more to preserve and consolidate their present power than to extend it, and that while they will not give aid without deriving advantage, yet that they are more easy to be satisfied than either the Marhattas or Tippoo.’ A further concern of the Chief Minister was the possibility of a coup against him, led or fomented by the French Corps.


For the British, ‘the enemy that we must be ever jealous of is the Sultaun [i.e. Tipu]. From the Sultaun we need to expect nothing but inveterate enmity.’ But a campaign against him without the support of the Nizam, and more particularly access to the Hyderabad grain supply,



would be impracticable. In short, ‘if we ever go to war on this coast without an ally, that war will be ruinous, and the Nizam is the only power with whom we can form an alliance with a well grounded hope of durability’.


Elimination of the Nizam’s French Corps would also serve an additional British objective, in preventing the Nizam becoming too powerful for the Company’s liking: ‘Though it is in our interest to support the Nizam, I am well convinced it is equally if not more in our interest to prevent his becoming formidable, as on his weakness rests the policy of our connection. From it he is now our natural friend. Discipline and recruit his army, and he may prove the most dangerous of enemies. His situation enables [him] to be either with effect.’


A copy of Malcolm’s paper on relations with the Nizam was sent to James Kirkpatrick, the acting Resident at Hyderabad at the time. He marked it in handwriting ‘Jack Malcolm’s Policy for a connection with the Nizam’, and made comments in the margin, mostly supporting Malcolm’s arguments.8


[image: Images]


James Achilles Kirkpatrick (1764–1805), British Resident at Hyderabad (1797–1805).




William and James Kirkpatrick9 were half-brothers, the sons of Colonel James Kirkpatrick of the Madras Cavalry. ‘The Handsome Colonel’, as their father was known, obtained cadetships in the Madras Army for William in 1771, and for James in 1779. The two half-brothers eventually met for the first time in 1784 or 1785, and quickly built up a close and affectionate relationship. William attended the Peace negotiations at Seringapatam in 1792, conducted on the British side by Sir John Kennaway, and acted as Lord Cornwallis’s Persian interpreter. In December 1793 William took over from Kennaway as Resident. Protective of his young half-brother and eager to help him, he managed to get him assigned to a military post at Hyderabad. And later, on the death of the Assistant Resident in October 1795, he successfully lobbied for James to be his successor. But in the middle of 1797 William’s health deteriorated to such an extent that he was forced to go to the Cape to recuperate. It was there that he met Mornington. At the end of June 1798, Mornington, thoroughly briefed by William Kirkpatrick on the options available for dealing with the Hyderabad problem, instructed James Kirkpatrick, still only acting Resident, to begin negotiations with the Nizam for the replacement of the French Corps by a Company force.


Malcolm had also attended the 1792 peace negotiations, acting as interpreter for the Nizam’s auxiliary force, and Kennaway would have introduced him to William Kirkpatrick at that time. During 1796–97 Malcolm and the Kirkpatrick brothers corresponded frequently about the developing political situation at Hyderabad, and when William had to go on sick leave in 1797, he suggested that if he were not able to return, his brother James should become the Resident, and Malcolm his assistant. James welcomed the idea, and wrote to William that ‘I am delighted at the prospect of Malcolm being my assistant. He is good natured, diligent, and has a tolerable share of sagacity with a decided turn for politics.’10


Malcolm, too, was excited by the idea – as William knew he would be. He was desperate to become a ‘Political’. William may also have floated this idea with Mornington at the Cape, especially after Mornington had told William that he wanted him to be his Military Secretary in Calcutta, thus creating a vacancy at the Hyderabad Residency. But Mornington bided his time. Meanwhile, the arrival of Lord Clive as the new Governor of Madras was imminent. With the Town Major job being almost certainly earmarked for someone else, Malcolm was



becoming frantic to secure a new appointment.


Lord Clive duly arrived at Madras on 21 August, and a week later Malcolm resigned as Town Major, with no confirmed new appointment. But he did not need to be too anxious. As Pulteney wrote home from his ship, ‘He is known and respected by every one in the settlement, and in his publick capacity has given universal satisfaction to all his brother officers, and everyone is interested in his welfare.’11


The first step of Mornington’s strategy – an alliance with the Nizam and the replacement of the French Corps with Company troops paid for by Hyderabad – was an entirely logical realpolitik strategy. But its implementation – getting the Nizam’s agreement and actually disbanding the French Corps – was a different matter. This was the challenge that faced James Kirkpatrick, the man on the spot. The political situation in Hyderabad at the time was full of problems. At the centre there was Nizam Ali (Asaf Jah II) himself. Aged sixty-four, he had already ruled Hyderabad for thirty-six years – no mean feat of survival in the (almost literally) poisonous atmosphere of eighteenth-century Indian Courts. Even his own immediate family were not to be trusted. He had come to power by dethroning his brother Salabat Jung, who had been thrown into a dungeon and was later found strangled. One of his sons, Ali Jah, had rebelled against him in October 1795 and afterwards apparently committed suicide. A son-in-law, Dara Jah, had led a revolt in March 1796, and disappeared. Nizam Ali maintained his position through an extensive and lavishly financed intelligence network of spies, covering every city, village, fort, palace and shrine in his territory, including the British Residency. Nor was his the only intelligence network: similar networks were maintained by the British, by Tipu, by the Mahrattas, and by M. Raymond, the mercenary General commanding the French Corps.


In early 1798 the Nizam’s army comprised about 25,000 infantry – more than half in Raymond’s French Corps, 2,000 in the Subsidiary Force supplied by the Company under Colonel Hyndman, and about 10,000 under other mercenary officers – plus a large number of irregular cavalry. By far the most formidable and best trained (apart from the Company’s small Subsidiary Force), was Raymond’s force. Raymond himself was much more than a mere mercenary adventurer. In a few years he had built up the French Corps from virtually nothing into a disciplined body which had performed well in the war with the Mahrattas



and later put down the revolt of the Nizam’s son. For this the Nizam had rewarded him with large estates and two Persian titles. But what really worried the British was that the Corps was officered by ‘Frenchmen of the most notorious principles of Jacobinism’. Raymond was in touch with revolutionary French elements in Pondicherry, Mauritius and Seringapatam (Tipu’s capital). The Corps fought under the French revolutionary tricolor banner rather than the Nizam’s standard, and was well funded, even managing to lure Company sepoys to desert and join it by offering better pay.


Even more apprehensive about Raymond’s rise in influence was Aristu Jah, the Nizam’s Prime Minister. In the Nizam’s war with the Mahrattas in 1795, Sir John Shore, had not allowed the two Company battalions attached to the Nizam’s army to take part. The Nizam was understandably furious, questioning the value of paying for these troops if they were not available when he needed them most. After the battle of Khardla in 1795, the victorious Mahrattas had taken Aristu Jah hostage, and he was only allowed to return to Hyderabad in 1797. In the meantime the pro-French and pro-Tipu factions at the Nizam’s Court gained in influence at the expense of the British. Naturally enough the French faction, led by Raymond, were able to exploit this state of affairs to their advantage. So when Aristu Jah was reinstated as Prime Minister, he saw that Raymond was in a strong position to overwhelm the two Company battalions and mount a pre-emptive coup to replace the Nizam and/or his Prime Minister with others more sympathetic to the French. Aristu Jah had therefore a strong incentive to form an alliance with the British to oust the French. He realised that they would exact a price for doing so, but he reasoned that the price was worth paying. He immediately set out to engineer Raymond’s downfall, and cut the French Corps down to size.


Late in 1797 he delivered the first blow, by removing some estates from Raymond. Then, on 25 March 1798 Raymond was found dead, aged forty-three. The circumstances were suspicious; poison was suggested. Aristu Jah immediately confiscated his remaining estates. Raymond’s successor as commander of the French Corps was an Alsatian officer called Jean-Pierre Piron, a rough character who had little of Raymond’s charm and influence at Court.


In June Aristu Jah opened secret negotiations with James Kirkpatrick for a revision of the Treaty – in essence the disbandment of the French



Corps and a threefold increase in the size of the Company’s Subsidiary Force. Kirkpatrick had to conduct these negotiations under the detailed supervision of Mornington, who laid down the terms that he wanted – and allowed Kirkpatrick virtually no leeway for compromise. In mid-July, in anticipation of a treaty being signed, orders were given for a detachment of four battalions of the Madras Army under Colonel Roberts to be assembled at Guntur, fifty miles inland from the Circar coast and the nearest point to Hyderabad in Company-controlled territory.


Throughout this period Kirkpatrick was confidently anticipating his own confirmation as Resident, and Malcolm’s appointment as his assistant. Mornington, however, had still not made up his mind about this. In fact he started losing his nerve. Meanwhile Malcolm, realizing that the crisis in Hyderabad would soon reach a climax, was now more determined than ever to get there as soon as possible, by hook or by crook. He contrived to have himself appointed as Persian interpreter to Roberts’s detachment. The Nizam finally signed the Treaty on 1 September. It was secret, but it was inevitable that news of its terms would soon leak out. Colonel Hyndman’s 2,000 Company troops were already at Hyderabad, but it was vital that Roberts’s 4,000 additional Company troops should reach Hyderabad before a pre-emptive coup could be organised by opposing forces, using the French Corps under Piron. By early September Roberts’s detachment was ready to march from Guntur to Hyderabad.


With the signing of the Treaty Mornington’s confidence in Kirkpatrick was restored. In mid-September he made the formal announcement that William Kirkpatrick was to become his Military Secretary in Calcutta; that James Kirkpatrick was to be confirmed as Resident at Hyderabad; and that Malcolm was to be James’s Assistant. Arthur Wellesley, who had recently arrived at Madras, saw additional roles for Malcolm. Worried that the appointment of Colonel Roberts to command the detachment going to Hyderabad might cause trouble, ‘when it was well known that there was an old quarrel between him and Kirkpatrick’, he asked Malcolm to act as peacemaker.12 He also remained hopeful that the crisis might be resolved without bloodshed. He wrote to Malcolm on 2 October: ‘Respecting the Hyderabad negotiations; that I believe it will end peaceably yet.’13


On 20 September Mornington wrote formally to Malcolm:




the office of Resident of Hyderabad having become vacant by the resignation of Colonel Kirkpatrick, I have this day appointed Captain Kirkpatrick to succeed him; and it affords me great satisfaction at the same time to have it in my power to nominate you Assistant at that Court, having learnt from my brother that, in a letter to him, you had stated that such an appointment would be acceptable to you . . .


I wish to see you previously to your proceeding to Hyderabad . . . I therefore hope that you will contrive to visit Calcutta soon after the receipt of this letter.14





Mornington clearly felt that his appointment of Malcolm was important, for at the end of a long letter to Henry Dundas in London, he wrote: ‘He [Malcolm] is a very promising young man. I have appointed him assistant to the resident at Hyderabad.’15
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