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You may rely upon this – that if ever there is a desperate deed to be done in India, John Nicholson is the man to do it.


(Herbert Edwardes to Viceroy Lord Canning, 1857)


Let us never forget the intrepid Nicholson.


(Benjamin Disraeli, House of Commons, 3 December 1857)


Nicholson was an army in himself.


(Unknown source quoted in Kaye, Lives of Indian Officers, 1867)


Nothing more redounds to the credit of John Lawrence than the way in which he kept his temper with the fiery Nicholson, who was constitutionally ill-fitted to serve under a leader.


(Forrest, Field Marshal Sir Neville Chamberlain, 1909)


You could hear the ring of his horse’s hoofs from Attock to the Khaibar.


(Unknown, Punjab, late 1850s)


This great imperial psychopath.


(William Dalrymple, The Last Mughal, 2006)





HERO OR VILLAIN?


These quotations say much about the awe and ultimately the anger that the name of John Nicholson evoked. Born in Dublin, he was sent out to India as a boy soldier at the age of 16. He was involved in the first Anglo-Afghan war, the two Anglo-Sikh wars and the Great Rebellion or Mutiny, dying in the thick of battle as the British army he was leading stormed into the ancient city of Delhi in September 1857. This is a young man’s story: he was only 34 years of age when he died.


Nicholson’s tale is undoubtedly an epic, even when the more fanciful stories of his life are discarded. In stature, he was at least 6ft 2in (1.9m) tall, with broad shoulders, a great beard and a deep Anglo-Irish accent. Holding his head high as he walked gave the impression of aloofness, a characteristic reinforced in many people’s minds by his reserve, which in turn was the product of shyness but also of a distrust of strangers. His manner tended to be unsocial, one of dark foreboding, and there was a certainty and forcefulness about him that brooked no opposition. He gave the impression of one whose destiny was set. As a soldier, he was a terrifying and impressive figure on his grey charger. In the three set-piece battles that he fought as commander, though, he ended up fighting on foot among his troops. He led his men from the front, fighting with a long curved sword and showing neither fear nor mercy on the battlefield. He was described by one contemporary as ‘the bravest of the brave’.


There is an interesting and telling passage in Sieveking’s partial biography of Nicholson that is worth quoting:




For most men have their weak times – times when they break away from their moorings … Yes, but there comes sooner or later a turn in the tide, a time when the wind drops and the sails flap idly, and the buoyancy of swinging freely before the wind of a brilliant wit, on the tide of a wonderful charm of personality, is exchanged for a sudden stagnation when conditions alter, and then – then it is that the value of an absolute unchanging strength and consistency of character is felt most absolutely. John Nicholson was like a rock against which tides had no effect. He was not perhaps always popular among his brother officers; he was too taciturn, quiet and reserved. He was not a brilliant talker, he was not a brilliant writer. But he was a strong doer, and that fact saved India to us in the fifty-years-ago time when we so nearly lost her.1





The problem with such a controversial figure as Nicholson is that often the fundamental point about the person is lost. He was probably the finest front-line battlefield commander in the Victorian British empire. Time and time again, Nicholson cleared the field of the enemy. Even one of his sternest modern critics has observed that Nicholson, ‘would later go on to change the course of Indian history’.2


Nicholson was a lonely and a shy man, a limited man in some respects. But he was aware of those limitations, especially relating to his temper. That he was possibly homosexual or, more likely, a repressed homosexual, served only to torment his Victorian Christian soul. However, the one thing Nicholson was not, in the modern sense, was a racist. The ebullient Reginald Wilberforce, writing in the early 1890s, asserted that Nicholson ‘hated Sepoys’ but then goes on to say how after the engagements at Trimmu Ghat, the brigadier general had erected a memorial to the insurgent gunners who had died at their post as well as adding a footnote with the equally sweeping statement, ‘Nicholson loved his Mooltanees, Pathans, and Afreedis’.3


Nicholson’s negative perceived attitude towards Indians does not stand up to scrutiny. He certainly considered himself to be of a superior culture, yet that inner prejudice is contradicted by the relationship he had with his Indian troops and officials. One gets the distinct impression that, apart from a handful of close friends, Nicholson preferred the company of Indians to Europeans. It is not difficult to conclude that the ‘wild hillmen’ of the North-West Frontier, with their set views and staunch loyalties, struck a chord with someone who had spent some years of his youth in the heartland of Protestant Ulster.


Nicholson, like many of his contemporaries, learnt several Indian languages and spoke to the locals in their own tongue. There is overwhelming evidence that Nicholson cared for his Indian troops and went to extremes to see to their welfare. Indeed, by July 1857 he was permanently accompanied by a large cohort of irregular soldiers from the hill tribes. Of course, famously, there was also a religious sect, albeit small, who worshipped him, much to his irritation. In a short but telling postscript to a letter scribbled in the field while on campaign, Nicholson urges one of his field officers to make sure that the men get a good biryani at government expense.


Nicholson’s occasional comments about getting out of India for good have a hollow ring to them and, in any case, were not followed by action. This was the timeless chatter of the exile. Equally, there is also no evidence that Nicholson was a jingoistic imperialist. He certainly believed Britain to be top dog, but who in Britain then did not? Nicholson had no difficulty in considering joining the Turkish Ottoman army, and equally, in the right circumstances, he would have willingly led a division for the Persian army.


If Nicholson was often unpopular with his fellow officers, the rank and file felt otherwise and at the time considered him to be great. When he marched his military column into the British camp outside Delhi in August 1857, his reputation was second to none, inspiring hope and confidence among the army on the ridge as they faced a seemingly impossible situation.


It is often forgotten that Nicholson was an effective, if stern, colonial administrator. Ironically, the latter gave him the freedom he needed to be a good soldier, independent and unfettered by regimental ties and obstructions. For Nicholson was a frontier’s man, with all that implies about being betwixt cultures; beyond the mores and laws of established society; and a figure of depth and mystery, echoing the terrain and uncertainties of those regions where British India stopped.


As early as 1980, a scholarly book of documents relating to the Graham family and the Indian Mutiny criticised Nicholson.4 But it was not until the 2000s that Nicholson has become the target of severe attack by several authors. In his book on the fall of Delhi, William Dalrymple talks of ‘this great imperial psychopath’, and uses a range of words describing Nicholson, from brutality, cruelty and merciless, to taciturn and piety.5 So it is that heroes become villains. And it cannot be denied that Nicholson’s approach and methods of dealing with rebellion shocked even some contemporaries. The case against Brigadier General John Nicholson is that he showed no or little mercy on his enemy. That perception is correct. But it is not the whole story.


Nicholson’s reputation for being brutal is interwoven with his undoubted bad temper, which was in part the product of temperament but probably as much the results of the poisonous cocktail of medicines he was prescribed. It might seem incongruous to compare General John Nicholson with President Abraham Lincoln of the United States, and yet they had two things in common – their behavioural patterns and the medicine they took. Both Lincoln and Nicholson were prescribed the nineteenth-century cure-all ‘blue pill’. This was a bizarre concoction of liquorice, marshmallow, honey and mercury, the mercury constituting a third of the dose. The result for both men was erratic behavioural patterns and a tendency to violent outbursts. Things were not helped by the fact that for constant liver pains in the 1850s Nicholson also took doses of what is today the modern domestic and industrial solvent hydrochloric acid.


To this literally poisonous cocktail needs to be added the fact that Nicholson was psychologically damaged by a difficult childhood in a gloomy puritan household, having lost his father at the age of 9. He was then brought up in genteel poverty by a religiously fixated and probably guilt-ridden mother, whom he loved dearly. Having been posted to India, it would be eleven years until Nicholson saw his home in Lisburn again. By then, assisted by the trauma of his experience in Afghanistan, the damage was complete.


This muscular giant was a loner, socially inadequate, prone to bottle things up and then to have indignant outbursts. He bore grudges, but quite easily could cast them aside if he found he was wrong and then become devotedly loyal to the subject of his attention. He was shy, hard-working and very loyal to those whom he trusted. It is hardly surprising that he was peculiar, difficult to manage, his own worst enemy, and haunted by various demons, although the interesting thing about Nicholson is that he was not malign. He also had a dry sense of humour and his nicknames for people usually had a degree of discernment in them: the ‘Rosey One’, ‘Little Abbott’ and ‘the Bovine’.


In early April 1849 an oft-quoted exchange of letters occurred between Henry Lawrence, Nicholson’s superior based in Lahore. Sir Henry wrote:




let me advise you as a friend, to curb your temper, and bear and for-bear with natives and Europeans, and you will be as distinguished a civilian as you are as soldier. Do not think it is necessary to say all you think to everyone. The world would be one mass of tumult if we all gave candid opinions of each other.





In reply, Nicholson conceded:




I am not ignorant of the faults of my temper, and you are right in supposing that I do endeavour to overcome them – I hope with increasing success … I readily admit that my temper is a very excitable one, and wants a good deal of curbing.





It needs to be pointed out that Nicholson having men flogged was not always, or even usually, the product of anger. He believed that a sharp punishment was preferable to either a fine or imprisonment as both of these caused great long-term hardship both for the individual but also for his extended family, who too frequently depended on the pittance paid to a government servant, clerk or sepoy.


Nicholson has been accused by several modern writers of brutality. The nature of that brutality needs to be commented upon. But first it needs to be pointed out that on several occasions during his career Nicholson did show clemency and a pragmatism that might seem counter to such comments. While Nicholson had prisoners killed after the battle of Trimmu Ghat (1857), after the battle of Gujrat (1849) he released captured Sikh soldiers and sent them quietly back to their homes. But those Sikhs, of course, were not mutineers. Also worth noting is that there is not a single example of Nicholson involving himself in a camp brawl with a fellow officer. Nicholson’s violence was institutional violence, primarily the violence of campaign and battle.


It is said that he knew no fear. The psychologist might well add that Nicholson’s social dysfunctionality resulted in a tendency to drive him to extremes. He was certainly an officer who led from the front and it might be argued with justification that a lack of fear meant a lack of restraint. And yet this is the officer who pressed on one occasion for the sparing of the lives of young insurgency troops whom he considered had been misled. The oft-quoted matter of his private advocacy for flaying those who killed women and children is discussed later. Suffice it to say here, Nicholson flayed no one and had no one flayed.


And yet, all this conceded, Nicholson was not ‘normal’. He had a furious and frightening temper. He frequently did treat his military enemy without mercy, behaving in a way that would be completely unacceptable in 2018.


A great deal of the Nicholson stories can be dismissed out of hand as either fiction or exaggeration. Wilberforce created the myth of the archetypal masculine Victorian soldier, since when his name has been irrevocably associated with imperialism, first positively and more recently negatively. But apart from Wilberforce, these stories usually have no contemporary source material to collaborate them: the hanging of cooks who were allegedly about to poison the officers’ soup; or his confronting an angry adult tiger and riding in circles around the beast to disorientate it, finally administering the coup de grâce. The same tiger story is told also of Sir James Outram.6 Then there was the sabre work; in one battle Nicholson allegedly sliced a rebel sepoy completely in two with a strike of his tulwar. More to the point, Nicholson was not in command and not even at Peshawar in August 1857 when 700 sepoys were killed, the worst of the British atrocities in the Punjab; and Nicholson was dead by the time the concerted work of retribution commenced after the fall of Delhi in late September 1857.


Once in 1852, when writing to his superior about dealing with a case of murder, Nicholson noted, ‘I hope all this does not read very blood thirsty – I do not believe that I am cruel.’7 The accusations of brutality all relate to his official duty, none to his private life, where he is invariably described as quiet and gentle. One must also disaggregate stories of being stern and uncompromising as an administrator in Bannu with his activities when on active service during time of war.


Nicholson was not slow to assist those who fell foul of the establishment. Of fellow officer Arthur Cocks, Nicholson wrote in 1855, ‘He wrote me that “the world was turning a cold shoulder” to him since his downfall, and I always feel inclined to be civil to a man in misfortune when his misfortune is not owing to the commission of any moral wrong’.8 Nor did he join in popular denunciation of colleagues who were perceived as having done wrong. Indeed, he defended the memory and good name of his old bête noir Frederick Mackeson after he had been murdered at Peshawar in 1853 and the officers’ mess resounded to the whispers of Mackeson’s womanising. When a young child it is said that Nicholson’s mother found the boy with a towel, striking the air in a great rage. When asked what was wrong he replied that the devil had come and tempted him and he was fighting him. This saga of upstanding child morality was seen as an early example of his rectitude, but it equally might just have been his trying to impress his mother and gain her attention. Sometimes with Nicholson one just does not know for sure what was going on.


A NOTE ON NAMES


There was a variety of spellings for the group whose members worshipped John Nicholson. I have used the version that Nicholson himself referred to himself and the group: Nikolsein and Nikolseinee.


As any historian of nineteenth-century India well knows, there was a bewildering variety of spelling of place names. Sir Henry Yule (1820–89), the Scottish orientalist, bravely asserted that it was difficult ‘in a book for popular use to adhere to one system in this matter [of uniformity of orthography] without the assumption of an ill-fitting and repulsive pedantry’. Following this dictum, I have left all spellings as they are in quotations and usually used the modern form of the name elsewhere, except where either the name has changed or where the old name still retains international currency.


Some modern historians have veered away from the term Mutiny and used such alternatives as War of Independence, Great Rebellion or Great Uprising. This is laudable, but the term Indian Mutiny is still instantly recognised internationally, whereas those alternatives are, for the moment, not. While the war was at once a civil war, an anti-imperialist war and a popular manifestation of cultural resistance, at its core it was a military mutiny, and the subject of this book is a soldier whose primary role was to try and deal with that military uprising. Because of this I have used both Indian Mutiny as well Great Rebellion.
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From Ireland to India
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IRISHNESS


Sitting in Benares 5,000 miles away from his mother, John Nicholson wrote wistfully to her in 1839, ‘Has Alex been at dear Castle Blaney this summer? … I often when I am sitting alone here in the evenings think of you all at home, and say to myself, there is no place like home.’1 Home and his Irish background would be important factors for Nicholson throughout his life, yet John Nicholson’s Irishness has often been overlooked despite his being born in central Dublin in 1822. Before he left Ireland at the age of 16 to become a boy soldier in the Bengal Army of the British East India Company, he had grown up in Dawson Street, the suburb of Donnybrook, the village of Delgany in County Wicklow and the town of Lisburn in County Antrim.


Nicholson’s biographers have been part of the tendency to play down his Irishness. Sir John Kaye devotes two and a half pages to his Irish background; Captain Trotter stretches to ten pages; R.E. Cholmeley, fewer than two pages; and Hesketh Pearson, about two pages. None of these biographers were born in Ireland, so it is perhaps less surprising their lives of Nicholson tend to portray him in the mould of a gallant English officer. Not one biographer recognises that Nicholson’s ‘sonorous’ voice was an Anglo-Irish accent. Further, none fully brought out in their accounts of Nicholson just how Irish an enclave the Punjab was in the 1850s and how ‘being among his own people’ helped consolidate a character that had been fermenting on the advancing Indian North-West Frontier for at least a decade before the Great Rebellion or Indian Mutiny.


It is true that Nicholson’s alleged piety is touched upon, with the occasional disparaging reference to his being an Ulsterman, but never in the fuller context of that significant evangelical revival that in the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century engulfed the Anglican Church of Ireland. Even though Nicholson was not especially religious by contemporary standards, his Irish religious background was fundamental to his approach to life, leading to such comments as that from Robert Montgomery, that other Anglo-Irish Punjabi, who observed Nicholson was ‘the soul of truth’. This spiritual influence, coupled with the traumatic events of Nicholson’s youth, left a deep scar in the soul of this Victorian hero.


John Nicholson was the second child and eldest son of Dr Alexander Jaffray Nicholson (1795–1830) and Clara Nicholson (1786?–1874). Both were of seventeenth-century Ulster settler stock, Alexander’s people having been said to have come over from Cumberland. Several members of the family appear to have been killed in the Irish 1641 insurrection and there was a family tradition that the baby son of the family and his mother were saved by a faithful servant who hid them behind some brushwood while the rest of the family was slaughtered, a story very reminiscent of the sagas from the Indian Mutiny more than 200 years later.2


The Nicholsons were Quakers, and like many Quakers became involved in the Ulster linen cottage industry in the eighteenth century. During that century the Nicholsons, the Hoggs and the Richardsons were all inter-related and involved in linen.3 One newspaper report stated that John, the grandfather of the famous soldier, was the eldest of sixty-six grandchildren of Joseph Wakefield of Moyallon and Waterford, who was also in the linen business. Alexander’s aunt was a Wakefield.


John Nicholson senior owned the oldest and at one time the biggest bleach mill at Hill’s Mill near Gilford on the banks of the River Bann. He mortgaged other properties to raise £15,000 to construct ‘a drying house, and for purchasing two large coppers, eight kieves, a wringing engine and cold press to develop the bleachgreen’.4 The family home was nearby at Stramore House, an imposing four-storey Georgian mansion with a seventeenth-century oak tree avenue. The house and some of the oak trees, along with a watchtower folly built by John Nicholson senior about 1811, still remain intact.5


The Nicholson family also lived in Dublin and it was there on 15 October 1795 that Isabella Nicholson (née Wakefield) gave birth to Alexander, her third born of sixteen children.6 The lad was bright, and after Trinity College, Dublin (1813–16) he studied medicine at Edinburgh before, in 1818, being elected to the College of Physicians of Ireland. It was in 1814 while Alexander was at Trinity that his father’s business ‘faltered’ and he had to sell his bleach mill to Benjamin Haughton. There was an uncanny repetition in the fortunes of father and son, John and Alexander. Both died young, in their 30s, leaving a widow in financial straits.


Alexander Nicholson had a sister called Christina, who in December 1813 married the affable Anglo-Irish gentleman, Alan O’Bryen Bellingham (1770–1859). This was the second of what would be his four marriages. He was one of the Bellinghams of Castle Bellingham in County Louth, whose forebears’ castle had been burnt by the forces of James II and who subsequently fought for William of Orange. Alan O’Bryen Bellingham’s own home was Dunany House at Togher in County Louth. During Nicholson’s childhood, the Bellinghams farmed in the rather idyllic countryside near the small hamlet of Castleblaney in County Monaghan. It was here that as a special treat the Nicholsons came for holidays.


On John Nicholson junior’s mother’s side were Hoggs. Clara Hogg’s people had settled in the north of Ireland in the seventeenth century. She was probably born at Stoneyford near Lisburn. The family home was at 46 Castle Street in Lisburn. Her brother James Weir Hogg (1790–1876) was an Indian nabob, having made a fortune between 1822 and 1833 when registrar of the supreme court in Calcutta. Hogg established himself back in London in Lower Grosvenor Street and later Grosvenor Square. It is no exaggeration to say that in the decades that followed, Sir James, as he became in 1846, was the voice of the East India Company in the British parliament, where for twenty-two years he sat as a Conservative MP. He was a director of the East India Company from 1839 until the company’s demise nineteen years later and was twice chairman of its court of directors. He refused the governorship of Bombay in 1853, but was a member of the original 1858 Council of India and became a British privy councillor in 1872. James Hogg was not a man to trifle with, but he was a good man to have as one’s uncle. More than anyone, Hogg determined the fate of his sister’s family following the tragedy that befell the Nicholson household.7


Alexander Nicholson was a Trinity College Dublin graduate and clearly enjoyed his time as a student in what Lady Morgan would refer to about that time as ‘dear, old and dirty Dublin’. While at Trinity, Alexander fell in with George Bellett, a charming and intelligent young man who had fallen under the influence of the radical evangelical set within the established Anglican Church of Ireland.


As Alexander’s family was a Quaker home and Clara’s Anglican, theirs was in theory a mixed marriage. In practice, Alexander and the Quakers parted company and he became a member of the Church of Ireland. Whether or not this caused acrimony in the wider Nicholson family is uncertain. The couple married on 24 April 1820. Afterwards, they lived in Lisburn for a while before heading for the Irish capital. As is often the case with young newlyweds making their way, they lived a peripatetic existence in Dublin. We know that at various times they lived in 14 Moore Street; 23 Gardiner Street (March 1823), near to Mountjoy Square; 48 Lower Gardiner Street (April 1823/May 1824), close to the celebrated Customs House on the River Liffey; and in an attractive artisan’s two-storey cottage with basement at 6 Vergemont Terrace in Donnybrook.8 By 1828 the Nicholsons were back in Lisburn, where Alexander was in private practice, but after about a year they had returned to Dublin and were living in pleasant quarters at 35 Dawson Street, opposite St Ann’s Anglican church.


Alexander was as restless in employment as he was in residence. The pull between the hometown of Lisburn, where Clara’s mother lived in Castle Street, and Dublin, where Alexander’s mother lived in Lower Pembroke Square, was clearly great. It is interesting to note that while Alexander was working at the Rotunda Hospital in Dublin, Clara gave birth in Lisburn to two of their children, Lily and James (1827–40).


For a period Alexander worked in the Mater Hospital in Merrion Square in Dublin. Between 1825 and 1828, he was assistant master at the Rotunda Lying-in Hospital at the end of Sackville Street, the present O’Connell Street. Back in Lisburn for a sojourn in 1828, he was in private practice, as he was again back in Dublin by 1830, this time possibly in partnership with a Dr Thomas Bell, who may have been a relative.


In all, seven children were born to Alexander and Clara in the years 1821 to 1831:




Mary Hogg, born in Lisburn in October 1821. Married Rev. Edward Maxwell on 11 February 1845. Their son Dr Theodore Maxwell inherited some remaining papers relating to his uncle, John Nicholson. Mary died in 1889, aged 67.


John, born in Dublin on 11 December 1822. Baptised St Thomas Church, Dublin, 18 December 1822.9 Died in India, 23 September 1857, aged 34.


Alexander, born in 1824. Died in Afghanistan on 3 November 1842, aged 18.


Lily Anna Maria Floyer, born in Lisburn on 23 February 1826 and baptised on 12 March. Married the local Lisburn curate, Rev. John Hobart Seymour (1820–97), on 16 May 1856.10 Children were Dr John Nicholson Seymour (Royal Navy) and Clara Seymour. Lily died on 14 January 1862 aged 36, possibly in childbirth.


James Weir Hogg, born in Lisburn on 29 January 1827 and baptised six weeks later on 14 March. Died 15 March 1840, aged 13.


William Maxwell, born about 1828. Died at Sukkur in India on 1 June 1849, aged 21.


Charles Johnson, born about 1829. Died in India on 17 December 1862, aged 32.11





Confusion has arisen regarding the birth year of John Nicholson, with Sir John Kaye in 1867 and the original Dictionary of National Biography erroneously stating it to be 1821.12 Similarly, Nicholson’s gravestone gives his age at death at 35. He was in fact still 34 when he died. Such confusion is compounded by the once-common belief recorded on the statue of John Nicholson in Lisburn that he had been born in that town. Field Marshal Lord Roberts also believed this.


Nicholson was probably born in Gardiner Street, Dublin, though possibly at Vergemont Terrace, as claimed by the Belfast Daily Mercury.13 Certainly, there is a document dating from the time he entered the service of the East India Company stating that he was born in the parish of St Thomas, which would confirm the Gardiner Street location. A week to the day after the birth, on Wednesday, 18 December 1822, Alexander rode out to North Lodge, the home of John Bellett. Staying there was Alexander’s close friend, Rev. George Bellett (1797–1886).14 Bellet was then at North Lodge awaiting the arrival of documentation that would result in his leaving the large parish of Dromore in County Down and moving to become vicar of the village of Sampford Arundel in Somerset, where he was to remain until 1827. 15


In his Memoir, George Bellett wrote of Alexander Nicholson:




And later in the season came one of whom I formed a very strong and intimate friendship – dear Dr Nicholson, whose name I have mentioned before.


He was a physican at Lisburn, and brought his wife to the Spa [near Magherahamlet where Bellett was curate], he coming there on Saturday and remaining till Monday. He afterwards settled in Dublin, and my dear brother John – though the colour of their theology was very different – formed as strong an attachment to him as I did; the sweet, unblemished simplicity of his mind, and his warm-hearted benevolence, strongly attracted him.





In the same Memoir, the 25-year-old George Bellett also recorded:




When I was left alone at Magherahamlet it was the greatest possible treat for me to go to spend the day with him [Alexander Nicholson] and Mrs Nicholson at Lisburn. After settling in Dublin he became intimate with my family, and once when I happened to be at North Lodge, he rode out from Dublin, to bring me in to baptize a little child of his just born; so I had the honour of baptizing the great General and hero of India.16





The Nicholson–Bellett association extended beyond Alexander and George. Alexander’s sister and George’s hot-tempered sister Bessy had gone to the same school run by a Unitarian called Dr Taylor across the Grand Canal in Harold’s Cross in Dublin.


In people such as Rev. George Bellett, Dr Thomas Bell and the Waterford-based Dr Fleury, Alexander Nicholson had friends with one thing in common: they were, even by the standards of the time, religious devotees, if not the Calvinist zealots in John Bellett junior’s immediate circle. John Bellett senior is perhaps more comprehensible to twenty-first-century eyes than are his sons, George leaning towards Armenianism and John junior to Calvinism. John senior had been a prosperous businessman who had fallen on hard times. When reading his story, one is reminded of his contemporary, Sir Frederick Shaw of Kimmage in Dublin, who dryly noted, ‘it is the privilege of a gentleman to get the worse of any bargain throughout life.’17 Because of a bad investment, Bellett senior had to retire to his modest home, North Lodge near Kilgobbin, just north-east of the Three Rocks Mountain and 7 miles outside the capital on the Dublin–Enniskerry road. North Lodge, beside Lilliput House, was on a new road that veered off the main road just before Kilgobbin and led to Carrickmines. It was not far from Leopardstown House. Today the area is part of Dublin’s suburban sprawl. North Lodge no longer stands, the site now being transversed by the Dublin tram or light railway system, the Luas.


We know that the Nicholsons stayed at North Lodge in 1823 for in one letter to Alexander, George Bellett says how pleased he was that Clara had ‘tried the benefit of the Kilgobbin air’. One report talks of ‘the village of Kilgobbin, remarkable for beauty of situation, for salubriousness of atmosphere, and for the mouldering ruins of a castle’.18 The castle at least is still to be found, mouldering as of old. Here in Kilgobbin John Bellett senior led a quiet country life. His attitude to religion was relaxed and tolerant, unlike that of the local rector. This was the ‘pure and saintly’ Rev. Henry Kearney (1782–1855), another significant actor in the formation of the Nicholson religious personae.


Kearney had been born in Birr and was another Trinity College Dublin graduate. His father, John Kearney, had been both provost of Trinity College Dublin and then bishop of Ossory. Through his wife, Grace O’Hara, he had links with County Antrim. Said to be ‘thoroughly unworldly’, Kearney served as a curate in Delgany between 1810 and 1817, after which the accomplished evangelical was assigned the parish of Kilgobbin. Kearney was a good preacher and greatly influenced the Bellett boys in their religious quest. In 1824 this parish was joined with Kilternan, the old Kilgobbin church was abandoned and in 1826 its roof was removed. Today the ruin is the haunt of the graffiti artist.


Up north, Lisburn was ‘a tight Protestant town’ and would continue to be so. Given this environment, added to their mixing with the Church of Ireland’s radical intellectual evangelicals of the time, it is little wonder that the Nicholsons were pious.19 Not only were there daily family prayers and Bible readings in the Nicholson household, with questions on these readings for the children, there was also Sunday school and the ‘keeping of the Sabbath’. Learned religious tracts were studied and discussed. From a surviving letter to Alexander dated 9 October 1823, George Bellett, commenting upon Thomas Erskine’s recently published Essay on Faith, observes that it was:




well calculated to obviate the evil effects, which result from a system of religion which I fear is very prevalent, particularly in Dublin. I mean that system that is tainted at least with the laven of Antinomianism. Erskine shews that Faith is not what many people would make it, a mere assent of the mind to certain propositions, but that it is an operative principle.20





Nicholson’s circle had scant regard for the laxity of approach to religion among their counterparts in Dublin, though it is important to state that neither the Nicholsons nor their circle of acquaintances and friends were connected with political Orangeism.


The evangelical movement within the Church of Ireland was in no small part due to the activities of an extraordinary cleric called Thomas Tighe. Like so many in this surge, he was of the middle/gentry classes, well-educated and inclined to shun worldly goods and advancement for spiritual well-being.21 That a man with such ability and talent as Tighe should, having been to St John’s Cambridge, devote thirty-four years of his life to the parish of Drumgooland is testimony of his faith and dedication. Drumgooland, on the Annesley estate near Castlewellan, was an impoverished hill region not far from Slieve Croom. Here peasant farmers eked out a living on potato plots of some 10 acres each. Tighe lived among these people ministering to them and supporting them. He lived in a small cottage, ‘not as good as the residence of a gentleman’s steward’.22


By the time Tighe had died in 1821 the evangelical movement within the Church of Ireland was well rooted and converts both from Presbyterianism and Catholicism were not uncommon in those regions of south Antrim, Down, Dublin and Wicklow where it was strongest. It is no exaggeration to say that one of the repercussions of this movement was the founding in England of the Plymouth Brethren. George Bellett’s brother, John Gifford Bellett (1795–1864), was a leading light.23 He was at Trinity College Dublin when Alexander Nicholson was there, as was John Nelson Darby (1800–82), a Trinity Gold Medallist in 1819 and the other great founder of the Brethren. Darby was to be curate in Delgany in County Wicklow in 1817, undertaking extraordinary work converting some Catholic inhabitants of the Calary Bog up in the Wicklow Mountains until the archbishop of Dublin scuppered this dubious exercise by demanding converts swear an oath of allegiance to the British Crown. If Dr Nicholson was not in the inner circle of this group within the established church, he was certainly on the periphery. And, it has to be said that in later years, while staying within the security of the Church of Ireland, Clara Nicholson’s demeanour and attitude was very much in keeping with the Brethren.


We know very little of the children’s schooling at this time. One report has John Nicholson being able to read at the age of 4, but in reality there is little to indicate that John was anything more than average while at any of his many schools. One gets the impression that John would concentrate only on that which interested him. Throughout his life this focus on only what caught his attention was to be a significant characteristic.


Around 1828, when the family were back in Lisburn for a while, John may have attended Benjamin Neely’s academy in Castle Street.24 When in Dublin, those children old enough seem to have gone to Dr Wall’s school in Hume Street, just off St Stephen’s Green.


Moral rectitude and responsibility were the order of the day. One story has survived of how Alexander Nicholson, having collected the rents from some properties he owned in trust, obtained a bill of exchange for £100 and, pinning it to the inside of the young John’s pinafore, sent him out into the Dublin streets alone with the responsibility of taking the large sum to his grandmother’s house. Needless to say, the task was completed successfully.


DEATH OF ALEXANDER NICHOLSON


All this puritanism, of course, does not mean that there was not love and affection in the home and there is no evidence that there was any acrimony while the family were together. What the future might have held, no one can surmise, but the pious devotion and security of the young doctor, his devoted wife and their young brood was dramatically shattered when on 15 December 1830, four days after John’s eighth birthday, Dr Alexander Nicholson died at their home in Dawson Street in Dublin from a contagious fever contracted from one of his own patients. He was only 35 years old, just a year older than his famous son would be when he died.


Sir John Kaye, in his sketch of the life of John Nicholson, described Dr Alexander Nicholson as a true Christian and of ‘spotless integrity of life’. A simple and elegant plaque in the upper porch north wall of St Ann’s Church opposite the former site of the Nicholson home commemorates the young doctor:




SACRED TO THE MEMORY OF
ALEXANDER JAFFRAY NICHOLSON


M.D. DIED 15TH. DECEMBER 1830


AGED 35 YEARS.


AWAKE THOU THAT SLEEPEST AND ARISE
FROM THE DEAD AND CHRIST SHALL GIVE THEE
LIGHT.


EPHESIANS CH.5 V.14.





DELGANY


Clara Nicholson was not the person to cope with such a body blow. Her simple faith and devotion, and the bitter realisation of the hopelessness of her situation, made her turn in on herself. For the next decade she was like a cat with her kittens, taking her growing family hither and yon, trying to cope with her own loss and at the same time having to bring up a large family on a shoestring. Clara was proud and strict, and religion became the focus of her existence, her protective ship to cope with the stormy seas of life.


She lived off the rent of several properties. These brought in a modest annual income, which proved a lifeline for Clara and were the residue of a sizable property portfolio built up in the 1770s by John Nicholson Seymour. They included: 10 Anglesea Street; Churchtown; 12 College Green; 63, 64, 65, 66 Dawson Street; 15, 16, 17 Dame Court; 2 Dame Lane; 40 Dame Street; 80, 83, 84, 91, 92, 93, 94 Grafton Street; 18, 19 Lower Erne Street; 6 Merrion Square; 15 Trinity Street and 20, 21 Westmoreland Street.25


In addition, there were properties at Derrinraw and Derrykeeran, as well as the big house at Stramore in County Down, and part of a bog in County Armagh. A proportion of this property portfolio permeated down, first to Alexander Jaffray, then to John Nicholson and finally in 1819 to Alexander Nicholson. They were held in trust for the lifetime of the holder and then passed on.


Though only about 44 years old when her husband died, Clara Nicholson never remarried. The spectre of death haunted her from there on. By the time she died in 1874 at the remarkable age of 88, only one of her children, Mary, was left alive.


Clara’s support group was small. There were Alexander’s aunt Christina and her husband Alan O’Bryen at Castle Blaney, a friendly couple, without children, and lacking the religious intensity of the Nicholsons. Holidays here in this remote wild region were clearly a treat for all. But living there permanently was not realistic, even if invited. Clare had to consider schools for the children as well as her ties to the evangelical community.


The initial and obvious place of refuge was Clara’s mother’s home in Lisburn. There Clara went, employing a private tutor for the older boys. Mrs Hogg had been a Dickey and was originally from Randalstown. She was now old and also a widow who was not terribly well off. A child’s comment at the time by young James Nicholson about there being ‘no papas’ in the house clearly hit home with Clara. She appears to have moved her family for a while to another house in Lisburn, possibly 37 Bow Street, for a more independent existence. Her survival depended on ‘two small estates’ that appear to have been the rents from the Dublin properties, maybe given to her by Alexander’s family. We find her living back at Vergemont in Donnybrook after her husband’s death, but it was in the quiet, quaint village of Delgany in County Wicklow that Clara made her home from about 1831 to about 1835.


Delgany was not like many Irish villages. It was more like Goldsmith’s ‘Sweet Auburn’. It was built by Elizabeth La Touche, whose family owned the nearby estate, Belleville, and was one of Dublin’s leading bankers. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries Delgany particularly had a reputation for being dominated by the old ruling class, the ascendancy or Anglo-Irish. This is confirmed to an extent by what population statistics exist for the period. For example, in 1831 Delgany parish had a population of 2,268. Of that, 1,032, or 45 per cent were Protestants, this being the highest proportion of Protestants in any parish in north-east County Wicklow at that time.26


Delgany is 20 miles south of Dublin and 3 miles inland from the coast and the fishing village of Greystones, where the railway reached in 1855. Just over a hill from Delgany are the famous beauty spots of the Glen of the Downs and the Sugarloaf Mountain. This was hunting and fishing country. In 1822 Rev. Wright described Delgany as:




laid out with judgement, and the cottages are built with excellent taste in rustic architecture. There is a day-school for poor children in the village … next after the delightful situation and view from the village, the church is the object most worthy of attention; it is a light Gothic building, 102 feet in length by 34 in breadth: over the western entrance a steeple rises 90 feet in height, containing a clock and bell … There is always in the summer season a very full, and what is usually termed a very fashionable congregation at Delgany Church.27





Twenty years later the village had 201 inhabitants with thirty-four houses ‘built in a very pleasing style’.28


Clara Nicholson selected this sleepy village because she knew people of like mind were there. Indeed, difficult as it is to imagine now, Delgany was then a hotbed of establishment evangelicalism. Kearney and Darby had been curates there and George Bellett had close ties with the village. Clara could also obtain cheap accommodation from Tom Bellett, the brother of George, who had been Alexander’s great friend. She appears to have lived in several different houses during her stay in the village.


The rector of Delgany was at that time William Cleaver (1789–1860). He was the son of a former bishop of Dublin and was a highly educated man. The historian and polemicist James Froude described the bookish, aquiline-nosed Cleaver as ‘a dignified, stately clergyman of the evangelical school … the perfect type of a Christian gentleman, cultivated, pious and well read … a man of moderate fortune who could be hospitable without pinching’. His curate was Thomas Gregg, whom Clara already knew, no doubt another incentive to come to the village. But Gregg was only at Delgany from 1834 to 1835. He ended up in the unenviable position, though perhaps spiritually uplifting for such a zealous evangelical, as chaplain at Dublin’s Bridewell prison in 1846, the year he died at the relatively young age of 51.29


Clare Nicholson may have lived in the Delgany area for upwards of five years. We know very little of her during this period. She seems to have been what was described as a ‘district visitor’, which presumably meant that she visited homes on behalf of the parish to ensure that both spiritual and physical well-being was cared for. Clara herself recalled that on one occasion when John, who must then have been 10 or 11, accompanied her she passed by a house and on the boy enquiring why she had not called in, she replied, ‘Because they are bad people there.’ To this the precocious child stated, ‘Oh, mother, God makes His sun to shine upon the evil and the good, and sends His rain upon the just and the unjust.’ She was doing her job well.


There is some confusion about what schooling the children had while in County Wicklow. On the one hand, Captain Trotter talks about the private tutors. But we do know that John attended the local parish school as well, later on the Holywell school run by the celebrated Dr Lewis Rowland Delamere.30 As the name suggested, this was near a famous well that was regarded as being ‘efficacious’ for various ailments. Delamere’s school was not in Delgany, though, but about a mile away on the right-hand side as one drove south, of the main Dublin–Wicklow road, beyond the Glen of the Downs but before the deceptively insignificant hamlet or clachan of Kilpedder. Today the house is an ivy-clad ruin, though it survived into the second decade of the twentieth century, local folklore having it that its last occupants were the notorious Black and Tan British auxiliary troops of the Anglo-Irish War. It was a long, double-storey building with a central bow entrance that extended up to the second storey. It was rather barracks-shaped, which befitted its later use.31


While John appears to have enjoyed the nonconformity of Delamere’s establishment, Clara clearly became increasingly worried. Dr Delamere’s boys were certainly nonconformist, but in a secular sense. When Achilles Daunt of Tracton Abbey at Kinsale, County Cork, visited the school, a local boy told him, ‘The young gentlemen would sooner have the crows than any mate you cud give them.’ Every respectable Irish boys’ school had its ‘sergeant’ –not surprisingly as he was often an old soldier who worked as handyman, groundsman and assistant to the headmaster. He was also inclined to act as protector of the boys against the school establishment. And with a military air about him, the school sergeant was a figure respected by the boys, treated with some awe and, in later years, long remembered after the names of masters had faded away. In the case of the Kilpedder school, the sergeant was a sergeant major, or so it was said.


Though details are few, this sergeant appears to have been looked upon with disfavour by Clara Nicholson. Certainly, there would have been dramatic, over-dramatic, tales of wars and fighting. Though that in itself cannot have overly disturbed Clara, after all, as in a few years she would send the 16-year-old boy off across the world to be a soldier. More likely it is that given the intense evangelical nature of the Nicholson household, the earthy and worldly opinions of the sergeant major, as brought home by John, alarmed the strait-laced Clara. Reports of John writing humorous verses on the backs of school window shutters also cannot have pleased Clara. But there may have been another reason for Clara to take John out of the Delgany school and send him to a stricter regime far away, to the Moravian settlement at Gracehill, outside Ballymena in County Antrim, while she remained in County Wicklow.


A BULLY


Biographers of Nicholson have tended to portray Nicholson’s childhood antics as signs of a young budding hero, of early masterful leadership qualities and of an innate recognition that evil had to be confronted. But there is another explanation: the young John Nicholson was a bully.


The surviving snippets of John’s childhood, carefully preserved for posterity by Clara Nicholson, present us with two characteristics. First there was the quiet, serious and reserved child. This is the clingy child who says to his mother, ‘Don’t fret, mama dear. When I’m a big man I’ll make plenty of money, and I’ll give it all to you.’ Interestingly, despite Nicholson’s biographers saying otherwise, there is no evidence that he in fact ever did send his mother regular payments from India, which is not to his discredit for it was many years before a young officer could build up any kind of savings from his tight pay.


But then there is another and apparently contradictory Nicholson, a precocious child who fought.32 Every biography recounts the incident when John was 3 years old and his mother came into a room and found him lashing out at thin air with a knotted handkerchief. When his mother asked him what he was up to he replied; ‘Oh! mamma dear, I am trying to get a blow at the devil! He is wanting me to be bad. If I could get him down, I’d kill him!’33 Then there is John’s attitude to his elder sister, Mary. There was the pulling of her long hair plaits and forcing her to carry him upstairs. Many years later Mary would write that John was ‘just a great, big bully’. What is surprising about this is that the other children seem to have been relatively normal, playful and at times naughty youngsters, whose punishment was not being allowed to go to church.


Claire Gillman has written that children who bully are often tense or anxious about important aspects of their lives, fighting to find a means of control over their environment as well as an outlet for their anger. Some become aggressive due to harsh home backgrounds or, it has been suggested, because they feel inadequate or unloved.34 It is difficult not to link such comments to the young Nicholson.


Whatever the reason or reasons, John was taken out of his Delgany school and in May 1832 packed off as a boarder to the Moravian preparatory school at Gracehill. His mother, however, remained in Delgany for about three more years, after which she was again living at 6 Vergemont in Donnybrook. Charles and William in turn were packed off to a school in Carrickfergus. Mary remained in Delgany until April 1839. Until then, she was living a few hundred metres across the valley of the insignificant, if rustic, Three Trout Stream at a private school in a house called Mount Pleasant. This was on the Delgany road to Kilcoole via Pretty Bush.


Law and order was strictly maintained for humans and animals alike at number 6 Vergemont.35 The animals in the Nicholson Donnybrook home then were Pompey, who was a dog; Muff, who was likely a cat; and Pretty, who was probably also a cat. Pompey would be beaten for going into the rabbits in the coach house and barking at them. But an equally austere regime had awaited John Nicholson at Gracehill. In the middle of the eighteenth century, the Moravians had settled in Gracehill in the heart of Presbyterian Ulster. Never a large community, they carried on their religious, personal and working lives as much as possible in the tradition of the east European region out of which they had been driven. By the early nineteenth century the community had established for itself a reputation for being devout and upstanding, and the school had a good reputation, both for the quality of education it offered as well as for impregnating a sense of moral rectitude into its pupils. It was, therefore, sought after by nonconformists as a suitable place to educate their sons.


John Nicholson was at this German-run school at Gracehill from 8 May 1832 to 29 April 1833, a few weeks under a year. This short stay might explain why neither Kaye nor Trotter mention in their biographies of Nicholson his being at Gracehill. And even Hesketh Pearson only learnt about it because Rev. Berry, a Moravian minister in Jamaica, wrote to him in 1955 telling him of the omission in Hero of Delhi.36


Nicholson was nominated for a place in the school by Samuel Archer of Belfast. The headmaster was Rev. Christian Frederic Harke and in that period the teachers included William Henry Oates, William John Robinson, Theodore Roepper, Henry von Werger and Joseph Waugh. The school register has survived, John’s number being 548. The name Nickolson has been corrected to Nicholson and under this name has been written at a later date, ‘After General Nicholson who fell in the heroic attack on Delhi’.


It was while John was at Gracehill that, through George Bellett, Clara obtained blank enlistment forms for a Protestant orphans’ society. That she was thinking of getting rid of John or one of his siblings by this means is possible. Certainly putting out to orphanage was not uncommon at the time and indeed her husband’s younger brother, Meadows Taylor Nicholson, born about 1807, had been dealt with in this manner a generation before, being sent as an orphan to North America in 1821 when about 14 years old. Bellett noted in his lengthy and wordy letter to Clara, ‘I trust John will proceed under the care of the Moravians as you could wish. The thought of launching them all on the troubled waters of this world is I am sure at times a very solemn one to you.’37


Why Nicholson left Gracehill when he did in April 1833 is another mystery. He returned to his mother’s home in Delgany, where he appears to have stayed until being sent to his new school in 1834. From an inscription in a book to the little Lily Nicholson from her older sister Mary, dated 8 August 1834, the family appears to have been living in Kendlestown Castle, Delgany. Mary seems to have been the most normal member of the household. The inscription in the story book has a sense of humanity about it lacking in much of the Nicholson papers: ‘Lilly Anne Floyer Nicholson from her affectionate sister Mary as a reward for behaving well when her two teeth were pulled.’ The name Kendlestown Castle is confusing, not least because the townland was called Kendlestown. But that aside, by the 1830s Kendlestown Castle was an extensive ruin. The Nicholsons must have lived in Kendlestown House, also near Delgany on what is now the back road to Greystones. Quite how Clara Nicholson afforded to rent such a large house, complete with a strange, square-shaped Italianesque tower, is unknown.


That several of John’s classmates also went on to the Royal School at Dungannon suggests that Gracehill was possibly a feeder for the old grammar school. Another Victorian hero who followed in Nicholson’s path at Gracehill was William Olpherts (1822–1902), who, like Nicholson, was born in 1822. Olpherts’s military career extended beyond the boundaries of the British raj to Burma and the Crimea. He was as great a daredevil during the Mutiny as Nicholson, won a Victoria Cross and was known throughout the army as Hellfire Jack. He was knighted in 1900, retired as a general and died on 30 April 1902. In August 1882 Olpherts, who lived at Dantry Lodge, Armagh, revisited his old preparatory school to place his niece there in the separate girls’ section. On that occasion he wrote in the school register, ‘The moral and religious tone of Gracehill is beyond my praise, and it is to that chiefly that I feel I owe any success which has attended my career in life.’38 One suspects that the wayward Nicholson might not have had the same views.


That said, this small country village school had remarkable success. By the 1880s, it could boast as alumni a whole host of eminent Victorian military figures such as General Charles Barr, General Ross Moore, Lieutenant Colonel Forde, Major John Lyle and Sir Francis Reilly.


As well as Nicholson and Olpherts, the Indian army officer Major General John Lowry was also a former pupil. Years later Lowry made a comment about Nicholson that echoed what many others had to say about the contradictory nature of the future Bengal Army infantry officer: ‘Olpherts, Nicholson and I were about nine years of age when we went to Gracehill, a Preparatory School. In two years we three went to Dungannon. Nicholson was tall for his age, not of a spare habit, and of a quiet and gentle disposition …’39


Apart from the Gracehill–Dungannon link there was the other draw card for Clara Nicholson in that the headmaster, Rev. John Richard Darley (1799–1884), had gone to Trinity with her husband Alexander. And, like the Nicholsons, Darley had been swept into the religious fervour of early nineteenth-century Trinity. He gained his BA in 1820 and was ordained in 1828. Later, in April 1841, there would also be a family link with the marriage of Richard Hogg, the headmaster of the endowed school in Carrickmacross, to one of the Monaghan/Cavan Darleys, Catherine. The ceremony was performed in Dungannon by Rev. Dr Darley.


In April 1837, replying to a begging letter from John at Dungannon, Clara Nicholson made it very plain that she was not going to ask her brother, James Hogg in London, for money for him. She had had a pain in her side that had prevented her replying sooner and perhaps made her sharp, and events may have made her anxious and gloomy. She told him that he must live within his allowance and not be ashamed of saying that he could not afford something. ‘What other boys have or do, cannot be a rule for you, who are the son of a Widow with five boys to educate. Do not dear John feel any false shame at not having money, such a feeling might lead to serious ill consequences.’ That is fair enough, but she continues, ‘My Aunt Dickey was found dead in her bed other morning, eyes and mouth both closed so it is thought she went off in sleep. Such a fate might be ours, are you prepared to meet it.’40


And what can be said of Nicholson at the college in Dungannon? Sir John Kaye states, no doubt fed to him by Clara Nicholson, that:




In after years he [John Nicholson] sometimes expressed regret that he had not availed himself more fully of the opportunities then presented to him of increasing his store of learning; but he made very good progress all the same, and at fifteen was probably as good a scholar as the majority of boys at that age.





From what little evidence has survived, the contradictory character traits emerge once again. Captain Trotter, in his life of Nicholson published in 1897, quotes Darley commenting after Nicholson’s death that he ‘was a retiring boy, but brave and generous, the very soul of honour, and always ready to take the side of the oppressed’.41 On the other hand, there was that fiery temper. The problem is that the reports from later life come with the mantle of hero. So what might well have been bullying is portrayed as early evidence of heroic behaviour. Fighting for right and fighting to defend weaker boys against attack was one thing, but the worldly Hesketh Pearson was perhaps more accurate when he surmised that Nicholson’s reputation for fighting bullies and protecting the weak was not so much because he had any particular sympathy for the weak, but rather because he simply enjoyed fighting. Fighting was the one response Nicholson knew and the one strategy that usually worked for him because he was big, strong and fearless. Pearson also hits the nail on the head when he surmises that Nicholson cannot have been very popular at school because ‘though reasonably idle in class, he was of a retiring disposition and awkwardly honest’.42


An interesting glimpse of Nicholson’s character comes out in a story that Kaye and Trotter both relate. As a small boy back home in Ireland, Nicholson had been playing around with gunpowder. There had been an explosion that had blackened the boy’s face. He could not see. The doctor bandaged his face and for ten days the family had to sit and wait to discover whether the child had lost his eyesight. During this time, the lad never complained once, just sat and waited. When the ten days had passed, the bandages were removed and it was discovered that the child’s sight had been saved. It is an insightful story. The inward-looking boy, so alone as to be without fear.


TO INDIA


Why did Clara Nicholson send her devoted eldest boy across the globe to be a child soldier in India, knowing at the very least, if he survived, she would not see him for a further ten years? One is tempted, given her character, to suggest that it was a sacrifice she made to martyr herself. But more practically, Clara recognised that the army might calm down her strange, brooding and at times violent son. What is not supposition is the stark reality that Clara had access to relatives with influence who could get John a cadetship.


Two of Clara’s relatives were closely connected with India House in London. As already mentioned, there was her brother James Weir Hogg, four years back from a successful legal career in Calcutta, now Conservative Member of Parliament for Beverley in the West Riding of Yorkshire. Within the year, Hogg would be a director of the East India Company. And in India House in London’s Leadenhall Street was Henry Alexander, father-in-law of John’s cousin, Captain Melville Hogg.43 Alexander initiated the process of a cadetship for John just before Christmas 1838. It would have been appropriate for the boys to follow their father into the medical profession, but that involved considerable additional expense. Ultimately, James Hogg’s nepotism on behalf of his impecunious sister did not excessively inconvenience such a wealthy man. There was the cost of a cadetship, of an outfit for the lad and his keep in London for a short period, maybe some cash to set him up, but that was about it. In the end four of Clara’s five boys – John, Alexander, William and Charles – were shunted off to India in the same manner, all with dire results.


On 20 December 1838, nine days after his sixteenth birthday, John Nicholson was granted permission to fill up a petition for a cadetship in the infantry of the Bengal Army of the British East Indies Company. The prospect of becoming a soldier at that young age was daunting enough, but to be sent halfway across the world to a strange country where John knew no one was little less than terrifying. And yet the boy seems to have taken his fate well enough. In early 1839 he travelled to Dublin to see his mother, now living back in her terrace cottage in Donnybrook. The house still stands. Here most of the paperwork was undertaken for his enrolment. He also had to get a medical certificate, which was signed by two doctors, Thekleton and Colles, possibly friends of his father. George Bellett had to provide a statement relating to his being baptised and the parent’s declaration form was signed by Clara on 8 February 1839. Mary gave John a Bible and his mother’s parting words to her child soldier son were, ‘Never forget to read your Bible’. A week later, on Friday, 15 February, Nicholson was signing his declaration form in Great Marlborough Street in London.44


There remained the final hurdle; the swearing and oath-taking on the Bible in the India House before the chairman and twenty-four directors of the East India Company. This was completed on Tuesday, 19 February 1839 in the imposing Court Room. What the cadets were urged to achieve was in fact laudable enough for the age: ‘care for the natives of India, keep out of debt and live upon their pay: learn the languages, and behave themselves bravely and honourably’.45 So by nepotism, albeit openly public, but not bribery, John Nicholson became a cadet ensign in the Bengal Army of the British East India Company.


CADET IN THE EIC


It is possible that the tall and lanky Nicholson had a crush on the 34-year-old Mary Claudine Hogg (née Swinton), who had married Hogg in 1822 when she was aged 17 and he 32. They were to have fourteen children, including Isabella, who became Lady Tweedmouth and who said that her cousin John was, ‘always the leader in games’. The Hoggs lived in some style at 40 Upper Grosvenor Street in London, and it is there that John must have stayed in the few weeks he was in London prior to departure to India.


There is little to say of Nicholson’s voyage to India, for the simple reason Nicholson wrote next to nothing about it. Several things are clear, though. Nicholson kept himself to himself, aloof from the other Company cadets, who had attended the Company’s training college at Addiscombe. Nicholson indulged in no high jinks and was, as Pearson probably correctly surmised, regarded as a prig by his fellow boy soldiers. While this is true, it is at the same time unfair. Children will clique and as Nicholson had not attended the East India Company’s infantry training college, he was at a disadvantage both professionally and socially. The captain of the Camden, however, noticed this strange, gauche boy and took to him. It was to be a familiar pattern for Nicholson: regarded as an outsider and as being peculiar and aloof by his fellow soldiers, but greatly respected and admired by his superiors.


Captain Trotter asserts, probably accurately, that the ship ‘for certain’ touched at the island of St Helena, which was then a possession of the British East India Company. There is no evidence that Nicholson ever landed at the Cape of Good Hope, where many East India Company soldiers and civil servants spent their furlough. This was both because living costs and travel were cheaper than returning to Britain, and also because it meant if they did not venture west of the Cape they retained their full salary and did not have to resign any staff or civil position they held at the time of leaving India.46


Nicholson arrived at Calcutta as a third ensign and reported to Fort William on 20 July 1839. As Captain Trotter recorded, it was the height of the monsoon rains.47 Nicholson stayed with a barrister called Theodore Dickens, a friend of James Hogg. On 8 August he was ordered to do duty with the 41st Native Infantry Regiment at Benares.48 Not surprisingly, Nicholson was lonely in his little bungalow and badly missed the security of his old home, though in typical Nicholson fashion he set to and found something constructive to do, in this case beginning to learn Hindi.49 On 12 August 1839, he left Calcutta and three weeks later, in early September, he arrived in the bustling town of Benares. Dickens had put him in touch with Dr Lindsay, the civil surgeon, where he stayed for the rest of September before he moved into a bungalow within the military cantonment near Lecroll. Here, surrounded by servants who could not speak a word of English, or chose not to, and with only ‘50 Hindustani ones’ of his own, unhappy and homesick, he was soon down with ‘a severe bilious attack’.


This was not Nicholson’s first illness in India. He had gone down with fever during his short stay in Calcutta. Indeed, there is a series of references to Nicholson being unwell during the following eighteen years. There is little doubt that ill heath and Nicholson’s notorious temper are linked. No doubt initially acclimatising both to the food and to the extremes of temperature was a factor. Later it is nearly certain that Nicholson contracted malaria. His life became one of living in the open, of patrolling, of riding across arid plains, wading through swamps and drinking from wells. Malaria was one of the inevitable consequences. That one can add to the mix psychosomatic illness is highly likely. And then, later, there were the dangerous drugs he was prescribed. Writing to his mother in July 1840, Nicholson comments, ‘You can have no idea how the hot weather enervates the body, and if you do not take special care, the mind also.’50


In Benares, Nicholson again landed on his feet. By an extraordinary coincidence, his father’s younger brother, Richardson Nicholson, lived near the city. Uncle Richardson appears to have landed up in India off a ship in Calcutta, where he had been a ‘shippy’. He appears to have been involved in the then quite respectable opium trade, running an agency at Benares.51 From snippets that have survived here and there, it is clear that the Nicholsons were kindly folk who gave comfort to both John and William, and though they do not seem to have met Charles, at least in the early days, nonetheless sent him presents.52 They even gave John his own horse, the first of many Nicholson was to go through.


One of the characteristics of Nicholson throughout life was that he was rarely content. He was a great grumbler. Now he grumbled to his mother in a letter that there was also clothing and postage and the like to be bought, and, if he were ordered upcountry he would have to buy a tent at 400 rupees and to hire camels. Yet Nicholson, having done with his rant, as was his way, calmed down quickly and added, ‘I am very well off and have no reason to complain.’ He said his main expenditure was:
















	45 rupees for nine servants


	17 rupees to military funds







	40 rupees for his bungalow


	12 for ale







	30 rupees for food


	  7 to maintain and feed his horse











An assurance followed that he went to church every Sunday and read his chapter from the Bible Mary had given him, ‘as you advised’. Indeed, in one letter he recommended to his mother a work by one of the great evangelical Anglican theologians of the age, Rev. George Stanley Faber, A dissertation on the Prophecies that have been fulfilled, are now being fulfilled, or will hereafter be fulfilled relative to the great period of 1260 years, the Papal and Mahommedan apostasies … This thick book for the faithful first appeared in 1807 and had gone into many editions by the time Nicholson came on a copy. It was not perhaps the ideal reading for a young man needing to learn about the cultures and religions of the region where he was to spend the rest of his life. In fairness, however, to Nicholson, the references to religion and evangelical fervour dry up very quickly in his letters home. He also clearly took an interest in learning various Indian languages.


Nicholson arrived at Benares in October 1839 and was out of the place in early January 1840. It must have been during these months that the sergeant major drilled some discipline into the youth. Not having attended one of the company’s colleges meant that he was at a disadvantage to some of his contemporaries. On 5 December 1839 he was posted to what would be his permanent regiment, the 27th Native Infantry Regiment, then stationed far away on the frontier. This meant an epic journey up the Ganga (Ganges) River and onward to the frontier post of British India – bleak and hot Ferozepur on the Sutlej River, where he arrived on 23 March 1840 after nearly three months on the road.


At Meerut one of his own servants stole his spoons and forks. Then at Karnal his tent was cut open and a small trunk taken. This contained about £10, his pair of pistols and, most precious, his ‘poor father’s’ dressing case.53 The rookie was learning the hard way.


What Nicholson did not learn, and never was to learn, was how to control his temper. Captain Trotter unearthed a story from the then surgeon at Karnal, a Dr J. Campbell Brown. He told him that Nicholson had arrived in the town in the company of another ensign called James Rattray of the 2nd Native Infantry, both with a sepoy detachment. Rattray was senior over Nicholson by some months and fairly inevitably the young men fell out. Nicholson, however, was always one to chew over an old bone and would not let the matter drop, trying unsuccessfully to get a second to organise a duel.54 Needless to say, this episode was not recounted to his mother in Lisburn.


The 27th was neither an old regiment nor a particularly distinguished one. Its origins dated from the 1790s and in its present incarnation it dated from only 1824, when it had been commanded by Major C.H. Baines. In its thirty-three years of existence, between then and its abolition in 1857, the regiment was to do good service. But be that as it may, Nicholson did not like Ferozepur. Few would have. It was miles from anywhere, hot and the encampment hastily erected. This gave ample opportunity for Nicholson to indulge himself in further grumbling. To his mother he complained, ‘This station is a perfect wilderness; there is not a tree or blade of grass within miles of us, and as to the tigers, there are two or three killed in the neighbouring jungle every day.’


Soon a parcel from Ireland arrived containing letters from members of Nicholson’s family, including slippers embroidered by his little sister Lily, which he said he would get soled. News that his brother Alexander had been offered a cadetship by his wealthy uncle, if the family paid for the uniform, elicited a response, ‘I do not besides think Alexander at all fitted for it.’ Instead he had suggested that the Bellinghams might be able to find him something else. He hesitantly offered to pay for the outfit if able when the time came, a clear indication that financially things were tight for him. Before sending love to a host of people at home, Nicholson cautioned his mother in a worldly manner about extracting rent from a family member who had not been able to pay her as yet. The letter was addressed to Vergemont, Dundrum, near Dublin.


And to his Uncle James back in London he did concede that he liked his regiment very much, saying, ‘it is a corps highly spoken of’. He explained to the nabob and his benefactor that:




The Station is a very unpleasant one for a new comer, as there are no houses to be let. Ten years ago there was not a habitation of any description to be seen here, and it was only when the Army of the Indus marched past last year that orders were given for three regiments to hut themselves for the approaching winter.


At present each officer on his arrival builds a bungalow for himself. I must follow this plan, as the hot weather is coming on, and build a couple of rooms, which will last me as long as the Corps remains here.


I am now sharing with a brother officer the stable of an officer who has gone to Cabul. We are all on the qui vive for intelligence from China just now. Cabul, by all accounts, is quite quiet, and has almost ceased to afford us any interest.


On my way up here I passed through Ludhiana. Whilst there I was introduced to Colonel Wade, the great political agent in this part of the country. He was very kind to me and gave me a Perwannah [order] to the Jemadar [the Indian officer] of all the villages I should pass through on my way, ordering them to supply me with everything necessary on my paying for it. However, at several of these villages (which are in the Punjaub), the Jemadars desired the people to give me nothing, adding ‘What do we care for Colonel Wade? We are Seiks [Sikhs], you may _______ unless you bring an order from Nas Nihal Singh.’ Fortunately I had a Naicks guard with me, and by threatening these refractory Seiks with a good flogging I managed to procure enough to eat.


It is reported here that we cannot keep on good terms with the Lahore Court much longer, and what I have just mentioned, shows, I think, they do not like us.55





Taking a short cut through Sikh territory and demanding supplies along the way was exactly the attitude that resulted in bad blood. So Nicholson was right, and, as time was to prove, they had every reason for disliking the Company’s army on its doorstep.


By mid-summer Nicholson was down with fever. Then in October 1840 word was received that the 27th was to see service in Afghanistan. In November the regiment crossed the Sutlej River complete with ‘a second army of followers’ and began a slow march across Sikh territory on its way towards the even then legendary Khyber Pass. By January 1841 the 27th was ensconced deep in Afghanistan in the ancient and dilapidated fortress city of Jalalabad, where the regiment kept its headquarters until May 1841. The first great drama of John Nicholson’s life was about to begin.




2


Afghanistan


[image: Illustration]


The first Anglo-Afghan War would be especially difficult for Nicholson, so it was particularly unfortunate that this was his first experience of warfare. Afghanistan was also an especially difficult problem for the British generally. It was sparked by Russian intrigues in Persia and a perceived threat to western Afghanistan, and so to British India: ‘Persians dancing to the Russian fiddle’. The domino theory kicked in with disastrous consequences for the British army of the Indus. So it was that in 1839, even though the Russians had by then clearly lost interest in encroaching on any perceived sphere of British influence, the armies of Bombay and Bengal invaded Afghanistan,


After initial encounters, the British expeditionary force, with its long lines of communication, appeared to have matters under its control. Shah Shuja was now on the throne in Kabul in place of the more masterful, intelligent and at times chivalrous Dost Mohammad. The establishment in November 1839 of the outstation at Ferozepur, near the British India–Punjab border, was part of British scheming in this endeavour. The death in June 1839 of Punjab ruler Ranjit Singh had created an unstable base, facilitating British operations into Afghanistan.


ALEXANDER NICHOLSON COMES TO INDIA


Once the British were into Afghanistan ‘the Government was a government of sentry-boxes, and that Afghanistan was not governed so much as garrisoned’, Archibald Forbes pointed out.1 The 27th Regiment was not a unified force when in Afghanistan, but broken up into detachments with groups of companies scattered here and there. Indeed, an advance group was already in Afghanistan when Nicholson joined the regiment in Ferozepur. He was, however, with the main body of the regiment at Jalalabad. Here letters from home were awaiting him. One of these brought with it the unwelcome news confirming that his brother Alexander was coming out to India as a cadet soldier. 2 Clara was, as usual, not to be moved and plans for young Alexander’s enrolment had been set rolling despite John’s advice.


More than twenty years later, in 1862, Charles Nicholson had a spat with his Uncle Richardson, who had loyally served as a lifeline to successive Nicholson boys who had arrived in India without friend or support mechanism. To his mother, Charles admitted:




Richardson wrote me rather a cross letter reminding me of all he had done for Alexr and of what a backward lad he was as a grilf [griff3]. This was probably caused by my having in a private letter commented on his sons backwardness, and also by my having omitted to see any of his children.4





As for James Nicholson and his going to India, the question did not arise as he died on 15 March 1840 at home only aged 13, much to the grief of his sister Mary. A sad little ‘Memoir of the life and death of James Weir Hogg Nicholson’ was written by Mary and her brothers at home in Lisburn and is preserved in the British Library.


That winter of 1840–41 we find Clara living at 6 Waldon Terence, Torquay. This was due to ill health in the household, particularly affecting Lily and Charles, although the evangelical ethos on the Devon coast must have aided Clara’s decision on where to go.5 The death of young James also probably spurred Clara to make a change of scenery. But the family did not remain permanently in Devon and by early spring 1842 they were again back in dreary Castle Street in Lisburn.


Back in February 1841, John Nicholson at last got up the energy to write his letter of condescending advice to his younger brother. The document says more about Nicholson’s past than anything else. It must have annoyed young Alexander greatly, who in any case, and unknown to John, was already in India:




As Mamma writes to me that you will probably come as a Cadet in Spring next, I sit down to write you a few words of advice, which I am sure you will take, as I mean them, in good part. I must first say, however, that I was really sorry for your own sake to hear that you were rather idle. Depend upon it, you will deeply regret it, if you do not to the best of your ability improve the time you have left before you arrive in India. On board ship, you will have little to do; if you borrow a Straith’s Fortification from one of the Addiscombe Cadets on board, and study it well, you may find a knowledge of fortification of great advantage to you hereafter.6 You should also endeavour to improve your manners, on your passage, as without good manners you can never advance yourself.


Be reserved and prudent in your communications with your fellow-passengers, and with those with whom you may be associated on your arrival in this country.


I suppose you know that I have been in Cabul for some time; it is a dreary tract of country, and I hope you will not be ordered up there.


We go out the day after to-morrow, to reduce some small but strong hill forts at a place called Peish Bolak; and there is no saying how long we shall be out. How do you like England? not so well as Ireland, I suppose. I was very sorry that circumstances rendered a move necessary. … I hope to pass my examination in the native languages. I should have done so months ago, were it not for this marching continually. Let me hear from you before you leave home.7
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