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For
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FOREWORD




Frederick Whirlpool, Australia’s hidden Victoria Cross is a detailed look at an intriguing man. Whirlpool has long been known as the first soldier in Australian uniform to be presented with the Victoria Cross. It was also known that he was fighting for the British East India Company’s army when he earned the medal during the Indian Mutiny of 185758, and that Whirlpool was not his real name. Myth and error have surrounded almost all other aspects of his life. 


In this book, Alan Leek attempts to set the record straight. He uses letters from the family, as well as official records and newspapers, to determine more about the man’s early life under his original name of Humphrey James. As the author points out, the story has been difficult to put together, in large part because Whirlpool himself worked hard to obscure his origins and distance himself from his Victoria Cross. The medal was a burden to him, as were the lifelong injuries from the battle in which he earned it. The man behind that medal has remained in the shadows—until now.


Having migrated to Victoria in 1859 or 1860, Frederick Whirlpool joined the Hawthorn and Kew Volunteer Rifles. It was while wearing the uniform of this unit that he was invested with the Victoria Cross for his brave actions in India. Presented to him by 


Lady Barkly, the Victorian governor’s wife, it was the first Victoria Cross presented publicly in Australia, and the first presented to a man in an Australian uniform. 


To place the story of any individual soldier into the context of his time is a great challenge for military historians. This is even more true when researching the soldiers of the British Empire. Whirlpool’s world-spanning career was not unusual—British soldiers were sent to all parts of the Empire. These soldiers left fragmented records in each place they visited, records that often pose as many questions as they answer. Leek, a former policeman, has brought his considerable detective skills to bear in writing this book. 


Today, the Australian War Memorial is the custodian of Frederick Whirlpool’s Victoria Cross. It is displayed proudly in our Hall of Valour, beneath the Tomb of the Unknown Australian Soldier. There, the Memorial also commemorates the actions of the 100 Australian Victoria Cross recipients. Whirlpool’s story is distinct from those other recipients, and yet it too is a quintessentially Australian story. We witness in his story the same self-effacing bravery, the struggle to adapt to civilian life, and the burden of fame. 


Frederick Whirlpool, Australia’s hidden Victoria Cross shows the strength of the connections between the nineteenth-century Australian colonies and the rest of the British Empire. It places Whirlpool into the broader context of his family, his service, and the world in which he lived. It is an admirable contribution to Australian military history.


The Honourable Dr Brendan Nelson AO
Director
Australian War Memorial








PREFACE




From the deep recesses of my earliest memories, two things are clear. First, the discomforting itch of clothing salvaged from surplus army uniforms; rough woollen cloth made to be durable in tough times, woven from the fleece of crossbred sheep, which at other times might have been used for carpets. In the immediate aftermath of the Second World War, nothing went to waste and my brothers and I were kitted like mini soldiers. Though I did not understand the reasoning behind the need to wear this discomforting rig, it seems that I always knew what khaki was and there was plenty of it to be had from burgeoning army surplus stores. 


The second enduring memory is of visits to my paternal grandparent’s well ordered and modest home, and the splayed oak framed photograph of a young soldier, open faced and smiling slightly at the camera. The faux timber-grained mount, sepia toned and set against a gilt sleeve, lent gravitas to the image as it stared down from its prime position overlooking the dining table.  


In front of the tiled hearth of the living room, I lay on the soft sheepskin rug and examined the ‘dead man’s penny’, a British Commonwealth Memorial Plaque to the fallen, set in a honey coloured oak shield. I would later learn to read its inscription; ‘Thomas Henry Markham’, my grandmother’s eldest brother. I don’t recall my grandmother ever speaking of him, but he was always present.  His memory had been charged to the women of the family and his mother had his photograph enlarged and framed, in a masculine manner, without mawkishness. She also had the ‘penny’ mounted for timeless display, and sadly maintained his medals and the badges she wore, to show that she had sons serving at the front. Prominent among the campaign medals was the Military Medal for bravery, earned several months before he was blown to pieces at Ypres, in 1917, and ‘passed out of the sight of men’. Also safely lodged was the letter from his chaplain, advising of his death. These items were eventually passed to me, though I was never told of the actions that earned him his bravery award or those that led to his death. Nor did I understand the significance of the medals, apart from the Military Medal, which spoke for itself. Somehow I knew they were important, for these treasures instilled in me the need to ensure that his memory was maintained. 


Growing up in the post Second World War period with crisp black and white films, some of them overt propaganda, cemented in a young mind some understanding of conflict, sacrifice and heroism. Overriding all of this was the understanding of and reverence for the Victoria Cross and its recipients. I grew up knowing the name of Frank Partridge VC and I mourned with the rest of Australia, his tragic death, almost twenty years after the end of hostilities. Albert Chowne VC, Edward Kenna VC and John Edmondson VC, were also household names. Who could not have known of Sir Arthur Roden Cutler VC, who would become Governor of New South Wales? It was also a time when Second World War servicemen were still reintegrating into their old lives, some with great difficulty, and even World War I veterans were plentiful. I wondered what might have been the story of my mathematics teacher, part of whose jaw had been shot away. He smelt strongly of liquor and cigarettes and had little patience with children, or perhaps, life. His challenges, already huge, must have been exacerbated by my inability at algebra and maths generally. We fought our own battles — he winning by gruffly forcing my retreat into the corridor for each lesson, which in no way assisted my struggle. My early life was filled with the wonder and mystery of those who had served. 


After stumbling over the name Whirlpool VC in pursuit of other material, I was intrigued by it and what I deemed to be his initials. Searching further, I discovered that this man, Frederick Whirlpool, had indeed earned the Victoria Cross almost 160 years earlier, in India, during the suppression of the Sepoy Mutiny. I learnt that his Victoria Cross had been presented to him in Melbourne in 1861, and that he had been a schoolteacher and an unsuccessful applicant for the police force there. After that, the trail grew thinner, fading into decades of guesswork and falsehoods as researchers failed to find the truth.  This is precisely what Whirlpool wanted. He would not have wanted his story told.


One glaring omission was that he lacked a monument, which might commemorate this member of an elite band of brothers, whose deeds earned him the highest recognition for valour. I knew his resting ground well, though it seemed to be just another repository of those whose varied lives had been lived. I must have passed it thousands of times, without a second thought of what might be hidden there. Little did I know that of all the stories that might reside there, this one had fallen to me to reveal.


My initial fear was that a headstone had once settled above his grave in the small Presbyterian cemetery in South Windsor, but had been destroyed by natural forces or wanton vandalism. Experience of vandalism of the monuments and grave markers of police who had died gallantly at the hands of murderers came to mind. These men were remembered for a time, but lesser beings had seen fit to desecrate memorials to their courage. I feared the worst for Frederick Whirlpool’s memory and began my search for answers. Answers I was never intended to find.








INTRODUCTION




Born more than 185 years ago and having deliberately and assiduously hidden his life, Frederick Whirlpool, whose VC was the first pinned to the breast of a man in an Australian uniform, has piqued wide interest since. Guesswork and supposition have been fruits of those attempts, not least because Whirlpool laid a trail to confuse. That, combined with the passage of time, lost records, mistaken recollection and wrong assumptions, provided only a sketch of his life; an outline built on falsehoods, which have flowed into myth. Recent claims that he was born in Liverpool, (he had claimed it himself) are without basis.  He was said to be an only child, crippled by migraine, which affected his mood and afflicted his relationships. A thin account of how he earned the Victoria Cross was known. Its presentation in Victoria was well recorded, but more detail has been overlooked. His life in New South Wales was reclusive after his teaching career faltered, and it has been claimed that his only friend was a Scottish swagman who called on him occasionally. One claim that he was an alcoholic was based on one instance of his falling from grace while a teacher. That his father was a major in the British army is still asserted. He’s been given the name Conker and it is said he lived off charity. Yet all these claims, and more, are false. His mysterious life can now be revealed. 


Frederick Whirlpool was born, Humphrey James, in County Carlow, in 1831, one of the eight children of Humphrey and Lavinia James. He and his family were firmly embedded in Ireland, particularly the County Louth township of Dundalk. The precise actions, for which he was awarded the VC — previously obscured and concealed by his reticence and low social rank — can now be fully revealed thanks to extant records and letters. Arriving in Australia and subsequently exposed to the glare of fame when his cross was invested, he withdrew more, and covered his tracks to avoid the limelight. Nothing was known of his movements between his teaching in Victoria, his attempt to join the police force there and his failed teaching positions in New South Wales and their aftermath. Hitherto unknown sources have revealed much about these movements and their outcomes. The reason for him declining a position in the Victoria police is explained. Rich veins have revealed his life in New South Wales, filling gaps including his time in the New South Wales police and subsequent imprisonment. 


On joining the Honourable East India Company army in 1854, Humphrey James claimed to have been born in Liverpool. It is here the subterfuge began. He was born in Ireland to a liberal QuakerCatholic family. Existing letters from his siblings, his own letters and other records were located in the State archives of New South Wales and Victoria, and helped unravel his past. Previously untapped letters of fellow soldiers provided insight into the murderous mutiny campaign. 


The Indian Mutiny was horrific and bloody with abuses on both sides. British retribution was as severe as it was extreme, obdurate and cruel. For the most part the Central India campaign under MajorGeneral Sir Hugh Rose, seems to have been restrained, but only when measured against actions elsewhere, including the retaking of Delhi. Rose’s revenge, too, was swift and unforgiving and no less horrific because it was worse elsewhere. During the rebellion prisoners mostly were tried and savagely executed, or summarily slaughtered. Only towards the end of the campaign were excesses more subdued. Where I have looked at possible abuses, I have not attempted to sheet home blame, but to try and fathom what might have turned the mind of an ordinary soldier. 


The Whirlpool VC was purchased from A.H. Baldwin & Sons, London, in 1963 for £550, by Denys Croll, a New South Wales teacher, medal enthusiast and numismatist, who believed it to be the first presented in Australia. This work traces the passage of his Victoria Cross from the time it was invested, its return to England, on to South Africa, back to England and finally back to Australia.


The VC was won by Whirlpool, a private of the Honourable East India Company’s 3rd Bombay European Regiment, for his actions in 1858, at the siege and taking of the city, fort and palace of Jhansi and a month later at the fort of Lohari, where he was near-fatally wounded. 


This book tells the previously unknown story of an enigmatic man whose life of heroism, suffering, sadness and loss was concealed by his own reticence and by his having no descendant to keep his memory alive. Given his time again, he might take some comfort that this lifting of the veil is no hagiography, or panegyric. He might also be pleased that his cross takes its rightful place among others in the Hall of Valour at the Australian War Memorial, Canberra. As Private Frederick Whirlpool VC, he remains in the Victoria Cross Register. As Humphrey James, Irish born Australian, soldier, teacher, militiaman, policeman and recluse, he now takes his place too, in the rich mosaic of history.






CHAPTER ONE
 

EVENING SHADOWS




‘Our sins, like to our shadowes,
When our day is

   in its glorie scarce appear:
 Towards our evening how great and monstrous they are!’




Sir John Suckling


‘Aglaura’ 1638




The old man lived alone; by preference, not necessity or circumstance. He had withdrawn from the world 30 years earlier, kept his own counsel and mostly shunned society. Neighbours considered his behaviour as simply eccentric, and accommodated his foibles, knowing he had contributed as a soldier and schoolteacher. Most were unaware he had once known fame, across the colonies, in India and in Britain, or that he had found public adulation abhorrent and had run from its bitter taste. 


A hand hewn slab hut at McGrath’s Hill on the outskirts of Windsor, served as his home. Part of the third European settlement on mainland Australia, it nestled in the abundantly fertile Hawkesbury Valley, at the foot of the Great Australian Divide. Two rooms of slab, some wattle and daub and a shingle roof were adequate and familiar to the times, one of many such settler huts in the area. One room was partitioned to take his cot and palliasse, which he called his charpoy, though his use of bat, or Indian soldier’s slang, would be restrained to deter the inquisitive. The remaining space housed the warming fireplace, which also served as cooking hearth. A small vernacular table, which he had fashioned from packing cases, a rough bodger chair, a table he used for sewing and the detritus of everyday living were his only adornments. The floor was of packed earth, gathered from ant nests and rammed home. It provided an earthy glow to the interior, which was yellowed by smoke from the hearth and his pipe. He was not a man in need of easy comfort. His rudimentary, but comfortable early life in Ireland, the hardship of the great famine and years in the East India Company Army had taught him not to be self-indulgent or wasteful. The ‘lean-to’ clinging precariously to the rear of the structure and held upright by the stacked woodheap, served as a wash room where he could ensure that he and his limited clothing could be cleaned, in keeping with his proud appearance. Beyond that was his rich loam plot for vegetables. He had plenty of time to garden and there was not a weed to be found. He enjoyed his patch and its bounty, but he did not own the land on which he lived. Years earlier, he had lived in nearby Pitt Town, at a place then known as North Rocks, on land belonging to John Dick Smith, a local merchant, who had allowed him use of it quid pro quo or at least at a peppercorn rent. He would never live in the shadow of charity. But he had moved closer to the more populated McGrath’s Hill at the urging of Smith, who saw his ageing friend in need of ready amenity, including regular deliveries of goods he was no longer able to gather for himself.


It was clear life and his past disappointed him, no matter in what guise he lived it. But his time in India as Frederick Whirlpool had been the most agonising, both physically and mentally. He had told his sister, Deborah, in a recent letter, that he was damned and destined to roast, believing that there was no alternative to his descent into Hell.


His letters, the first in sixteen years to his family in England and America, were an attempt to right his abandonment of those who loved him. Deborah’s reply scolded him as only sisters can and beseeched him not to be so reckless with his words. Reckless. Not silly or overstated, but reckless, in case he might be right. Raised in a solid though not pious family, Deborah nonetheless feared an omnipotent Almighty. The old man would never read the letter.


He had taken to his bed early as was his wont. Frugality had no need for candles or lamps, when daylight could facilitate reading. But he was an avid reader and considered well-read by the few who knew him.


As Whirlpool slept, Windsor, not much more than a mile away, was alive with anticipation of a total eclipse of the moon. Nearer still, John Tebbutt, a respected Fellow of the Royal Astronomical Society, was at his telescope, making notes. It was to be the first total eclipse in 19 years and if the weather permitted, valuable observations would be made. Tebbutt had advised the community of the imminent event and gave details of its expected timing on 24 June, 1899. It had been raining for days but the sky gave every appearance that the cloud cover was thinning and the spectacle would be enjoyed. 


This was a timely diversion from the clamorous and sometimes rancorous debate, which had divided the community and the colonies ahead of federation. It had come to a head just two days before with the referendum on the Commonwealth Constitution Bill. Supporters of the bill — ‘billites’ — and opponents — ‘anti-billites’ — were among more than 300 people gathered outside the newspaper office of the Windsor and Richmond Gazette, blocking the street to watch the referendum tallies conveyed by telegraph from Sydney, then displayed on blackboards and calico screens.1 The ‘billites’ won an overwhelming victory clearing the way for Australia to be declared a nation 18 months later — January 1, 1901, the start of a new century ushering in a new nation. This was the first time a nation’s constitution had been decided by its people by way of referendum, or at least by some of its people. Women had been enfranchised in South Australia and Western Australia, but would not gain the vote in New South Wales for another three years. Of the 116 electoral rights issued in the country town of Lismore, six were granted to aboriginal men in a foretaste of what would take their people another 60 or more years to fully achieve.2 How sweet the irony, had the referendum been carried by six votes. But it was not to be a close result. A Sydney Morning Herald correspondent reported from the Hawkesbury that, ‘The voting passed off quietly here and very little enthusiasm was displayed. The anti-billites were very demonstrative, but as the Sydney returns continued to give a large majority for the bill they became somewhat silent. Federalist’s were jubilant when it became known that victory was assured.’3


With the vote of the people emphatically in favour of the bill, a new focus was welcome and the community prepared to take in the astronomical event. As the moon slowly melted into Earth’s shadow the town was thrown into total darkness to the wonderment of most and confusion to others who had lost their way in their own gardens, as the Gazette gleefully reported. Tebbutt’s prediction proved sound that the eclipse would allow a beautiful and spectacular view of the Milky Way, not normally visible when the moon was full. The transit of the moon into the shadow of Earth was not a quick affair. It would take hours for the light to return; to those to whom it would return.


* * *


The delivery man from Dick Brothers store in Windsor, had called in his dray that morning with provisions and to take a new order, as he had done two days earlier and would do so again the following day. The deliveries mostly were made twice weekly with forward orders given to the delivery man as required. It was an unhurried arrangement and the purchases rarely exceeded three or four shillings, and varied little, although Whirlpool had indulged in a new sixpenny pipe several weeks earlier. His needs were meagre and delivery days were his main contact with the outside world, though he didn’t dally and had little time for small talk. His account would be settled quarterly in line with his pensions and when he visited his bank in Windsor. The delivery man would be the last person to see him alive. 


Despite his isolation, he maintained a friendship with John Dick Smith, his landlord and proprietor of Dick Brothers’ Windsor store. Smith was a native of Glasgow, many years younger than the old man and a devout and active member of the Presbyterian Church. Part of the great 19th century Scottish diaspora, he had come to New South Wales to work for his uncles, eventually buying their store from them. He took an active interest in the old recluse and knew more than anyone about him, but still only what the old man allowed him to know. Smith’s interest would provide the thread that prevented the old man’s story from fading into oblivion. He knew the old man as Humphrey James and knew he had once been known as Frederick Whirlpool. He knew Whirlpool had been awarded the Victoria Cross, but not the manner in which it had been earned. James told him he had lodged it and his Indian Mutiny medal with the pensions office in Sydney. Smith later provided information to the Windsor and Richmond Gazette to enable the observation that he was, ‘...an educated and well-informed man, having been, when in the service, an Army schoolmaster for a portion of his military career. During the Indian Mutiny, he distinguished himself by his valour, and he obtained the highest prize a soldier strives for — the "Victoria Cross". Different to most old soldiers, it was difficult to get him to talk of his achievements — so says one who knew him well.’4 Not about to let the old man’s achievements go unnoticed, Smith would provide further information to the local newspaper as if to ensure the community appreciated that this reclusive eccentric’s life had been worthwhile, indeed substantial. 


The cold night drew in and could not be kept from the hut. The old man rugged himself as the fire burnt down, and slumbered, drifting in and out of insomnious sleep. Insomnia had been his burden for many years. He knew sleep shone a light on the immensity and monstrousness of his experiences. He hadn’t felt well for days and had not been up to the walks and calisthenics that he regularly undertook to maintain fitness. He was proud of his straight carriage and ready gait, despite being just over three weeks short of his sixty-eighth birthday. But time was catching up.


No-one can know the memories that visited him, in sleep or awake, but it is clear that Whirlpool was a troubled man. His belief in a fiery eternity might have been influenced by the heat of battle, rough justice and personal sacrifices he had not expected to offer when joining the Honourable East India Company Army, and being immersed in the suppression in what would become known as the Indian Mutiny. He had played a major part in that conflict as a lowly ranked private of the 3rd Bombay European Regiment, under the command of Major-General Sir Hugh Rose and his Central India Field Force. 


This night was to be his last. His belief that he was damned and destined for eternal torment was strong; as strong as 19th century religious teachings could make it. Gehenna had been calling him for more than 40 years. He fell back into unconsciousness and as life ebbed from his frail and damaged body, his extremities began to discolour and darken, as if in concert with this darkest of nights when the moon dipped and was lost.


Dick Brothers’ delivery dray arrived the next morning. The driver hammered on the flimsy door but failing to rouse the old man, called his name. When no answer broke the chill silence, he feared the worst and ran for help to the nearby Killarney Inn, known as Carey’s Hotel after its popular licensee. With Carey, he returned to the hut, forcing the door to find the old man dead in his bed. There was no sign of trauma and his lifeless skin now highlighted the elongated weals of old scar tissue on his face, neck and head, where they were not hidden by the wisp of his mutton-chop whiskers. What couldn’t be seen was the silver plate, which had clasped his shattered and trepanned skull in place since he was a young man.5


Police were summoned and Constable James Kell Tate rode out to the hut. He briefly interviewed the delivery man and Carey then entered the hut where experience told him the dark discolouration to the old man’s ears, throat and fingertips were telltale signs of heart failure. Tate arranged for the local undertaker to collect the body. Undertaker Richard Dunstan’s enterprise was displayed in his advertising, providing a glimpse at the balance between dying and the day to day needs of the living in the 19th century colony as he juggled the roles of, ‘Builder and Undertaker. Wall-papering and Housepainting done.’6


An inquest was held at Carey’s hotel four days later, with coroner, James Bligh Johnston finding that Humphrey James, also known as Frederick Whirlpool, had died as a result of ‘a failure of the heart to action ...’ Dr. Gibson had certified death, obviating a post-mortem examination and sparing the old man a final indignity. James was also found to have clothing, a bed of little value and £160.5.8. deposited in the savings bank at Windsor.7


Constable Tate interviewed John Dick Smith, who had been distressed to learn from his cart-man of his old friend’s death. His information assisted Tate in completing his report to the Curator of the Estate of Deceased Persons, as James had died intestate. The report informed the curator that Humphrey James was otherwise known as Frederick Whirlpool and that he was an Imperial Army pensioner. It indicated that he was born in Ireland and had not married. A letter found in the hut indicated that he had brothers, Josiah James in Leeds, and Samuel James in Pennsylvania. Other contents of the hut were assiduously listed and a small iron boiler, saucepan, frying pan, bucket, bottles of salad oil, tins of milk, a billy can and six dozen of bottles were deemed worthy of mention. They would later be sold by the curator for ten shillings. Seven shillings and sixpence in cash and a Bank of New South Wales passbook were also found. The report noted briefly that the deceased was said to have left a Victoria Cross Medal at the Pension Office in Sydney.8


In the absence of anyone else, John Dick Smith assumed the role of executor, planning the funeral and seeking to notify James’ known family. His serious approach and Scottish tenacity were called to the fore when dealing with the office of the Curator of Intestate Estates in Sydney. He wrote to the curator on 2 August, 1899 and was refused information, which would enable him to write to James’ relatives. Letters passed back and forth, the curator ceding, enabling Smith to write to Samuel James in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.9


In late November 1899, Samuel James replied, thanking Smith for his many kindnesses and for attending to the obsequies of his late brother. He advised that James was survived by brother Josiah in Bradford, England, a sister, Mrs. W Prescott of Dublin [Dinah]; a sister, Mrs. Samuel Manifold of Liverpool [Deborah]; a brother Benjamin ‘who was out in the Indian Mutiny with Humphrey, after which they never met again.’ Benjamin had returned to England before leaving for the United States, serving two terms there in the army and was now a pensioner in Patton, California. He advised that their father had died in 1875 and their mother some years later. He continued. ‘I have not the slightest recollection of his personal appearance, he having joined the army and left home when I was only a baby, or little more. Another brother (Tom) did the same thing almost, only he went to sea and died in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, and I have practically never seen him either. I have in my pocket Humphrey’s last letter to his relations, written to my brother Josiah; it is on two leaves ... He began it on the 31st January last and finished it on the 4th May, so you see he took his time about it, and he has given us a pen picture of himself, as well as he could, and told us all about his habits and about your man bringing him his weekly supply of groceries; what exercise he took, calisthenics, and moderate walking; said he was as straight in carriage as he ever had been, and we were congratulating ourselves on the fact that he was going to be a regular correspondent and more sociable, when now it is all over and that was the last flare up of the expiring embers and he is gone. 


I do not know why he would not go back to England and live within reach of his friends and relatives; why he should choose such a lonesome life is a mystery to me. I know I could not stand it. But then I am married and have a family, and (as far as I know) he was a bachelor. I hope that I shall meet him in the sweet bye and bye, and if I do we certainly will have to be introduced.’


Sadly, Samuel then asked, ‘Had Humphrey no intimate friends; did no-one call at his lonely shanty to talk to him; what did he do when he wanted company; did he ever go to church; was he profane, pleasant or irritable? … I will send the newspaper to England so that my brother Josiah and sister Deborah, can read how he died, all alone, without a friend near to say a cheering word, or even help him to his couch to die. I wonder if he was in bed when he died, or did he fall to the floor? It is a foolish question to ask.’ 10


He concluded expressing a desire to have some little trinket of Humphrey’s. The propitious Smith would have answered Samuel’s questions but the only thing he had had of Humphrey’s was a bank passbook, and that had gone to the curator.


James had agonised over his letters to his brother Josiah and sister Deborah. He started them stiltedly and worked on them over the ensuing months. It was not easy to take up the threads after sixteen years and he laboured over their form and content, setting them aside, often wondering if they were worth sending at all. Yet the familial call was strong and he persevered, despite his misgivings, to reattach himself to his siblings. He would not have known that his brother William had died in England on 27 February, less than a month after he began to write his letter of denouement. But his brother Josiah had written later, informing him of it. This news urged James to continue his efforts. He knew that time was running out for all of them. He enclosed his letter to Deborah with the one to Josiah. Deborah wasted no time in replying to him on 29 June, having no way of knowing that James had died five days earlier. Her letter reveals much about her, Humphrey, and the James family.


‘70 Harlow St


Toxteth Park


Liverpool 


29 June 1899


My dear Brother Humphrey


'Josiah enclosed your letter to me and I was very glad to see you are becoming more sociable and not holding aloof so much as you have done. Really when I think of it 16 years without writing to your brothers and sisters and we all so anxious to hear of your welfare. I can hardly forgive you and then when you did write you never asked how long was your Mother dead or was she dead. I thought it so strange of you, you see you were estranged from us and forgot all about us.


'I expect, and as my husband says you living out in the Bush and don’t often see Men and Women like us, you have got into that careless way that you don’t care for writing, and yet you are such a splendid writer and speller — in all that long letter I don’t detect a single word spelled wrong. I had bad spelling. Humphrey you write strange, Don’t be so reckless, don’t write so reckless, don’t talk about being damned and being roasted etc. etc. We all love you. Poor William used to cry when he spoke of you and he was always talking of you and doating and telling me the same old tales over and over again. I suppose Josiah has told you that he is gone to rest, died on 27th February this year. Josiah came down and was present at his funeral. I often go and see his grave. Poor William he was very stout, about 14 stone.


'Poor Mother died 7th March, 1890. She lived here with me 11 years and was bedridden nearly 12 months. She went so thin and worn and when she died I missed her awfully. I thought it a terrible trouble, but oh I had a worse one in store for me when my dear boy Humphrey 21 years old went to South America and died there in Ocos de Guatemala. You might ask, perhaps, what was he doing there. Well his fathers brother James Manifold was there and he went to him, thought he would make a little money and stay two years or so. He was there only two months when he died, it nearly finished me when I got the news. He was such a good boy and so thoughtful for me. Ah well it was a terrible blow for us. We have not got over it yet and it was two years last January 3rd. ... I am in this house 13 years so I am not fond of moving. I took Mother to Dundalk to bury her in Father's grave and Uncle Josiah’s. Also Josiah helped me pay the expenses; it wasn’t a great deal and it was her wish to be buried there. My dear Mother, if I was well off I would go and see it this summer but I can’t. ... I spent a fortnight with Josiah and his wife in Leeds last summer they have a very lovely house and she is a very kind hearted woman. Their 2 sons fine young men were home on furlough from Gibraltar, they both came to L’pool and spent a week with us. 'Humphrey I wish you would come home and live amongst us, you who has enough to keep you comfortable would you be afraid of the sea trip. Tell me what you think of it, think it over. I think it would be nice to end your days in your own land. I would love to see brother Sams' wife and family and home. I was told he had a house fit for any gentleman to go into. He is a good fellow is Sam. ... I hope to hear how Ben is doing. Sam generally sends Ben his letters to Jos or me ... and now I think I have told you all the news but I would like to have a proper photo of you, not that likeness you drew in your letter.


'I remember what you were like, you were good looking. I am sorry you are a Mormon Humphrey. I am a Wesleyan Methodist. The Church is going to the dogs indeed ... and now I will close with love from your Affectionate Sister Deborah Manifold’11


The letter remained at the Mulgrave Post Office near McGrath’s Hill and James was never to learn of his extended family, or to bear his sister’s mild wrath. Deborah’s words hint at a close family and confirm the strong relationship she had with her mother, Lavinia. Lavinia’s brother, Josiah Murphy, was buried in the Dundalk grave with her husband Humphrey and it was her wish to be buried there also. Theirs had been a happy marriage. That Deborah, her husband Samuel Manifold, and brother Josiah James, ensured that she was returned to Dundalk, in County Louth, also shows deep love, warmth and fidelity to family. How William showed a somewhat moribund affection towards the memory of his brother Humphrey, revealed old sorrows, which could not be consoled. Deborah maintained contact with her brothers, Samuel and Benjamin, in the United States and Josiah nearer to home. Her entreaties to Humphrey to return to the fold showed that time, distance and silence had not weakened her resolve to unite her siblings once again and the deep love and affection she had, and had always had for what was obviously a robust and happy family. 


Shortly after, another letter to James arrived at the Mulgrave Post Office. It was from his brother Samuel, the youngest of the James children, who was about six years old when he last saw Humphrey, 45 years earlier. Writing on 15 July, 1899, three weeks after Humphrey’s death, he said, ‘My dear far distant Brother Humphrey. I had the pleasure, the great pleasure, this afternoon, of receiving a letter from Debby, a little one, enclosing a double sheet of foolscap from the Antipodes, closely written and containing one of the most wonderful uninspired dogma of religion and creed that I ever perused. Plague on it man, you ought to be here in Utah, in Salt Lake City; Australia is no place for you, who knows but you might succeed Joseph Smith or whoever is the president of that polygamous community, which is at the present time occupying a very prominent place in the eyes of the American people on account of the seat of the Senator elect from that State having been contested because he is a too much married man according to Christian ideas or at least the ideas of the would be decent people of this glorious republic.’


James had professed faith in the Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter Day Saints — the Mormons, a church founded by their prophet Joseph Smith — and Samuel was having none of it. He didn’t hold back in his mildly jocular denunciation of the church. Moving on to their brother Benjamin, he said, ‘... so you noticed Ben’s (what will I call it?) enthusiastic endorsement and acceptation of all that Swedenborg raved about, I sent Debby one of his letters in which he had embodied one of Swedenborg’s books I guess and it scared her, and no wonder, and the next thing we knew he was in the military asylum, in a straight [sic] jacket and they are very suspicious of him yet, though he tells me he is as sane as any of his keepers or officers — now — yes my dear elder brother, you be careful of too much Swedenborg, or too much of the book of Mormon. Why Humphrey! You are real mean! You know that I was only a kid when you were a grown man and I have no more idea of what you and Tom looked like than I have of what the prophet Daniel did. I have Bill’s picture taken alongside of myself — I have Josiah’s, lots of them and Ben’s too and if you knew how I would like to have one of yours I think you would make an effort and try and squander the little sum that the photographer would demand please do I implore you ...’12 


This letter too, expressed warmth and embraced the family. Samuel, in this and another letter written to authorities later, showed a gentle warmth for his siblings, particularly Benjamin, who had been committed to the military asylum, ‘Patton’, in California. He had served in India during the mutiny, and made his way back to England, when the Indian Army was disbanded. After emigrating to America he enlisted in the Union Army for five years on 2 July, 1860, and was attached to the 5th U.S. Infantry. 13 Though receiving a back injury at Fort Craig, New Mexico during an action against the Confederate Army, in February 1862, he was discharged at the expiry of his full term. 14 He re-enlisted on 13 November, 1866, giving his birthplace as Louth, Ireland. Attached to the 14th Infantry Regiment, he was subsequently engaged in the American Indian Wars.15


Samuel kept in touch with him and on at least one occasion travelled to California to bring him back to Pennsylvania ‘for a change of air’. Whilst Samuel also gently chided Humphrey for his assertion that he had joined the Mormons, he wasn’t to know that Humphrey had also claimed to have been a Quaker and a member of the Church of England. He seems to have eschewed his parents adherence to the Church of Ireland, or perhaps the church was represented in Australia through its tenuous affiliation with the Church of England. As will be seen later, James came under the influence of an evangelical preacher in Victoria who himself waxed and waned over creed. It seems that he was searching for something; perhaps absolution. It is certain that he was troubled by his past and sought comfort Dei gratia; by the grace of God, if not wholly, then by hedging his bets.


None of the James children were transfixed by religious dogma, leaving them able to bend to their individual leanings. This stemmed from their being products of mixed marriages of some complexity. Firstly, of their maternal grandparent’s Catholic and Quaker union and later, their parent’s Church of Ireland and Quaker mix. 


On joining the Carlow Constabulary in 1822, Humphrey James, senior, patriarch of the family, was just 23 years old and ‘native county’ on his service record was unambiguously given as Carlow. Lavinia, also a native of Carlow, was born Lavinia Murphy to a Catholic father and a Quaker mother, whose name was Lecky. She adopted her place in the congregation of the Church of Ireland, in deference to her husband, when they married in Carlow in March 1826. What resulted was a loving and relaxed family, educated and free to question their faith. This was very much at odds with the accepted order of the day, which demanded that the children born to the union of a Catholic and a non-Catholic must be raised Catholic. The Murphy’s ignored this edict and at least one daughter used her mother’s maiden name to avoid the association of the Murphy name to Catholicism. 16 The James family was close knit, warm and imbued with a nurturing spirit, not unlike any family of its type at the time, but stronger and more liberal than most. The stuff that bound them was understood. Even Benjamin in one of his more lucid moments was to write to Samuel on 7 May, 1899, ‘Deborah is a great sister to have. I tell you she is the jewel of the family ...’ 17


Deborah had become the glue of the family well prior to their mother’s death. She maintained contact and gathered them in wherever she could. In this she followed her mother’s lead when she had nursed her paralysed and invalided brother Josiah Murphy for three years before his death. Deborah nursed her mother and her eldest brother, William. She had taken in their sister Dinah too, and did what she could to support her in her fragile marriage. But what of this family? Where was it formed? How was it sustained and why did Humphrey James not only leave its fold, but change his name, his identity and obfuscate for the rest of his life?








CHAPTER TWO
 

CARLOW & DUNDALK




‘His own parents,
 He that father’d him, and she

   that had conceived
 him in her womb, and birth’d him,


   They gave of this child more of themselves than that;
 They gave him afterward everyday - they became part of him.’




Walt Whitman 1819-1892


‘There was a child went forth’ ‘Leaves of Grass 1855’




Humphrey James senior had been a Carlow county policeman for 14 years when the Irish Constabulary was formed in 1836, and county forces were amalgamated. He was posted to Dundalk with his wife and three surviving children. Their first child was William, who was born in County Carlow in October 1827. Thomas followed in 1829 and Humphrey two years later, again in County Carlow, on 17 July 1831. Susanna, born 1833 and Elizabeth, born 1835 did not survive infancy. Benjamin was born on 28 February 1838, after the move to Dundalk. Dinah followed in 1840 and Deborah in 1842. Josiah was born in 1845 and the last child, Samuel, in 1848. All but the first three surviving children were born in or near Dundalk. Josiah’s birthplace is recorded as Mullacrew, several miles from Dundalk and it is possible that Humphrey senior had been posted there or that he and Lavinia were in Mullacrew for a major fair which followed Josiah’s birth by a few days.


It was in Dundalk — at 28 Jocelyn Street — that the family took root and where the parents would spend their lives until Humphrey senior’s death there on 15 September 1875, after nearly 50 years of marriage. Lavinia moved to Liverpool, into the care of Deborah and her husband Samuel Manifold for 11 years, but requested that upon her death she be returned to Dundalk to be buried with her husband and her brother Josiah Murphy1, in the grounds of St. Nicholas’ Church of Ireland in Dundalk, known locally as the ‘green church’ due to its patinated spire. 


Once a major market town, Dundalk in County Louth, is about 50 miles north of Dublin on a bay at the mouth of the Castletown River. For nearly twenty years, this picturesque seaport, garrison town was the home of the young Humphrey James who would, for a time, metamorphose into Frederick Whirlpool.


Pigot’s 1824 ‘Directory of Ireland’ describes Dundalk in great detail and paints a picture of a prosperous and busy port servicing the county. It noted that the town was ‘pleasantly situated in a valley surrounded by rich enclosures, and backed by a bold outline of mountains … The houses are of stone or brick … The church is a fine ancient building and the inhabitants are much indebted to the present rector, the Rev. Elias Thackeray … The other public buildings are the charter school; the courts of justice and the new sessions house … The barracks are large enough to contain several troops of horse. The town also possesses a literary society of some eminence and the general fever hospital of the County of Louth. The principal manufactures here are those of salt, soap, candles and tanned leather … ’2


By 1852, Thom’s Irish Almanac claimed that Dundalk had a population of just under 11,000 people. The figure was 11 years old, but did indicate the population, allowing for some boundary changes, had declined by 3,500 in the four years from 1837 to 1841, and this, some years before the worst of the looming famine.3


Humphrey senior was well educated. His copperplate signature as a witness to Dinah’s marriage on 8 May 1870, at St. Nicholas’, attests to this. Membership of the established church provided him ample scholastic opportunity and, in turn, he ensured his children — girls and boys — got the best possible education. Later in life, Dinah and Deborah wrote haltingly and without style, perhaps the result of advancing age or the then commonplace practice of girls ending their studies earlier in life. The boys however, wrote well and stylishly with a steady hand and handsome copperplate. Education, it seems, was taken seriously in County Louth. Dundalk, in particular, was blessed with abundant schools, some of them accessible to the poor. 


Humphrey junior claimed in later life he was schooled for four years at the Dundalk Institute, where the Incorporated Society, the school’s administrator, covered his tuition costs. Humphrey senior could almost certainly not have afforded the fees for day scholarship (which his son undertook) let alone the £12 annual fee charged for boarders. 4 This, particularly so, given it is likely that sons William and Thomas were already enrolled. Benjamin also attended the Dundalk Institute, although much later than Humphrey who, most likely, showed sufficient promise at junior school to be offered one of the 30 free places at the Institute through the mid-1840’s. This would have seen him learning there until 1847 or 1848.


The Dundalk Institute has a long history, beginning as a Charter School in 1739, funded by the Incorporated Society for Promoting Protestant Schools in Ireland. It still holds to the Protestant tradition, as the Dundalk Grammar School, to the present day. In 1835 the school was reorganised as the Dundalk Educational Institution, largely due to the efforts of the Reverend Elias Thackeray. It ceased operation during Word War 1 when the buildings were used to billet troops, who used the unsecured records of the school to start their fires, thus depriving us of any reference to Humphrey James or his brothers.5


A vignette of the Dundalk Institute is provided by the celebrated author and journalist, William Makepeace Thackeray in ‘The Irish Sketchbook 1842’ which he published in 1843 under the nom de plume, ‘Mr. M. A. Titmarch.’ 6 Thackeray appears to be in an agreeable frame of mind despite his personal travails, not least of which was the ruinous disability of his wife through post-natal depression that was to see her permanently confined. He was introduced to the Vicar of Dundalk, Elias Thackeray, to whom he was related and whose virtues he was to extol at length. (Another cousin, Edward Thackeray, would win the Victoria Cross as a lieutenant at the siege of Delhi in 1857). With the vicar, he visited the church with the green spire and sagely commented, ‘The building being much injured by flame and time, some hundred years back was repaired, enlarged, and ornamented — as churches in those days were ornamented — and consequently lost a good deal of its Gothic character. There is a great mixture, therefore of old style and new style and no style: but, with all this the church is one of the most commodious and best appointed I have seen in Ireland.’ 
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